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It’s 2:14 in the morning.

You’re driving alone down a deserted road.

You find a car crashed against a tree.

You hear knocking coming from the trunk.

Would you stop to help... or keep driving?

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 1: The Two A.M. Detour
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The asphalt seemed to swallow the headlights whole. At this hour, the interstate was nothing but a black, winding line hemmed in by the looming mass of trees that blotted out the sky. Nicolás gripped the wheel with both hands, feeling the steady hum of the engine vibrating under his feet. The coffee in his thermos had gone cold an hour ago and his eyes burned with exhaustion, but the thought of getting home kept him awake. Or at least it tried to.

He’d been driving for almost five hours, ever since he’d closed out the last meeting on the contract in the capital. His body was begging for a bed, but his mind, as it almost always did after these trips, refused to switch off completely. He thought about the contract numbers, about whether he’d negotiated the payment terms well, about whether he’d have to make the same trip again in two weeks. He thought, above all, about how quiet the house he was returning to had become. A small, tidy apartment, with no one waiting behind the door.

There were stretches of the interstate Nicolás could have driven with his eyes closed; he knew every curve, every faded sign, every incline where the engine demanded a downshift. But at night, with the low fog clinging to the asphalt like cold breath, the road felt different. Foreign. As if the road he knew by day hid, in the darkness, a face he’d never fully seen.

He turned the radio down without quite noticing and cracked the window an inch, letting the icy air slap his face to keep himself awake. The smell of wet pine and damp earth filled his lungs. Somewhere along the way he’d stopped counting kilometers and started, instead, counting the minutes left until he arrived, as if that alone could bring him closer to something like rest.

He didn’t know — couldn’t have known — that rest was still a long way off that night.

The radio spat out intermittent static, broken now and then by a worn-out jazz melody that got lost among the hills. Nicolás glanced at the dashboard: 2:14 a.m. He hadn’t passed a single car in the last forty kilometers. The world felt strangely empty, as if the night had erased everything else.

That was when the headlights lit up something unusual around the next curve.

A metallic glint. A reflection out of place in the underbrush.

Nicolás slowed instinctively. As he straightened the car, the light hit the scene head-on. A dark gray sedan sat wedged nose-first into the trunk of an enormous oak tree, just a few feet from the shoulder. The hood was crumpled like a sheet of tinfoil, and the windshield had become a spiderweb of tempered glass. The radiator still let out a lazy thread of white steam that dissolved into the early-morning mist.

“Shit...” Nicolás muttered, bringing his car to a full stop on the side of the road.

He left the engine running. The silence of the night settled back over everything, thick and heavy, broken only by the rhythmic tick-tick of his hazard lights.

Nicolás hesitated. His right hand hovered over the gearshift. Common sense told him to hit the gas, drive to the next service station, and call the police. It wasn’t his problem. But then he looked down through the window.

Right where the asphalt ended and the dirt began, his headlights caught dark, glistening stains on the dry leaves. A thick trail. Blood. It dripped from the open driver’s door, which gaped toward the black forest like an open invitation.

There was no one in the seat. The car was empty, but the trail was fresh.

Guilt, or maybe that damned empathy his father had always criticized him for, won out. Nicolás cut the engine, grabbed the flashlight from the door compartment, and got out of the car. The early-morning cold slapped his face like an icy hand, carrying with it a sharp smell of gasoline, wet earth, and something else... something rusted and ferrous that turned his stomach.

He walked toward the wrecked vehicle, dry leaves crunching under his boots. The flashlight trembled slightly in his hand as it lit up the destroyed interior of the gray sedan.

“Hello?” Nicolás called, and his own voice sounded strange to him, small, almost intrusive amid the vastness of the forest. “Is anyone there? Do you need help?”

No one answered. Only the wind whistling through the high branches of the oak.

Nicolás took another step closer, aiming the flashlight toward the back of the wrecked car. It was in that instant of absolute silence that he heard it.

It didn’t come from the forest. It didn’t come from the farmhouse hidden among the trees.

It came from below. From inside the metal.

A dull thud. Knock. Then another, more desperate. Knock, knock.

Nicolás held his breath. The sound was coming directly from the trunk.
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CHAPTER 2: The Weight of Helping
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Knock, knock.

Nicolás didn’t move. The dry sound striking metal from inside the trunk left him rooted to the spot, the flashlight trembling in his right hand, his heart pounding so hard his ribs ached. For a second, the forest, the road, the wrecked sedan against the oak, all of it seemed to dissolve, and in its place another night appeared. Another road. Another body crying for help he hadn’t known how to hear in time.

He’d been nineteen the first time his father taught him, without meaning to, the lesson he’d carried ever since like a scar.

It had been a rainy night on the road to Chone, driving back from an uncle’s farm. His father gripped the wheel of the pickup with both hands, saying nothing, while the radio broadcast a game neither of them was really listening to. Nicolás sat in the passenger seat, half asleep, when he saw the figure. A man sprawled at the edge of the ditch, one leg bent at an unnatural angle, weakly waving an arm at the approaching headlights.

“Stop, stop the car!” Nicolás had shouted, sitting bolt upright.

His father didn’t brake. He didn’t even slow down.

“Don’t get involved, Nico,” he’d said, eyes fixed on the wet road, his voice as flat as if he were commenting on the weather. “People in the ditch at night, it’s almost always a trap. You get out to ‘help’ and they steal your car, or worse. And if he’s really hurt, that’s what the police are for. You put your body on the line, and the problem gets handed down to your whole family.”

Nicolás had watched in the side mirror as the man’s silhouette shrank into the darkness, as his arm finally dropped, exhausted, disappearing completely behind the curtain of rain. He’d spent the next three days checking the local paper, looking for some mention, some body found on the road to Chone. He never found anything. He never knew whether that was a relief or a sentence, because not knowing turned out to be worse than any answer.

His father had a simple philosophy, forged over thirty years driving freight trucks down the loneliest highways in the country: other people’s suffering doesn’t pay anyone’s bills, and whoever stops to look ends up carrying whatever they find. He repeated it to him in a thousand different forms over the years, every time Nicolás came home with some new cause, some new classmate he’d lent money to with no hope of ever getting it back, some new story about staying up late to help someone he barely knew.

But the lesson never fully took. If anything, it did the opposite: every time Nicolás walked past someone who needed help, he felt afterward a weight in his chest that kept him up at night, a weight his father never seemed to carry. And over the years he came to understand, or believed he understood, that guilt was the price he paid for only being half like his father. For having, perhaps, something of his mother in him — she had died when he was twelve, and he barely remembered her voice, but he remembered her hands, always busy helping some neighbor, cooking extra “in case someone’s hungry,” stopping at every red light to hand a coin to whoever asked, even as his father grumbled from the driver’s seat.

That night, two years ago, on the road to Chone, Nicolás had done what his father asked. He’d stayed quiet, looking straight ahead, letting the rain carry off the silhouette of the man in the ditch. And he’d sworn, silently, that he would never do it again. That the next time someone needed help on an empty road, he would be the one to stop, no matter the cost.

He didn’t know, that rainy night, that life would take him at his word so literally.

There was another time, months before his father’s death, that Nicolás remembered with the same uncomfortable clarity. A university classmate, Daniela, had called him one early morning from a party he hadn’t wanted to go to, her voice broken, music blaring in the background, begging him to come get her because she didn’t feel safe. Nicolás, exhausted after an exam, told her to take a taxi
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