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Oil and Blood

Motor oil and cheap soap. That's what my hands smell like now.

Not lavender lotion from the dollar store. Not the stale coffee and bleach cocktail that used to cling to my uniform after a double shift at Hal's Diner. Motor oil. Pennzoil 10W-30, to be exact. I know the weight and the brand because Kael taught me, the same way he taught me everything else worth knowing in this life—without asking whether I wanted to learn.

I crouched on the concrete floor of his garage, my knees aching against the cold, and held the trouble light steady while he worked. January had sunk its teeth into Oakhaven three weeks ago and refused to let go. The space heater in the corner coughed out lukewarm air that died two feet from the coils, and frost had crystallized along the inside edges of the corrugated metal walls. My breath left my mouth in thin white ribbons. I couldn't feel my toes.

But I stayed.

"Nine-sixteenths," he said. Not a question. Never a question.

I reached into the rolling toolbox without looking, my fingers finding the socket by shape alone. Six months ago, I couldn't tell a ratchet from a tire iron. Now my hands moved through Kael's tools the way they used to move through stacks of dirty plates—muscle memory born from repetition, from necessity, from the quiet erasure of the person I used to be.

I passed him the socket. Our fingers touched. His were enormous, scarred across every knuckle, black grease packed permanently into the creases of his skin. Mine were smaller but looked the same now. Same grease. Same cracked cuticles. Same faint metallic smell that no amount of scrubbing could remove.

He didn't say thank you. He never did.

Kael lay on his back on the creeper, half-swallowed by the undercarriage of a 2004 Silverado that belonged to Dale Mackey, who owed him four hundred dollars and a case of Budweiser for the last transmission job. The fluorescent tube above us buzzed and flickered, casting everything in a sickly yellow wash that made the garage look like the inside of a bruise. Tools hung on pegboard walls in precise rows—wrenches arranged by size, screwdrivers separated by head type. Everything in Kael's world had a place. Everything stayed exactly where he put it.

Including me.

I tugged the collar of his flannel shirt tighter around my neck. It was the red and black one, so big on me that the cuffs swallowed my hands and the hem brushed my thighs. It smelled like him. Cigarette smoke and Dial soap and something underneath both of those things, something warm and animal that I had no name for. I used to have my own clothes. A closet full of cheap Target basics and two nice blouses I'd bought at the Goodwill in Charleston for job interviews I never went to. They were gone now. Packed in a garbage bag somewhere in the back of the storage unit behind the garage, buried under a tarp with the rest of the life I used to pretend I wanted.

The ratchet clicked in steady rhythm beneath the truck. Click. Click. Click. Kael's boots, size thirteen, steel-toed, caked in dried mud, stuck out from under the bumper. I watched them shift as he repositioned himself, and I counted the clicks as I used to count my tips at the end of a shift. One, two, three, four. Old habits. My brain still needed numbers to feel safe, even now, even here, where the math no longer mattered because every equation in my life had been reduced to a single variable.

Him.

He slid out from under the truck. Sat up on the creeper. Looked at me.

Kael's face could scare the hell out of most people in this town, and it did. The jaw was too square, the scar across it too visible, the eyes too dark and too steady. He didn't blink enough. That was something I'd noticed early on—the man simply did not blink at a normal human rate, which gave every glance the weight of a stare and every stare the weight of a verdict. He wiped his hands on a rag that was already so black it couldn't possibly be cleaning anything, then reached toward me.

I didn't flinch.

That was new. Six months ago, any hand moving toward my face would have sent me stumbling backward, my father's ghost swinging behind my eyelids. But Kael's thumb landed on my cheekbone, rough as sandpaper, and dragged a slow line across my skin. Wiping away a smudge of something. Grease, probably. Or dirt. In this garage, there was no difference.

"You had a spot," he said.

His voice sounded like gravel dragged across sheet metal. Low. Unhurried. He could have been telling me the weather or telling me he'd killed someone. Same tone. Same cadence.

"Thanks," I whispered.

His thumb didn't move. It stayed on my cheek, pressing lightly, and his dark eyes tracked across my face with the focused attention of a man inspecting an engine for cracks. Looking for leaks. Looking for signs that something might fail. I held perfectly still beneath his gaze, as a rabbit holds still when it realizes the shadow overhead isn't a cloud.

But I wasn't afraid of him. That was the sickest part of this whole arrangement. I was afraid of everything else. The cold. The poverty. The memory of my father's boot hitting the side of the trailer at three in the morning. The highway that ran past Oakhaven like a river I would never cross. I was afraid of all of it, every miserable molecule of this dying town, except the one man everyone else feared most.

Kael dropped his hand. Picked up the ratchet. Slid back under the truck without another word.

Click. Click. Click.

I pulled my knees to my chest and wrapped my arms around them, his flannel engulfing me cocoonlike made of smoke and engine exhaust. Through the frost-covered window above the workbench, I could see the road. Route 19. The two-lane artery that connected Oakhaven to the rest of West Virginia and, beyond that, to the rest of the world. A Greyhound bus passed at 11:47 every night. I used to watch for it the way prisoners watch for the mail—proof that an outside still existed, that escape was geometrically possible even if it was practically impossible.

I didn't watch for it anymore.

Somewhere between the night he changed my tire in the rain and the morning I woke up wearing his shirt with no memory of putting it on, I had stopped running. Not because my legs gave out. Because something deeper gave out. Something in my chest that had been holding the door open for twenty-four years finally let go of the handle, and the door swung shut with a sound like a padlock clicking into place, and the silence on the other side was so absolute, so total, that I mistook it for peace.

I spent my whole life trying to scrub the dirt of this town off my skin. Scrubbing until my knuckles bled in the shower. Scrubbing until I cried. Counting every dollar like a prayer, convinced that a bus ticket was the baptism and the highway was the river and somewhere on the other side was a life that smelled like clean laundry and possibility.

I was wrong.

The dirt was the only thing keeping me warm.

Outside, the wind screamed through the gaps in the metal walls, and the space heater coughed again, and the fluorescent light buzzed its flat, indifferent song. Kael's boots shifted under the Silverado. The ratchet clicked.

And I sat on the frozen floor of a mechanic's garage in the armpit of Appalachia, wearing a man's shirt tight as a straitjacket I'd buttoned myself into, and I smiled.

Not out of I was happy.

Because I finally understood that there was no difference between a woman who is saved and a woman who is caught. The only thing that changes is whether she stops screaming.

I stopped screaming five months ago.
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ACT I

THE RUST
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The Tip Jar

Three ways out of Oakhaven. A cop car, a pine box, or a Greyhound. I was four hundred and eighty-seven dollars away from the ticket.

I counted the bills again, flattening each one against the sticky Formica counter with my thumb. Two fives, seven ones. Seventeen dollars in tips for a nine-hour shift that had started with a trucker grabbing my wrist and ended with Doreen calling in sick, which meant I'd worked the floor alone since four o'clock. Seventeen dollars. My feet throbbed inside the knock-off Skechers I'd bought at the Walmart in Beckley, the insoles long since compressed into useless rubber wafers that did nothing against the cracked linoleum.

I folded the bills, slid them into the front pocket of my jeans beneath the apron, and wiped down table six for the third time because Hal said a clean diner was a profitable diner, even though Hal hadn't turned a profit since the mine closed in 2019.

The clock above the register read 10:48 PM. Twelve more minutes until I could lock up, walk three-quarters of a mile in the dark to the trailer, and crawl into a bed that smelled like mildew and regret. If my father was passed out, the walk home was just cold. If he was awake, it was cold and loud.

I preferred the cold.

"More coffee."

I didn't jump. Not quite. My shoulders tightened, and the rag stopped moving across the table, and my breath caught for half a second before I forced it loose again. I turned around.

Kael Maddox sat at the far end of the counter, the same spot he occupied three or four nights a week. Stool number nine. Always nine. He hunched over the counter like a boulder that hunches over a riverbed—immovable, enormous, blocking out whatever existed on the other side. His Carhartt jacket hung open over a white undershirt that might have been white once but was now a permanent shade of dishwater grey. His hands, wrapped around the ceramic mug, were the size of dinner plates, scarred and grease-stained and split across the knuckles in places that had healed crooked.

He didn't look up when he spoke. He never looked up when he spoke. The words just dropped out of him like engine parts falling onto concrete.

"Sure." I grabbed the pot from the warmer and walked over. The coffee had been sitting for two hours and smelled like burnt tar, but Kael Maddox wasn't the kind of man you offered a fresh pot to. He wasn't the kind of man you offered anything to. You gave him what was available and you did it quickly and you kept your eyes on the mug and not on his face.

I poured. The liquid hit the ceramic and sent up a curl of steam that smelled like scorched earth. Kael's forearm rested on the counter three inches from the mug, thick as a fence post, a vein running along the inside that pulsed slow and steady like something reflexive. Like a fuel line.

"Kitchen's closed," I said. Standard line. Delivered flat. I was good at flat. Twenty-four years in this town had sanded every edge off my voice until it came out smooth and neutral, the verbal equivalent of beige paint.

He grunted. Which might have meant "I know" or might have meant nothing at all. With Kael, silence wasn't the absence of communication. It was the whole language.

I turned back to the counter and started rolling silverware into paper napkins. Fork, knife, spoon, fold, tuck, stack. Fork, knife, spoon, fold, tuck, stack. The repetition helped. It gave my hands a rhythm and my brain a cage, and inside that cage I could do the tally without screaming.

Four hundred and eighty-seven dollars. That was the gap between me and the 11:47 Greyhound to Roanoke. From Roanoke, I could catch a connection to Richmond. From Richmond, anything. A city with buildings taller than two stories. A job that didn't require me to smile at men who grabbed my wrist. An apartment without black mold climbing the bathroom wall like ivy.

The numbers ran on a loop behind my eyes, as they always did. Rent was paid through the end of the month—two hundred and forty dollars I'd slid under the property manager's door in cash because Dad's name was on the lease and Dad's credit was dead. Electric was sixty-three dollars overdue. My car insurance had lapsed in October. The Honda needed an oil change, a new serpentine belt, and probably a miracle, but I couldn't afford a mechanic and I didn't know how to do it myself, so I drove it wheezing and coughing and prayed to a God I didn't believe in that the engine wouldn't seize on Route 19 at two in the morning.

Four eighty-seven. If I picked up three extra shifts this week and if the Saturday breakfast crowd tipped better than usual and if Dad didn't find the money again, I could have it by February.

If.

The biggest two-letter lie in the English language.

Behind me, Kael's stool creaked. I heard the soft clink of the mug being set down, the rustle of heavy fabric, the thud of work boots on linoleum. I kept rolling silverware. Fork, knife, spoon, fold. My spine stiffened, the way it always did when a large man moved through a room I was in. Survival instinct. Hardwired.

He walked past me toward the register. I watched from the corner of my eye without turning my head. He pulled a crumpled ten from the chest pocket of his Carhartt, smoothed it once against his palm, and dropped it on the counter next to the register. His coffee was $1.75. The ten sat there, creased and damp from body heat, like something alive.

"Keep it," he said.

Then he was gone. The bell above the door chimed once, and cold air rushed in smelling like diesel and woodsmoke, and through the grease-smeared window I watched him cross the parking lot toward his black Dodge Ram, the one with the dented fender and the plow mount on the front and the lift kit that made it tall enough to crush a sedan. He moved without hurry. Long, heavy strides, shoulders rolling slightly, head down. A man who had nowhere to be and nothing to prove and all the time in the world to get there.

I stared at the ten-dollar bill.

Eight twenty-five in change. That was the overpayment. Most men who overtipped at the diner did it with a grin and a glance at my chest, their generosity a down payment on something they thought their money entitled them to. Kael hadn't looked at my chest. Kael hadn't looked at my face. He'd dropped the bill as someone drops a bolt into a parts bin—rote, precise, done.

I picked up the ten. Added it to the fold in my pocket. Recalculated.

Four seventy.

The bell above the door hadn't stopped swinging. I watched it rock back and forth in the draft, a thin brass half-moon on a coiled spring, trembling like it remembered the weight of the hand that had pushed it.

I finished the silverware. Wiped down the counter where he'd sat. Washed his mug. Emptied the coffee pot, scrubbed it, flipped it upside down on the drying rack. Swept the floor. Locked the register. Turned off the neon OPEN sign that buzzed like a dying wasp.

Eleven-oh-three. I pulled on my coat—a thin North Face knock-off with a broken zipper that I held shut with my fist—and stepped into the parking lot.

The cold hit me hard as a wall of black water. January in Oakhaven didn't creep; it attacked. My lungs clenched. My eyes watered. The parking lot was empty except for my Honda, sitting under the single working streetlight as a patient waiting for bad news. Rust had eaten through the rear quarter panel, and the exhaust pipe hung at an angle that suggested hope was a structural impossibility.

I climbed in. Turned the key. The engine coughed, sputtered, caught on the third try.

I sat there, letting it idle, my breath fogging the windshield. Through the condensation, I could see the road. Route 19, running north and south, dark and endless, the painted center line disappearing into nothing in both directions.

Somewhere out there, a Greyhound was coming.

And somewhere behind me, a pair of taillights glowed red at the far end of the empty lot across the street—a black Dodge Ram, parked, engine running, headlights off.

I didn't notice.
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Idle Engine

Knuckles split on the third bolt.

Blood pooled in the crease between my index finger and middle finger, dark and slow, mixing with the grime already packed into every line of my skin. I didn't stop turning the wrench. Pain was just the body keeping score, and I'd stopped caring about the tally years ago. The bolt gave. I pulled it loose, dropped it into the magnetic tray on the fender, and reached for the next one.

Beneath my hands, Earl Dawson's 1997 Ford F-150 sat on jack stands dead on on an operating table. Blown head gasket. Earl had driven it overheating for sixty miles because Earl was the brand of man who thought engines fixed themselves if you ignored them hard enough. Now the block was warped, the coolant channels were shot, and the repair was going to cost more than the truck was worth. I'd do it anyway. Earl would pay me in installments—fifty dollars a month, cash, no paperwork—and in the meantime I'd hold his title in the lockbox under my workbench as I held everything else that passed through my garage. Collateral. Leverage. Insurance.

I wiped my hands on the rag slung over my shoulder and stepped back. The garage was cold enough that my breath hung visible under the fluorescent tubes. Two bays, both full. Earl's F-150 on the left, a rusted-out Chevy Cavalier on the right that belonged to nobody because I'd bought it for scrap at the county auction and stripped it for parts. The concrete floor was stained with decades of oil that had seeped so deep into the aggregate it had become geological. Pegboard walls. Rolling toolboxes. A space heater in the corner that ran on kerosene and stubbornness.

My kingdom. Forty-eight hundred square feet of corrugated metal, cracked concrete, and organized filth. I'd bought the building from the bank when I was twenty-two, cash, paid with four years of eighteen-hour days spent pulling transmissions and rebuilding engines in a rented bay across town. Nobody in Oakhaven made real money. I made enough. Enough to own my walls, my floor, my tools, and the silence that filled the space between them.

Silence was the only luxury I'd ever needed.

I pulled a Marlboro Red from the soft pack in my breast pocket and lit it with a Bic that was almost out of fluid. The first drag burned clean and sharp. I leaned against the workbench and stared at the wall, but I wasn't seeing the wall. I was seeing the diner. I was seeing her.

Harper Gallagher.

Twenty-four years old. Five foot five, maybe five six in the cheap sneakers she wore to work. Thin in the way that women get thin when they can't afford to eat three meals a day—not delicate, not fragile, just reduced. Like someone had taken an eraser to the parts of her body that required adequate nutrition and rubbed until the margins got narrower. Collarbone too visible. Wrists too small. Shadows under her eyes so deep they looked like bruises.

She didn't know I watched her. Or maybe she did and she'd decided that a man staring from stool nine was low on the threat list compared to everything else in her life trying to kill her. Either way, she never acknowledged it. She poured my coffee, took my money, and moved on to the next table with the habitual efficiency of someone who had been performing the same motions for so long that her body no longer required her mind's involvement.

I hated that. The autopilot. The blankness in her face when she wiped down tables, like she'd vacated the premises and left her skeleton behind to finish the shift. She was still in there—I could see it in the moments between customers, when her lips moved silently and her eyes tracked to some invisible middle distance where the count lived. She was always counting. Always calculating. The tip jar, the electric bill, the Greyhound fare. I'd watched her long enough to recognize the pattern. The way her fingers tapped against her thigh in sequences of ten. The way she touched her front pocket after every transaction, pressing the folded bills against her hip bone like a rosary.

She was saving. Building a stack of ones and fives toward a number that meant a bus ticket and a vanishing act.

Four months I'd been watching. Four months of black coffee and eight-dollar overpayments and silence, studying her as I would an engine before I cracked it open—listening for the knock, the rattle, the misfire that would tell me where the weakness lived. I knew her shifts by heart. Sunday through Thursday, open to close when Doreen called in, which was every other week. Friday and Saturday off, unless she picked up, which she did more often than not. She arrived at six forty-five AM and left between eleven and midnight depending on traffic, and she walked home when her Honda wouldn't start, which was increasingly frequent because that car was a death sentence on bald tires and I knew exactly how many miles it had left before the timing belt snapped.

I knew because I'd checked. Tuesday night, two weeks ago, while she was closing. Parking lot of Hal's Diner, under the broken streetlight on the south side. Fifteen minutes with a flashlight and a practiced eye, lying on my back on frozen asphalt, reading the undercarriage of her Honda as other men read scripture. Rusted brake lines. Leaking oil pan. The serpentine belt was cracked in four places and stretched beyond tolerance. The timing belt was original—over a hundred thousand miles on it. Hondas were tough, but nothing survived neglect forever.

She was going to break down. The only question was when and where, and whether I'd be the one standing there when it happened.

Not whether. I corrected myself and ashed the cigarette into an empty Folgers can. That was the wrong word. "Whether" implied chance. Coincidence. I didn't believe in either. Coincidence was just planning that other people couldn't see.

I finished the Marlboro and crushed it into the can. Walked to the small office at the back of the garage—a room barely bigger than a closet, with a metal desk, a filing cabinet, and a corkboard on the wall. The corkboard held invoices, work orders, and a county map of Oakhaven I'd pinned up three years ago when I bought the building. Red thumbtack for the garage. Blue for Hal's Diner, six-tenths of a mile northwest. Yellow for the Shady Pines Mobile Home Park on Birch Hollow Road, where Harper lived with her father in unit fourteen, a single-wide with vinyl siding the color of nicotine and a front step that was sinking into the mud.

I knew the unit number because I'd driven past it. I knew the siding color because I'd parked across the road at two AM on a Wednesday and sat in my truck with the engine off and the heater dying, watching the blue flicker of a television through the window of the living room. I knew her father drank Evan Williams because I'd seen the empties in the recycling bin they never put out on time. I knew he yelled because I'd heard him through the thin walls from forty feet away, his voice a shapeless, alcoholic roar that made the dogs in the neighboring lot start barking.

I knew everything about Harper Gallagher's life that could be known from the outside. The dimensions. The routines. The fundamental failures.

And I knew that she was leaving.

I could feel it the way I could feel a cylinder misfire through a steering wheel—a subtle vibration, almost imperceptible, but wrong. She was moving faster at work. Picking up more shifts. Spending less. The counting had accelerated. Her lips moved constantly now, the silent arithmetic of a woman who had set a date and was working backward from it.

She had a number in her head. A dollar amount that equaled a bus ticket, a security deposit, a new name in a new city. And she was close. Close enough that the desperation had shifted into something quieter, more dangerous—hope.

Hope made people careless.

I sat down at the metal desk and opened the top drawer. Inside, beneath a stack of invoices and a grease-stained parts catalog, was a flathead screwdriver. Six inches long. Yellow handle. Unremarkable in every way.

I picked it up. Turned it slowly in my fingers. The tip was sharp enough to puncture a sidewall in under three seconds. I knew because I'd practiced on the Cavalier's scrap tires last week, kneeling in the dark bay with the overhead lights off, driving the point through the rubber in one clean motion, feeling the hiss of escaping air against my wrist soft as a dying breath.

I put the screwdriver in my jacket pocket.

Tomorrow was Thursday. She'd close alone. She'd walk to her car at eleven, exhausted, cold, too tired to check her tires. And when the left rear went flat on Birch Hollow Road, a quarter mile from the trailer park, in the dead black stretch where the streetlights ended and the tree line began, I'd be parked on the shoulder. Waiting. Engine running, plow lights off, heat cranked to ninety.

She'd climb into my truck because there would be no other option. Because I would have made sure there was no other option.

That was the difference between me and every other man in this town who wanted her. They waited for opportunities. I manufactured them.

I killed the garage lights. Locked the bay door. Stood in the parking lot under a sky so thick with cloud cover it looked like a ceiling made of wet cement. Across the road, the diner's neon sign still buzzed faintly, its pink glow bleeding into the fog.

She was in there. Rolling silverware. Counting her money. Dreaming about a city she'd never see.

And I was out here, in the dark, with a screwdriver in my pocket and a plan that had no room for her freedom.

Some men built cages out of money or charm or empty promises. I built mine out of flat tires and closed roads and the absolute certainty that in a town this small, this poor, this suffocating, the only thing standing between a woman and the cold was the man who controlled the heat.

I started my truck and pulled out of the lot, headlights off, gravel crunching under the tires like broken teeth.
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The Flat

Burnt rubber and wet gravel. That smell hit me before the sound did—the rhythmic flap-flap-flap of shredded tire against asphalt, the Honda lurching to the left stumbling drunkenly off a barstool. My hands locked on the steering wheel. The car pulled hard, dragging toward the shoulder, and I wrestled it straight with both arms while the headlights carved shaking tunnels through the rain.

I pulled over. Or the car pulled itself over. Hard to say which of us made the decision. The Honda rolled to a stop on the narrow gravel shoulder of Birch Hollow Road, tilting at an angle that told me everything I needed to know before I even got out to look. Left rear. Dead.

I sat there for ten seconds. Engine idling. Wipers slapping back and forth across the windshield in a frantic rhythm that matched my pulse. The dashboard clock read 11:23 PM. The heater was blowing air that had stopped being warm somewhere around mile two of the drive home, and the rain was coming down in sheets so thick the world beyond the windshield dissolved into a grey-black wash of nothing.

I turned off the engine because the gas gauge was kissing empty and I couldn't afford to burn fuel sitting still. The wipers stopped mid-stroke. The headlights died. Silence rolled in like floodwater.

Then the cold.

It didn't creep. It lunged. Through the cracked weather stripping around the driver's side window, through the rusted-out floor panel near my left foot where I'd stuffed a folded trash bag to keep the road spray out, through every seam and gap in the car's failing body. January in Oakhaven at 11:23 at night. I was wearing my diner uniform—polyester pants, a short-sleeved polo that Hal considered a "professional look," and the broken-zipper coat I held shut with my fist. No gloves. No hat. Sneakers already soaked from the walk across the parking lot.

I pulled out my phone. The screen lit up, casting blue light across the interior. Three percent battery. I hadn't charged it because the outlet in the kitchen was behind the refrigerator and Dad had shoved the fridge against the wall last week during a blackout rage about the electric bill, and I hadn't been able to move it back by myself.

Three percent. Enough for one call. Maybe.

I scrolled through my contacts. There were nine. Hal. Doreen. The property manager at Shady Pines. The electric company. A dentist in Beckley I'd been to once in 2021. Dad. Three numbers I didn't recognize and couldn't remember saving.

No one who would come. Hal closed the diner at ten and went home to his wife and his Fox News reruns. Doreen lived forty minutes away in Fayette County and hadn't answered a call from me in two months. Dad was either unconscious or mean, and neither version owned a functioning vehicle.

I could call a tow. Except I couldn't afford a tow. The last time I'd priced it, the nearest service was in Oak Hill, twenty-two miles east, and they charged a ninety-dollar hookup plus four dollars a mile. That was a hundred and seventy-eight dollars I didn't have. A hundred and seventy-eight dollars that, if I did have, would go into the pocket of my jeans and bring the Greyhound number down to three-oh-nine.

I pressed my forehead against the steering wheel. The plastic was cold enough to sting. My fingers ached. My feet were going numb. Outside, the rain hammered the roof in a relentless barrage that sounded like someone pouring ball bearings onto sheet metal.

Think, Harper. Think.

I could walk. The trailer park was a quarter mile ahead. Maybe less. I could barely see through the rain, but I knew this stretch of Birch Hollow by feel—the way the road dipped before the culvert, the crooked speed limit sign that had been knocked sideways by a snowplow two winters ago and never fixed, the gap in the tree line where the gravel turnoff led to Shady Pines. A quarter mile in freezing rain, in sneakers, in the dark. I'd done worse. I'd walked the whole six-tenths from the diner in a sleet storm last March when the Honda wouldn't start, and I'd made it home with nothing worse than a chest cold that lasted two weeks because I couldn't afford the co-pay at the urgent care clinic.

I opened the door.

The rain hit me punishing. Cold and hard and coming from an angle that found every gap in my coat. I stumbled around to the back of the car, my sneakers sliding on the gravel, and crouched down to look at the tire. In the faint red glow of the taillights, I could see it. Flat. Completely, irreversibly flat. The rubber had peeled away from the rim on the bottom edge, and the wheel sat directly on the ground, the metal lip grinding against the gravel. Done.

I had a spare. A donut, technically, the temporary kind that came with the car from the factory. It was in the trunk, beneath the carpeted panel, next to a jack I'd never used because I didn't know how. I knew the concept. Loosen the lug nuts. Lift the car. Swap the tire. But concepts and execution were different animals, and my hands were already shaking so hard from the cold that I could barely make a fist.

I stood there, rain running down my face, soaking through the polyester, plastering my hair to my neck. The road in both directions was empty. No headlights. No sound except the rain and the wind through the bare trees and the faint metallic ping of water hitting the Honda's rusted hood. The tree line crowded close on both sides, black and dense, turning the road into a corridor that led nowhere in either direction.

Three percent battery. A quarter-mile walk. A tire I couldn't change.

Headlights.

They appeared from the south, distant at first, two yellowish points floating through the rain like the eyes of something predatory. The engine sound reached me a second later—deep, diesel, rumbling with the low-frequency authority of a vehicle that outweighed mine by three thousand pounds. The headlights grew. The sound grew. The rain turned to silver needles in the approaching beams.

A truck. Black. Lifted. Plow mount on the front catching the light. It slowed as it approached, the engine dropping in pitch, and pulled onto the shoulder behind my Honda with the unhurried precision of a vessel docking. The headlights stayed on, flooding the scene in harsh white light that turned the rain into static. The engine stayed running. For a long moment, nothing happened. Just the truck, idling, watching.

Then the driver's door opened, and Kael Maddox stepped out.

He didn't rush. The rain hit him the same way it hit everything else out here—without mercy—but he moved through it like it was irrelevant. Long strides across the gravel. Carhartt jacket dark with water. That same white undershirt underneath, already translucent and clinging to a chest that was broad enough to block the headlights when he passed in front of them. He walked directly to the back of my car, glanced at the tire, then looked at me.

Rain ran down his face. Off his jaw. Into the collar of his jacket. His dark eyes were steady, unsurprised, holding the flat calm of a man who had expected to find exactly this scene in exactly this place at exactly this time.

I was too cold to find that strange.

"Pop the trunk," he said.

Not "are you okay." Not "do you need help." Not "what happened." Pop the trunk. An instruction. Stripped of everything except function.

I popped the trunk.

He pulled out the donut spare and the jack without hesitation, like he'd already memorized the layout of my trunk. Maybe he'd changed a hundred Honda tires. Maybe every Honda on earth stored them the same way. He positioned the jack under the frame, pumped the handle with one arm, and the car lifted off the gravel in three strokes. The lug wrench fit over the first nut, and his shoulders rolled once, and the nut broke free with a sound like a knuckle cracking.
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Some cages are built with bare hands.
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