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Before the world bled in color, before the streetlights surrendered to dawn, I was up—my limbs wound with a sleepless purpose. The apartment, with its mildewed carpet and click-clack radiators, had never felt so hollow as it did then: all our books boxed, the closet hangers bare, mattress stripped to the yellowing foam. The air had the kind of chill that promised heat but demanded patience first.

Matt’s headlamp flashed from the stoop, casting spectral circles up the peeling stairwell. He was already at the car—my ‘04 Honda Civic, loyal in her decrepitude. She had ferried me to a hundred unmemorable classes and one notable funeral, her trunk as haunted as her engine. The paint had long surrendered to a rusty eczema; last winter’s road salt clung to her flanks like leprosy.

I balanced the last duffel—camp stove, two unopened bottles of rotgut vodka, a ceremonial can of bear spray—against my hip and caught Matt’s eye. He did that little engineer’s nod, the one that meant he’d already assessed and solved three potential loading catastrophes before I’d zipped the bag.

“Give it here,” he said, too softly, and took the duffel as if it were an infant. His hands vanished into the trunk’s darkness. When he emerged, his glasses were fogged, and his cheeks dimpled in self-congratulation. “Space optimization: ninety-four percent. We could take a third person. Or a corpse.”

I stifled a laugh. “You want to re-pack? For efficiency?”

“We’d need a corpse first.”

“We can probably pick one up outside Des Moines. Maybe at a rest stop.”

His eyebrows—always too large for his face, perpetually tensed—arched. He deadpanned: “You have a dark streak, Aimes.”

But I could tell he liked it, that shadow. It’s why we’d lasted longer than any of our friends thought we would.

The Civic’s interior was dense as a rat’s nest: coolers jammed against laundry baskets, a jittery mosaic of maps and water bottles in every cupholder. My bucket list, written in a wine-drunken sprawl on an old envelope, floated atop the dashboard.

Matt’s side was a diorama of precision: directions printed in stacks, highlighted in alternating colors (yellow for must, green for maybe, pink for “contingency”), a three-ring binder with a spreadsheet for fuel, tolls, projected rest stops.

He’d slept in the same thermal base layer for a week, a silent protest against the box-mountain of my own clothing indecisions. I’d wanted this trip, but I was its saboteur; my urge to plan was always subsumed by my need to sabotage, to puncture anything that promised neatness.

He rechecked the address on my sticky note, reading it like a crossword. “First stop: Your cousin’s. You have the route?”

I jerked my thumb at the dash. “Right there. Under the Twizzlers.”

Matt sighed. “We can’t just wing it for three thousand miles, you know.”

“Can, and will. The best adventures aren’t planned.” I snapped the ignition. The engine hiccuped, then caught.

He buckled up with military solemnity. “You said that last time and we lost a whole weekend in Branson.”

“That wasn’t a loss. We discovered Yakov Smirnoff still works,” I said. “Which is, honestly, inspirational.”

We sat in a moment’s hush. The parking lot was an aquarium, fluorescently lit, empty but for us and a lone fat cat with one ear.

“Should I take a picture?” Matt asked.

“You always take a picture.”

He angled his phone through the cracked windshield, lining up the sun as it pried at the world’s edge. I’d seen this composition before, in every album from every road trip: the promise of a beginning. Sometimes I wondered if he loved the idea of the trip more than the going.

The cat sidled up to my tire, as if to bless our journey. I rolled the window and reached out, but it hissed and vanished.

Matt was tracing a route on his map with a pale, bony finger. “If we’re making your cousin’s by dinner, you’ll have to skip the ‘world’s largest fork’ and the ‘haunted Waffle House’.”

“Not possible. Those are key to the narrative arc.”

He pursed his lips, squinting east. “What’s the narrative arc, exactly?”

“We leave as ourselves,” I said, “and come back as something else. Ideally something cooler.”

He shook his head, but he was smiling.

There’s a special kind of silence when you depart somewhere forever. I felt it like a bruise as we eased out onto Canal Street, our building receding, the low skyline washed in brittle pink. Neither of us said a word about how it felt; we preserved it, let it crystallize between us.

By the time we hit the first light, Matt was back to fiddling with his spreadsheet.

I drummed my fingers on the wheel, matching the thrum of blood in my ears. The city was a slow beast in the morning—nurses groping for cigarettes, delivery guys outnumbering the living, the sad wake of last night’s parties laid bare in the gutters.

Matt cleared his throat. “Should we call your mom now, or after the first hundred miles?”

“She’ll just say, ‘Text me when you’re safe.’ Doesn’t matter what I tell her.”

He nodded, that’s-just-how-moms-are. “And yours?”

“She probably thinks we’re moving in together.” I snorted. “She’ll be shocked if we come back in one piece.”

He paused. “And will we?”

“Come back?” I kept my eyes on the road, refusing to blink at the orange blare of sunrise. “Depends. On what happens in Branson, I guess.”

We howled through a green light. A block later, Matt’s hand found mine. It was dry, warm, with the tiniest tremor. For a moment I thought he would say something meaningful, something permanent, but instead he said: “Left at the McDonalds. Then it’s two hundred miles before we see another town.”

I let his hand linger on mine. The Civic stuttered over a pothole, but I kept us aimed for the horizon.

At the edge of the city, the road tilted into open country. Fields ruptured with the memory of winter, dead corn stalks thrusting through a skin of mist. The ghosts of old barns hunched on the skyline. The landscape shed its suburban armor mile by mile, laying itself raw.

Matt dozed in the passenger seat, head rolled against the glass. Even asleep, he looked prepared: lips moving, perhaps rehearsing a list, solving a problem in his dreams.

I watched our...

Dawn peeled the world back in layers: bleached grey above the apartment roofs, pale blue pooling in the parking lot. The Civic stood crooked on its tire, dusted in a sacrificial crust of pollen and birdlime. I could have spent an hour just staring at the paint flaking from the hood, marveling at how even rust is patient. Instead I wrenched open the trunk, lobbed the battered tent inside, and winced as the impact echoed off the silent buildings. The Civic’s bumper sticker collection—extolling places I had never been—glared at me with plastic certainty.

Matt was already in the passenger seat, face upturned to the paper atlas balanced across his knees. The inside of the Civic was a feverish confession: duffel bags leaking threadbare underwear, a double armload of sleeping bags (mine still faintly reeking of cedar and urine from the last failed camping attempt), a Styrofoam cooler with sullen bags of grapes and beef jerky pressed against an exiled brick of blue ice. Maps everywhere, wrinkled and curling, like the skin of an ancient beast in its final molting. My bucket list lay atop the dashboard, an angry scribble of Sharpie on the back of a Red Cross pamphlet.

“I timed the route,” Matt said, his finger tracing along a trembling yellow highway. “If we cut south at Flagstaff instead of taking 70, we can shave three hours off the first day. The truck stops are better, too.”

“We’re not in a race,” I said, slamming the trunk. The sound was brittle, as if the Civic’s skeleton resented the effort. “You know we’ll get stuck behind some minivan with an ironic Baby on Board sticker for at least half of Nevada.”

Matt didn’t answer. He refolded the map with reverence, smoothing out the battered creases and aligning it on his lap as if geography were a sacred trust. The only thing sacred about this trip was my determination not to return with the same self that left, but I’d let him have his rituals.

I wedged myself into the driver’s seat, clutching my coffee like a relic. My hands shook. Maybe from the cold, or from the feeling that every good thing in life has to begin with an ache in the teeth. “You sure you’re ready for this?”

He stared at me, brown eyes rimmed in the red of too-late nights. “We can’t just wing it for three thousand miles, Aimee.”

I wanted to laugh. The whole point of this—of us, if there was still an us—was to see if we could. “The best adventures aren’t planned,” I said. “Otherwise it’s just tourism.”

Matt exhaled through his nose. He started to say something, thought better of it, and instead reached into his backpack, producing a neon highlighter. He circled a dot in Utah with a flourish. It was such a Matt thing to do, highlight a daydream in radioactive yellow.

The Civic groaned as I keyed the ignition, but the engine caught on the second try, vibrating with anticipation or resentment. I rolled down the window a crack. The breeze that filtered in smelled of fermenting mulch and stale cigarettes, an olfactory postcard from every dead-end city in the Midwest.

“We’ll be late if we don’t leave in the next—” Matt glanced at the dashboard clock, already six minutes fast.

“We’ll get there,” I said.

He double-checked his seatbelt, as if the force of his anxiety could make polyester webbing any safer. “First gas station’s only forty miles out. And I packed two extra jugs in case. I did the math; with this load we’ll burn fuel faster than—”

“Than last summer,” I finished, trying to make my voice gentle. “I know.”

We had tried this once before, the year prior, and lasted just long enough to reach a state line before the Civic’s transmission convulsed, leaving us stranded in a haunted Waffle House with nothing but dead cell service and the twinned humiliation of calling our parents for rescue. We never talked about it, but the memory hung between us, as heavy and unwholesome as the slices of pie we’d eaten in mutual silence that night.

Now, older but not improved, we had returned to finish what we’d failed. If the Civic was a deathtrap, it was a familiar one.

Matt opened the glove compartment and fanned out the printed itinerary. Each sheet was dogeared, ink bleeding through from obsessive annotation. My bucket list, meanwhile, was three lines: Meteor Crater. World’s largest ball of twine. That diner shaped like a flying saucer.

Opposites don’t attract, I’d once written in a journal, they orbit, colliding only long enough to leave a crater.

“Ready,” Matt said.

I pulled away from the apartment complex. The crunch of gravel beneath the Civic’s bald tires felt decisive, or at least irreversible. In the rearview mirror, the warped rectangles of our building slid away, replaced by the chemical-pink dawn glimmering over Discount Tire and the boarded-up pharmacy. The city did not say goodbye; it simply erased us as soon as we left.

Matt watched the sidewalks with the intensity of a witness at a wake. “You want music?”

“I want to get out of here before anyone recognizes the car.”

He smiled a thin, martyr’s smile and thumbed on the radio. Static, then a voice reading the weather forecast with anesthetized indifference. Clear today, chance of storms by the end of the week. He fiddled with the dial, found a station playing the echoing twang of some half-remembered country song, and let it ride.

We fell into the old rhythm: Matt plotting our course in miniature, recalculating for every light and detour, while I drove by sense and spite alone. The Civic lurched over a railroad crossing and I felt the frame judder under us, like an animal trying to shake off a dream.

“Three thousand miles, Aimee,” he said, as if still hoping I’d be daunted.

I looked at the horizon. Already the clouds were assembling, torn and grey as the lint in my pockets. “We’ll make it,” I said. “We have to.”

The city’s edge bled into farmland and small businesses, their signs pitching daily specials and fluorescent optimism to no one. I felt it then, the lightness in my stomach: the particular terror of motion, of living with no brakes.

Matt pored over his itinerary, lips moving soundlessly as he recalculated our arrival in Moab. I drummed my fingers against the steering wheel, tuned to the ghost frequency of everything we hadn’t said.

He reached over, just once, to steady my hand on the stick shift. His fingers were cold but certain.

“We’re really doing this,” he said, more question than statement.

I couldn’t meet his eyes, so I focused on the open road, already flickering with mirage and possibility.

“We are,” I said.

And for a moment, in the dumb blue light, I almost believed it was enough.

The city was different when you were leaving it. The driveways and cul-de-sacs, the low-slung schools and spindly churches, all bristled with the knowledge that you had judged them insufficient. Even the strip malls seemed to lean in, glassy-eyed and offended, as we rolled past with the trunk rattling and the Civic’s tailpipe dragging a chorus of metallic regret.

“See?” Matt said, gesturing at the ghostly tennis courts of our old high school. “Nothing changes.”

But everything had. The sunrise made each water tower look apocalyptic. I couldn’t help but scan the sidewalks for the ghosts of my teenage self: long-legged and frantic, walking home from cross-country practice with Matt shuffling a few paces behind, already plotting his escape.

The Civic coughed as we climbed the hill outside town, the engine’s protest echoing through the frame.

“Easy, old girl,” I murmured, patting the dash. Matt tensed beside me.

“We really should have gotten the oil changed,” he said.

“We’ll make it.”

He glanced at the instrument panel, as if the lights themselves might betray us. “Did you bring the toolkit?”

“Duct tape, pliers, and the same crescent wrench as last time,” I said. “You worry too much.”

“It’s the only thing I’m good at.”

We hit the top of the hill, and the entire town spilled out behind us: a quilt of disuse and intent, pools glimmering in backyards, the church spire bent by weather and neglect.

I reached for the volume knob, let the static bleed out, and for a moment there was nothing but the sound of tires and breath.

“Do you ever think about staying?” Matt asked.

I squinted at the road, trying to thread the Civic between potholes and tar scars. “No,” I said, then softer: “Do you?”

He ran his finger down a seam in his jeans. “I don’t know. Some days, it feels easier to just—let the future happen.”

“I can’t.” I risked a glance at him. “If I stay, it’s like admitting nothing better will ever come along. That’s a kind of death, isn’t it?”

He didn’t answer, but the Civic’s engine sounded a mournful agreement as we coasted past the town limits. The sign—Now Leaving Linton—was half-covered in stickers. Ours joined the others, placed two years before, in the delirious optimism of high school graduation night.

The road bent past the graveyard. I didn’t look, but I felt Matt’s eyes tracking each stone, cataloging the names he knew.

Then, the corporate office park rose up on the right: glass cubes encased in last year’s landscaping mulch, looming sterile over the highway. Our future, if you believed in parental prophecy.

Matt whistled. “Three months until real life begins.”

The way he said it: not a promise, not a threat. Like he was already eulogizing us.

My knuckles were white on the wheel. “Or three months of actual living before we surrender.”

He looked at me, surprised. “You ever think we’re just... running away?”

I barked a laugh, low and mean. “Of course we are. But I’d rather run than kneel.”

He opened his mouth to argue, or agree, but nothing came. The silence pressed in, more honest than anything either of us could say.

On the outskirts, fields stretched ragged and gold. The subdivisions faded to distant treelines and dead tractors rusting at the edge of sight. For the first time, the air in the Civic lost the stale aftertaste of home. I rolled down the window and breathed in.

Matt tapped his foot, restless. “How far to the first stop?”

“Hour, maybe less if the Civic behaves.”

He smiled, more at the idea than at me. “She’s a trooper, I’ll give her that.”

I loved the car for the same reason I loved us: battered and half-delirious, but unstoppable if you never let the world tell you it’s already failed.

We crossed into open country. The radio drifted back, a low-throated gospel, then fizzled out completely. Matt hunched over his maps, squinting at the route, but I could see his attention floating outside, lost in the thought of not having to answer to anyone for a whole summer.

We drove in silence, side by side, as the sky shrugged off its color and the world grew unrecognizable and possible.

And then the last of the houses vanished behind a stand of aspen, and the road belonged to us alone.

The first rest stop was not the Grand Canyon. It was not even a canyon. It was a patch of crumbling concrete, three humming vending machines, and a single, sorrowful tree failing at its job. Heat shimmered off the Civic’s roof; a visible exhalation of all the sweat, resentment, and desperate optimism packed inside.

I popped the hood—not because anything was wrong, but because that’s what you do when you arrive somewhere and don’t know how to be. Matt ducked out and immediately started arranging our snacks in precise rows along the bumper: granola bars, jerky, string cheese sweating through its wrap. He tore into the next day’s rations with an accountant’s dread, frowning at the nutrition labels like the future would scold him for mismanagement.

The map was too big for the Civic’s hood, so I let it drape over the headlights and fenders, the whole front end lost beneath a delta of red and green trails. The paper crackled like dry bones under my fingertips. I could barely keep it from fluttering away.

“We’ve got two days to hit Zion,” Matt said, chewing a Twizzler with mechanical focus. “And if we want to camp more than once, we need to stock up in St. George, or we’re screwed. I checked—closest REI is sixty miles off-route, so...”

I tuned him out. The world’s largest ball of twine was somewhere in Kansas, well off our path, but I had circled it three times on the map. The ink bled through the page and left a shadow on Nebraska.

“We have to see the world’s largest ball of twine,” I said, mostly to see him flinch.

He did. “You want to drive a hundred and eighty miles round-trip for—string?”

“It’s not about the string.” I traced a path with my finger, a vein of nothingness from Colorado Springs east into dead flatness. “It’s about the... I don’t know. It’s a monument to failure, right? People spent their lives on that thing.”

He didn’t get it. Or he got it and hated it. “It’s a waste.”

I folded the map, violently, letting it tear at the creases. “Not if you don’t expect it to last forever.”

Matt dusted his hands and dug out the battered ledger he called a budget book. He paged through columns of fuel estimates and receipts. “At this rate, we can splurge on one ‘quirky’ attraction before we hit Utah.”

“Generous,” I said.

He ignored the sarcasm, intent on summing up the next gas station’s likely price per gallon. I photographed him in that moment—shoulders hunched, face half-lost in a lattice of shadow and sunlight. He didn’t notice. He never noticed how much of the world he let pass through him without contact.

I took another picture of the Civic, lumpy and blue as a bruise against the indifferent sky. My fingers typed, almost by themselves: Freedom bound. I posted it. A surge of dopamine, then instant regret.

Matt glanced at my screen. “You don’t actually believe that, do you?”

“What?”

“That we’re... free. It’s a highway. It goes in one direction. We have to be back by September or—” He didn’t finish. He didn’t have to.

I let the silence hover, sticky as the air.

A beetle circled my elbow, skittered onto the map, and died in the crease between Yellowstone and Devil’s Tower. The vending machines chattered to themselves in algorithmic discord. Nothing about the stop was welcoming, but I felt oddly peaceful—like we were astronauts, stranded between planets, the only two conscious things for a million miles.

I kicked at a rock until it rolled beneath the car. “Why did you even want to do this?”

Matt peeled at the label of his water bottle. “I thought it would help,” he said, and the way he said it—barely audible—made me want to hit or hug him. “I thought if we got out, if we... got away from everyone, maybe things would go back to how they were.”

I looked at him, really looked. The way his hair fell across his forehead, the twist of muscle in his jaw. The old Matt, from the track team, from cold suburban mornings, still trapped somewhere in the lines of his face.

“Maybe we don’t go back,” I said. “Maybe that’s the point.”

He shook his head, as if the movement would throw off the thought. “What if we come back worse?”

I wanted to tell him the truth: that every time I changed, I lost something I could never recover, but I was so tired of making him hurt. So I let my hand rest on the map, palm pressing the wrinkled expanse, and shrugged.

“Then we keep going,” I said. “Till we can’t anymore.”

He smiled, just a little, and put his hand on top of mine. We sat like that, not speaking, counting the shadows move across the asphalt.

After a while he packed the snacks and I rolled up the map, careful not to crease it more than it already was. I slammed the hood, not out of anger but necessity, and slid into the Civic.

He did not put on his seatbelt right away. Instead, he lingered with the door open, letting the desert air sting his eyes.

“What are you most afraid of?” he asked.

The Civic wheezed, ready to die or start.

“Coming back,” I said.

He nodded. “Yeah. Me too.”

We drove, and the world did not rush to meet us. The sun boiled on the horizon, waiting to see if we would survive the next hundred miles. I gunned the engine, and the car responded with a noise like laughter, or defiance.

The road wound ahead, perfectly indifferent.

I set us loose upon it.
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​Chapter 2: Highway to Hell
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Night fell slow and syrupy over the Nevada plateau. The Civic’s ancient headlights stabbed at nothing, the high beams barely clearing a handful of yards before the world drowned in black. We’d made it two hundred miles since the last gas station. The sky outside was the color of a fading bruise, mountains heaped on the horizon like the bodies of older, meaner gods. The two-lane highway flickered with reflectors, each a silent pulse, a stuttered heartbeat. I watched the road and tried not to think about the things I didn’t want to say.

Matt counted mile markers under his breath. He had started doing this after dark, as if summoning numbers might anchor us to reality. “One thousand one,” he muttered. “One thousand two.” He didn’t know I could hear him, not with the wind rasping through the cracked window, but his voice vibrated against the seat frame, a trapped nerve.

I glanced at the clock on the dash. It hadn’t told the right time since we left Linton, but I stared at it anyway, as if the hands might circle back to sense. “You want to swap?” I asked. “You look like you’re ready to smother yourself with that binder.”

He shook his head, the shadow of a smile leaking out. “I’m not tired. I’ll drive at the border.”

I could see his eyes in the passenger window, caught in the faint blue glow of his phone. He scrolled through a spreadsheet, fingers twitching. Always trying to get ahead of the next problem, the next stretch without service or rest stop. Always believing there was a math to any catastrophe.

“Did you know,” Matt said, “there’s a town in Oregon where they collect roadkill for meat?” He was reading from an article now, a trivia feed for the socially avoidant. “Legally. It’s like a whole culture. Roadkill stew, roadkill jerky. Even a pageant, I think.”

“Why are you telling me this,” I said.

He shrugged. “Maybe we’ll need it.”

We didn’t pass another car for an hour. Even the big rigs had vanished, like they’d been warned off. A cold wind clawed at the doors. I gripped the steering wheel tight, the tendons in my hand standing out like roots. I kept thinking about that town, about pageants built around the inevitable mess. I wondered if anyone there ever just gave up and lay down on the double yellow, offering themselves to the next Civic, or Accord, or slab-sided truck.

At 11:07 (I checked twice, though the dashboard insisted it was 8:41), we saw headlights behind us. At first they seemed standard: a low, even blaze, following the dips and bows of the distant highway. But then they doubled. Doubled again. The high beams wobbled, then corrected, as if the car was fighting with itself for control.

“Are they weaving?” I asked.

Matt craned around. “It’s the only car for miles, Aimes. Probably bored. Or drunk.”

We waited for it to pass, but it didn’t. The headlights stayed far enough back to haunt, close enough to be intimate.

My skin crawled. “He’s not gaining on us.”

Matt considered. “Maybe pacing us.”

That’s what I was afraid of.

For half an hour the car stalked us, growing larger in the rearview, always on the verge of pulling even. When we crested a long incline, I caught a better look at it: a wide black beast, low-slung and predatory, windows blacked out. The grill shone chrome, the bumper scarred and listing. The headlights blazed blue-white, haloed with some aftermarket demon-glare.

It was a Chevrolet. Maybe late ‘60s. The sort of car that never meant safety.

He kept falling back, then surging, like he was waiting for the world to get emptier. At some point I realized I was driving five, then ten, then twenty over the limit. I had never cared about that kind of thing before, but now my foot was glued to the pedal, daring the Civic to survive.

Then, in the kind of long valley you only see in trucker horror stories, the black Chevy swung out and gunned forward. No signals. Just a howl of engine, loud enough to slice through our insulation of music, wind, and the soft hissing math of Matt’s anxiety.

It came level with us for one instant, driver invisible, nothing but a flicker of silhouette and a hand gripping the wheel at ten and two.

Then the Chevy swerved into our lane, less than three car-lengths ahead, and slammed on its brakes.

I braced, lungs full of ice. Matt’s hand shot out, slapping the dash. My own foot mashed the brake, and the Civic howled, the rear fishtailing. We spun once, maybe twice—time curled up and bit its own tail—then landed on the shoulder, stuttering to a stop. Gravel pinged the undercarriage. We were still facing forward, but the Chevy was gone. Just two clouds of dust, drifting in the headlights’ reach.

My heart pounded. In the new silence, all I could hear was my own breath and the Civic’s fan, ticking down in resignation.

Matt groped for words. “What the fuck was that? Did you see—”

He didn’t finish. Up ahead, half a mile or more, a sudden shriek of light. The Chevy had plowed into another car—a silver sedan—shattering glass and compressing metal like a fist through tissue paper. The impact was so violent that the sedan’s trunk sheared off, spinning into the ditch.

It didn’t make sense: there hadn’t been another car for miles.

The Chevy barely slowed. It plowed the wreckage aside, and then—it vanished. One instant there was taillight red receding into dark, the next, only the hiss of settling debris.

We sat there, dumb. Even the highway was quiet, as if the crash had sucked all the air out.

I looked at Matt. His lips moved, but nothing came out. He looked years older, all the boyhood gone, and in its place a desperate calculus of what we owed to the people ahead.

“I have to—” I started, but Matt was already fumbling for his phone. There was no signal, of course. The highway hadn’t given us bars since the state line.

He grabbed the emergency flashers and hit the hazards. The Civic’s blinkers clicked, slow and stubborn, each flash showing the silver car crumpled in the ditch.

I tried to shift into drive, but my hands were rubber.

“We have to go help,” I said, not sure if I meant us or someone else.

Matt nodded, unbuckled, and stumbled out. The air was bitter, full of burned oil and something chemical. I staggered after him, legs numb and useless.

The closer we got, the worse it looked. The sedan’s hood was crushed to the firewall, windshield collapsed inwards like a rotten egg. No airbag had deployed. I thought of those videos online where crash test dummies disintegrate, all movement without resistance.

Inside, a man and woman. The man’s face was painted in his own blood, beard matted to the bone. The woman sat rigid, hands in her lap, eyes wide open and uncaring. Maybe she was in shock. Maybe she was just resigned.

Matt tried the passenger door. It stuck, but he wedged it open with his shoulder, then started babbling: “Help is coming, don’t move, help is coming—” as if repeating it would make it real.

The woman’s voice was clear. “He was chasing you,” she said, staring past us both.

Matt looked at me, pleading for something I couldn’t give.

A truck barreled toward us—an old Peterbilt, the kind you see in death-row movies. I flagged it with both arms. The driver braked hard, the cab slewing sideways with a hiss. He climbed down, boots thunking on the pavement.

“Call nine-one-one!” I yelled, but he already had a phone to his ear.

The man in the sedan moaned, but his head lolled. Blood stained the dashboard, vivid as wine in the Civic’s dome light.

The woman tried to stand. I grabbed her shoulder, and for an instant her eyes fixed on mine, pupils huge...

Nevada should have been a joke. It wasn’t even real—just a word stamped on postcards, the color of sawdust, and everything that called itself a town out here was a mirage or a money-laundering front for something with teeth. We had left the city at dawn but the highway had already conspired to kill all sense of time; dusk approached like an afterthought, a blue bruise blossoming over the mountains, and we could have been anywhere or nowhere.

Matt had been silent for an hour. He was chewing his lower lip into ribbons, his mind gnawing a hole in the space between us. The world outside the Civic pressed in, heavy and beige, as if every living thing had been taxed by the heat and then repossessed.

I rolled down the window. The air was oven-hot, tinged with alkali dust and fried oil from the truck stop we’d passed twenty miles ago. Bugs spattered the windshield in a slow motion blizzard, a Jackson Pollock in hemolymph and wing.

“This is the part of the country where people just... disappear,” I said, hoping to spark some engagement. “They find their cars parked at the edge of the salt flats, doors open, shoes off. No sign. No note. Just gone.”

Matt didn’t look away from the endless gray line of the road, but I saw a tic in his cheek. “Most of them are found,” he said, “eventually. It’s not a mystery. It’s dehydration and bad luck.”

“But some aren’t.”

He flicked the blinker, pointless; there wasn’t another car in sight. “Some are, I guess.”

I reached over and stole his sunglasses, perching them on my own nose so the world went the color of old bruises. The road shimmered with heat, slicing through sage and dust like a wound that wouldn’t clot.

We could have been dead and not noticed.

Time stretched thin. The Civic’s A/C had surrendered to the effort, so we alternated windows-down and windows-up, neither of us satisfied with the compromise. The drone of the engine, the whine of wind, and Matt’s measured breathing—the only sounds in the world.

He clicked the radio, then clicked it again, chasing a station. Only one came through: a weak, syncopated gospel choir, the harmonies warping in and out as if sung by ghosts who had to fight to be remembered. He let it ride, maybe as a joke, maybe as a ward.

We were thirty minutes past the last gas station, forty from the next. The map said nothing about what lived in this gap.

I was drifting, sinking into the numb comfort of forward motion, when I saw the first other vehicle since noon. A white SUV, a family of mannequins visible through the tinted glass, coming up fast behind us. It crawled up the Civic’s ass, so close I could make out the dead-eyed children in the back, mouths in perfect O’s as if captured mid-scream.

Matt tensed, knuckles whitening on the wheel. “Weird,” he said. “Why is she tailgating? There’s literally nobody here.”

He drifted to the right shoulder, giving the SUV permission to pass, but the driver hung back. Pace matched, less than a car length between us, mirror to mirror. I tried to catch a face but the windshield was all glare.

It went on like that for miles. The SUV riding our bumper like it was tethered, refusing to pass, refusing to fall behind.

“Pull over?” I said.

Matt shook his head. “No. Could be some freak trying to get us alone. Bundy country.”

I liked that he thought in serial killers. It meant he hadn’t forgotten who I was.

We crested a rise and suddenly the world fell away, the road flattening into a miles-long straightaway. The mountains loomed at impossible distances, hollowed out by haze. On the horizon, specks: a semi, a battered RV, something black and low.

Matt signaled left—again, out of habit, not necessity—and pulled into the passing lane. The Civic shivered at the speed but responded, the engine’s whine intensifying like a mosquito in my ear.

The SUV followed, just as close.

“Jesus Christ,” I said. “This is some Duel shit.”

He risked a look in the mirror. “If it keeps up, I’ll—” He didn’t finish.

We drew parallel to the black car ahead, about a mile distant and closing. It was low, wide, a shark prowling in the current of the interstate. I squinted. “Is that a Chevelle?” I asked, trying to needle Matt into focus.

He frowned. “No, it’s older. Impala, sixty-something. Hear that?” He pointed. The thrum wasn’t the Civic—it was something underneath it, a basso growl so deep I could feel it in my teeth.

The white SUV hesitated, then finally dropped back, as if the sight of the black car had shamed it. I turned to watch it shrink in the rear window, only to catch the glance of the SUV’s driver: a woman, maybe my age, hair in a harsh blonde ponytail. She didn’t look angry, just hollow, like she’d left her true self a hundred miles ago and was operating the rest by remote.

Matt’s attention was glued to the Impala. “Who the fuck even drives those out here? That’s a cop magnet.”

The black car drifted over the dividing line, then overcorrected. It wasn’t just passing, it was hunting. Its windows were tinted to mirror finish, making it impossible to see if there was anyone inside at all.

“Something’s wrong,” I said, before I could help it. “Nobody drives like that. Not unless—”

“Unless what?”

But he was already slowing, keeping a conservative buffer. We watched as the Impala surged up on the battered RV ahead. Instead of passing, it nudged the RV’s back quarter panel. A gentle tap, at first, but even at seventy it was violence.

The RV fishtailed, overreacted, and tipped into the median with a spray of gravel and dust. For a moment it rode the shoulder, teetering, and then gravity remembered its duty. The whole box tipped, rolled once, and came to a lopsided stop on its roof.

“Jesus,” Matt said, braking. “Should we—”

The Impala didn’t stop. It didn’t even swerve. It glided past the spinning, dying RV and set its sights on the semi a half mile up.

“Should we?” I said, voice rising. “We need to—”

But already the white SUV was closing on the crash. I saw it slow, swerve to the shoulder, driver’s door swinging open before the wheels had even stopped. Blonde ponytail and pink yoga pants, a flicker of motion, and then nothing. Just the hum of the Civic and the death rattle of the RV’s still-spinning wheels.

Matt gunned the Civic, desperate to keep the Impala in sight. I let him; what could we do for the RV? If there was mercy left in the universe, the mannequins in the backseat weren’t real, not at these speeds.

“What the fuck is happening,” Matt said, over and over, not a question but a dirge.

I could see the semi ahead now, big and blue, probably a Swift truck. The Impala was tucked in tight behind it, so close the semi’s wind should have pushed it into oblivion, but the Impala was immune to physics.

For a split second I imagined it driverless—just a steering wheel and a black hole in the seat, feeding on momentum.

Matt’s hands were shaking, but his voice was flat. “I’m going to call 911.”

He fumbled for his phone, keeping the Civic straight with his knee.

I watched the Impala’s brake lights flicker, the semi driver oblivious or willfully blind. Then, at impossible speed, the Impala surged, darting into the oncoming lane and drawing even with the semi’s cab. There was no space, not at eighty. It should have been a collision of mutual assured destruction.

Instead, the black car edged closer, closer, until the two vehicles were kissing side mirrors.

I heard the metal shriek before I saw it. The semi shuddered, tried to compensate, and oversteered into the oncoming lane. For a heartbeat, all three of us were side by side: Civic, Impala, semi. The wind off the truck rattled our little car, the world vibrating on a new, wrong frequency.

Then the semi’s trailer jackknifed, its bulk swinging out across both lanes. The Impala vanished beneath it, swallowed by the mass of white and blue metal.

The crash was thunder. Metal folding, glass atomizing, a scream as old as the invention of velocity.

We stopped. Not because we wanted to, but because the world had ended in front of us.

The Civic’s seatbelt cut into my collarbone. The dashboard lights flared. Matt was making a high-pitched sound, not quite crying, not quite breathing.

“Out,” I said, and my hands worked on their own, clawing the door handle. My legs were water. The heat outside was nothing compared to the shock in my system.

Matt stumbled out his side, retching onto the shoulder.

I took in the aftermath: the semi on its side, cab staved in, glass everywhere. The Impala was not there. Just a smoking gouge where it had been.

A minute later, the world restarted. Someone was screaming. The white SUV had stopped again, this time half in the ditch, and the woman was on her knees in the sage, hands pressed to her face.

I scanned the horizon for the Impala, but the only black car was a thousand miles away, or gone, or waiting.

Sirens in the distance, or maybe just my ears ringing.

The air was thick with the smell of burnt rubber, gasoline, and that sweet, metallic scent that only comes from an artery opened wide.

Matt was still bent over, retching. I touched his back, but he flinched away. “Did you see it?” I said, barely a whisper. “Matt—did you see what it did?”

He was shaking, eyes huge and lidless. “It wasn’t... it wasn’t possible. That car—”

I turned to the semi, expecting to see bodies. Instead: movement. The driver’s-side door ground open, and a man spilled out, slick with blood from hairline to shirt hem. He wasn’t screaming, just walking in a straight line as if he could pace off the trauma.

I counted the seconds. The sun was almost down. Shadows rose like smoke, erasing the evidence. The blue lights in the distance weren’t real yet, just the promise of consequence.

Matt found his footing, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and looked at me for the first time in an hour. “We need to tell them. The police. What we saw.”

I nodded. I wanted to say yes, to be the rational one, but instead I blurted: “They won’t believe us.”

He hesitated. “We saw it.”

“Yeah.” My voice broke. “We saw it. But did it see us?”

Matt looked away. The white SUV woman was cradling a child on the gravel, rocking back and forth. From somewhere behind us, a coyote called, thin and laughing.

The Civic’s engine ticked as it cooled, the only rhythm in a world spun off its axis. I watched the last of the sun catch on the broken glass and shatter.

We stood in the margin of the world, with only the ghosts of the highway to witness us.

A quarter mile up the highway, the world was on fire.

We walked. Or maybe we ran. The pavement shimmered, the sunshot glass thick as sand on the shoulder. Matt lagged behind, shadowless and adrift. I felt like I’d been jerked out of time, my insides sloshed around in a washing machine, then set loose in a stage play that wouldn’t end.

The semi’s cab had burst open, front wheel in the air, blue paint shucked off like eggshell. A pool of coolant and oil spread beneath, viscous and opaque, already attracting flies. The trailer blocked both lanes, cargo ripped wide—cans of pie filling, orange and lemon, tumbling onto the asphalt in bleeding heaps.

A man with a face like raw steak staggered from the ditch, hands gripping his forearm as if to anchor himself. Blood trickled down his sleeve and pooled in the gap where his watch had been blown off. He met my eyes and said, “Did you see—” but the words collapsed on themselves, sucked back inside.

Farther down, the white SUV was canted against a boulder, airbags blossomed like funereal flowers. The woman in the pink pants was kneeling, cell phone still in her hand. A child—boy or girl, it didn’t matter—sat in her lap, both of them painted with the airbag’s chalk and the red fan of a nosebleed.

No one cried. Even the baby just stared.

The other drivers started to emerge, drawn by the smell of drama or the need for witness. A minivan coasted to a stop. Out of it climbed a round, balding man and his silent, shocked wife. They kept a respectful distance, as if approaching an altar at a rival church.

Sirens. Not distant anymore, but crawling up the edge of hearing, warping the air as they approached. The sun had finished its dive, and blue and red lights snapped on, strobing over the wreckage like an accusation.

I crouched beside the semi driver. He was older, doughy in a blue company shirt, but there was a haunted intelligence in his eyes.

“Are you okay?” I asked. It felt like the most useless question in the world.

He looked at his hand, which was mangled, and then up at me. “There was another car,” he said. “That black fucker.” His voice quivered. “Did you see where it went?”

I shook my head. “It just disappeared. Swallowed up.” I realized my own hands were shaking.

He nodded, like he expected nothing less.

A paramedic in rubber gloves materialized beside us. I stepped away, and the driver caught my sleeve, squeezing it. “That car was wrong,” he said, soft but urgent. “There wasn’t anybody driving.”

I let him have the words. They sounded true.

Two highway patrol cars parked nose to nose, officers fanning out with flashlights and flak vests, talking fast into radios. They cordoned us off—witnesses and victims corralled behind hazard tape. The ambulances shrieked up, EMTs jumping out like fire ants, triaging and cataloguing.

I found Matt sitting on the concrete barrier, picking at a ragged cut on his thumb. He didn’t look at me.

“You okay?” I said, parroting my own uselessness.

He stared through me. “I should have stopped. I should have done something.”

“You couldn’t. Nobody could.” I sat beside him, shoulder to shoulder, and for a second he leaned in. Then he pulled away.

A uniformed deputy, taller than necessary, strode up with a notepad in hand. His hair was buzzed so close it shone.

“Need to ask a few questions,” he said, not unkindly, but with the gravity of a man forced to learn human empathy from a manual. “Your friend here tells me you saw a vehicle cause the collision.”

Matt mumbled, “A black Impala. Sixty-seven. Maybe sixty-eight.”

The deputy’s pen didn’t move. “Anything else?”

“It didn’t... it didn’t stop,” I said. “Just kept going. We didn’t see it afterward. We looked.”

The deputy nodded. “You get a license plate?”

Matt shook his head, shame blooming on his cheeks.

“Okay,” said the deputy. “Here’s what I need
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