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  Chapter 1

  
  




Present

“Could you turn the temperature down again? It’s hot as hell back here.”

“Rachel, watch your mouth. Air down to 65,” Michael replied, his voice calm but edged with the kind of irritation that could erupt like a desert thunderstorm. 

A gentle bell chimed as the Smart Car’s internal system acknowledged the command. Within seconds, cool air wafted over their skin—but the effect was marginal against a record-breaking high even for Arizona, where the sun could fry the senses and distort reality like a mirage. The Emergency Weather System had already warned citizens to remain indoors, yet here they were, barreling through the desert from Phoenix to Tucson, headed for another awards ceremony.

Michael Bauer’s creation was a marvel, a testament to his obsession with perfection and control. The all-white, stainless steel interior gleamed in the sunlight, polished to a clinical brilliance that suggested more care than it had ever received at home. The bucket seats rotated a full 360 degrees, slid effortlessly side to side, and even tilted at angles that made less sophisticated vehicles look like stone-age relics. 

The car could stream music from any device, project GPS on the windshield, and provide a built-in hotspot, all coordinated through a voice-activated system that processed commands within three seconds while sensors and satellite GPS guided it seamlessly.

It wasn’t speed or luxury that earned Michael his accolades. It was the car’s autonomous mode—something no other engineer had perfected. Michael could switch to self-drive at a moment’s notice, leaving him effectively a passenger in a vehicle that had been meticulously tuned to anticipate every road condition, every curve, and every potential hazard.

Yet all of this innovation did little to soothe the simmering domestic tensions inside the car. Michael’s jaw was set, knuckles white on the wheel. He drove in silence, eyes fixed on the seemingly endless expanse of desert that pressed against them like a solid wall of heat.

Victoria’s sigh broke the monotony, a deliberate, pointed exhale that carried decades of marriage between them. 

“Tell me again why we didn’t leave yesterday?” Her tone was sharp, more accusation than question, and Michael felt it like a sting.

Yesterday had been 15 degrees cooler, and Michael knew it. But as always, he’d insisted on leaving on his timetable. After two decades of marriage, Victoria’s patience had worn thin. What used to be an attractive, take-charge, ambitious charm now grated on her nerves.

“Victoria, we left at 1. The ceremony doesn’t start until 7 this evening. We’ll be at the hotel no later than 3. Plus, this highway is barely traveled, and should knock off another few minutes of travel. We should have more than enough time to relax and get dressed. We didn’t need to leave a day early,” Michael replied, barely containing his own agitation.  

Victoria rolled her eyes.  “Of course, because your way is always the right way. Heaven forbid we avoid desert temperatures that could roast a goat alive.” 

Victoria knew why they hadn’t left a day early. 

Michael didn’t want to be cooped up in a hotel room with his family. Staying in a hotel room, for even a night, was like being trapped with a pack of wild dogs.

“How was I supposed to know it was going to be the hottest day of the year?” Michael muttered, eyes flicking to the dashboard, noting how the temperature gauge had jumped a few degrees before settling. 

That’s weird… must be the sensors recalibrating in the heat.

“I don’t know, dad. Maybe look at the weather channel. Why did we even have to come? Couldn’t we just, I don’t know… stay home and chill?” Rachel crossed her arms dramatically, the gesture simultaneously defiant and theatrical.

Victoria glanced at her daughter in the rearview mirror. The girl was beautiful. Taut muscles beneath flawless skin, cheekbones that caught the sunlight, pouty lips, and a figure that reminded Victoria, uncomfortably, of what she had once been. And yet, that beauty was marred, at least in Victoria’s mind, by Rachel’s attitude—a constant, sharp-edged defiance that seemed to crave irritation. 

Once, tea parties with cucumber sandwiches had been their private kingdom, moments of laughter and innocent bonding that could dissolve the world’s troubles. Now those pinkies, once lifted in mock elegance, seemed like a relic from another life.

At the ripe old age of sixteen, Rachel had already broken every pre-teen rule written. Alcohol, sex, drugs. She’d been in rehab twice, with signs of failure already on the horizon.  A walking cliché headline: “Rich girl seeks daddy’s attention through bad behavior.” 

Victoria sighed, defeat aching in her bones. “You know why you had to come. Your probation isn’t up yet.” 

Victoria watched as her daughter rolled her eyes, the Bauer family’s preferred display of affection. Rachel had yet to take responsibility for attempting to steal $300 worth of Victoria’s Secret underwear. All for the attention of the father who was there, but wasn’t.

Before Art of Smart, Michael had something like balance. After his promotion, it vanished — replaced by longer hours, guilt gifts, and a house that looked successful but felt hollow. Money and things replaced affections and attention. They haven’t been able to get back on track in the last 5 years. Now, with the success of the Smart Car, the possibility of ever getting on track was quickly fading.

“Crack head.” 

Bryan seemingly whispered, but was loud enough to warrant his sister’s punch in the arm. Bryan was a typical younger brother who relished annoying his older sister. Although brother and sister, they were like night and day. Where Rachel exercised her unfounded right to be a teenage reprobate, Bryan was sweet and thoughtful. Unless torturing his sister, of course. 

“Dad, are we almost there?”  Bryan pushed his bucket seat forward, and leaned between his parents. “Dad… are we almost there?” He repeated. Less for the optimal annoyance effect, and truly to ensure he was heard. 

Rachel mocked Bryan’s voice, exaggerating his 12-year-old whine, and contorting her face for dramatic flare.

“Rachel, stop it, please. We’ve been on the road barely an hour, and we still have about an hour to go. Let’s make this ride as enjoyable as possible, please? Bryan, you’re smarter than that. I’m sure you know how long a drive it is to Tucson.” 

“I was just trying to make conversation.”

“I don’t need conversation. I need to make it to Tucson and get this family out of this car,” Michael snapped, as the car gave a slight lurch—the steering nudging minutely as if testing his reflexes.

Victoria massaged her temples. The air conditioning blew steadily, yet a sudden wave of warmth rolled across the cabin, raising goosebumps. She blinked at the gauge—still showing 65 degrees. 

That’s… odd.

“I know none of you wanted to come,” Michael continued.  “Rachel, you had to come or we’d risk coming home to find you back in jail; and we sure weren’t leaving Bryan home with you. So, we are all here whether we want to be or not.”

“God, Michael. Could you at least pretend like you wanted us to come? I mean, what about me? I guess I didn’t want to come, either?” Victoria snapped. 

“I could have stayed home. I can take care of myself,” Bryan sulked.

“Oh, sure. The kid who set fire in the house with a $20 chemistry set. You can’t be trusted either,” Michael snapped, simmering. Victoria sighed, tired of the same old blame game he ran on repeat.

“It was an accident that happened two years ago, dad. I’m much better at chemistry now.”

“Leave him alone, Michael. For goodness sake. He’s just a kid,” Victoria snapped. 

“Oh great. Bryan sets fire to the house and he’s forgiven. I sneeze without a tissue to blow my nose and I’m the evil one,” Rachel chimed. 

“You are evil, Rachel. Don’t pretend like you’re so innocent and everyone is just picking on you,” Bryan hissed back at his sister. 

“This is ridiculous, and the reason why I didn’t want to leave early. A frigging nightmare.” Michael’s temper finally boiled over, and Victoria knew the worse of their family drama was yet to come. 

“Really, Michael,” Victoria reprimanded, ever the one to keep the family pragmatic, even as her frustrations mounted to threatening levels. 

“I knew this was a mistake,” Michael mumbled under his breath, no longer hiding his disdain for his family.

The Smart Car hummed, sensors flickering quietly, systems ready to respond—but something in the rhythm of its electronics, subtle enough for only Michael to sense, made the hairs on his neck prickle. The desert sun glared, the roads shimmered, and then, without warning, the engine throttled down into silence.

“What’s going on? What…” Michael scanned the car as if the issue was written on the dashboard or perhaps on the faces of his belligerent family.

“Where are we?” Bryan questioned. 

As far as the eye could see, nothing but desert surrounded them, with only a stretch of road before them. 

“Come on Bryan. We are in the desert somewhere. I haven’t seen a mile marker in quite a while.” 

Michael pushed the key fob. Nothing happened.

“Car maintenance, please.”

“Voice not recognized.” Michael pushed from the wheel and turned to face Victoria. 

“You try.”

“Car start,” Victoria said forcefully.

“Voice not recognized.”

“Why isn’t the car recognizing our voices?” Michael voiced.

“I have no idea, Michael. Didn’t you just get the maintenance done before we left?”

“Yes. I said I would and I did. Everything was fine.” 

Michael pulled on the door handles but the doors wouldn’t budge. He slapped his hands against the dashboard and yelled at the voice activation system. 

“CAR START!”  

“Voice not recognized.” 

The car’s interior suddenly felt alien, like a high-tech cage designed with every comfort imaginable yet denying them every means of escape. Rachel rolled her eyes, muttering under her breath, but even her bravado couldn’t mask the unease tightening her chest. 

“Okay, look. We can’t be more than thirty or forty-five minutes outside of Tucson. If I can break a window, I can walk into town and get help.”

“Michael, you built this car. You know the windows are shatterproof. Not to mention, if it’s a 30 minute drive, it’s probably an hour or more to walk. It’s over a hundred degrees outside. You’d die before you reached help.”

“Victoria, we’ve got to try something. I’m not just going to sit here and do nothing.”

Michael’s eyes scanned the car. The AC continued to hum, though the air was warmer than comfortable, insufficient against the unforgiving desert heat. His hands searched, finally settling on Rachel’s high-heeled sandal—a flimsy weapon in a technologically sealed coffin.

“Give me one of your shoes, Rachel,” he said, his tone leaving no room for argument.

For once, Rachel obeyed without protest, the tension in the vehicle coalescing into a shared dread. Outside, the desert air pressed in like a living thing, waves of heat distorting the horizon. Inside, the family braced themselves, trapped in a machine that could drive the world but offered no escape from the merciless Arizona sun.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




Rachel (6 months ago)

“Are you coming tonight? Come on Rach, you’ve got to come.” 

Rachel looked at her best friend Cinnamon and grimaced. 

Rachel hated parties. Too many bodies. Too much heat and the kind of closeness that made her skin itch. Hype told them this party promised to be THE party of the year. Anyone who was anyone was invited. Not showing up came with consequences.

“Okay, Cinnamon. Okay. God, you are so annoying sometimes.” 

Cinnamon twirled in a circle, unfazed by the torque causing her already super-short skirt to lift and show even more of her pink thong. Nothing dulled Cinnamon’s beauty — not the flushed skin, not the skirt riding too high. Nothing. Rachel noticed these things the way she noticed everything she didn’t have.

“It’s going to be great. Besides, you know Jason is going to be there.”

Jason Harrington—the hottest senior football linebacker of all time. Six-foot-one of brawn and muscle with a gleaming smile. Jason was eighteen, his birthday just before graduation, making him the oldest jock in the school. Rumor was he’d been kept back a year as a freshman. Too much football and not enough studying. No one ever talked about it. At least not to his face. Jason was known to throttle someone over lesser offenses. 

Despite that, girls still threw themselves at him constantly. Yet, he rarely ever dated, and when he did, his relationships never lasted. When he caught Rachel in the hallway between classes, she was amazed that he even knew her name. He scarcely socialized outside of his circle and didn’t seem to notice anyone who wasn’t on the school’s slut list. Rachel told herself that was why he looked at her the way he did — not like the others. She knew her parents would never agree to her dating someone as old as Jason. But, that didn’t stop her from flirting with him every chance she got. This party would be perfect. She’d finally have some alone time with him.

The bell rang. Lunch and time spent daydreaming about Jason were over. Rachel was lost in thought—first, plotting how she would get out of the house; and second, deciding which stunning outfit would make Jason drool over her all night. So consumed, she walked right into Jason’s chest, spilling his drink all over his shirt. 

“Oh! Jason. Look at what I did. I am so sorry.” 

Jason smiled and wiped the wetness from his shirt.

“No problem, Rachel. Make it up to me tonight?” 

She smiled, happiness overshadowing her clumsiness. He ran his finger down her face, then twirled a strand of her hair around his finger — casual, possessive. Giddiness bubbled in Rachel’s belly. For the rest of the day, she floated through her classes, oblivious to boring teachers and young boys playing childish games.

Jason wanted her. The thought scared her almost as much as it thrilled her.

But then… she saw Penelope Winters. 

Penelope was the epitome of sweet and innocent. She sported a cute figure she kept sheathed in handmade dresses and cardigans. Thick black glasses perched on her nose, accenting her rounded cheekbones and golden brown eyes. She was actually quite beautiful. But she was a geek. Like smart beyond her years; and everyone in the school knew it. 

Standardized examinations were stamped with perfect scores.

Every class exam - aced. 

Any and every question thrown her way, no matter how complex, answered with little difficulty.

She was the personification of beauty and brains. 

Rachel hated her with an illogical passion. Yet, she couldn’t look away. No matter how hard she tried.

She watched Perfect Penelope get in the car with her mom and kiss her on the cheek. Honestly, what high-school kid still greeted their parents with a kiss?

Perfect Penelope did. 

Perfect grades. Perfect life. 

Rachel believed she was prettier than Penelope could ever hope to be. Thanks to her father’s career, she wore only name-brand clothes and shoes with no care for the expense. She was constantly pursued and had her pick of boys. Even someone as popular as beautiful Jason.

Yet, none of it mattered. 

No matter how well she did, how popular she was, or how put together she appeared, it would never be enough to earn the kind of attention that mattered at home. Each time she watched Penelope with her family—and she did it often—she realized even with all her prestige and good looks, Penelope still had the one thing she could only dream of having - the love of both of her parents. 

Sometimes, in her worst moments, Rachel wondered what it would take to crack a life like that — and whether watching it break would finally make the ache in her chest quiet. 

* * *

Rachel lied and told her mom she was going to Cinnamon’s house to study, and would probably spend the night. 

She dressed carefully for the party, wanting her appearance to be as close to flawless as possible. Her final choice: a short skirt stopping at the bottom of her butt cheeks, a crop top to match, a lace bra beneath, and a silver belly chain to add to her allure. Her hair hung in defined curls down her back. Makeup, pristine. Wedge sandals completed the look. She felt sexy, mature for her age.

The night air was thick and heavy, scented with smoky barbecue, perfumed teenage skin, and the sharp tang of sweat from bodies pressed too close together. Rachel and Cinnamon stepped onto the driveway, headlights glinting off parked cars. Laughter and shouting ricocheted between houses, punctuated by the low rumble of bass that shook the asphalt beneath their feet. Teenagers leaned against vehicles, cups clutched in hands, gossip spilling in rapid-fire bursts as others disappeared into the throng of bodies.

Rachel hesitated, scanning the chaotic scene, feeling a tightening in her chest. Cinnamon, by contrast, bounced forward with unrestrained excitement, her grin bright and infectious.

“Come on, Rach! You’ve got to see this!” she urged, tugging Rachel along.

Rachel rolled her eyes but allowed herself to be pulled inside. Parties were her least favorite event: chaos, sweat, loud music, and the unspoken pressure to perform socially. Yet Jason would be here tonight, and the thought was enough to steel her resolve.

Inside, the house throbbed with life. Neon lights cut through the haze of candle smoke and too-strong incense, strobes bouncing off every surface. The air was thick with warmth and the pungent edge of alcohol. Rachel felt her skin crawl as she navigated through the swarm. Cinnamon strode ahead, scanning the room like a predator, her blonde curls catching the flashing lights, her eyes wide with excitement.

Cinnamon spotted Jason first. She froze, then watched him—not casually, but fully engaged, eyes tracing the lines of his broad shoulders, the angle of his jaw, the way his hair caught the lights. Cinnamon’s gaze flicked toward Rachel, a smirk curving her mouth—quick, satisfied, and unmistakably smug. It wasn’t reassurance. It was something else. Something Rachel couldn’t name. Rachel felt irritation spark in her chest, sharp and unwelcome, before she forced it down, schooling her expression into something neutral. 

Tonight was about Jason, and she would make sure he noticed her.

The living room was a jungle of movement: bodies swayed, pressed together in rhythm with the music. The bass pulsed through Rachel’s chest, making her heartbeat stutter. She saw Jason near the back, laughing with his friends, the sort of laugh that twisted her stomach in anticipation. Cinnamon, ever graceful, made her way toward him, exuding an easy, enviable confidence.

Rachel hung back, careful, observing the dance. Cinnamon flirted just enough to draw Jason’s attention, teasing but measured. Then Jason’s eyes flicked toward Rachel. Her pulse spiked. For a brief, intoxicating moment, the rest of the party fell away, leaving only his gaze — steady, appraising. Cinnamon smirked back at her, triumphant — like she’d handed him over and knew it. Rachel shook her head, partly incredulous, partly amused. 

Jason approached, grin effortless, voice low and intimate. “You made it.”

Rachel’s cheeks warmed. “Yeah… wouldn’t miss it.”

Cinnamon sidled close, whispering, “Go have fun, Rach.” Her expression was almost conspiratorial, a quiet pride in her handiwork.

Rachel followed Jason to a quieter corner, the chaos fading behind them, unnoticed by anyone still dancing. The night condensed into a single heartbeat of anticipation, a fragile bubble of excitement suspended in the chaos. Yet in the back of her mind, a sliver of unease lingered. 

Cinnamon was watching. 

She dismissed the thought, blaming the adrenaline, the heightened senses. Still Rachel couldn’t help noticing the cunning beneath Cinnamon’s facade.

For now, Rachel let herself focus on the warmth of Jason’s proximity, the thrill of being noticed, and the first small victories of high school social maneuvering.

They moved through the living room, closer to the makeshift bar. Rachel’s pulse spiked as Jason leaned in, his hand guiding hers briefly to a cup of lukewarm beer — not a question, a silent command. Beer sloshed from cups, laughter mixed with shrill screams, the chaos around her both a shield and a cage. She could feel the heat of his body pressing against hers, the space around her shrinking until movement felt more like permission than choice.

Jason pulled her toward the dance floor, hands sliding over her hips as he placed her half-emptied cup on a table. She tried to imitate the confident moves she’d seen in movies, grinding just enough to keep him interested, pretending the music was more sexual than it actually was. His excitement pressed against her back, and feminine power and trepidation danced their own playful course through her. 

She tried to maintain control, to keep the line between playful and dangerous clear, but the alcohol in her system, combined with the thrill of being wanted, blurred the boundaries she’d promised herself she wouldn’t cross. She told herself this was still harmless—that she could pull back.

But the excuses stacked too quickly, each one thinner than the last.

The teasing. The closeness. The fumbling. The alcohol. The way his attention stopped feeling like a choice and started feeling like an expectation.

That was when she knew she had gone too far.

Control wasn’t just slipping—it was already gone. And if she didn’t leave now, she wouldn’t be deciding anything at all.

She had to get out.

“Excuse me, I need a minute,” she murmured, weaving her way upstairs under the guise of using the restroom.

The bathroom door clicked behind her, a sanctuary from the crowd and the unwanted attention. She stared at her reflection in the mirror, makeup smeared, hair clinging to her damp skin. Her skin smelled of sweat and alcohol, and the reality of the night hit her like a punch to the gut.

She rinsed her face, gargled mouthwash, and tried to breathe. Her body trembled, not from alcohol alone, but from fear—the fear of what could happen if she returned to Jason, if she didn’t keep control.

She didn’t realize he had followed her upstairs.

“There you are.”

Rachel froze. Jason’s grin was easy, but the shadow behind it twisted her stomach. He closed the door, the click of the lock loud in her ears.

“Sorry I took so long. We can go back downstairs,” she said, voice tight, trying to maintain her composure.

Jason leaned against the door as if he owned it, smirk curling, eyes darkening. “I don’t care about downstairs. I want… here. With you.”

Rachel’s heart hammered. Every instinct screamed at her to get away, but her body didn’t move — waiting, calculating, already behind. She reached for the door, attempting to pull him along, but instead, Jason sat on the bed and patted the spot next to him, certain she would take it. A devious smirk spread across his lips, as if they were about to share secrets or some harmless girl talk. Rachel knew better. She cautiously settled at the far edge of the bed, forcing as much distance as possible between them.

“Why are you way over there?” he laughed, sliding closer.

His muscular arms wrapped around her, pressing against her back. Goosebumps prickled her skin, a mixture of fear and unwanted thrill. Rachel’s stomach knotted.

“You’re… beautiful,” he slurred, voice low and commanding. “Don’t pretend otherwise.”

Rachel swallowed hard. She wanted to brush it off, to laugh it off, to escape. Her legs trembled, adrenaline spiking with panic.

“Thank you, Jason. Let’s go back downstairs so you can show everyone the sexy girl on your arm,” she said, standing and attempting to guide him.

He didn’t budge. “I don’t care about showing you off. I wanna see what’s under that short skirt you’re wearing.”

Rachel scrambled for words, for a way out. She liked him—more than she wanted to admit—but she wasn’t ready for this. He hadn’t asked for sex… just a peek? Right?

“You wanna see what I’m wearing, huh? Okay,” she muttered, forcing herself to comply, lifting her skirt over her hips in a nervous, awkward twerk.

“Now come on, Jason. Let’s go downstairs,” she insisted.

When she turned back toward him, she froze. He was holding himself in his hand. She hadn’t heard him unzip his pants. Flustered, scared, and unwillingly intrigued, she stared in horrified fascination. Fear anchored her in place. This was not how she wanted her first time to happen.

Her mind raced. How do I get out of here? How do I escape this?

She needed to get out of that room. And fast.
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Present

The temperature gauge blinked 77 degrees.

Though cool air circulated throughout the car, it did little against the vicious heat pressing in from outside. Michael’s exertion to break the glass hadn’t helped matters. His arm throbbed as he lowered it, tossing the shoe to the floor where it barely missed Rachel’s exposed foot. He was almost grateful Rachel had splurged on the damn shoes—the heel had held firm. The shatterproof glass, however, had held stronger.

The glass hadn’t even cracked—not a spiderweb, not a scratch. 

For a humiliating second, pride swelled in his chest.

Shatterproof. Reinforced. Exactly as he’d designed it.

Friction swelled in the air, thick and ugly.

Victoria’s expression didn’t change. She wasn’t surprised—he could tell. She had known the glass wouldn’t break. Still, he had needed to try—some primitive instinct, some desperate idea of manhood demanding action.

Once, he would have looked at Victoria and seen fire—connection, laughter, heat of a different kind. Some days, he still felt butterflies when he looked at her. Most days, he felt only disappointment—hers and the kids’. 

When he and Victoria first started dating, they were soulmates. Inseparable—the sappy couple in the room everyone loved to hate. After so many years together, two kids, job promotions, and too much prestige, they barely looked at each other. Even now, she stared at the floor, arms folded, sweat glistening at her temples. Stoic. Closed off. 

He would have given anything to know what she was thinking.

Michael glanced at the clock. 3:00 p.m.

Almost an hour had passed.

“We were supposed to check in at three. Marcus was meeting us downstairs at six thirty. When we don’t show up, he’ll come looking.”

Victoria finally lifted her eyes. “Michael, that’s still over thee hours from now, and the temperature is steadily rising. It’s already 78 degrees in here.”

She rubbed her arms. Bryan’s face was flushed. Rachel’s hair clung to her neck. Michael felt sweat soaking through his shirt—a souvenir from his useless heroics. He quietly took his seat and turned to face everyone.

“All right,” he said. “I know that’s a few hours away. We sit still. Move as little as possible. Maybe we can keep the temperature down—or at least slow how quickly it rises.”

He sat back, suddenly aware of how little space there was between them.

“Sure, Dad,” Bryan said quietly. Too quietly. “But shouldn’t we talk about how this happened?”

Michael frowned. “The voice activation glitched. That’s all.”

“Dad, in your own words, even you should know better than that. Think about how voice activation works.”

Michael hesitated. “Without getting too technical, the technology records a voice sample of a person speaking and digitizes it to create a unique voice print. This way, no two people sound the same.”

“Right. We all did voice imprints the night you brought this car home.” Rachel sneered at him, but Bryan continued.

“Why is it that it doesn’t recognize any of our voice imprints? The system isn’t saying there’s a malfunction. It’s clearly saying our voices aren’t recognized. None of us are sick. So either all of us are going through vocal changes, or someone tampered with the car.”

Michael rubbed his face, considering his son’s accusations. He’d thought the same but didn’t want to say it out loud. The system wasn’t malfunctioning—it no longer recognized their voice imprints. Without voice activation, the car was a sitting duck.

“But it worked perfectly before we left,” he said. “Why would it stop working now?”

Bryan swallowed. “Did you check the gas tank, Dad?”

Michael froze.

The car still needed fuel—its one unavoidable flaw. A full tank could last weeks. But when it ran completely empty, the system reset as a precaution, shutting down propulsion to protect the engine.

The intelligence, however, did not go dark.

Core systems rerouted to internal reserves—monitoring, diagnostics, climate regulation—designed to keep the vehicle stable until assistance arrived. Because no one who owned a car like this was ever supposed to let the gas tank hit zero.

Michael leaned forward and checked the gauge.

Empty.

Victoria inhaled sharply—and then went still.

The desert heat pulsed against the windows.

“No.”

Michael pressed the ignition again, harder this time, as if force might persuade the system to reconsider.

Nothing.

The dash blinked once, then settled into a sterile calm that made his chest tighten.

“That doesn’t make sense,” he said, more to himself than anyone else. “It shouldn’t be empty.”

Victoria turned toward him. “Michael.”

“I filled it,” he insisted. “I remember filling it.” His voice pitched higher, edged with disbelief. “It was almost full. I wouldn’t have taken this drive otherwise.”

The system chimed softly, as if on cue, a neutral tone meant to reassure.

PROPULSION DISABLED — FUEL DEPLETION DETECTED.

“That’s not—” He swallowed. “Okay. Okay, listen.”

He forced himself to breathe, to think the way he always had—the way he’d trained himself to when something went wrong.

“The engine needs fuel. That part’s non-negotiable,” he said, hands gripping the wheel. “But the rest of the car—controls, sensors, climate—it runs on separate reserves. Backup architecture. It’s designed to stay online if something fails.”

“Then why won’t it move?” Rachel asked.

“Because this is a fail-safe,” Michael said. “When fuel hits zero, the system resets to protect the engine. No propulsion. No overrides.” He shook his head, disbelief creeping in. “It assumes help is coming. That someone will fix it before it becomes a problem.”

Victoria stared at the dash. “And if help doesn’t come?”

Michael didn’t answer right away.

“The system wasn’t built for that,” he said finally. “It wasn’t built for… this.”

The car remained humming softly, climate vents breathing air that no longer cooled—only circulated, screens alive with data that no longer mattered.

Michael stared at the fuel gauge again, the empty line too clean, too absolute.

He had filled it.

He was sure of it.

So how had it reached zero?








  
  
  Chapter 4

  
  




Michael (6 months ago)

“Come on, Marcus. Why do you do this to yourself?”

Michael’s friend raised an eyebrow, leaning back on the bike. “Everyone isn’t married to their own sex slave. Besides, someone’s gotta keep themselves entertained while geniuses like you sit at the top of the world. Seriously, you’re making the rest of us look lazy.”

Michael chuckled, shaking his head. Their friendship had begun ten years ago, back when Michael was the nervous new engineer at the Art of Smart Company. 

Over the years, it had remained, though the balance had shifted. Michael had climbed, gained accolades, and now commanded respect—and envy—from those who had once been peers. Marcus had never disguised his occasional irritation at Michael’s success, though he masked it under humor, ribbing, and bachelor bravado.

“If you stop throwing money away at strip clubs, you too could have a sex slave.”

“That might be true,” Marcus continued, swinging his arms as he pedaled, “but you wouldn’t believe the rack on this girl. I swear she’s an evil minion sent to cajole me out of all my money.”

Michael smirked. “Listen, man, I wish I had a sex slave. I don’t know the last time Victoria and I had sex. Maybe my birthday last year.”

“What? Dude, why?”

“It’s partly my fault. I’m never home. Missed dinner, missed Bryan’s basketball game, Rachel’s school stuff… by the time I walk in, it’s tension central, and—presto—no sex. I want to go home early. You know - surprise her. There just never seems to be enough time in the day.”

Marcus shook his head. “Have you ever, you know, stepped out on her? I mean, I’d have screwed a socket by now if it’d been almost a year.”

“I haven’t. But I think about it. I think about it a lot.”

They pedaled in silence for a few moments, the only sound the rhythm of the room around them. Their routine was as much about stress relief as bonding. Marcus’s stories—bachelor escapades, reckless adventures, an obsessive pursuit of control—reminded Michael of their first conversations: casual, irreverent, a mix of camaraderie and low-key competition. At times, their friendship was the wind in his sail, the only good thing in his chaotic world. 

Once the bikes were done, they moved to the locker room to shower. Marcus draped his towel over a shoulder, then leaned against a locker.

“Ah, the Smart Car. You never told me how you figured out the autonomous mode. The whole team was spinning their wheels with no luck.”

“Luck finally settled on me, I guess,” Michael admitted. “I just wanted to move on to the next project. Well… I thought I could. Turns out there’s an issue I don’t know how to solve yet.”

Marcus’s brow furrowed. “Issue? What’s going on, man? Maybe I can help.”

Michael hesitated, weighing how much to reveal. The company had made it abundantly clear: any flaw in the new model must be ignored, hidden, or quietly corrected. Their bonuses were monumental, yes—but one leaked imperfection could ruin the company… ruin him. He needed the car to succeed more than it needed him.

“Come on, man. You can trust me.”

“You can’t tell a soul. I’ve already been warned.”

“Warned? What’s the deal?”

“The diagnostic tests came back. The autonomous mode stops working if the sensors experience inclement conditions. Rain, mud, even bumps can trigger a shutdown.”

Marcus whistled. “And they don’t want anyone to know?”

“Not until I figure out a fix. Then maybe a recall. But right now… every drive is a crapshoot.”

“Can’t you move the sensory box?”

“I thought of it, but it would ruin the design, and we’ve already built hundreds of chassis. Scrapping all that? Millions lost.”

Marcus shook his head. “So the company’s fine taking all the liability?”

“Me, not them. If someone gets hurt, it’s on me.”

Michael slammed his gym bag down, frustration coiling in his chest. He had been forced to accept the bureaucracy’s slow, incompetent pace while the world treated him like a god for having solved what no one else could. Money talked, crap walked—but this was different. Safety was at stake.
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