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DISCLAIMER

This is a work of fiction. While real locations and organizations are occasionally referenced for dramatic purposes, the events and characters described are entirely fictitious. References to groups such as the Latin Kings are used in a fictional context and are not intended to depict real individuals or actual activities. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual organizations or events is purely coincidental. 
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To all the truckers, mechanics, and operations personnel who work tirelessly to keep freight moving across this nation. Without trucks, America stops. Thank you for what you do—every mile, every night, every load.

A man can outrun the law.

He can’t outrun what he’s done.

Inspired by the theme of “The Unforgiven
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PROLOGUE
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The semi-trailer lay on its side, my trailer twisted like a broken spine, a pickup truck crushed beneath thirty thousand pounds of freight. Steam hissed from the engine block; something groaned. Glass littered the highway. Diesel hung thick in the air—sharp and metallic..

I sat on the asphalt, hands trembling, hair and palms sticky with blood. Could’ve been mine. Could’ve been Dan’s, my co=driver. Hard to tell where one ended and the other began. Rory barked beside me, alive, thank God, with fur standing on end. But the bark was muffled, like cotton in my ears. Behind us, emergency lights washed the desert sand in red and blue, like Christmas had come early and already regretted showing up.

I don’t remember climbing out of the cab. One moment my hands locked the wheel; the next, I was sitting on the asphalt with my heart pounding hard enough to bruise my ribs.

“Driver?” a trooper called. “Can you stand?”

I looked up but didn’t answer. A cold shiver slid down my spine as my eyes drifted to what remained of the pickup, the one that came sideways through the median like it had been fired from a slingshot. Shattered windshield. Bent frame. Something slumped behind the wheel.

And I knew.

Trouble was going to follow me.
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CHAPTER 1 
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I sat in the back of the trooper’s cruiser, still wearing someone else’s blood. I wasn’t sure whose, and I wasn’t checking labels.

Rory, my dog, lay in my lap, frightened and shivering. I kept a hand on him, maybe for his comfort, maybe for mine. Nothing felt broken. His ribs rose quick and birdlike; his nose twitched at the smell of wet clothes and blood.

Outside, emergency lights pulsed red, blue, red, blue, through rain-smeared windows like the desert itself was under attack. EMTs and police moved through the wreckage, boot soles grinding glass into the shoulder. Somewhere farther down the line, a diesel idled with a wounded rattle, its fan clutch clicking like a broken metronome. A trooper waved what little traffic there was, just rubberneckers slowing to gawk, maybe snap a photo. Merry damn Christmas.

I hadn’t said much since they pulled me out. Didn’t trust my voice. Didn’t trust what might come out. Didn’t know what they were listening for.

An image kept flashing in my head: an Arizona ball cap, blue bill, white crown, red “A”, now lying in a puddle. Blood had soaked the white. I figure I’ll be seeing that cap for the rest of my life.

The trooper in the front seat, MARTINEZ, the tag said, kept glancing at me in the mirror, chewing wintergreen tobacco that smelled like regret. I could feel questions stacking up behind his eyes, neat and heavy as freight.

“Mr. Harrison, you’re sure your co-driver was asleep?” he asked finally, like my story might have changed in the last ten minutes.

“Call me Tim. But yeah. I think he was in the sleeper. He hadn’t said much for a while. I figured he was out. My eyes were on the road.”

‘What difference did it make what side he was on?’ I wondered. 

“And the dog, Mr. Harrison?”

“Alive. Sitting beside me. Or were you wanting to know what side of the bunk he was on too?” I snapped.

Martinez gave a tight nod, tapped something into his laptop, then pinched another dip out of a green tin. Same brand my old man hid in the boat glovebox.

He wasn’t done. “For your co-driver—top or bottom bunk?”

“Not really sure. But Rory always takes the bottom, so Dan was probably up top. Rory usually curls behind the driver’s seat when I’m driving.”

Saying Dan’s name opened a door I didn’t want open. Dan White. Loud laugh. Big hands for such a rail-thin man. Showed me a picture of his grandson in Yuma -  the kid had the same smile.

I could still hear the moment before the crash, not the crunch, but the breath right before, when the world tilts and the metal hasn’t figured it out yet. The part where you have time to pray, if you’re the type.

Martinez got out and walked toward the wreck, trudging through mud. I watched firemen fire up the Jaws machine, that hungry hydraulic whine like a dentist who hated his job.

Rory tucked his nose under my wrist and whimpered. I rubbed between his eyes and told him he was a good boy. It felt like lying to both of us.

Through the windshield, I saw the shape of our tractor, hood peeled back, cab twisted like somebody tried wringing water from it. The trailer had skated sideways and chewed a trench into the median gravel. The pickup was wedged under the trailer, roof buckled. A pair of sneakers lay in the lane, toes pointing in opposite directions. A cellphone buzzed pathetically until an EMT kicked it into the shoulder.

The cruiser door opened and a different officer slid into the driver’s seat. He was older, sun-creased, sergeant stripes. He keyed the radio.

“Martinez, you coming back soon to be with that driver?”

“Affirm.”

“Make sure he doesn’t sleep off on us. Detective’s on route. Crash team wants a blood draw at Banner when they’re done with him.”

He looked back at me like he remembered I was conscious. “Standard. Don’t take it personal.”

“Everything’s personal tonight,” I said.

He studied me a moment, then stepped out. The desert smell came in, damp creosote, scorched rubber, a faint sweetness like spilled soda. My senses felt wired too tight.

I leaned my head back and watched the light bar paint the headliner. Thought about calling Jenelle. My phone would be sitting in some evidence bag. She’d be home at the kitchen table, hands around a mug she wouldn’t drink, staring at the clock like it might confess something.

Martinez returned but didn’t get in. He just looked at me through the glass like a kid staring into an aquarium. Then he opened the door, night roaring back in with generators and shouted orders.

“You said his name was Dan?”

“Dan White.”

He chewed, swallowed like it hurt. “They did what they could.”

The words didn’t hit at first. They just hung there like a sign I couldn’t read. Then all at once they were inside my head, heavy as a trucker’s chain. I stared at the steel mesh behind his headrest, unable to look past it.

Rory lifted his head when I spoke, if I spoke. I’m still not sure. He whimpered again. I rubbed him some more.

Martinez shut the door gently, like closing a bedroom on a sleeping child, and circled to the front seat. We sat a while, radio crackling, a tow driver muttering what might’ve been a prayer. A woman’s voice asked, “Is that all of them?” No one answered.

“Who were the kids?” I asked finally.

“College, looks like. Lotta U of A gear.”

The cap again. The white turned red. The brain takes one picture and staples it over every other.

“Were they—?”

“Two flown. Two ground. No statuses yet.”

I tasted wintergreen now, seeping into the cruiser air, mint fighting gasoline like someone trying to cover a body with pine needles.

“What happens to my dog?” My voice came out small.

“He’ll ride with you. He’s got blood on him that ain’t his. Vet’ll look him over at the ER. You too.”

He typed more, keys clicking like insect legs. “You got an ELD? Dash camera?”

“In the dash. Hard brakes’ll show. So will the steer jerk.”

“Crash team will pull it. Your hours?”

“Legal,” I said, and it was almost true. “Close, but legal.”

He nodded, a man who knew the math.

A paramedic tapped the window and handed him a bag: wallet, phone, keys, watch. He punched something into the laptop and passed the bag to me.

“Call your wife before we move you.”

My thumb shook like a dial tone. Jenelle answered, voice cracking. My chest cracked, too. I told her the parts I could stand to say. She asked about Rory before she asked about me. That’s love, and I didn’t deserve it.

Martinez stepped out to give us privacy he couldn’t really give. When I hung up, he slid back in and kicked the air on. It blew old-vehicle air and wintergreen.

Another trooper hustled up, eyes too bright for midnight, and leaned in. Martinez’s face didn’t change much, but it changed.

He shut the air off. Radios hummed.

“Mr. Harrison,” he said, “I’m gonna have you step out.”

For a moment it was just two men in a bad night. Then he opened the rear door and the night was back with—grit and color and sirens.

I clipped Rory’s leash with shaky fingers and stepped out. Ground slick with coolant. Down the shoulder, the young trooper stood beside another officer in a CRIMINAL INVESTIGATIONS windbreaker. The man held up a baggie with a few white capsules.

“You want to tell me about what we found in your sleeper, Mr. Harrison?”

“Don’t know, but this isn’t my truck—it was Dan’s unit. Mine’s sitting in a repair shop in San Diego. Having said that, Officer, I’ve seen enough pills to know they’re pain medication. Hydro-codeine or something like it. Dan complained about headaches from Afghanistan. Bottom line? They aren’t mine.”

Martinez looked me over, then handed the bag back to the young trooper. “Check for a prescription bottle in the truck with Dan White’s name on it.”

“Yes, sir.”

Martinez waited a beat. “I’m inclined to believe you, Harrison. Hell, there wasn’t enough there to get us out of the squad. But we had to ask. That young officer was just itching to catch himself a cartel.”

Rory pressed against my leg, red and blue light washing everything festive and wrong.

Merry damn Christmas.
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Three hours earlier

Even though the University of Arizona had dismissed students two weeks early for Christmas break, Tyler Martin and Josh Sykes stayed behind for baseball practice...and some extra holiday partying. Now, with the holiday actually here, they were finally headed home to San Diego.

Their girlfriends, Madison Bream and Hailey Jones—also Arizona students—had flown back to Tucson on the Martin family’s private jet to join them for the ride home.

The premium sound system of the Ford Shelby pickup blasted Waka Flocka Flame’s “No Hands.” The bass thudded so hard it rattled the door panels.

Tyler pulled off the interstate at a truck stop. Despite Madison’s father making a career out of suing trucking companies, Tyler had a quiet fascination with trucks. Their size, their purpose, the nods exchanged between drivers like a secret fraternity. Part of him wondered what it might be like someday—just him, a big rig, and an open road.

While Tyler gassed up, Josh wandered inside to grab more beer and maybe score some weed. He returned grinning, pockets full, munchies already in full effect and a sack of tacos in hand.

Inside the restroom, Hailey got hit on by another woman. Hailey politely shrugged it off—too kind to be offended. Madison, ever theatrical, burst out laughing loud enough to send the woman scurrying.

A half hour later, they were back on I-8, barreling west.

Tyler and Josh were Arizona’s golden boys. Scouts shadowed them. Sportswriters name-dropped them. Their futures glowed bright.

Tyler, team captain, was a slick-fielding shortstop who hit for average and ran like a thief who’d stolen something. He led the nation in steals and runs scored—a throwback to players like Pete Rose, whom Tyler admired.

Pedigree helped. He was the son of Richard Martin, owner of one of California’s most successful Ford dealerships. They lived in a six-bedroom mansion in Del Mar, where the Pacific was the backyard and the driveway had its own gate code.

Josh Sykes, lankier and louder, patrolled center field and hit moonshots. He led the Pac-12 in home runs and sat third in the nation. While Tyler got on base, Josh brought him home.

But Josh’s roots were humbler. His dad fixed truck engines. His mom sold houses. Their condo near Old Town had a view of the parking lot. He didn’t mind. He had a swing scouts drooled over.

Madison, Tyler’s girlfriend, was technically supposed to be studying law, a curriculum her father pushed, hoping she’d join his practice. She laughed every time he said it. 

In reality, Madison thought of herself as a future model. Blonde, leggy, reckless - she breezed through life on looks and her father’s money. School was optional; fidelity was negotiable. 

Hailey was the outlier: a piano prodigy studying for her doctorate in music. She’d grown up in a cramped apartment with her alcoholic mother and no idea who her father was. Hailey worried about her when she was back at college, half-expecting to come home at anytime only to find her mother dead on the couch. 

The invitation to fly with Madison had startled her. She wasn’t eager to leave her mother alone, but she had errands back on campus, and you don’t exactly turn down a private jet. When she left, her mother was passed out.. on the couch.

Josh and Hailey were more study buddies than couple. She’d been hired to tutor him. A few dates, nothing serious. Hailey was focused. Josh...not so much.

Now they tore across the desert, the smell of beer, weed, and Hailey’s lavender lotion clashing in the warm cabin. Outside, clouds stacked high and black like incoming judgment. They passed a highway sign: Stay Alert, Stay Alive.

Tyler had a Tecate between his legs and a grin on his face. Eighty-five miles an hour. Life was good. His hands wandered beneath Madison’s unbuttoned blouse while she whispered and giggled in his ear.

Josh slumped in the backseat, rolled a joint, and took a long hit. A cooler sat between him and Hailey. He was already high, laughing loudly and off-key. Every few minutes he peeked forward to watch Tyler cop a feel. Madison caught him once and scowled hard enough he winced. Josh dreamed about having a girl liked Madison – but she made his feel so small, especially since she caught him looking.

Hailey had earbuds in, classical piano drowning out the chaos. She stared out the window, wishing she were anywhere else. She’d already decided: this trip was a mistake. Her relationship with Josh—over. Tutoring days—done. Madison’s dramatics, Tyler’s cockiness—none of it had a place in her life anymore. From now on: her music. Only music.

“Hey, Josh,” Tyler called, glancing in the mirror. “Let me get a hit of that.”

Josh extended the joint, then yanked it back. “Gotcha!” he cackled.

Tyler’s grin vanished. “Give it here, or I’ll make your skinny ass walk home.”

“Don’t be a dick,” Madison said.

That stung Josh more than he expected.

He looked at her.

Then at the glowing ember between his fingers.

And that’s when he made the biggest mistake of his life.
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I’d been sitting in the back of that Arizona State Trooper’s squad car for over an hour now, watching raindrops race each other down the passenger-side window. Outside, a sea of red, blue, and yellow lights pulsed across the dark desert sky, warped and shimmering through the water. I remember wanting to cry.

My back throbbed from being bounced through the cab like popcorn. My head ached where the airbag clocked me. Who knew those things actually worked.

What a goddamn mess. I felt alone. And, though I hate to admit it, a little sorry for myself.

The door yanked open suddenly, startling both me and Rory. Martinez leaned in, rain dripping off the plastic brim of his hat.

Rory growled low.

“Harrison! Keep Killer calm, would ya?” he snapped. “You got the registration and insurance from your rig? We couldn’t find them in what’s left of it.”

I handed him the binder from the side compartment of the driver’s door—one of the few things that survived. I’d figured he’d ask.

He snatched it and slammed the door. Rory curled back up beside me. I leaned my head against the window, watching the rain run sideways.

I drove for Saxon Brothers Trucking—past tense, possibly. After a wreck like this, who knows what comes next.

The truck was practically ripped in half. The trailer lay on its side in the median, propped up by the pickup truck that had slammed into it. Cargo scattered like a busted toy box. The passenger side of the cab had crumpled into the concrete support. The driver’s side—my side—was mostly intact. Barely.

At first, the heat inside the cruiser was a relief. Now it felt suffocating. I needed air. I needed to move.

First and only time I’d ever taken on a co-driver. If I ever drive a truck again, I’ll never have a co-driver again.

Ambulances had come and gone. No one said where they took Dan. Martinez had mentioned that three of the four college kids were dead, as was Dan. 

The crash played on a loop. Guilt was consuming me now. 

We were eastbound on Interstate 8 in heavy rain, trying to get the load to El Paso and then home to Arizona for Christmas. I assumed Dan and Rory were asleep in the bunk. I had the hazards on, crawling at forty-five, trying to keep visibility, trying not to get rear-ended.

Then I saw the headlights. Wrong direction. Coming straight at me.

No time to think. I yanked the wheel left into the median. Couldn’t go right—the concrete wall boxed me in. Later, I’d wonder if going right would’ve saved those kids. Maybe it would’ve killed me and Dan and Rory, but maybe they’d have lived.

The oncoming vehicle missed the cab—barely—but slammed into the trailer’s rear axles hard enough to blow two tires. The trailer broke free and spun, listing sideways—something I’d never seen in all my years of driving.

Without the trailer, the cab surged ahead like a rocket, bouncing through desert scrub. We hit a massive saguaro, one of its arms spearing through the front axle, knocking off the steering hub. I lost control just as we hit a rut in the desert floor. The truck veered left from the impact and headed straight into the overpass.

The passenger side, Dan’s side, took the full hit. I remembered, too late, he hadn’t strapped into the bunk harness. I watched the cab tear open like a soda can. I was still gripping the wheel like it mattered.

Dan must’ve gone straight through the windshield. His head,  straight into concrete.

A witness told me later I’d done a heroic job avoiding a head-on. That I kept the rig upright through sheer will. Sounds good. Doesn’t help. Sure as hell doesn’t bring those kids back.

I reached for my phone. Then remembered Martinez had taken it. Why? Who knows.

What a screwed-up, miserable day.
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CHAPTER 4 
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Six hours earlier – Phoenix, Arizona

Dan White also drove for Saxon Brothers. He lived near me, over in Carefree, Arizona, hard to tell where Cave Creek ends and Carefree begins, except for the shiny sculpted horse in the median welcoming you to one or the other.

Dan and I weren’t close. Barely acquaintances, really. Lived fifteen minutes apart, crossed paths once in a while, nodded like old dogs passing on the sidewalk.

Dan practically told me his life story in the short time we rode together. He ran a steady lane between Texas and Arizona. Semiconductors out of North Phoenix to Dallas, Miller beer out of Fort Worth to Glendale. Routine. Predictable. Just the way he liked it.

The Monday before Christmas, he dropped his beer load in Glendale early and rolled up to Scheffler Microchips expecting his usual Dallas-bound trailer.

No load. No paperwork. No explanation.

The young woman in the office didn’t know why, didn’t seem to care. The supervisor was out.

Dan called operations and sat on hold with Saxon’s awful elevator music until, mercifully, Gary, the operations manager picked up.

Gary never answered the phone unless it was bad news.

Dan recounted the conversation for me later, using Gary’s voice, which made it even funnier.

“White, where you at?” Gary asked, though he already knew. Saxon trucks were tracked by satellite. Gary could see every driver’s location on a giant board in dispatch. He asked anyway, probably just to see if Dan would lie.

“Sitting at Scheffler’s like I’m supposed to,” Dan replied, already irritated. “And guess what? No load here.”

“Yeah, I knew that” Gary said. “They’ve got a problem...”

“Let me guess,” Dan cut in. “It’s about to become my problem.”

“’Fraid so, my friend. But think of it as an opportunity. You might like it better.”

Dan seethed, said nothing.

“Scheffler’s has an emergency shipment headed to the port in Long Beach,” Gary continued. “It’s already loaded on another carrier’s trailer, but their driver came down with the flu. They need us to grab it ASAP. It’s headed to Taiwan.”

“Long Beach? As in California?”

“Yep.”

“Gary, you know I don’t run that damn state.”

Here came the vent. “California’s a shithole. That’s why I left my last company. Sick of getting hassled by the CHP over stupid crap. Endless traffic. Cops’ll pull you over for a crooked mudflap.”

Pause.

“You done?” Gary asked.

“Don’t know yet.”

“Here’s an idea. March your skinny little ass into the traffic office, the one that hands out those sweet Texas loads, and tell them you don’t do California. Pound your fist a bit. Yell if you want. Make a scene. I’ll hold the line while you let me know how that goes.”

Dan hated when Gary made sense, and this was one of those times.

“You don’t have anyone else? What about Harrison?”

Dan left this part out when he told me; Gary told me later.

“Nope. Harrison’s already in California. You’re the only one near Scheffler. Want me to say ‘please’?”

“Screw you, Gary. I oughta make you call my wife and explain. She’s gonna be pissed.”

“Happy to. Want me to tell her in person?”

Dan hung up.

That was always how it went with Gary, sarcasm, truth, and a little shove off the cliff. Dan knew he’d end up going. He wasn’t the type to bail on a load just because it didn’t suit him. Said that was for the “steering wheel holders,” guys who flinched when things got hard.

Dan wasn’t one of them. He liked the company. Liked his Peterbilt. Liked knowing where he’d be each day. His wife liked it too. He just didn’t like California.

Took him six years to get off the long-haul roulette wheel and into a steady lane. He wasn’t about to screw it up now.

It was only 379 miles to Long Beach. He rolled in by 7:00 p.m.

Other than a low tire on the trailer, the drive was uneventful. No cop shakedowns. No major traffic. A miracle, really.

Before backing into the dock, he broke the seal and opened the doors. Looked at what he’d been hauling.

One pallet. Shrink-wrapped. That was it.

Dan stood there fuming. He’d upended his whole day for one measly pallet, they could’ve FedExed it for Christ’s sake.

His mood didn’t improve when the warehouse crew yanked it off the trailer like nothing. When Dan checked his satellite for a reload, nothing. Just a message: Stay overnight. Call in the morning.

No one called to thank him. No one called at all.

He tried the office, but all the decision-makers had gone home. Doobie, the night dispatcher just repeated the message. “Stay put. Call tomorrow.”

Hurry up and wait, the trucker’s creed.

From his cab, he called Mary, his wife, to explain where he was, why he was there, and what the plan was. As expected, Mary wasn’t pleased. She reminded him of his promise not to go back out on the road once he got the steady route. She gave him some choice words about what he should tell Gary next time. Maybe he should’ve taken Gary up on calling her personally.

Dan drove to the nearest truck stop. He hated truck stops. Only used them for fuel or when there was no other choice.

Dinner was greasy fast food that turned his stomach. The shower was cold. The overcrowded parking lot smelled like diesel and disappointment.

Still no word from dispatch the next morning. A queasy feeling was forming in his gut. He wanted answers.

He dialed operations and asked for Gary.

Dan’s bad-luck streak wasn’t done yet. 
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Two days before Christmas – North Phoenix, Arizona

Funny thing is that the day actually started fine.

I woke up in the bunk at the Otay Mesa yard, planning to haul the load home to Cave Creek, then continue to El Paso after Christmas. The plant was shut down for the holidays, so there was no rush.

I had other plans anyway: pick up Jenelle, my new wife. We would spend our first Christmas together, then swing by El Paso to see JD Toliver, my buddy who had just come out of a four month coma after our shootout with a theft gang.

Yes, an honest to God shootout. Still amazes me when I think about it.

A theft crew out of El Paso had killed a fellow driver during a trailer hijacking. JD, Jimmy Dale Tolliver, did not care for how the law was handling the case, so he tracked the bastards down himself. While we were planning our version of justice, they ambushed us outside a restaurant. JD was the first one through the front door and took the brunt of the gunfire. It was touch and go for a while.

This morning though, I called the hospital to check on him. They said JD had checked himself out the day before and was staying with Carla, his girlfriend. Typical JD, charging ahead like a bull in a China shop.

I called Carla’s number at the truck stop where she worked. Got her voicemail, so I hung up and tried again a few minutes later. She answered the second time.

“Hi Tim, sorry I missed your call, hon. What’s up”

“I called the hospital. They said JD checked out and went to your place”

“Yeah, he’s there. Mostly sleeping. Real weak. Cussed out the nurse who tried to stop him. I had to pull out his IV. He’s getting back to his old self though. The girls are fussing over him.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
ALAN N WEBBER

_~A"TIM HARRISON THRILLER
) e

PART. 3" @ E*iI'"RILOGY





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





