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They left before sunrise with coffee in paper cups and a playlist no one could agree on. The SUV smelled like sunscreen and sour candy. Ethan drove because he always did. Sierra rode shotgun with her knees on the dash and her hair up in a messy knot. In the back, among packed bags and outdoor gear, Maya kept a maps app open even though they had used the same route for hours, and Jessie leaned her head against the glass with her headphones on listening to her preferred music.

Classes started in eight days. This was the last stretch of their last free week.  Most of them wanted red rock deserts and roadside pie, photos at state lines enjoying a trip they joked they would still repeat at thirty, but Maya had reserved two cabins by a lake up in the hills. A place they have never been, she had convince them one at a time that this would be perfect. Ethan had decided to drive the scenic route. They passed a billboard for a dinosaur park, then a field of wind turbines turning like patient giants. Ethan kept one hand on the wheel and the other on the console where Sierra’s fingers could find his. They have been dating since the first day of college. Maya observant eye caught this and she tried to keep the trip interesting by naming towns out loud and pointing at clouds that looked like animals.

By late afternoon the sun had flattened into a white coin. They pulled off the interstate for a gas station with two pumps and a slanted roof. The sign buzzed. There were flies around the screen door and a stack of windshield fluid by the ice chest.

“Stretch,” Ethan said, and twisted his back until it popped.

Sierra skipped inside for chips. Maya circled her arms in slow windmills. Jessie stood in the slice of shade beside the soda machine, deep in thought.She managed a glance at Ethan, amazed how he could keep his composure while her insides churned. She kept playing what happened between them in her head just over two weeks ago. Finding it impossible to shake. But she told herself that if she was going to confess, it would not be in a parking lot that smelled like gasoline and hot rubber.

That was when the man with the tan work boots stepped out of the Station store.

He was mid-fifties, maybe sixty. Not big, but the kind of wiry that looks permanent. Faded ball cap. Clean jeans. A smile that started too quickly.

““Evening,” he said. As he walked towards the group.

“Long way from anywhere out here.”

Maya returned the smile, though cautiously. “Feels that way. We’ve been on the road all day.”

“Good time for a trip,” the man said. “Cool nights, less traffic. Name’s Cole, by the way.”

“Maya,” she said, gesturing back at the SUV. “That’s Ethan, ”

Cole nodded politely towards Ethan. “ You all heading west?”

“Yeah, kind of a last hurrah before college starts again,” Maya replied.

Cole leaned on the railing, not too close. 

“Good idea. But let me give you some free advice—watch the long stretches past the state line. Some of those old service roads don’t see patrol cars for hours. Fuel up when you can and don’t chase the shortcuts on your GPS. Couple of those routes look faster but have no cell signal and no help if something goes wrong.”

Maya felt her guard lower a little. “Thanks. That’s good to know.”

He smiled, still easy. “I drive these roads every now and then. Folks think I’m just passing through, but I see things. Nothing scary—just... things that can catch travelers off guard. Stay on the main interstate and hit the bigger truck stops when you can. Trust me, the extra ten minutes are worth it.”

Sierra came back with a bag of sodas, and Jessie stepped closer, curiosity softening her earlier wariness.

Cole tipped his cap again. “Didn’t mean to slow you down. Just thought I’d share a few tips while you’re stretching your legs. World’s mostly good, but it’s always smart to keep your eyes open.”

“Appreciate it,” Ethan said, now beside Maya.

Cole gave them one last friendly nod. “Safe travels, folks. Enjoy the road—and keep that tank full.”

He patted their SUV as he passed it, stopping momentarily to adjust himself then climbed into his tan pickup, that was parked next to them and eased out of the lot.

The group watched him go. Jessie smiled faintly. “Well... not every stranger is trouble.”

Sierra, still watching the highway where Cole had disappeared, said quietly, “Maybe. But let’s remember what he said—stay on the main road.”

They climbed back into the SUV, the sound of crickets rising as the gas station lights hummed behind them. They drove on. The sky turned the color of peach flesh and then a deeper pink. 

The highway had stretched on for hours without a town or even a proper exit, so when a sign for a rest area appeared, Sierra suggested they stop for bathrooms and a stretch. Ethan flicked on the blinker and pulled off the interstate, the SUV crunching over gravel as they rolled into the nearly empty lot.

The place was half in shadow from a stand of cottonwoods, the sun now a bruised orange sinking low. A few picnic tables sat under cracked shelters.

They were the only vehicle there for less than a minute before a battered green high mounted pickup with county plates pulled in hurriedly beside them

Two men leaned emerged from the running truck. Broad-shouldered, denim jackets despite the heat, both with the easy posture of locals who belonged here. They lingered by their vehicle for a second..

Jessie who had stepped out of the SUV, had just finished stretching her legs before heading toward the restroom. Maya followed a few steps behind, glancing uneasily at the men. Sierra stayed close to the SUV, scanning the lot. Something about the men—the way they never looked away—made her uneasy.

As Ethan stepped from the SUV and closed the driver’s door, the older of the two men ambled over. He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes.

“Evenin’,” he said. “Long drive?”

“Yeah,” Ethan replied cautiously. “Just stretching for a bit.”

The man nodded. “You folks pass through a gas station earlier today? Small place, tan pickup was out front?”

Sierra stiffened. “Why?”

“Guy named Cole,” the younger man added, his voice flat. “My brother and I lookin’ for him. Heard he likes to talk to strangers. Maybe said something to you or left something with you.”

Jessie returned in time to catch that last part. “We don’t know anyone named Cole,” she said firmly.

“ Yeah, We didn’t talk to anyone” Sierra said.

The older brother’s grin stayed, but it thinned. “Funny. Folks say he talked to a car matchin’ yours.” His eyes drifted to their SUV.

“Well, folks are wrong,” Ethan said, stepping forward. “We don’t know him, and we don’t have anything.”

A slow beat passed. Then the younger brother shifted his weight and let his eyes slide over Maya. “Shame to rush off then. We don’t get many pretty visitors out this way. Maybe we could sit a spell? Share a drink?”

Maya froze, heat rising in her cheeks. “No thanks.”

He smiled wider, taking a step closer. “You sure? Road gets lonely. I could show you around.”

Ethan’s voice hardened. “She said no. We’re leaving.”

The older brother raised both hands, mock-placating. “Just bein’ friendly.” But his stare lingered long enough to sour the word.

Without another word, Ethan opened the driver’s door. “Everyone in. Now.”

They climbed in fast. The brothers watched, impassive, as the SUV backed up and pulled onto the exit ramp.

They sped away, under the watchful eyes of the two men.

As they drove the night had deepened into inky black, broken only by the SUV’s headlights carving twin tunnels through the dark. Crickets pulsed in the ditches and the highway stretched empty in both directions.

For a few miles, they drove in heavy silence. Then Sierra leaned forward, her voice tight. “That car has been hanging behind us the whole time since we left the rest area.”

Ethan glanced at the rearview, he had  already notice a pair of headlights far back on the horizon. 

Ethan’s grip on the wheel hardened. 

“ Could just be another car heading in the same direction “ He said

He eased into the right lane. Then watched as the pair of lights followed. He slowed. So did they.

Ethan gradually floored the gas pedal, everyone in the SUV watched as the lights sped up towards them.

Ethan focus intently at the empty road ahead of him, silently worried that they were the only two cars on the highway.

As the vehicle drew closer to them, a sudden flash of high beams flooded the interior of the SUV. The vehicle behind them had dispense with the hiding and had turn on the roof rack of lights that almost blinded them. The vehicle was close enough for them could see it was a high mounted pickup truck, their grille filling the rear window. Then the truck surged forward, closing the gap until the two vehicles were barely separated.

The loud deep roar of its engine filling the night.

Maya let out a loud gasp, as she huddled with Sierra in the back.

The pickup swerved left, then right, crowding their lane. A sharp blare of its horn ripped through the night.

“Hold on,” Ethan said. He mashed the accelerator, but the road ahead curved and narrowed, the truck matching every move, lights glaring like a predator’s eyes.

Another lunge from behind rocked the SUV. Jessie grabbed the handle above her door. 

Siera screamed.

“ Are they crazy?” Maya shouted

“They’re trying to spin us out!”Jessie yelled.

Up ahead, a small sign flashed past—Service Road 14 – Next Right.

“Take it!” Sierra shouted.

Ethan cranked the wheel and veered off the highway. Tires screeched as the SUV barreled onto a narrow two-lane road that climbed up dark hills and sharp turns. Gravel pinged off the undercarriage.

The pickup followed without hesitation, its engine howling.

The hilly road rose and dropped like a roller coaster. Ethan pushed the SUV hard through the curves, the tires skimming the shoulder with every turn. Tree shadows lunged across the windshield. Behind them, the pickup bobbed and weaved, its bright beams stabbing through the rear glass.

“They’re still there!” Maya cried.

Ethan took a hairpin curve and floored it on the straightaway. The SUV shuddered but held. The pickup stayed with them for a mile, its engine a growling echo in the hills. Then, after a long downhill stretch, its lights suddenly shrank in the rearview, hesitated, and vanished into the blackness of a side trail.

Silence dropped heavy inside the SUV except for the panting of their own breaths.

“Did they turned off?” Jessie asked, whispering low as if she was almost afraid to believe it.

Maya stared into the darkness behind them. “ I don’t know...I don’t see them.”

“Where are we?” Maya asked.

Ethan didn’t answer. His hands were locked tight on the wheel as he kept pushing forward along the winding road, the night pressing in around them.The road ahead was empty again, but the air inside the SUV stayed tight with unease. 

The road continued to rise and fall through dark hills, the SUV’s high beams cutting short tunnels of pale light. Cell bars vanished from every phone. The GPS spun its little blue dot in place, searching, then flashed No Service.

“Great,” Sierra muttered, glancing at the dead screens. “We’re blind.”

Ethan kept both hands tight on the wheel. The road seemed to dipped and climbed with sharper curves, trees crowding close on either side. Crickets pulsed in the black beyond the lights. For a few miles there was only the hum of tires and their breathing.

Then headlights flared suddenly through the bushes to their left—far too close.

Jessie gasped. “It’s them.”
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