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      The television above the counter was the old kind—a boxy cathode-ray tube bolted to a metal arm, its screen smeared with a decade of grease and disinterest. Sam Smith watched it the way a man watches a fuse burn down. On the screen, a regional map filled with blooms of orange and magenta, the colors of a bruise still forming. The ticker along the bottom read WINTER STORM WARNING—COUNTIES: BENTON, DALE, HARROW—HEAVY RAIN, POSSIBLE FLOODING—TRAVEL NOT ADVISED.

      He read it twice. Then a third time, letting the words settle into the part of his brain that kept a running tally of everything that could go wrong.

      The diner smelled of frying bacon and stale coffee. Vinyl booths lined the windows, their cushions split along the seams and patched with silver tape that had long since lost its shine. Afternoon light filtered through half-drawn blinds, laying pale stripes across the Formica tabletops. A waitress—Rita, according to the name stitched crookedly on her apron—leaned against the counter with the patience of someone who had watched a thousand travelers make the same bad decisions.

      Sam picked up his coffee mug, found it empty, and set it down again. Across the diner, his cousin Alex was leaning against the jukebox near the door, talking to a girl with red hair and a Millfield State hoodie. Alex had his phone out, thumb poised to take her number, wearing the kind of grin that made people either trust him or want to punch him. There was no middle ground with that grin.

      Sam checked his own phone. He'd pulled up the Doppler radar twenty minutes ago and hadn't closed it since. The storm front was a wall of deep crimson sliding east at thirty miles per hour. Its leading edge would hit this stretch of highway right around dusk. He'd done the math. If they left now, they might—might—outrun the worst of it. If they left in an hour, they'd be driving blind into the teeth of it.

      He set the phone facedown on the table, screen side against the Formica, as if that might change what it showed.

      Alex finished his conversation with a flourish—a two-fingered salute and something that made the redhead laugh and shake her head—then ambled back toward the booth. He slid into the seat across from Sam with the loose-limbed ease of a man who had never once checked a weather radar in his life.

      "She goes to Millfield State," Alex said, reaching for Sam's untouched fries. "Studying veterinary science. Has a dog named Captain. I told her about the conference."

      "You told a stranger about our ghost-hunting conference."

      "Networking, Sammy." Alex bit into a fry and pointed what was left of it at the television. "What's that about?"

      "Storm warning. Benton, Dale, and Harrow counties. Heavy rain, possible flooding." Sam kept his voice flat. Matter-of-fact. The voice of data. "The front's moving at about thirty miles per hour, and the core is projected to hit this stretch right around dusk. Statistically, that's peak accident time."

      Alex chewed, eyes on the screen. The map swirled with color. "And?"

      "And we should find a motel. Wait it out. Leave at first light."

      Alex laughed—not unkindly but with the breezy confidence of someone who had never been personally inconvenienced by the weather. "And miss the opening keynote? No way. That's Dr. Margrave, Sam. The EVP guy. You know how hard those seats are to get?"

      "I know how hard it is to see the road when it's raining sideways."

      "Storms are part of the adventure." Alex swept his arm in a grand gesture that almost knocked over the ketchup bottle. "It's not a real road trip until you almost die once. Lighten up."

      Sam said nothing. He picked up his phone, glanced at the radar one more time, and slipped it into his jacket pocket. There was a pattern to these conversations. Alex would push, Sam would resist, and then they'd do whatever Alex wanted anyway because Alex had been born without the gene for caution and Sam had been born with a double dose of it, and somehow the universe had decided they should travel together.

      Rita appeared at the table with the coffeepot. She refilled Sam's mug without being asked, then stood there a beat too long, eyes flicking to the television.

      "You boys heading east?" she asked.

      "Millfield," Alex said. "Conference."

      Rita clucked her tongue. "County Route 17's your fastest bet, but I wouldn't take it tonight. That road floods something awful. Couple years back, a trucker went off the bridge near mile marker nine. They didn't find the rig for two days."

      Sam looked at Alex. Alex looked at the ceiling.

      "We'll be fine," Alex said.

      Rita shrugged, but her gaze lingered on the swirling map, and she wiped a section of the counter with a cloth that was already clean. "Suit yourself, hon." Her voice was a little too quiet, as if she were already rehearsing how she'd describe them to the evening news.

      Outside, the sky had gone the color of wet concrete. The parking lot held their Subaru Outback—a ten-year-old wagon with a dent in the rear quarter panel and a bumper sticker that read I BRAKE FOR ANOMALOUS PHENOMENA, which Alex thought was hilarious and Sam thought was an invitation for highway patrol to pull them over.

      Sam was crouched beside the rear tire, tightening the bungee cords that held the cooler to the roof rack. He'd presplit the snacks into plastic baggies—trail mix in one, jerky in another, protein bars in a third—and tucked two liters of water behind the driver's seat. The first aid kit was in the glove compartment. The roadside emergency kit was under the passenger seat. He'd checked the tire pressure that morning.

      Alex came out of the diner carrying a paper bag and whistling something tuneless. He tossed the bag into the backseat—sandwiches, probably, bought with the casual disregard of a man who trusted the universe to provide—and then leaned against the car, watching Sam work.

      "You want to micromanage the windshield wiper fluid while you're at it?"

      "I checked it this morning."

      "Of course you did." Alex grinned. The grin that won arguments. "Relax, Sammy. We've got a full tank, four good tires, and the open road. What could go wrong?"

      Sam stood, brushed the grit from his knees, and looked east. The horizon had vanished behind a curtain of bruised cloud. Somewhere in that murk, lightning pulsed without sound—a slow, arrhythmic flicker, like a dying bulb in a cellar.

      "You really want me to answer that?"

      Alex clapped him on the shoulder. "Nope. Get in the car."

      Sam got in the car.

      He buckled his seat belt, adjusted the mirrors—a ritual Alex mocked every single time—and settled his hands in his lap while Alex dropped into the driver's seat and started the engine. The radio spat static before finding a station: classic rock, something with a lot of guitar and not enough bass.

      Alex pulled out of the lot. The diner shrank in the rearview mirror, its neon sign already blurring in the first fine mist of rain.

      Sam watched it go. He had a feeling—not a premonition, not anything he could have articulated in a way that wouldn't make Alex laugh—that the diner was the last ordinary thing they'd see for a while.

      He said nothing.

      The road opened ahead of them, long and gray and narrowing to a point, and the storm rolled in behind like something that had been waiting.
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      The first hour was easy. The rain came in fits—a scatter of drops against the windshield, then nothing, then another scatter, as if the storm couldn't quite commit. Alex drove with one hand on the wheel and the other conducting an invisible orchestra to the radio. Sam watched the mile markers tick past and tried not to think about the Doppler map still burned into his retinas.

      They passed through two towns that barely qualified as towns—a gas station, a feed store, a church with a marquee that read "God Sees You Even When the Road Doesn't." Then the towns stopped. The road narrowed. The painted center line faded to a suggestion, then vanished altogether, and the asphalt went from serviceable to patchwork to something that felt, under the tires, like driving over a washboard.

      "County Route 17," Alex announced, with the satisfaction of a man arriving at a destination he'd chosen on purpose.

      "The road Rita told us not to take."

      "Rita's not a meteorologist, Sam. She's a waitress with opinions."

      Sam bit back the reply he wanted to give. Through the windshield, the landscape had changed. Trees crowded the shoulders on both sides—old-growth oaks and pines that leaned inward, their branches interlocking overhead like the rib cage of something enormous. The canopy swallowed what remained of the daylight. Even at six in the evening, it felt like dusk.

      The rain committed.

      It came all at once, as if someone had upended a lake. One moment the wipers were lazily smearing mist; the next they were hammering back and forth at full speed and still losing. Water sheeted across the windshield in unbroken curtains. The road ahead dissolved into a gray blur of motion and noise.

      Alex leaned forward, both hands on the wheel now. The grin was gone.

      "Okay," he said. "This is a lot of rain."

      "It's a storm." Sam's voice was flat as a closing door. "The one I told you about. In the diner. With the map and the colors and the words 'travel not advised.'"

      "Yeah, I got it, Sam. You were right. Gold star. Can we focus?"

      Sam pressed his lips together. Outside, the trees had closed in further. Branches scraped along the roof and passenger-side mirror with a sound like fingernails on a chalkboard. No reflectors. No rumble strips. No other cars. The road had become a tunnel with no light at the end of it.

      He checked the clock on the dash: 5:07 p.m. He noted the number and filed it away, because counting was Sam's way of measuring disaster—the point where time became granular enough to snap between your teeth.

      "Pull over," Sam said.

      "Where? There's no shoulder. There's barely a road."

      "Then slow down, at least. You can't see twenty feet ahead."

      Alex eased off the gas. The Subaru's headlights carved two pale columns through the rain, illuminating nothing but water and the slick black tongue of asphalt unspooling ahead. The engine ticked and hummed
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