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AUTHOR'S NOTE

This book is not safe.

Miles of Malice contains graphic sexual content, stalking, psychological manipulation, gaslighting, extreme isolation, emotional abuse (past and present), panic attacks, violence, possessive and controlling behavior, and a hero who does not deserve redemption — and never asks for it.

There is no white knight in these pages. There is no rescue. There is a man who will dismantle your sense of right and wrong, and a woman who will let him — not because she's weak, but because the wreckage felt better than the emptiness.

If you need your romance wrapped in a safety net, put this book down.

If you want to feel something that leaves a mark — buckle up.

You've been warned.

"Freedom is just the distance between one cage and the next. The trick is finding the one you never want to leave."

— Sloane Vance
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PROLOGUE
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The Target

Three pumps. A busted neon sign buzzing like a dying insect. And her.

Cade killed the engine forty yards back, where the lot crumbled into gravel and shadow. He left the rig idling in his chest — that low, patient hum he'd perfected over years of watching things fall apart from the driver's seat.

She stood at pump number two, one hand on the nozzle, the other pressed flat against her stomach like she was holding herself together. Literally. Fingers splayed wide, knuckles bloodless. The kind of grip people use when they're about to shatter and they know it.

He'd seen her twice before.

First time — a rest stop outside Wichita, three Tuesdays ago. She'd been sitting in a parked Civic with the windows down, staring at her phone like it owed her money. Mascara smudged under her left eye. Just the left. She'd rubbed it and missed, or she'd stopped caring which side of her face the world saw.

Second time — a Pilot station off I-70, eight days later. Different clothes, same exhaustion. She'd bought a coffee, black, and a bag of peanuts. Stood by the magazine rack for eleven minutes without picking one up. He'd counted. He always counted.

Now, here. A no-name Sinclair station thirty miles south of the Nebraska border, where the wind tasted like hot asphalt and fertilizer. And she was shaking.

Nothing dramatic. Not the kind you'd notice from ten feet away. Cade noticed because noticing was what he did. A micro-tremor in her forearms. The gas nozzle rattled faintly against the lip of her tank every few seconds — tink, tink, tink — and she didn't adjust her grip. Didn't even register it.

Decision fatigue. He recognized the symptoms as a mechanic would spot a blown gasket before the smoke starts. The body still runs, still goes through its motions, but the core system has already failed. She was operating on fumes — emotional, psychological, probably financial too, judging by the bald front tires on that Civic and the duct tape holding the side mirror in place.

He reached for his thermos. Coffee, black, three hours old. Took a slow pull and watched her over the rim.

She finished pumping. Hung the nozzle back. Missed the cradle on the first try, caught it on the second. Her shoulders hitched — a tiny flinch, like she expected someone to yell at her for fumbling. That flinch told him more than a police report could.

Somebody had trained her to apologize for existing.

Cade set the thermos down. Rested both hands on the wheel, ten and two, and let the thought settle into his bones.

She walked inside the station. The door's pneumatic hinge wheezed shut behind her. Through the smeared glass, he tracked her path: past the chip aisle, past the coolers, straight to the restroom in the back. She didn't browse. Didn't check her phone. Moved like a woman who'd memorized the fastest route between Point A and the nearest locked door.

He pulled a small notebook from the console — spiral-bound, cover warped from humidity. Flipped past pages of mileage logs, fuel receipts, delivery schedules. Found a blank page.

Sinclair Station. Hwy 81. 6:47 PM. Silver Civic, Kansas plates — 4R7 something. Couldn't catch the last three. Front tires need replacing. Alternator belt squealing on startup (she doesn't hear it yet). Driver: same woman. Alone. No ring. Bruise on the inside of her right wrist, fading yellow-green. Two weeks old, maybe three.

He paused. Pen cap between his teeth.

She flinches before anything happens.

He underlined it twice.

The restroom door opened. She came back out, face damp, hair pulled into a knot that was already unraveling. She'd splashed water on her skin — he could see the wet patch darkening the collar of her oversized flannel. A man's flannel, size large, sleeves rolled four times at the cuffs. She hadn't bought that shirt for herself.

She grabbed a bottle of water from the cooler and a pack of powdered donuts. Stood at the register. The clerk — a kid, maybe nineteen, acne scars and a vape pen tucked behind his ear — said something to her. She smiled.

Wrong word. She arranged her mouth into the shape of a smile as you might arrange furniture in a room you're about to leave. Functional. Temporary. Gone the second she turned away.

Cade's jaw tightened.

He didn't feel pity. Pity was soft, shapeless, useless — a word people used to describe the thirty seconds they spent thinking about someone else's suffering before scrolling to the next thing. What he felt was closer to recognition. A mechanic's certainty when he pops a hood and sees exactly what's broken, exactly what's missing, exactly how long the owner has been ignoring the warning lights because they couldn't afford the fix.

She couldn't afford the fix. That much was obvious.

But he could rebuild her from the ground up.

She pushed through the door, donuts tucked under one arm, water in the other hand. Walked back to the Civic. Sat in the driver's seat with the door open, feet on the pavement, and ate two donuts in silence, staring at the highway like it might swallow her whole.

He gave her that. Let her sit.

The alternator belt on that Civic had maybe six hundred miles left. Maybe less if she pushed hard through the heat, ran the AC at full blast, drained every amp from a system already starving for charge. She wouldn't make it past western Nebraska before the electrical started flickering. Dash lights first. Then the power steering would stiffen. Then the battery would die, slow and absolute, somewhere on a stretch of road where the nearest cell tower was a memory and the nearest human being was him.

Or he could make sure of it.

Not yet. Timing mattered more than action — any fool with a wrench could drain a battery in the dark, but precision required patience. He needed to know her route, her rhythm, her threshold for panic. He needed to map every pressure point before he pressed a single one.

She finished the donuts. Brushed the powder off her jeans. Pulled her legs inside, closed the door, and sat there for a long moment with both hands on the wheel. Not driving. Just holding on.

Good girl.

The thought rose unbidden, settled warm and heavy at the base of his skull. He didn't fight it.

She started the engine. The alternator belt shrieked for half a second — metal on metal, a sound like a wounded animal — then caught and smoothed out. She pulled onto the highway, heading west, and the Civic's taillights shrank into two pale red dots against the bruised dusk.

Cade waited. Let her gain a mile. Two. Three.

He opened the notebook again. Below the last entry, he wrote one more line in block letters, pressing hard enough to dent the next page.

She doesn't know it yet. But she's already mine.

He capped the pen. Slid the notebook back into the console. Turned the key, and eighteen wheels groaned to life beneath him — a sound like the earth clearing its throat.

The highway stretched ahead, flat and infinite and patient.

So was he.
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ACT I

THE EMPTY ROAD
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Rearview

Harper pressed the gas pedal two inches past the speed limit and held it there, daring the universe to stop her.

Seventy-three miles per hour. The Civic rattled at seventy-three like a dog shaking off rain — a full-body vibration that climbed through the floor mats, up through the brake pedal, and settled into the bones of her feet. She'd learned to ignore it the same way she'd learned to ignore most things that should have been fixed a long time ago.

Kansas was flat. Brutal flat. The kind that made you understand, on some cellular level, that the Earth didn't care about you. The kind that made you understand, on some cellular level, that the Earth didn't care about you. Wheat fields stretched to the horizon in every direction, gold and bleached and absolutely indifferent, and the highway cut through them like a scar that had never fully healed.

She adjusted the rearview mirror. Caught her own eyes — bloodshot, ringed with shadows she couldn't conceal anymore — and jerked the mirror back to the road behind her. Empty. A quarter mile of shimmering asphalt dissolving into heat mirage, no headlights, no shapes, nothing.

Still, her stomach didn't unclench.

He's not following you. He doesn't even know you left.

The thought should have been reassuring. Four years ago, it would have been. Four years ago, she'd been a person who could think a reassuring thought and actually feel reassured by it, as normal humans did — stimulus, response, calm. Now her brain worked differently. Now every reassuring thought triggered a secondary audit, a ruthless internal cross-examination that sounded exactly like Dominic's voice.

You sure about that, Harper? You sure he doesn't know? Because you thought you were sure about a lot of things, and look where that got you.

She gripped the wheel tighter. The leather — cracked, sun-warped, peeling at the seams — bit into her palms. Good. She wanted the bite. She wanted something physical and immediate and simple, because everything else in her life had become the opposite.

The duffel bag in the backseat contained: four pairs of underwear, two bras (one functional, one from a life she no longer recognized), three T-shirts, a pair of jeans, a pair of leggings, her passport, $2,340 in cash held together with a rubber band, a phone charger, a toothbrush, and a half-empty bottle of Xanax she'd stolen from Dominic's medicine cabinet the night she left.

No photos. No keepsakes. No evidence of a life that had lasted twenty-six years and somehow produced nothing worth carrying.

She'd planned the exit for eleven days. Without drama, without cinema — not the way women left men in movies, with a suitcase and a monologue and a taxi waiting in the rain. She'd done it like an animal slipping a trap: in absolute silence, at the moment of least resistance, sacrificing whatever limb was caught in the teeth.

Wednesday. 3:17 AM. Dominic asleep with his mouth open, one arm flung across the pillow where her head was supposed to be, as if even in sleep he needed to know the precise coordinates of her body. She'd slid from under the sheets centimeter by centimeter, bare feet on the cold hardwood, and the floor hadn't creaked. She'd taken that as a sign. From God, from the house, from whatever force governed the movements of small, frightened creatures in the dark — the floor hadn't creaked, so she kept moving.

Keys from the hook by the front door. Wallet from the junk drawer. The Xanax from the cabinet in the master bath, because the hinges on that cabinet made no sound and the ones on the kitchen pantry — where she kept her own prescriptions, the ones he monitored, the ones he counted — would have woken him.

Out the side door. Into the garage. Into the Civic that he'd called a piece of shit so many times she'd internalized the insult as a fact, as you learn your own name. Harper Quinn, blood type O-negative, drives a piece of shit. But the piece of shit started on the first try, and the garage door opener worked, and the street was empty, and she'd pulled out of the driveway of the house in Overland Park at 3:22 AM without a single light flicking on behind her.

That had been — she checked the dashboard clock — fourteen hours ago.

Fourteen hours. Two hundred and sixty-something miles. One gas station, one bathroom break at a rest stop where the soap dispenser was empty and the hand dryer sounded like a jet engine and she'd stood there with wet hands shaking for reasons that had nothing to do with the cold.

The highway hummed beneath her. A sound like a held breath.

She reached for the radio. Static. She punched through the presets Dominic had programmed — sports talk, classic rock, more sports talk — and landed on a country station playing something twangy about trucks and freedom and cold beer on a Friday night. She left it. Didn't matter what it was. She needed something to fill the silence, because silence had become the sound of him thinking, the sound of his jaw working before he said something that would ruin the next six hours of her life.

A truck passed in the oncoming lane. Eighteen-wheeler, dark cab, chrome grille catching the last of the afternoon sun. She didn't flinch. She was proud of that — the not-flinching. Three months ago, any truck that size would have sent her pulse into her teeth, because Dominic drove a Ford F-250 and her nervous system had wired itself to associate large vehicles with incoming damage.

Stimulus, response, calm. See? You're getting better already.

The Civic shuddered. A brief, mechanical hiccup that rippled through the steering column and disappeared. She frowned, glanced at the gauges — temperature normal, oil pressure fine, fuel at a quarter tank. Probably just the road. Kansas highways weren't exactly Formula One asphalt.

She drove on.

The sun dropped another inch toward the horizon, turning the wheat fields from gold to copper to something that looked almost like dried blood. Beautiful, if you had the bandwidth to notice beauty. She didn't, not yet, not fully — but she registered it dimly, distantly, like noticing a cool pillow through fever. A distant, muted relief.

Seventy-three miles per hour. The rattling. The country station now playing something about a woman leaving a man, which felt like the universe had a sense of humor after all.

She needed gas. She needed food — real food, not the gas station coffee and granola bar she'd called breakfast eight hours ago. She needed to stop somewhere, walk on solid ground, remind her legs that standing was an option.

But stopping meant being visible. Stopping meant parking the Civic under fluorescent lights where anyone could see the Kansas plates, the duffel bag in the backseat, the woman behind the wheel who looked exactly like what she was: a runaway with no plan and no destination and no idea what came next.

Just a gas station. Just five minutes. Get in, pay cash, get out.

She signaled right, even though there wasn't another car in sight. Muscle memory. Dominic had once screamed at her for fifteen minutes because she'd changed lanes without signaling on an empty road. "It's the principle, Harper. You do things correctly or you don't do them at all." She'd apologized. She always apologized. Apologizing was cheaper than the alternative.

The exit ramp curved down to a two-lane county road. A grain elevator on the left, squat and rusted. A farmhouse on the right with a sagging porch and a dog chained to a post, barking at something she couldn't see. A quarter mile ahead, a gas station materialized like a mirage gaining substance — Sinclair, the green dinosaur logo sun-faded to the color of old limes.

Two pumps. One car — a mud-caked pickup with a gun rack and a bumper sticker she couldn't read. The station itself was a low cinder-block building that looked like it had been built in the '70s and maintained by no one since.

She pulled up to pump two. Cut the engine. Sat there for a moment with both hands on the wheel, listening to the ticking of the cooling engine and the distant bark of that dog and the blood in her own ears.

You're okay. You're in the middle of nowhere, and that's the point, and you're okay.

She opened the door. The heat hit her like a wall — dense, wet, smelling of baked earth and diesel and something vegetal she couldn't name, the exhalation of a million acres of wheat cooking under a sun that didn't know the meaning of mercy. Sweat prickled instantly across her hairline, under her arms, between her shoulder blades where her shirt stuck to the seat.

She stood. Stretched. Her spine popped in three places — a staccato report that would have been satisfying if she'd been the kind of person who could still be satisfied by small things.

The pump was old. The kind with the mechanical numbers that clicked over like a slot machine. She unscrewed the gas cap, inserted the nozzle, squeezed the handle. The fuel gurgled. The numbers clicked. The world contracted to this single, manageable task: fill the tank, pay cash, leave.

Her phone buzzed in her back pocket.

She froze. The nozzle rattled against the tank opening — tink, tink, tink — and she didn't move to steady it. Her free hand hovered near her hip, fingers rigid, as if the phone were a wasp that had landed on her jeans and any sudden movement would trigger the sting.

She pulled it out. Glanced at the screen.

Mom: Just checking in. You okay? Dad says hi. Call when you can. Love you.

She exhaled. A ragged, embarrassing sound, a breath that escaped sideways and takes a piece of your composure with it. Not Dominic. Just her mother, firing her weekly wellness check into the void — the same message she'd sent every Sunday for the past two years, always cheerful, always nonspecific, carefully worded to avoid acknowledging the thing they all knew but no one named.

Harper typed back: All good! Busy weekend. Love you too.

The exclamation point was a lie. The all good was a lie. The busy weekend was technically true — she was busy fleeing across state lines with stolen Xanax and a car that shook at seventy-three — but the spirit of it was a lie. Everything she communicated to her family was a lie. Because the truth was a bomb she didn't know how to detonate without destroying the people standing closest to it.

The pump clicked off. Tank full. She returned the nozzle to its cradle, missed on the first try, caught it on the second, and felt her shoulders hitch — a micro-flinch, involuntary, immediate, the ghost of Dominic's scoff at her clumsiness firing through her nervous system like a residual electrical charge.

He's not here. You flinched at nothing. Stop it.

She walked inside to pay. The air conditioning was a joke — a window unit coughing warm air into a room that smelled like beef jerky, floor cleaner, and stale cigarettes. The clerk was a teenage boy with earbuds in and zero interest in her existence. Perfect.

She paid. Cash. Forty-two dollars and seventeen cents. Grabbed a bottle of water and a pack of powdered donuts because they were closest to the register and she didn't have the energy to evaluate options.

Back outside. Back to the Civic. She sat in the driver's seat with the door open, feet on the cracked pavement, and ate two donuts without tasting them. The powdered sugar stuck to her fingers, her lips, the knees of her jeans. She looked at the highway.

West. She was going west.

Not because west had a destination. Not because someone was waiting, or a job offer had materialized, or she'd pinned a spot on the map and declared it the starting point of her new life. She was going west because west was away, and away was the only direction that made sense anymore.

She finished the donuts. Wiped her hands on her jeans. Pulled her legs inside, closed the door, and sat there for a long moment with both hands on the wheel.

The engine cranked on the first try. A brief metallic shriek from somewhere under the hood — brief enough to ignore, sharp enough to notice — and then the familiar rattle as the Civic settled into its rhythms.

She pulled back onto the highway. Seventy-three miles per hour. The sun bleeding out along the horizon, red and orange and a thin line of purple that looked like a bruise.

In the rearview mirror, the gas station shrank. The Sinclair dinosaur. The cinder-block building. The lot.

And at the far edge of the lot, half-hidden in gravel and shadow — a dark shape she hadn't noticed before. Massive. Cab-forward. Eighteen wheels catching the last copper light.

She blinked, and the mirror showed nothing but empty road.
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CHAPTER 2


[image: ]




Dead Space

Hunger woke her. Not the polite kind — the gnawing, hollow kind that sat behind the sternum and pulsed like a second heartbeat, reminding her that powdered donuts and adrenaline didn't constitute a meal.

Harper had pulled off the highway three hours after the Sinclair station and checked into a Budget Lodge outside of McCook, Nebraska — a town that seemed to exist primarily as a place people stopped before going somewhere better. The room cost fifty-four dollars, cash, and smelled like industrial-strength lavender trying to mask something older and less pleasant. She'd deadbolted the door, checked the bathroom, checked behind the shower curtain (habit, not paranoia — okay, paranoia), set three alarms, and passed out on top of the comforter fully clothed, boots still on.

Now: morning. 6:48 AM according to the phone. Gray light leaking through curtains that didn't quite close. The sound of a semi downshifting on the highway outside — a long, grinding exhalation of air brakes that vibrated through the thin walls and settled into her molars.

She sat up. Her neck had fused into a single rigid column of pain from sleeping on a pillow with the structural integrity of a folded napkin. She rolled it left, right, felt something pop, and decided that was good enough.

Shower. Tepid water with rust-colored edges. A bar of soap the size of a matchbox. She stood under the spray for four minutes exactly — Dominic had installed a shower timer at the house, marine-blue digital display suctioned to the tile, because he believed she "wasted water on purpose to annoy him." Four minutes was the maximum before the beeping started. There was no timer here. She could have stood under the water for an hour, let it run until the tank drained and the pipes groaned. But her body shut off at four minutes anyway, hand reaching for the faucet, and she was out and toweling dry before she registered what she'd done.

That. That's what he did to you. He put a clock inside you that isn't even his anymore and it still runs.

She dressed. Same jeans, clean T-shirt — a washed-out navy blue that said TOPEKA CITY REC in cracked white lettering, bought at a Goodwill two years ago during one of her brief experiments in having things Dominic hadn't chosen for her. She pulled on the flannel over it, rolled the sleeves. His flannel. She should have left it at the house. Should have burned it. But it was warm, and she was cold in ways that had nothing to do with temperature, and sometimes the familiar poison was easier to swallow than the unfamiliar cure.

She grabbed her keys, her wallet, her phone. Left the duffel on the bed. Nobody was going to steal four pairs of underwear and stolen anxiety medication from a fifty-four-dollar motel room in McCook, Nebraska.

Outside, the morning was already warm. That low, insistent Midwest heat that started whispering at seven and screaming by noon. The parking lot held six vehicles: her Civic, a minivan with Iowa plates, a contractor's truck with ladders strapped to the roof rack, two sedans of indeterminate origin, and — at the far end of the lot, nose-out, as if poised for a quick exit — a black Peterbilt 389.

She paused.

The truck was enormous. Not just big, but present — a dark mass of chrome and steel that occupied its section of the lot like a predator holding a clearing. The cab was high, tinted windows giving away nothing. No markings, no company logo, no DOT numbers visible from this angle. Just black paint polished to a depth that swallowed the morning light.

It's a truck. You're in the Midwest. There are trucks.

She walked past it. Didn't look twice. The diner she'd spotted the night before was attached to the motel — a place called Ruthie's, hand-painted sign, red-and-white checked curtains in the windows, the kind of establishment that survived on coffee and inertia.

A bell jingled when she pushed through the door. Interior: fake wood paneling, vinyl booths repaired with duct tape, a long counter with chrome stools that had been reupholstered in turquoise at some point during the Reagan administration. The air was thick with bacon grease and burnt coffee and something sweet — maple syrup, maybe, or that particular warm-sugar smell that diners generate as a byproduct of existing.

Three people. A couple in their sixties occupying a booth by the window, eating in the synchronized silence of a forty-year marriage. A man alone at the counter, back to her, broad shoulders hunched over a mug.

She chose a booth on the far wall. Back to the corner, sightline to the door. Not paranoia. Survival architecture — something her body had learned to do without consulting her brain, the same way it had learned to map the exits of every room she entered, calculate the distance between herself and the nearest object that could be used as a shield, gauge the weight and speed of any man within a ten-foot radius.

A waitress materialized. Mid-fifties, dyed auburn hair, reading glasses perched on a chain around her neck, a name tag that said DOLORES in block letters.

"Morning, hon. Coffee?"

"Please."

The coffee arrived in a ceramic mug with a chip on the handle. Black, scorched, magnificent. Harper wrapped both hands around it and held on like it was the first solid thing she'd touched in fourteen hours. The heat seeped through her palms, up her wrists, into the tight bundle of nerves behind her ribs.

She ordered eggs. Scrambled, wheat toast, no meat. Dolores wrote it down without commentary, which Harper appreciated more than Dolores would ever know, because Dominic had opinions about everything she ate — calorie counts recited from memory, forkfuls redirected, portions redistributed on the plate with the casual authority of a man who believed he had governance over the metabolic processes of another human being.

Order what you want. Eat what you want. He's seven hours behind you and getting farther.

She sipped her coffee. Looked out the window. The parking lot baked under the strengthening sun. The black Peterbilt sat where she'd first noticed it, gleaming and still, and for a moment she felt something — not alarm, not recognition, something lower and less defined, a faint tug at the base of her awareness, like a fish mouthing a hook without biting down.

She looked away.

Her phone sat face-down on the table. She hadn't turned off location services. She realized this with a cold spike of awareness that cut through the coffee warmth and settled in her gut.

Dominic has your Apple ID password. He set it up for you. He knows every password you have because he "set up your accounts to be more secure." He can see exactly where you are right now.

She picked up the phone. Hands steady — almost. Settings, Privacy, Location Services. She turned them off. All of them. Then she went deeper — Find My iPhone, toggled off. Significant Locations, cleared. She considered a factory reset but couldn't bring herself to erase the only photos she had of her parents' dog, so she compromised: she turned off cellular data entirely, leaving only Wi-Fi, and made a mental note to get a prepaid SIM card at the next town that had a Walmart.

The eggs arrived. She ate mechanically, efficiently, as you eat when food is fuel and nothing more. The toast was dry. The eggs were adequate. Dolores refilled her coffee without being asked, and Harper almost cried at the simple, unremarkable kindness of it — a warm-up without a comment, without a condition, without a price attached.

She was reaching for her water glass when the bell over the door jingled.

Footsteps. Heavy, deliberate, spaced with the unhurried cadence of someone who had never been rushed by anyone or anything. Harper didn't look up. She tracked the sound with her ears instead — a trick she'd developed during the years with Dominic, when turning her head too quickly was interpreted as "jumpy," and being jumpy was interpreted as "guilty," and being guilty was the prelude to a conversation she'd never win.

The footsteps passed her booth. Close. Close enough that she caught a scent — diesel, yes, and beneath it something sharper and more organic: cedarwood, black coffee, the mineral tang of engine grease that had been scrubbed but never fully removed from skin.

The man from the counter. She realized the stool was empty now. He'd been sitting there when she came in, and now he was leaving, and the timing aligned with a precision that meant nothing and everything, depending on how much credit you gave coincidence.

She looked up.

Caught the back of him as he pushed through the door. Tall. Not just tall — wide, built with the dense, functional mass of a man who lifted real things for a living, not dumbbells in a mirrored gym. Dark hair, cut short. A jacket that should have been too warm for the weather, worn open over a black T-shirt. He moved like something heavy and inevitable, like a train pulling away from a platform — not fast, not slow, just certain.

The door swung shut. The bell jingled twice and went quiet.

Through the window, she watched him cross the parking lot. He didn't look back. Didn't glance at her Civic, didn't scan the other vehicles, didn't do anything that would register as suspicious to anyone who wasn't running an internal threat-assessment algorithm calibrated by four years of domestic terrorism.

He walked to the Peterbilt. Climbed up into the cab with a practiced motion — one hand on the grab bar, boot on the step, a single fluid pull that raised six-foot-something of solid man into that elevated darkness without visible effort.

The engine turned over. A deep, guttural vibration she felt in the soles of her boots, even inside the diner, even through the walls. The truck backed out of the space. Swung around. Rolled through the lot and out onto the access road, gathering speed, heading west.

Heading west.

Harper stared at the empty space where the Peterbilt had been. The asphalt shimmered in its absence, heat distortion bending the air above the spot like a visual echo.

She finished her coffee. Paid in cash. Left a forty percent tip because Dolores had given her a warm-up without a comment, and in Harper's current economy, that was worth more than the eggs.

Back at the Civic. Key in the ignition. The engine cranked — that same metallic shriek from yesterday, half a second of protest before the belt caught and the idle smoothed out. She frowned. Made a mental note to get it looked at. Eventually. When she stopped somewhere long enough to look at anything.

She pulled onto the highway. West.

The road stretched ahead, flat and sun-bleached and infinite, and in the rearview mirror there was nothing — no dark shape, no chrome catching light, nothing at all except the vanishing point where the asphalt met the sky and the world simply stopped.

But the prickling at the back of her neck didn't.
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CHAPTER 3
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The Spark

People assumed truck drivers were stupid. Cade had built an entire operational philosophy on that assumption.

The truth was simpler and more useful: truck drivers were invisible. They occupied the largest vehicles on the road and somehow registered as background noise — rolling scenery, infrastructure, part of the highway the same way mile markers were part of the highway. Nobody noticed a rig. Nobody looked twice at a man in a truck stop. Nobody questioned why a Peterbilt 389 was parked at a motel outside McCook, Nebraska, at six in the morning, the same way nobody questioned why the sun came up or why the coffee was bad.

Invisibility was power. The purest kind. Power that didn't have to announce itself, didn't have to perform, didn't require a suit or a badge or a six-figure bank statement. You just had to understand how to occupy the blind spot of human attention, and the world handed you all the access you'd ever need.

He'd parked at the Budget Lodge at 11:40 PM, seventeen minutes after her Civic had pulled into the lot. He knew the room she'd taken — corner unit, ground floor, the door with the broken weather strip that let a sliver of yellow light escape at the bottom. Room 14. She'd gone inside, and the light had stayed on for nine minutes. Then dark.

Nine minutes. Not even enough time to undress and brush her teeth properly. She'd collapsed. The kind of bone-deep exhaustion that doesn't negotiate with routines — it simply takes the body offline and deals with the consequences later.

He'd set his alarm for 5:30. Parked the rig at the far end, nose-out, and slept as he always did: four hours, dreamless, one layer below full consciousness, a part of his brain still scanning ambient sound like sonar sweeping the dark.

At 5:50, he'd walked the lot.

Her Civic sat under a sodium lamp, orange light pooling on the hood like thin syrup. Kansas plates. He'd memorized the full number at the Sinclair station two days ago — 4R7-PLX. The car was a 2014 Honda Civic LX, silver, 127,000 miles based on the wear pattern of the tires and the specific shade of dullness on the clear coat. Left front tire: 3/32nds of tread, maybe less. Right rear: marginally better. The side mirror was held on with two strips of electrical tape — silver, the cheap kind that lost its adhesive in heat.

She didn't maintain the car. Or, more accurately, someone had prevented her from maintaining the car, and she'd absorbed that negligence as she absorbed everything: silently, without protest, the damage accumulating in layers.

He crouched by the front bumper. The lot was empty — no cameras, no night clerk at the window, no passing headlights. Just him and the Civic and the orange light and the vast, indifferent dark.

The hood release on a 2014 Civic was inside the cabin. He didn't need it.

From his jacket pocket: a multi-tool. Torx T25 head. He worked the two bolts securing the lower engine splash shield — a thin plastic panel beneath the bumper designed to protect the undercarriage from road debris and, coincidentally, to provide easy access to the serpentine belt assembly for anyone who knew what they were looking for.

The shield dropped. He set it on the asphalt, careful, no sound.

The alternator sat on the passenger side of the engine block, driven by a ribbed belt that looped around the crankshaft pulley, the water pump, and the AC compressor. The belt itself was already marginal — hairline cracks in the rubber, a slight glazing on the contact surface that told him it hadn't been replaced in at least 40,000 miles. Factory original, probably.

He could have cut it. One slash with a blade and the belt would snap within a hundred miles, catastrophically and without warning. But catastrophic wasn't the plan. Catastrophic was crude, obvious — a sudden failure that any roadside mechanic would diagnose in thirty seconds and attribute to age and neglect.

He needed something subtler. Something that would degrade gradually, producing symptoms she'd rationalize and dismiss — a slow bleed, not an amputation. She needed to feel the car dying by degrees, as fever builds: first the vague unease, then the specific discomfort, then the moment when the thermometer confirms what your body already knew and you realize you've been sick for hours.

He loosened the tensioner bolt. Three-quarter turn. Not enough to cause immediate slack, but enough to reduce belt tension by approximately fifteen percent — enough that the alternator would start undercharging the battery in sustained heat, especially under the load of the air conditioning system. The AC compressor would draw extra current from a system already struggling to keep up. Dashboard lights would begin flickering within 200 miles. Electrical instability within 350. Full charging system failure somewhere between 400 and 500 miles.

Depending on the heat. Depending on how hard she pushed the AC.

And the forecast for central Nebraska through western Wyoming was 97 to 104 degrees for the next five days.

He tightened the tensioner bolt back to its loosened position — finger-tight, just enough to hold. Replaced the splash shield. Two Torx bolts, snugged down, no trace. He stood. Wiped his hands on a shop rag he kept in his back pocket and surveyed the car from three feet away.

Nothing. No marks, no disturbance, no evidence. The Civic looked exactly as it had when she parked it — bald tires, taped mirror, a thin film of Kansas dust on the trunk.

Good.

He crossed the lot. Back to the rig. Up into the cab, door closed, overhead light off. The dashboard clock read 6:02 AM.

He opened the notebook. Found the page.

Budget Lodge, McCook NE. Room 14. Arrived 11:23 PM, lights out 11:32. Alternator tensioner adjusted -3/4 turn. Estimated degradation window: 350-500 miles depending on ambient temp and AC usage. Belt condition: marginal pre-existing. She will not notice the initial symptoms.

He paused. Pen hovering.

The diner would open at six-thirty. He'd seen the sign the night before — RUTHIE'S, hand-painted, breakfast served all day. She'd be hungry. She'd eaten powdered donuts and water at the gas station, nothing since. Fourteen hours on the road with no real food — her body would demand fuel before her fear could override it.

She'd come to the diner. And he'd be there.

Not to interact. Not yet. The timeline had stages, and this was still the observation phase — the patient cataloging of patterns, triggers, habits, vulnerabilities. He needed to watch her eat, watch her order, watch how she sat, how she held her fork and whether she checked the door every time it opened.

He needed to know her as he knew an engine: every component, every tolerance, every point of failure.

At 6:15, he walked to the diner. Took a stool at the counter. Ordered coffee, black. The waitress — heavyset, dyed hair, the comfortable efficiency of a woman who'd been pouring coffee in the same building for two decades — set the mug down and moved on. He didn't look at the door.

He didn't need to.

At 6:51, the bell jingled. A shift in the room's air pressure — imperceptible to anyone not attuned to it, but Cade registered changes in environmental density like a seismograph picking up tremors. She was smaller than the space she displaced. People who had been compressed by other people always were.

She chose the corner booth. Back to the wall, sightline to the door. Smart girl. Scared girls sat near the exit. Smart scared girls sat where they could see everything and be cornered by nothing.

He didn't watch her directly. He watched her reflection in the chrome napkin dispenser on the counter — distorted, fish-eyed, but sufficient. She ordered coffee. Wrapped both hands around the mug like a drowning woman gripping a piece of wreckage.
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