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      Snow feathered across the windshield, and Ariana sat up straight, suddenly wide awake after nearly drifting to sleep. “Do you see the snow?”

      Damon, who was driving, laughed. “I’d have to be blind to miss it.”

      Her heart raced. “But the app didn’t say anything about snow.”

      “We’re crossing the mountains.” He squeezed her knee. “I’d be surprised if there wasn’t snow.”

      She looked out the windows. Nothing seemed to be sticking.

      “You know what I mean. There was only supposed to be snow on the mountains. The Department of Transportation makes sure those roads are passable. This area is so rural, they might not have a snow plow.”

      “I’m sure they do. It’ll be fine. Why don’t you get some sleep? It’ll be a while before we get to the restaurant for dinner.”

      Ari studied the floating snowflakes. “I’m not sure I’ll be able to get any rest now.”

      They had hours of driving ahead of them. While usually she didn’t mind the distance, the snow changed everything. Especially with her carrying precious cargo. The whole world seemed so much more dangerous now. That was why they were planning a weekend alone before the chaos of Christmas with family, before morning sickness hit, and before fatigue stole her from their plans for a while. It would be one last hurrah before everything changed for the better.

      “Would it help if I went over the packing list again? We have brand new brakes, all-weather tires, and chains in the back. Not to mention enough snacks to feed an army.”

      “Still, we should’ve flown. I don’t know why I thought driving was a good idea.”

      “Because we done this before and it was fine?”

      She sighed.

      “We could always turn around and book a flight,” he said with just enough playfulness to brush aside the undercurrent of worry she felt. “Or teleport. Magic portal.”

      She laughed weakly. “Anything would be better than an hours’ long drive over mountains in December.”

      Damon gave her a knowing look. “You’re the one who insisted on the scenic route.”

      “That was before the clouds turned into a death omen.”

      “It’s flurries, and barely that.” He squinted at the sky, pretending fear even though his voice stayed warm. “Look at that. It’s horror-movie snow, Ari.”

      But as he said it, the flakes thickened, no longer drifting—they dove, sharp and fast, the first signs of a storm she hadn’t seen in the forecast. His smile faltered for a moment. “Hey, we’re okay. I’ve driven through worse.”

      His grip on the wheel tightened, and she could practically feel the thoughts circling behind his eyes. Or maybe she was reading her own nerves into his determined gaze.

      She exhaled, tension draining. When he looked at her again, his worry had retreated, replaced by that crooked grin she’d fallen for so long ago.

      “Besides,” he said, “you’re stuck with me all weekend. Storm or no storm. You have no escape.”

      She rested a hand on her lower stomach, smiling. “Trust me. I wouldn’t want one.”

      His eyes softened in the way that made her heart ache with love and fear twined together. “Are you feeling okay?”

      “So far, yes. Ask me again tomorrow morning. I might be cursing the word ‘breakfast.’ It’s only a matter of time before morning sickness hits. I’m surprised it hasn’t yet. Rita’s hit much earlier than this.”

      “I’ll bring you ginger tea in bed,” he promised. “And saltines and anything else you need.”

      “And you’ll pretend not to freak out every time I sneeze.” She raised an eyebrow playfully.

      “Hey, I only freaked out that one time. I’m never going to hear the end of it, am I?”

      “Damon, you thought sneezing was a miscarriage symptom.”

      “It sounded violent,” he quipped.

      She chuckled, then fell silent as a harsh gust of wind shoved against the car, just enough to make her brace a hand on the dashboard.

      The snow was now falling faster and thicker. Sheets of white engulfed the road, the trees, everything. The world beyond the headlights blurred into a shifting wall of gray.

      Damon tapped the steering wheel. “Okay, that escalated quickly.”

      Ariana’s pulse ticked faster. “Do we need to stop?”

      “There’s nowhere to pull over yet, but I will as soon as I can if this doesn’t let up. Promise.”

      “Okay.” She trusted him more than anyone. Still, unease crept through her chest. The storm didn’t feel normal. It felt too sudden, like something was closing in.

      Damon leaned forward, jaw tight, scanning for any sign of the shoulder. Snow hammered the windshield, thick as handfuls of feathers. “Can you check the GPS? Make sure we’re still on the main road?”

      His voice was level, but tension threaded through it now.

      She reached for her phone, her fingers trembling before she even registered the fear. The screen flickered. Lost signal. Because of course it was.

      “No signal.”

      He cursed under his breath.

      Outside, the wind howled, low and mournful—like a warning.

      Damon gave her a reassuring smile. “We’ll be fine.”

      But something in her gut whispered that this storm wasn’t the only thing coming for them.
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      The detour sign appeared out of nowhere. A reflective orange diamond half-covered by tree branches, tilting at an awkward angle as if another storm had shoved it there.

      Damon slowed, squinting through the whiteout. “Bridge closed and washout risk. Perfect.”

      Ariana followed his gaze. The main highway curved ahead into darkness, but the detour arrow pointed sharply right, toward a narrow side road she hadn’t noticed on the GPS’s map.

      “There’s no alternate route,” she said, refreshing the screen even though she already knew. “Everything’s still out.”

      “It has to link back up. We’ll go slow.” Damon hesitated only a breath before turning onto the smaller road.

      But slow didn’t help when the storm quickly covered everything. The trees pressed close on either side—tall, dark silhouettes blurred by wind and snowfall. The road beneath them felt less like asphalt and more like packed powder. Ariana braced a hand on the dash, her pulse picking up with every slide of the tires. “Damon…”

      “I know. I’ll stop if necessary.”

      A faint red glow appeared through the storm ahead. Brake lights. Damon eased up beside the vehicle, a compact sedan sitting diagonally across the road, hazard lights blinking weakly through the swirling white.

      A young woman stood beside it, bundled in a thin coat far too light for mountain storms. Her dark, tangled hair stuck to her cheeks as she waved frantically at them.

      Damon rolled down the window only an inch. “Are you hurt?”

      “No,” she gasped. “I tried to drive through the drift and now my car’s stuck. And the road ahead…” She pointed shakily into the storm. “There’s a gap. A whole section’s missing.”

      Ariana’s breath caught. “Missing?”

      “It looks like a bridge collapsed. Or washed out. I don’t know. I barely stopped in time!”

      Damon shot Ariana a grim, resolved look before putting their SUV in park. “Ari, stay here. I’ll take a quick look.”

      She grabbed his sleeve. “Damon⁠—”

      “I’ll be careful.” His voice was steady, but she heard what simmered beneath it. Fear of the unknown and of losing control, but he still stepped out into the storm.

      Ariana watched him through the windshield, her fingers curling tight around her seatbelt. He and the woman, who couldn’t have been more than twenty-one, moved to where the road should have continued, their silhouettes barely visible through the snow even with their headlights shining.

      Moments later Damon returned, face pale, snow coating his hair and jacket. He shook the ice from his collar before climbing back in.

      “She’s right,” he said quietly. “It’s gone. I don’t know if it was the storm or something else, but we’re not getting across.”

      “Can we backtrack to the highway?”

      “She says it’s already blocked. A couple cars slid into each other across the turn. That’s how she ended up this way” He exhaled hard. “We’re boxed in.”

      The young woman approached the window again, hugging herself against the cold. Damon lowered it a crack.

      “There were other cars behind me,” she said. “Two of them pulled over when they saw the drift. We tried calling for help, but nobody has service. There’s no way to reach anyone.” She pointed behind her, beyond the curve of the narrow road. “But there’s a building with a few lights on. Looks like maybe a hospital?”

      Ariana straightened, peering through the snow. And there it was—a faint glow, ghostly and pale, barely rising through the storm. “A hospital? Out here?”

      “I think so,” the young woman said. “It’s the only shelter I can see.”

      Damon and Ariana exchanged a glance. What other choice did they have?

      “Tell the other drivers to follow us,” Damon said. “We’ll head for the hospital together. There’s safety in numbers.”

      Ariana hoped he was right. They’d been through enough to know people weren’t always trustworthy. But if they were all travelers stuck, chances were they all just wanted to get to their destinations and nothing more.

      The young woman frowned. “I’m going to need a ride. Do you have room? My name’s Lana, by the way.”

      “Nice to meet you, Lana,” Damon said. “I’m Damon and this is my wife, Ariana. I wish we could give you a ride, but we’re completely packed. I can help you take your belongings to one of the other cars, if they have room.”

      She didn’t look sure, but agreed.

      He gave Ari a quick kiss before hefting a couple bags from Lana’s car and disappearing into the night.

      As they disappeared into the storm, unease prickled across Ariana’s arms despite the car’s warmth. She should’ve gone with them. She’d give it ten minutes before going after them.

      He returned in nine and a half. The others must not have been far from the stranded car.

      Damon quickly closed the door behind him and rested a hand on hers. “You okay?”

      “Yeah, just…” She swallowed. “A hospital at night in a storm. It feels like the beginning of one of our podcast episodes.”

      “That’s comforting.” Damon started the car moving again. “Worst case, we wait out the storm in a lobby with bad coffee.”

      But Ariana couldn’t shake the sensation threading through her chest. Recognition.

      Something about that hospital—its isolation, its dim lights cutting through the blizzard—and the timing felt wrong. Abandoned and alive at the same time.

      Behind them, a pair of headlights emerged. Then another. A small caravan of stranded travelers forming in the storm.

      “Whatever this place is,” Damon said quietly, as the looming building took up more of the horizon, “it’s all we’ve got.”

      Ariana kept her eyes on the wavering lights ahead, her breath fogging the glass.

      She doubted any of them realized what they were driving toward.

      Hopefully her mind was on overdrive. She and Damon did do work with the most horrific scenarios, so it wasn’t hard to jump to the worst conclusions—especially after everything they’d lived through.

      Maybe this would just be a few ragtag strangers spending the night in a hospital before the storm broke.
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      The hospital emerged from the storm in pieces, from the faint glow of floodlights, then the tall rectangular outline of the building, and finally the nearly empty parking lot stretching out like a frozen plain. The wind had carved drifts across the asphalt, covering lines, curbs, everything.

      Much more of this, and everything would be covered soon.

      Damon eased their SUV into the lot, tires crunching through untouched snow. The lights along the exterior flickered weakly, as if the whole place ran on a generator held together with duct tape and despair.

      Ariana leaned forward, squinting. “It doesn’t look… open.”

      “Or maintained.”

      The others followed slowly behind them. Two vehicles, huddled together like lost animals seeking warmth. Headlights cut through the storm in shaky beams before winking out as the engines turned off.

      Ariana’s gaze snagged on a shape near the far edge of the lot—a small sedan hidden by fresh snow. Only part of the driver’s side door was visible, the rest buried. A long-abandoned car? Hard to tell.

      Damon noticed her staring. “Probably abandoned, like the rest of this place.”

      “Or it could’ve been left here recently. What if someone is in there waiting for us?”

      “For us?”

      She shrugged, though the distinction mattered. Either way, someone had left the car there.

      Lana, the young woman from the stranded sedan trudged toward them, hugging herself against the wind. She wasn’t alone now—behind her came a man in his fifties with a bulky jacket and a knit cap pulled low, followed by a couple and their teen daughter. The teen didn’t bother shielding herself from the storm. Instead, she glared at the building as if it had personally offended her.

      Everyone clustered near the SUV as soon as Damon opened the door.

      The older man spoke first, raising his voice over a blast of wind. “Road’s a mess behind us. Drift’s already blocking my tires. We’re not getting out tonight.”

      His voice was friendly enough, but something about the slow, calculating way he appraised the hospital made Ariana tuck her chin deeper into her scarf.

      “What’s your name?” Damon asked.

      “Reed,” the man said. “I’m a truck driver by trade. Long haul. On vacation now. Was trying to beat the storm to get home, but…” He gestured at the whiteout with a helpless shrug.

      Ariana forced a polite smile. “I’m Ariana. This is my husband, Damon.”

      “Nice to meet you both.” Reed’s gaze lingered on the hospital again, thoughtful. “Strange place to leave empty. Looks newer than I’d have expected.”

      “Does it?” Damon asked.

      Reed shrugged. “Just an observation.”

      Ari glanced over at the building. “How are we going to get inside?

      Lana stepped closer, shivering visibly. “I’ll go look.”

      She ran off before anyone could respond.

      “Better not let her be alone.” Reed hurried after her.

      Damon nudged Ariana. “I’m not sure I trust him. Mind if I go with them to make sure she’s okay?”

      “Go.” She shivered, and he followed them.

      The couple approached next. The father, broad-shouldered and red-cheeked, offered a quick nod. “Eric. This is my wife Wendy, and our daughter Kaylee.”

      Kaylee didn’t bother acknowledging anyone. She kept staring at the building, jaw set, earbuds visible even through her thick, dark hair.

      Lana arrived back first. “I checked the front doors—they’re unlocked. At least, one of them is.”

      Ariana’s stomach tightened. “Unlocked?”

      “Yeah. It was cracked open a bit.” Lana pulled her hood tighter. “Didn’t hear anyone inside, though.”

      Reed and Damon returned. Damon glanced around the deserted lot, his breath fogging in the cold. “It’s not safe staying out here. We need to get into the shelter.”

      “Storm’s getting worse,” Wendy said, her voice sharp with worry. “We need shelter now.”

      Another gust slammed into them, making Ariana stagger.

      Damon caught her by the arm, steadying her. “You okay?”

      “Yes,” she said quickly, though her pulse hammered. The cold cut through her coat, biting at her skin. “We should go in.”

      Everyone seemed to silently agree. Strength in numbers. Safety in walls, even strange ones.

      Reed turned toward the looming entrance. “Let’s get inside before the storm buries us.”

      Everyone grabbed at least one bag before trudging together through knee-deep snow toward the front doors. On the way, Ariana cast one last look at the abandoned car half-covered at the edge of the lot.

      For one terrible second, a shape appeared inside the iced-over windshield. A shadow slumped in the driver’s seat.

      She blinked hard.

      Gone. Imagined. Or hidden by snow.

      Damon touched her back gently. “Ari?”

      “I’m fine. Let’s go.”

      But as they went inside one by one, Ariana felt the unmistakable prickle of warning along her spine.

      Whatever drove them inside this hospital, it wasn’t just the storm. Deep in that old, scarred place inside her, she had a nagging feeling…

      Once they crossed the threshold, getting out again wouldn’t be quite so simple.
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      A stale, cold draft rolled out, carrying the faintest hint of bleach and something metallic underneath. Not blood. Not necessarily.

      Damon stepped in first, shoulders tense. Head on a swivel, he scanned every corner, every exit, every shadow. She followed closely, Lana behind her, Reed and the family trailing last. Snow clung to everyone’s clothing in melting patches.

      The hospital lobby stretched wide, illuminated only by a scattered patchwork of lights. Some flickered overhead, while others glowed steady but weak, humming with generator fatigue. Half the space was cast in darkness. The reception desk loomed to the right, a purse sitting next to the computer monitor. Abandoned. It didn’t have any dust, which meant it was left there recently.

      Reed picked up a phone and listened. “It’s dead. Not that I’m surprised.”

      Ariana’s pulse gave a quick, sharp kick. “Someone left in a hurry.”

      Damon nodded. “Or they’re still here.”

      Wendy pulled her teen daughter closer. “Let’s not jump to conclusions.”

      Kaylee shirked out of her mom’s hold.

      Ariana stepped farther inside, her boots squeaking on the tile. The air was cold but not freezing—someone had tried to keep heat running, but only just. Emergency lights glowed along the floor edges. A coffee cup sat on its side near a cluster of plastic chairs, contents long dried, staining the tile.

      Lana drifted toward a bulletin board plastered with pamphlets. “This place doesn’t feel abandoned. It feels like someone pressed pause.”

      Ariana understood exactly what she meant.

      Reed circled slowly, his breath misting, and he pointed toward a gloomy hallway. “Power’s out, but a generator’s running. Though not well.”

      “How do you know that?” Damon asked.

      Reed didn’t miss a beat. “Truck stops have the same hum when backup units kick in.” His eyes glinted strangely in the anemic light. “You learn to recognize the sound.”

      Eric nodded like he knew—or wanted everyone to think he did.

      Wendy rubbed her arms briskly. “Let’s find somewhere warm. A waiting area, or even a staff lounge. We can regroup, figure out rooms or something. We should stay close, but not necessarily together.”

      Kaylee rolled her eyes. “This is so creepy.”

      “She’s not wrong.” Damon said it lightly, but Ariana felt an undercurrent of low, coiled readiness. She stepped closer to him, linking their arms for her sake as much as his.

      They moved deeper into the lobby as a loose cluster. A few chairs had toppled, one lying on its side as if somebody tripped or fled. Papers littered the floor near a nurses’ station.

      Ariana bent, picking it up. Discharge Summary dated four weeks ago. Barely a month.

      She swallowed. “Someone was here recently. Very recently.”

      Lana hovered next to her, hugging her arms tight. “Do you think everyone evacuated? Maybe for the storm?”

      “Storm hit fast,” Reed said. “But hospitals don’t empty without a reason.”

      Damon shot him a look. “And what reason would
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