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September 1993, I-80, Iowa. Harlan Pike, 42, and Elise Pike, 39, night-shift librarians, drove their ‘87 Civic west from Iowa City, windows cracked, the warm glow of a rare date night—steak and cherry pie at the Truck Stop Diner—lingering like cigarette smoke in the humid air. Midnight stretched the highway desolate, cornfields flanking the asphalt like silent sentinels, their stalks whispering in the breeze. At mile marker 237, Harlan glanced in the rearview: a green Econoline van, plate reading BLOOD, slid three cars behind, headlights dim but steady, like a predator stalking through the dark. Elise laughed, “Creepy plates for a creepier driver,” her voice light but tight. They lost it at the Tiffin exit, chuckling nervously, but the radio fritzed—static crackling, a voice hissing, You’re already dead. Harlan frowned, checked the mirror; a man in a red flannel shirt stood on the shoulder, shotgun raised, face shadowed under a cap, eyes glinting like wet asphalt. “Passed him an hour ago at Amana,” Elise whispered, knuckles white on the armrest, her poetry journal slipping to the floor. Two exits later, at Coralville, the brakes failed, tires screamed on the pavement, and shots—two, sharp as thunder—punched through the back windshield. Glass sprayed like shattered stars; Harlan and Elise slumped, blood pooling on the upholstery, dead instantly. No shells, no fingerprints, no tire marks marred the road. Truckers at the next stop saw nothing, heard only the wind’s low moan. Iowa State Patrol ruled it a drive-by, case cold by October. Their daughter, Mara, swore they locked the car; the Econoline vanished like smoke. Iowa whispered: road ghost, hitman, a plate that followed through the corn. The file moldered in state records, a riddle buried in asphalt and dust.

Mara’s grief clung to their Iowa City duplex, bookshelves untouched, Harlan’s dog-eared Vonnegut and Elise’s poetry journals gathering dust like forgotten promises. At the diner, truckers spun tales—the Pikes crossed a drifter with a grudge, or I-80’s night ate them whole, spitting out their car. The Civic, impounded, held no clues, glass shards clean, radio silent as a grave. Mara kept their keys, warm in her palm, in a tin box beside her mother’s locket. A farmer saw headlights flicker on I-80 at midnight, green and low, no van in sight. X posts buzzed with “BLOOD plate,” theories of curses or vigilantes rising like fog. Mara stayed, shelving books at the library, but the highway loomed, its hum a pulse in her sleepless dreams.

The Econoline didn’t vanish. It followed. That night, as Mara slept clutching their photo, its edges worn, every mirror in Iowa—gas station bathrooms, diner counters, Mara’s bedroom—showed not her, but him: red flannel, shotgun, face shadowed under a cap, eyes glinting like the highway’s wet sheen. Harlan and Elise drove on, unaware, their Civic humming through the corn, but the rearview flickered—his face, not theirs, mouthing You’re already dead. At Tiffin, the van reappeared, 
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