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“Oh, you insufferable piece of absolute shit!” Stephanie Garcia raged as her car shuddered along the dirt road, finally coming to a full stop and simply refusing to budge another inch.  The engine died and Stephanie tried to restart it, but eventually gave up, knowing all she was going to accomplish was flooding it.  She grabbed her phone and thought for a second about calling Will, her partner, then put the phone back down and sat staring at the dashboard.

She turned the key on, wondering if one of the glowing lights in front of her would give some indication of the problem, but when all the lights on the dash turned red, she knew that was a lost cause as well.

She took a deep breath, then let it out, praying for serenity now.  She looked at the phone again thinking This is when I realize I have no bars and am stranded in the middle of nowhere.

But to her surprise, her phone showed she had full service.

So why wasn’t she calling for help?

Because she was Stephanie friggin’ Garcia, founder and lead investigator in the Angel Hill Paranormal Investigation Society, and the day she needed to be rescued like some damsel in distress was the day she ... well, she didn’t honestly know, because if someone came along right now with a tow truck and a hot coffee, she would gladly take them up on both.

As it was, she had an overcast sky, the remnants of last night’s rainstorm, and who knew how many miles between herself and the nearest town.

She thought back to Will’s words last week, insisting she needed to step away from work and take a few days off.

“And do what, exactly?” she’d asked.  “The office is in my back yard, so I’m sort of always at work.”

“Then go somewhere else,” he said.  “Take a day trip.  Take a two-day trip and go somewhere you’ve never been.  It’ll be a little adventure.”

“Yeah, I need more excitement in my life,” Stephanie replied sarcastically, motioning toward the files upon files piled on her desk, each one detailing some new horror or anomaly that had appeared in Angel Hill over the years.  “Besides, I’m in the middle of two different books and, like, three articles that need to be finished and we have bills to pay.”

“Thank God you have a business partner who also knows how to string a sentence together,” Will said.  “Come on, you never just sit down and relax.  You’re gonna burn out and then you’ll be no good to anyone.”

“I’m not gonna burn out,” she insisted.  “I’m fine.”

“You’re not fine.  You need to do something for a few days that isn’t work.  Take a trip to somewhere you didn’t hear about on a ghost-hunting podcast.  Two days, no ghosts or ghouls or things that go bump in the night.  Unless you meet a nice lady in a local bar, then bump to your heart’s content.  You need to make friends.  You’ve done nothing but work ever since—.”

“We are not talking about her,” Stephanie warned.

“Alright, alright,” Will said.  “Then just do it for me.  As your friend.  Please.”

And now here she was a week later, stranded on a back road driving toward some town she’d never heard of even though she’d lived her entire life in the area, toward an Airbnb she’d rented for a weekend stay.  In the backseat she had two changes of clothes and three books, along with several bottles of water and a bag full of snacks just in case there wasn’t a grocery store nearby.  She’d driven away begrudgingly, joking that Will was just trying to force her out of the business, all the while maintaining she was doing this against her will.  But secretly, she was looking forward to a few days of doing absolutely nothing and not feeling guilty about it because she hadn’t brought any of her equipment and couldn’t do any work if she wanted to.  She hadn’t even packed her laptop.

It was just her and the open road.  Except now that open road didn’t seem so inviting as it did looming.  The middle of nowhere Missouri wasn’t exactly the most picturesque sight, unless you liked looking at fields and trees.  But Stephanie had always been a city girl.  Sure, that city was Angel Hill, which wasn’t exactly a bustling metropolis, but there were streets and buildings and other cars to flag down if something went wrong.

Out here ... she looked out the window at nothing.

She wondered how long she would have to sit here before anyone else came by.

Stephanie decided the eventual death wasn’t worth the experiment, and she admitted to herself she was going to have to get out of the car and start walking.

“Fuck my life,” she said, gathering up everything she thought she would need.  Her phone went into her pocket, and she took a bottle of water and one of her books from the bag in back.  She pocketed the keys, then stepped out of the car, locked it, and slammed the door.

“I hope that hurt, you piece of shit,” she said.

She stood beside her car, looking first one way up the dirt road, then back the other way.

“Shortest route, my ass,” she muttered, then turned in the direction she’d been heading.  She dropped the water bottle into the pocket of her coat, which she then buttoned up against the chill in the air and started walking. 

Thank God she’d worn comfortable shoes, she thought, because this gravel road would have been Hell on anything else.  She tried to walk as close to the grass as she could, but too far over and she’d be trudging through mud from last night’s rain.

She thought about calling Will to pass the time, and berate him for making her do this, but if she were gonna do that, she might as well just call for a ride to pick her up.

No, she decided, this was her journey, her “adventure” and she wasn’t going to share it with anyone else.  She also decided she sometimes was very sarcastic when talking to herself.

Stephanie sighed and opened the book, deciding to try to get some reading done while she walked.  She glanced up every few paragraphs to take in the area, keeping an eye out for someone or something that could help her.  A small town garage that could fix her car, perhaps, but the part wouldn’t be in until Monday, meaning she would be stranded in some small backwater town for the weekend, just long enough to teach the residents that being gay was okay and that they should all love each other, while also ridding the town of an evil landowner intent on buying up everyone’s property and forcing them out so he could further his evil empire, never mind the generations that had grown up here and called the place home.

“Yeah, maybe I’ll get a job at the Double Deuce while I’m at it,” she mumbled and went back to her book.

She walked for almost half an hour, still glancing up every so often, before she finally spotted something on the
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