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It began to rain.

By late afternoon, the highway had become a river of black water and visibility had been reduced to nothing. 

The rusted Chevy Express sped along the road faster than it should have. It had been stolen earlier that day. The white paint was peeling away, exposing rust underneath. The windshield was cracked, and the suspension groaned under the weight of its cargo: three former convicts and six duffel bags filled with cash and diamonds.

It had been heading west for the past ninety minutes. The opposite direction to the bank in Butte Falls. Where every cop in a 200 mile radius was heading now. 

Stone drove in silence, his eyes locked on the road as the van pushed through the rain.

At six foot four and two hundred and forty pounds, he looked dangerous before he opened his mouth. His head was shaved clean, exposing a black spiderweb tattoo across his scalp. Tattooed teardrops sat beneath both eyes. A thick grey beard made him look older than forty one.

Scars from prison fights crossed his face. His hands were massive, the knuckles swollen and twisted from years of violence.

What made Stone dangerous was not size.

It was because he was a psychopath.

Stone had agreed to the robbery less than twenty four hours earlier.

He didn't even ask about the details.

During the job, a police officer outside the bank drew his weapon and ordered him to stop.

Stone smiled. Then he walked straight at him.

The officer hesitated.

Stone's headbutt shattered the man's nose and dropped him to the pavement before he could pull the trigger.

Sitting beside Stone was T.K. Chase.

At forty five, he was the oldest man in the van and the one least likely to be stopped by the police.

He stood six foot two, lean and muscular. His thick dark hair was brushed back from a handsome face touched with grey at the temples. His blue eyes were sharp and alert, always watching, always calculating odds.

He looked successful. Respectable.

That was what made him dangerous.

People trusted Chase.

They always had.

He knew how to smile at the right moment. How to make people feel understood. 

Most walked away from a conversation with him believing they had made a friend.

Chase rarely cared about anyone.

Not the bank staff lying face down on the floor. Not the security guard with blood running from his nose. Not even the men sitting a few feet away from him.

People were useful until they weren't.

That was how he saw the world.

He was already planning for the moment when the other men stopped being useful.

The third man filled the back seat of the vehicle.

He was six foot eight and over three hundred pounds of hardened muscle. 

His name was Ox.

His forearms, thicker than most men's legs, bore tattoos chronicling his prison gang history and victims. At forty, he'd spent eighteen years behind bars.  

A knife scar along his jaw and damaged tissue above his eye marked failed attempts to kill him. 

Inside prison, Ox earned a reputation for breaking men down, both physically and mentally. When prison gangs wanted someone punished or intimidated, Ox was often the man they turned to. Other inmates avoided him, and even the guards treated him cautiously.

The three men wore matching dark blue overalls. The balaclavas used during the robbery had already been discarded, tossed somewhere along the route out of town.

Stone sat behind the wheel. Driving was his contribution. He had a gift for it. Put him behind the controls of a vehicle and he became calmer, more focused, more dangerous.

T.K. Chase was the planner. The robbery existed because he had designed it, studied it, and convinced the others it could be done.

Ox was the deterrent.

Most people stopped asking questions the moment they saw him.

The three men had first met inside ADX Florence, the federal supermax prison in Colorado. It was a place built to hold men considered too violent, too dangerous, or too difficult to keep anywhere else.

They had survived it.

That was enough to work together.

It wasn't enough to make them friends.

As the stolen van pushed through the rain, Ox sat in the back and listened to Stone complain.

Stone complained about the traffic, the weather, the route, the robbery, and anything else that entered his head. The subjects changed. The tone never did.

Ox watched the back of his skull and wondered, not for the first time, how much quieter life would be without him.

The heater wasn't working, it had stopped about 3 miles back. Cold air seeped through holes in the van's frame.

"Fuckin' freezing," Stone muttered, his hands tightening on the wheel until his knuckles turned white.

"Shut it," Ox growled. 

They were eighty miles from the town where they'd dumped the getaway car. The plan was simple, drive north through the storm, cross state lines, disappear into the Appalachians until the heat died. The van was nondescript, forgettable, invisible. The cops were looking for a red Mustang. They were ghosts already.

Ahead, they spotted the neon lights of a gas station.
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Ten minutes later, Chase stepped out of the shop carrying two plastic bags filled with whiskey, beer, cigarettes, snacks, and enough protein bars to satisfy Ox's endless appetite. The automatic doors slid shut behind him, muting the sound of the radio playing somewhere behind the counter. 

Rain swept across the forecourt in steady sheets, rattling against the pumps and pooling in the uneven patches of tarmac. For the first time since the robbery, there was a strange sense of calm.

The argument inside the van had been predictable. Stone had wanted to keep driving. Stone always wanted to keep moving. He was like a shark. Sitting still made him nervous, and nervous made him angry. 

Ox had pointed out that they were facing several hours on the road and hadn't eaten properly all day. Chase had sided with Ox, not because it particularly mattered to him, but because Stone's opinion became less convincing the longer he expressed it. 

Two votes against one ended the discussion, though it certainly hadn't ended the complaints.

As Chase adjusted the bags in his hands and started toward the van, movement across the road caught his attention.

A woman stood alone beneath a bus shelter.

At first there was nothing remarkable about that. People waited for buses every day. Then he looked again and immediately understood why she had drawn his eye.

She looked completely out of place.

The beige trench coat she wore was soaked dark by the rain, but even through the weather he could tell it was expensive. 

The same was true of the leather handbag resting against her hip. Auburn hair hung damp around her shoulders and occasionally blew across her face when the wind picked up, yet she made no effort to brush it away. 

Instead she stood watching the road with the tired patience of someone who had already exhausted every available solution and was left with nothing to do except wait.

She appeared to be around fifty, perhaps a little younger. It was difficult to tell because she carried herself exceptionally well. Her posture remained straight despite the weather. Her expression suggested frustration, but not helplessness. Most people stranded beside a road eventually began to look defeated. She didn't. She looked annoyed.

That interested him.

A woman like that did not look as though she spent much time waiting for buses.

By the time he crossed the road, he had already decided to speak to her.

"Terrible night to be stranded," he said in a charming Texan drawl. 

The woman looked up from beneath the shelter.

For a moment neither of them spoke. Her eyes settled on him thoughtfully, then moved from his face to the shopping bags in his hands and back again, as if weighing something beyond the obvious.

"I am beginning to think I might spend the night here," she said.

"That would be a rough way to end the day."

"You have no idea."

She smiled, though it was the smile of someone who had spent the last few hours testing her patience.

The accent caught his attention immediately.

French.

Not heavy, but unmistakable.

"Chase."

He offered his hand.

She took it without hesitation.

"Julia."

"What happened?"

Julia shook her head and laughed softly.

"My car decided it no longer wished to participate in my day. Then my phone battery died. Then the rain started."

She looked up at the dark sky and sighed.

"Putain."

The word slipped out naturally.

"At this point, I am afraid to ask what disaster comes next."

"The bus never arrives," Chase added.

That earned a genuine laugh.

Within a few minutes she had explained the broken car, the dead phone, and the chain of small frustrations that had left her standing beside a deserted road in the rain. Even so, Chase had the impression she was choosing her words carefully, leaving certain details untouched.

When she finished, Chase glanced toward the empty road.

"No sign of that bus."

Julia followed his gaze.

"Non."

A small smile touched her lips.

"At this stage I think the bus may be a myth."

Chase laughed.

"I was thinking the same thing."

He hesitated before continuing.

"Well, if you're willing to take a chance on three reasonably respectable travellers, my friends and I could at least get you somewhere warm."

Julia studied him, then looked down the road again.

Still no bus.

For a second, uncertainty crossed her face. The road behind her was empty, the rain showed no sign of easing
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