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The fog had thickened after midnight, spreading low and wide like a body trying to smother the earth. Dan Mercer kept the high beams off. Every driver learns that once—white fog with high beams just stares back at you, angry and useless. He left them low and crept past the last green interstate sign: I-80 West, Next Exit 49 Miles.

There hadn’t been another car for a solid half hour. No semis. No state troopers. Just him.

His Corolla pulled slightly left, like the alignment was trying to drag him into the shoulder. It didn’t matter—he hadn’t seen the painted lines clearly in fifteen minutes anyway.

He blinked hard, rolled his wrist out, flexed the hand. Still stiff from gripping the wheel too long.

The silence was starting to feel personal. No music. No podcasts. No calls. Just the dull drone of tires on concrete and the occasional groan of the chassis every time he adjusted his weight. He was down to a quarter tank.

Dan sat forward. He hated this part—the guessing game. Could he make it 49 more miles? Probably. But that probably had left him walking once in Reno and twice during college, once during a snowstorm, so the voice in the back of his head was already getting loud.

Get gas now.

He checked the dashboard clock. 12:42 a.m. 

The world felt thinner out here—like if he pulled over, there’d be no one left to notice he’d vanished. The fog didn’t roll. It sat. A blanket of pale, dead air.

He leaned closer to the glass, squinting for anything—a green glow, a gas icon, a shoulder light. Nothing. Just pine silhouettes in the dark and the occasional hiss of his own tires sliding through the damp.

The low fuel light blinked on.

He hissed through his teeth and sat back.

"Come on, man... not out here," he muttered, checking his phone.

One bar. No service.

Dan tapped the steering wheel twice, then again. A nervous tic. He glanced in the rearview like it mattered, like there was something out there other than fog and regret.

He reached for the coffee cup in the passenger seat, realized it was empty, and tossed it into the back without looking. The sound it made when it landed felt too loud, like he’d broken something sacred in the quiet.

Then, like an answer, a glow. Not bright. Not commercial. But light.

Off to the right. Maybe a quarter mile ahead. A gravel road angling into a cluster of trees. One flickering bulb above a wooden sign. It looked old. Like a ghost someone had forgotten to tear down.

Dan eased off the gas.

There was no other traffic. No exit signs. Nothing on the GPS.

But the glow was real. And if it was gas?

He wouldn’t have to find out what 49 miles of silence feels like with no engine running.

He clicked the signal—not that anyone would see it—and turned slowly off the interstate. The fog swallowed his taillights like a mouth

The gravel crackled under his tires as he eased off the road, winding through what looked like the skeletal remains of a service stop. The glow he’d seen wasn’t a canopy or full station sign—just a busted security light mounted to the side of a single-story building with flaking red trim. There was a bench outside the door. Soda machine long dead. Windows boarded from the inside.

But the pumps looked modern enough. Two islands. Digital displays. No roof. Just steel standing alone under the gray fog.

Dan pulled up slow and parked crooked, headlights casting long shadows across the gravel lot. No other cars. No movement. But the pump screen was lit. That was something.

He got out, popped the gas flap, and stretched his back before reaching for his wallet.

The display blinked to life when he lifted the nozzle.

INSERT CARD TO BEGIN.

Dan slid in his Visa. Waited.

It chewed on it longer than usual.

Then:

CARD DECLINED — FRAUD PREVENTION HOLD.

PLEASE CONTACT YOUR BANK.

He pulled it out, stared at it, and tried again. Same result.

Frowning, he pulled out his phone. Still no signal. No Wi-Fi. No chance of calling the bank without driving back onto the highway.

He checked his wallet again—no cash. Just receipts, expired coupons, an old business card from the divorce lawyer, and a twenty-dollar bill that he now remembered giving his daughter weeks ago for her field trip lunch.

He exhaled and leaned his forehead against the top of the car door.

The station was closed. Inside was dark and empty.

These pumps were card-only—no attendant, no override, no chance of talking anyone into letting him pre-pay cash.

He looked back toward the road. He’d just burned at least another mile coming off the highway.

The needle was past the last notch now.

And he was officially screwed.

Dan stood there for a while, leaning against the side of the car like it might offer him a better idea if he waited long enough. The pump screen had gone back to idle, mocking him with its blue glow.

He slid back into the driver’s seat, slammed the door harder than he meant to, and checked his phone again. Still no signal.

"Come on," he muttered, angling it toward the windshield like proximity to the sky might help. Then he got out again and started walking in slow, wide circles through the lot, phone held high, turning like an idiot tuning a broken radio. Nothing. Nothing. Bar. Gone. Bar. Gone. Half a bar.

He held still.

One bar.

No bars.

One.
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He didn’t move. Just tapped the call button with his thumb, praying it wouldn’t drop.

It rang.

He almost didn’t believe it.

Then: a click. A voice. Robotic and calm.

“Thank you for calling Wellsmark Fraud Prevention. Please note, our fraud department is currently closed. Our hours are Monday through Friday, 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. Eastern Standard Time...”

Dan’s mouth dropped open.

"What the fuck? You’ve got to be fucking kidding me."

He dropped his arm and stared at the phone like it had betrayed him personally.

He waited out the message just in case, hammering the zero button a few times to try to short-circuit the robot and get a human. But no. It looped the same voicemail, then hung up without ceremony.

Dan stood still for a full ten seconds, phone limp in his hand.

Then he exhaled, hard and through his nose, and looked up the road again. Back toward the highway.

He could get back on. Try to coast it. Keep the car at 55 and pray. But if he stalled on the interstate? At night? With no signal?

Or he could follow the little road into town. Assuming there was a town. Assuming it hadn’t dried up and disappeared like so many places out here.

He weighed it for a few seconds longer, then climbed back into the car and turned the ignition.

The fuel light blinked again like a dare.

Dan turned off the lot. He passed the dead soda machine, the boarded-up windows, and the flickering red light above the old door.

Then he steered right, into the fog, toward whatever still might be open in town.

The road narrowed. What started as a two-lane strip dipped into a tree-shadowed cutoff with barely a shoulder, hemmed in by overgrowth and fence posts long since lost to rust and vines. The fog thickened with every hundred feet, curling low to the ground like it was being exhaled by the forest itself.

Dan kept the speed low, squinting past the glare of his own headlights.

He hadn’t seen a building in five minutes. No signs. No people. Not even an old mailbox. Just sloping dark and the long reach of trees on both sides, looming like they were waiting to close in behind him once he passed.

He muttered under his breath. This was stupid. He should’ve stayed on the highway. Now he was burning what little fuel he had left chasing a ghost town in the dark.

Then—up ahead—he caught a break in the woods.

A small gravel clearing opened up on the right. A narrow two-story building sat hunched in the center of it—half store, half home, judging by the faded signage and the flicker of a TV visible upstairs through a sheer curtain.

The store was closed. Windows dark. Handwritten sign taped crooked in the glass:

"NO CASH. NO PUBLIC RESTROOM. NO EXCEPTIONS."

But there were lights on inside.

Dim. Flickering. Yellow-orange. And he saw movement. Just for a second—behind the counter or farther back in the connected house.

He hesitated in the driver’s seat.

This could be nothing. Or it could be the only person awake within twenty miles.

Dan pulled into the gravel slowly, rolling to a stop near the front door. 

He left the car idling, hand resting on the gear shift like he still might back out and keep going. 

But the meter was already under E, and his options were bleeding out fast.

He cut the engine, got out, and walked up to the door.

He raised a fist and knocked—three slow taps.

From inside, nothing moved.

Not yet.

Dan stayed in the silence, fingers flexing once at his side before he tucked them into his jacket pockets. The old man’s face, half in shadow, didn’t change. No nod. No grunt. 

No movement. Just that half-open door and those colorless eyes watching him like a stray dog at the edge of the property.

Dan cleared his throat, looked down, then back up again.

"Look, I get it. Late at night, stranger shows up. Hell, I probably wouldn’t open the door either."

The man didn’t blink.

Dan scratched the side of his jaw, slow.

"I’m not trying to make trouble. Just need to use a phone. One call. I’ll stand out here, I don’t need to come in, I just... I’m out of gas, and my card got flagged at a station back the way I came."

Still nothing.

Dan looked back toward his car, the fog now creeping around the tires like the night was swallowing it by degrees.

He turned back. Tried again.

"I swiped it like normal. Pump lit up, then boom—fraud alert. Couldn’t even authorize ten bucks to get back to the interstate."

Still silence.

"I tried calling the bank. Had to walk around holding my phone up like I was looking for God. Finally got one bar, just enough to hear the recording say their fraud department’s closed until eight."

The old man didn’t so much as shift his weight.

Dan laughed, once, but there was no joy in it. Just air and tension.

"It figures, y’know? This whole trip... everything’s... been like that. Everything. Nothing works when it’s supposed to. Doors closed. Numbers blocked. No return calls. Just static."

He waited again. Nothing. Not even a blink.

Dan’s mouth tightened. He looked down at his boots, then back up.

"I’m not trying to sell you anything. I’m not lost in the GPS sense. I know where the hell I am. That’s not the problem."

A pause.

"Okay. Alright. Listen. My wife..." he started, then stopped.

He swallowed. Looked at the man again. Still just watching.

Dan exhaled and nodded slowly. Fine. If that's what it took.

"My wife left me. Three weeks ago. Left a note on the counter. That’s all."

Nothing.

"Found out later it wasn’t just her leaving. It was who she left with. My best friend. Business partner. Same guy who also destroyed wormed me out of a fortune of a lifetime."

Still nothing. The man just stood there, half behind the door like a figure carved out of the wall.

Dan’s voice dropped.

"I built the company. Twelve years. From nothing. I was one of the founders. And in the space of a week, they voted me out. Legal, clean, quick. I signed a clause back when we were young and stupid and thought that meant trust."

Still, the man didn’t react.

Dan took a slow breath, then stepped a half-step closer. Not aggressive. Just close enough that the light caught the tired lines on his face.

"She was sick. I lost my only child almost a year ago. A daughter. Teenager. Name’s Hailey. She stopped answering my calls after everything. I don’t blame her. I was drinking too much. Stopped showing up to things.

The words sat there a moment.

Dan gave a short, bitter smile.

"Yesterday, I packed a bag. Took the car. Didn’t plan it. Didn’t map anything. Just drove. Been heading west ever since. Thought if I just kept moving, eventually something would feel different." 

He let that hang. The fog thickened at the edges of the lot, clinging to the trees like smoke that forgot to rise.

"I’m not some junkie. I’m not a thief. I’m not looking for pity. I just need to get moving again. And I need ten minutes of a working phone to do it."

Still no reaction.

Dan looked down again, then shook his head.

"Jesus, you’re really making me work for this, huh."
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The old man didn’t answer. But this time, his eyes shifted—just slightly, just enough to catch the light from the porch—and then he sighed.

It was a tired, heavy sound, the kind of exhale that came from somewhere in the chest, not the throat.

And he opened the door another four inches.

The old man stepped out slowly, letting the door creak shut behind him without looking back. Dan instinctively shifted out of the way, surprised by the sudden movement. The man didn’t speak at first. Just let his boots crunch across the gravel until he stopped a few paces from Dan, staring off into the fog like it reminded him of something he didn’t want to remember.

Dan opened his mouth, unsure if he should say thanks or sorry or both.

Then the man finally spoke—quiet, gravel-deep.

"So is it just gas you need?"

Dan blinked. The question landed sideways in his head.

"Uh... yeah. Yeah, I mean, that’s what got me stuck."

The old man turned and looked him over slowly. Not just a glance. He took his time, reading something in Dan’s posture, his hands, maybe the whole way he stood like he wasn’t sure if he should be relieved or keep apologizing.

"You sure?" the old man asked.

Dan tilted his head slightly, confused. "Yeah. I mean... yeah. I just need to get to the next station. I can call my bank in the morning. But right now, yeah, it’s just gas."

The old man shook his head—not no, not disagreement. It was more like disappointment. Like Dan had answered the wrong question on a test he didn’t know he was taking.

"Follow me," the man muttered, and turned toward the edge of the building.

Dan hesitated, then followed, boots crunching behind his. The old man didn’t talk again. Just walked around the side of the store, where a row of long-dead bulbs lined a narrow overhang. He flipped a switch by the back door. Three of the lights sputtered, then lit—dim, yellow, and buzzing like flies trapped in old glass.

He pointed off to the far corner of the lot, toward a rusted metal box half-sunk into the gravel. A crooked pipe rose out of the top, and behind it, tucked into the wall of the store, was an old standalone pump—small, square, worn to hell and nearly swallowed by vines.
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