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CHAPTER 1

THE ENDLESS HIGHWAY
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The road never changed.

Mile after mile of cracked asphalt stretched endlessly beneath the newcomer’s headlights, cutting through the empty desert, like a scar that refused to heal. 

No towns. No gas stations. No signs of life.

Just darkness.

And the low hum of tires against pavement.

The newcomer tightened his grip on the steering wheel as his dashboard clock flickered again.

2:13 AM.

It had been 2:13 for almost an hour.

A knot twisted in his stomach.

He rubbed his tired eyes and glanced at the GPS mounted beside the radio.

NO SIGNAL.

Of course.

The thing had lost service miles ago.

The radio crackled softly through waves of static, before briefly catching the faint sound of an old jazz song. 

The melody lasted only seconds before dissolving back into white noise.

The newcomer exhaled slowly.

“Perfect.”

The desert outside looked dead beneath the moonlight. 

Endless dunes rolled across the horizon, while telephone poles marched alongside the highway, like skeletal figures disappearing into the dark.

He couldn’t even remember the last car he had passed.

That realization unsettled him more than he wanted to admit.

His fingers drummed anxiously against the wheel.

Maybe he missed an exit.

Maybe the GPS rerouted him wrong.

Or maybe—

The headlights suddenly flickered.

The newcomer stiffened.

Once.

Twice.

Then they stabilized again.

A cold chill crawled slowly up his spine.

“Nope,” he muttered. 

“Absolutely not.”

He pressed harder on the gas pedal.

The engine groaned weakly in response.

The fuel gauge hovered dangerously close to empty.

Fantastic.

The newcomer glanced at the clock again.

Still 2:13.

Something about that number was starting to feel wrong.

The road stretched endlessly ahead of him, identical in every direction. 

The same cracked pavement. 

The same dead desert. 

The same moon hanging motionless overhead.

Like he wasn’t actually moving forward anymore.

Then—

a neon light flickered in the distance.

The newcomer blinked hard.

At first, he thought it was another hallucination brought on by exhaustion.

But no.

There it was.

A glowing sign buzzing faintly against the darkness ahead.

DINER

The red neon letters flickered unevenly, illuminating a lonely building sitting just off the highway, surrounded by empty desert.

Relief hit him instantly.

“Oh, thank God.”

The newcomer pulled the wheel sharply toward the gravel lot.

His tires crunched loudly as he parked beneath the flickering sign.

The diner looked frozen in time.

Chrome walls.
Fogged windows.
A buzzing neon sign humming softly overhead.
LUCILLE’S

The name glowed in faded cursive beneath the word DINER.

Oddly enough—

there were cars parked outside.

Not many.

Just enough to make the place feel alive.

A black Cadillac.
An old pickup truck.
A motorcycle covered in desert dust.
The newcomer frowned.

How had he not seen headlights?

He pushed the thought away quickly.

Doesn’t matter.

Coffee.
Directions.
Gas.
That’s all he needed.

The cold desert wind hit him immediately, as he stepped out of the car. 

Sand drifted across the empty highway behind him, while the neon sign buzzed overhead like an insect trapped inside glass.

Something about the place felt... wrong.

Not dangerous.

Just strange. 

Too quiet.

The newcomer looked back toward the highway.

Darkness swallowed everything beyond the diner lights.

No road signs.
No distant cities.
Nothing.
Only black desert stretching forever.

He suddenly felt very far from home.

The diner door creaked open before he even touched it.

Warm yellow light spilled across the gravel outside.

And the smell hit him instantly.

Fresh coffee.
Grease.
Cigarette smoke.
Vanilla milkshakes.
Comforting.

Familiar.

Almost enough to make him forget the unease crawling beneath his skin.

Almost.

A bell chimed softly overhead as he stepped inside.

The diner fell silent.

Every eye turned toward him.

A woman in a pink waitress uniform leaned lazily against the counter, bubblegum snapping loudly between her teeth while roller skates clicked softly against the checkered floor.

Charlene smirked immediately.

“Well,” she drawled. “Looks like another one wandered in.”

At the far booth, a man wearing sunglasses and a leather jacket sat beside a silent woman slowly stirring a milkshake without drinking it.

Neither looked surprised to see him.

And behind the counter—

a man in a crisp white suit smiled warmly beneath the neon glow.

Too warmly.

Jake folded his hands together.

“Welcome to Lucille’s, friend.”

Something cold settled quietly into the newcomer’s chest.

Because despite never seeing this place before—

somehow—

it felt like he already knew it.
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CHAPTER 2

THE MENU
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The silence lingered too long.

The newcomer stood near the entrance while every person inside Lucille’s watched him with strange, unreadable expressions.

Not hostile.

Not welcoming.

Expectant.

Like they already knew how this night would end.

The bell above the door gave one final weak chime before falling silent behind him.

Charlene blew a bubble with her gum, before lazily skating toward a nearby booth.

“You just gonna stand there all night, sugar?”

The newcomer swallowed hard.

“Right. Yeah.”

He forced an awkward smile and slid into the nearest booth beneath the flickering neon lights.

The cracked leather seat groaned softly beneath him.

The diner looked like something trapped between decades.

Old jukebox.
Chrome napkin holders.
Coffee stains older than memory itself.
Yet somehow everything looked perfectly clean.

Too clean.

Even the air felt heavy.

Like the room itself was waiting.

Jake stepped smoothly from behind the counter, and approached carrying a laminated menu.

His white suit looked impossibly crisp beneath the dim lights.

Not a wrinkle.
Not a speck of dust.
The newcomer noticed gold cufflinks gleaming beneath his sleeves.

Jake placed the menu carefully on the table.

“Long drive?”

“Feels like it,” the newcomer admitted.

Jake smiled politely.

“Funny thing about roads.”

He leaned slightly closer.

“Some of them don’t really lead anywhere.”

The newcomer laughed nervously.

“Yeah, well, this one definitely feels like it.”

Jake’s golden eyes lingered on him a second too long.

“Mm.”

A strange chill crept down the newcomer’s spine.

Jake straightened smoothly.

“Coffee’s fresh. Pie’s decent. And tonight’s specials...”

His smile widened slightly.

“...are life-changing.”

Charlene snorted loudly from across the diner.

“Oh brother. Here we go.”

Jake ignored her.

“Take your time, friend.”

Then he walked calmly back toward the counter.

The newcomer exhaled slowly once Jake was gone.

Something about that guy felt...

off.

Like every word carried a second meaning hidden underneath it.

The newcomer shook the thought away and grabbed the menu.

At first glance—

it looked normal.

Coffee.
Milkshakes.
Burgers.
Fries.
Then he noticed another section printed beneath the food items in shimmering gold letters.

SPECIAL REQUESTS

His brow furrowed.

Below it sat a list unlike anything he had ever seen.

WEALTH — 10 YEARS

FAME — 15 YEARS

POWER — 20 YEARS

TRUE LOVE — 25 YEARS

GOOD HEALTH — 30 YEARS

IMMORTALITY — PRICE VARIES

The newcomer stared blankly at the page.

“...What the hell?”

A low chuckle drifted from nearby.

The man sitting in the back booth lowered his sunglasses slightly.

Mr. Everett smirked faintly.

“First time?”

The newcomer looked between him and the menu.

“This some kind of joke?”

Across from Everett, The Silent Woman slowly stirred her milkshake without speaking.

Round and round.

Round and round.

Never taking a sip.

Everett leaned back casually.

“Depends.”

“On what?”

He smiled faintly.

“Whether you’re desperate enough.”

The newcomer gave an uneasy laugh and looked back at the menu.

The gold lettering almost seemed to shimmer beneath the diner lights.

Like it was alive.

Charlene rolled past carrying a coffee pot.

“Careful with the specials, sugar.”

She poured coffee into his cup without asking.

“Some people choke on the fine print.”

The newcomer frowned.

“You all seriously keep this menu out for customers?”

Charlene shrugged lazily.

“People order worse things every day.”

Jake’s voice drifted smoothly from behind the counter.

“And everyone wants something.”

The newcomer looked toward him.

Jake stood polishing a glass calmly beneath the neon lights.

Golden eyes fixed directly on him.

Watching.

Waiting.

The newcomer looked back down at the menu again.

His pulse slowed strangely as he reread the golden offers.

Wealth.
Success.
Power.
Every impossible thing he had ever secretly wanted sat printed neatly on cheap laminated paper.

It should have felt ridiculous.

Instead—

it felt tempting.

Very tempting.

Outside the diner windows, the desert wind howled softly through the darkness.

And somewhere far down the endless highway—

something moved beneath the night.
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