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The neon sign of "Hal's Truck Stop" flickers against the midnight sky, casting intermittent pulses of harsh red light across Jenny's face as she pulls her compact sedan into the nearly deserted lot. Her eyes burn from twenty hours of studying, and the coffee she's been nursing for the last hundred miles sits bitter and cold in its cup holder. She needs gas, she needs sleep, and she needs to be anywhere but here—a forgotten waypoint on a highway that stretches endlessly between her university life and the familiar comfort of her parents' home.

Jenny cuts the engine and the sudden silence is a relief. For a moment, she just sits there, hands still gripping the steering wheel, her blonde hair falling in limp strands around her face. The dashboard clock reads 2:17 AM. The semester break has officially begun, but the victory feels hollow when she's still three hours from home with a gas gauge hovering just above empty.

"Just get gas and go," she mumbles to herself, grabbing her purse from the passenger seat.

The night air hits her like a slap—cold and smelling of diesel fuel. Jenny shivers, her thin university sweatshirt doing little against the chill. The truck stop is a concrete island in a sea of darkness, its fluorescent lights casting everything in a sickly pallor that makes her skin look waxy and unreal. A few massive semi-trucks hulk in the far parking area like sleeping beasts.

She stumbles slightly on her way to the pump, fatigue making her movements clumsy. Under the harsh overhead lights, Jenny catches her reflection in her car window—blonde hair disheveled, dark circles under eyes that used to sparkle. Still, even exhausted, her face retains the kind of youthful beauty that turns heads. Her sweatshirt, emblazoned with her university logo, stretches across her chest, hinting at the curves beneath. Her jeans, worn at the knees, hug her hips and long legs. Twenty-three and feeling twice that age after finals week.

The pump whirs to life as Jenny selects regular unleaded. She watches the numbers tick slowly upward, the price climbing with each gallon. When prompted for payment, she digs into her purse—a chaotic collection of pens, makeup, and crumpled study notes. Her fingers search for the familiar shape of her credit card.

"What the hell?" she mutters, pausing. She digs deeper, emptying lipsticks, gum wrappers, and loose change onto the hood of her car. "No. No, no, no."

The realization crashes into her like a physical blow. Her credit card isn't here. A flash of memory: her card on her dorm room desk where she'd used it to order late-night pizza during her study marathon. She'd been so focused on packing and getting on the road that she'd left it behind.

"Fuck!" The word escapes her lips with unexpected force. Jenny slams her palm against the roof of her car. The hollow thud is unsatisfying, so she does it again, harder. Her chest tightens with a mixture of frustration and panic. She's stranded.

Her phone shows no reception bars. The nearest ATM would be inside, but her bank account is nearly as empty as her gas tank after buying textbooks for the semester.

"Fucking perfect," she hisses, running her hands through her hair, pulling it back from her face with such force that her scalp stings. "Just fucking perfect."

Nearby, the door of a truck cab swings open. A man steps down, his boots hitting the pavement with a heavy thud. He stretches, revealing thick arms beneath a flannel shirt. From another truck, two more figures emerge. They stand in a loose circle, their conversation a low murmur that Jenny can't make out. But she can feel their eyes on her—three sets of them, taking in her distress, her solitude, her body.

Their laughter drifts across the lot, low and knowing. Jenny pretends not to notice, but a prickle of awareness crawls up her spine. She's alone. It's late. And she's clearly in trouble.

The men approach, their gaits unhurried but purposeful. The first man leads, his beard thick and dark against his ruddy face. He's built like someone who loads his own cargo—broad shoulders, solid chest, hands that look capable of crushing walnuts. The other two flank him, one tall and lean with a shaved head, the other shorter but wider, with a paunch that suggests too many roadside diner meals.

"Car trouble, sweetheart?" The bearded one asks, his voice a gravelly rumble.

Jenny straightens, trying to look more confident than she feels. "Just forgot my card at school. I'll figure it out."

"Long way from anywhere to be figuring things out at this hour." He extends a hand the size of a dinner plate. "Name's Mike. These are my buddies, Hank and Bud."

Jenny hesitates, then takes his hand. His grip engulfs hers completely. "Jenny."
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