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Chapter 1 – The Birth
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The cabin smells like iron and pine sap.

Dalton has noticed it the moment the first scream split the night—sharp, wet, wrong. It cuts through the wind rattling the windows and lodges somewhere behind his eyes. He stands uselessly near the fireplace, hands stained red, watching Jessica fold inward on herself like something collapsing from the inside out.

This isn’t how birth is supposed to go.

Not like this.

The pregnancy had been too fast. Everyone has said so, even when they pretended not to notice. Weeks compressing into months, her body swelling with a violence that made Dalton avert his eyes. Jessica had smiled through it all—serene, smug, assured—telling him not to worry, telling him this was how it had to be.

And he has listened.

He always does.

The cabin is buried deep in the mountains of Georgia, miles from the nearest town, farther still from anyone who might ask questions. Snow presses against the windows like a held breath. The road vanished hours ago, swallowed by weather and dark. Dalton had driven the last mile gripping the wheel so hard his hands went numb, wondering when exactly his life had narrowed to this—this woman, this isolation, this unnamable dread curling in his gut.

Jessica screams again. The sound doesn't belong to her throat. It comes from somewhere deeper, older, as if something else was trying to claw its way out.

“Dalton,” she gasps, eyes blazing, unfocused. “Don’t stop now.”

He moves when she says his name. He always moves.

He kneels beside the bed, his mind fracturing—half of it cataloging the mess, the blood soaking into the blankets, the unnatural heat radiating from her skin; the other half drifting backward through the past few months like a slow, shameful reel.

The lies he’d told.

The errands he’d run.

The way he’d stopped asking why because she always had an answer ready.

He’d told himself he was helping. Protecting. Fixing something that had gone wrong long before he ever touched it. But standing there now, watching Jessica’s body strain against something it should never have carried, Dalton knows the truth.

He hasn’t just been helping her.

He has been useful.

The room shifts. The lights flicker—not electrical, but something stranger, like the air itself has dimmed. Dalton feels it then, the way he’d felt it at the séance months ago: the sense of being watched by something patient and amused.

Jessica laughs suddenly, a thin, breathless sound that makes his stomach drop.

“She’s tired,” she whispers. “Did you know that? Melody is always so tired.”

Dalton freezes.

He hasn’t spoken his sister’s name in weeks. He’d tried not to think about the way she’d been hollowed out, how she’d gone quiet, pliable, like a shell left behind after something crawled inside, consuming her. He’d told himself she’d left. That she’d chosen distance. That it was easier not to know.

Jessica arches violently, and Dalton cries out as the air seems to fold inward. For a moment—just a moment—he sees it.

Not with his eyes.

With something older.

Melody’s face, pale and slack, dissolving like mist. Her presence thinning, unraveling, slipping away thread by thread until there is nothing left to hold onto. No resistance. No fight.

Just absence.

Jessica screams again, but this time it ends abruptly—in a sharp inhale, in sudden stillness. The cabin goes quiet except for Dalton’s ragged breathing and the crackle of the fire.

Then a sound.

A thin, wet cry.

Dalton stares at the child in disbelief as Jessica collapses back against the pillows, smiling like she’s won something sacred. The baby is impossibly small, skin flushed too dark, eyes squeezed shut as if offended by the world it has entered.

“That’s her,” Jessica says softly. “Do you feel it?”

Dalton does.

Something shifts.

The room feels lighter, emptier—like a pressure has lifted from the walls. Jessica reaches for the baby with hands that are no longer shaking, her exhaustion already receding, her strength returning in unnerving waves.

As she presses the child to her chest, Dalton watches the change settle into her bones. Her breathing evened. Her color deepened. She looks... whole.

Complete.

He stumbles back, horror blooming too late to stop it.

“What did you do?” he whispers.

Jessica looks up at him, eyes sharp and satisfied. “I survived,” she says. “That’s all anyone ever does.”

Outside, the wind howls through the trees, rattling the cabin like a warning. Dalton sinks into a chair, head in his hands, the weight of his choices finally crushing him.

He had helped her run.

Helped her hide.

Helped her disappear.

And now there is a child in the world who should not exist, born of theft and silence and something far darker than grief.

Jessica rocks gently, humming under her breath.

Somewhere far away, Melody, his sister, is completely gone.

And Dalton knows—with sickening clarity—that this is only the beginning.
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Chapter 2 – The Baby
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The snow refuses to stop.

It presses against the cabin windows like something alive. Layer after layer, thick and silent, swallowing the mountain until the world beyond the porch ceased to exist. No road. No sky. No horizon. Only white.

Inside, the air feels thin — stretched so tight it could split with the slightest movement.

Dalton stands in the quiet and mourns his sister.

Melody hadn’t been sweet in years, not since childhood — all blonde curls and impossible blue eyes framed by long lashes. As a toddler she’d wrapped him around her finger without even trying. He had loved being her big brother. Loved the certainty of it. The promise he’d made to himself: I’ll protect her. Always.

That was before the car crash.

Before he was nineteen and standing in a hospital corridor with no parents and a sister who suddenly looked at him like he had answers. He became guardian overnight. Provider. Disciplinarian. The closest thing she had to a father.

He tried.

God, he tried.

But the harder he tightened his grip, the further she slipped. First came the lies. Then the older men. Then the careful manipulation — bending situations, bending people, bending truth until the world tilted in her favor. She chased impossible dreams and expected reality to adjust.

And still, he loved her.

He loved her even when she grew reckless. Even when she turned volatile. Even when she tried to destroy the woman he loves, tried to seduce and manipulate, tried to fake a pregnancy for leverage. Even at the end, when her mind fractured into something sharp and desperate, she was still his little sister.

Then Jessica took her.

Slipped inside her skin. Wore her face.

Jessica looks like Melody — same mouth, same eyes — but it’s hollow now. A body without its owner. A carefully preserved shell.

When Dalton made his choice — when he chose to help Jessica survive — he told himself it was to save Melody one last time. He believed, stupidly, that if he cooperated, if he complied, Jessica would let her go.

Release her.

Return her.

But standing in the thin, brittle air of the cabin, he understands the truth at last.

Melody isn’t trapped.

She isn’t sleeping.

She isn’t waiting to come back.

She is gone.

Dalton has not slept more than an hour at a time since the birth.

The baby does not cry.

That is the first wrong thing.

Jessica sits in the rocking chair near the stone fireplace, her body still too thin for what it’s endured. The labor had been swift. Brutal in its speed, but not in its pain. She had barely screamed. Barely sweated.

Now she watches the child in her arms with an expression Dalton could not name.

“You should rest,” he warns for the third time that morning.

Jessica doesn’t look at him. “I’m not tired.”

Her voice carries no strain. No softness either. Just... calm.

The baby’s eyes are open.

Newborns aren't supposed to focus like that. He remembered reading something about it months ago, before everything spiraled. Babies see only shapes. Light. Blur.

This one watches, everything.

Watches him.

“What are we calling her?” he asks, because he can’t bear the silence.

Jessica finally shifts her gaze.

“Cielle.”

The name falls into the room like something placed deliberately.

“Cielle?” Dalton repeats. Testing it out.

“Yes.” Her lips curve slightly. “She needs something open. Endless. It means “sky” in French.”

Dalton looks outside, the sky is gone entirely. He swallows. “It’s pretty.”

Jessica stands slowly, cradling the baby with unsettling steadiness. She had given birth less than forty-eight hours ago. She should have been weak. Shaking. Sore.

She moves like someone who has been restored.

He notices it more each hour.

Color has returned to her cheeks. The hollowness beneath her eyes has faded. The fragile, feverish edge she’d carried through the pregnancy was gone.

Meanwhile, Cielle barely sleeps.

Barely moves.

But she watches.

*********************
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DALTON WAKES TO THE sound of the rocking chair creaking.

He still hasn’t heard the baby cry. He also hasn’t heard Jessica get up. The fire burns low, casting long, crooked shadows across the walls. Jessica sits in the chair again, Skye against her chest. But she isn’t rocking. She is whispering. Low. Rhythmic. Almost soothing. He strains to catch the words, but they are wrong somehow. Not English. Not anything he recognizes.

“Jessica,” he says quietly.

She stops. Slowly, she turns her head toward him. The room feels colder.

“She’s hungry,” Jessica says.

Dalton stands, rubbing his face. “You didn’t wake me.”

“You looked tired.”

Something about the way she says it unsettles him. As if she is observing him from a distance. Studying him.

He steps closer.

Cielle’s eyes are open again. Wide. Unblinking. The baby’s gaze locks onto his. A pulse of pressure hits his ears — subtle but unmistakable. Like descending too quickly in an airplane. He staggers back half a step.

Jessica smiles faintly.

“She recognizes you,” she says.

“She’s two days old.”

“Yes.”

The way she answers makes his stomach tighten.

*********************
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THREE DAYS AFTER THE birth, Dalton finds blood in the sink. Not fresh. Not bright. Dark.

Jessica stands at the counter, gripping the edge. Her reflection in the small mirror looks... wrong. Slightly delayed.

“You’re bleeding,” he says.

She glances down, almost surprised. “Oh.”

That was all.

“Oh.”

He moves toward her, but she steps back. “It doesn’t matter.”

“It does matter.”

She tilts her head, studying him like he is the fragile one. “This body was always temporary.”

The words hit him hard. “What does that mean?”

Jessica wipes the blood away with a dishrag and drops it into the sink. The cloth soaked quickly. “Dalton,” she says softly, almost kindly, “you knew I wouldn’t last.”

His chest tightens. “You said the pregnancy would stabilize you.”

“It did.”

The fire snaps in the hearth behind them. She turns toward the living room where Cielle lay in the bassinet, eyes open again. Always open. “It anchored me,” Jessica continues.

His mouth goes dry.

Anchored.

“Jessica,” he whispers. “What did you do?”

She faces him fully now. And for a flicker of a second — just a flicker — something behind her eyes shifts. Older. Colder. “I survived.”

*********************
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THAT NIGHT DALTON DOESN'T sleep at all, again. He sits near the bassinet while Jessica rests upstairs. If she is resting. Cielle does not move. She lay perfectly still, staring at the ceiling. Dalton leans closer. Her gaze slides to him. Too smooth. Too deliberate. His throat tightens. “You’re just a baby,” he whispers.

The cabin groans as wind batters its frame. For a heartbeat — only one — Cielle’s lips curve. Not gas. Not reflex. A smile. Small. Knowing.

Upstairs, Jessica laughs. Not loudly. But clearly. And Dalton understands. The pregnancy was short because it didn’t need time. It needed a door. Jessica had not feared death. She had been preparing. Melody’s body had been the first shell. The next one will be permanent.

Cielle’s eyes do not blink.

And neither does the storm outside.
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Chapter 3 – The Shift
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Florida does not know how to hold winter. The air remains thick, humid, faintly sweet with orange blossoms that refused to die back. The sky stretches wide and blue and deceptively endless.

But inside the house, something has shifted.

Marcus feels it first in the walls. Not movement. Not noise. A settling that is too complete. His girlfriend’s house has always carried tension — especially with Jessica’s shadow woven into its corners. It had creaked in protest. Breathed at odd hours. Pressed against the silence. Now it feels... emptied. Like something has been removed with surgical precision.

He stands in the foyer, palm flat against the cool plaster.

Gone.

“Marcus?” Alexis’ voice drifts from the kitchen, soft but unsteady.

He turns toward her. His girlfriend stands near the island, fingers resting lightly against her chest as if to steady her own heartbeat. Even shaken, she is striking — black hair falling loose over her shoulders, porcelain skin a shade paler than usual, making her eyes seem darker, deeper.

“You felt that too,” she says.

It isn’t a question.

Marcus nods once, dragging a hand through his dark hair. The gesture is restless, betraying what his face tries to conceal. He looks composed, still infuriatingly handsome — but something beneath the surface is unsettled.

“When?” he asks quietly.

“Three nights ago.”

The exact night the air seemed to thin. The night the house exhaled and didn’t draw breath again.

They knew something was coming. They’d felt it building in the weeks before — a pressure in the walls, a hum beneath the floors. But it had only been three months since everything fractured. Three months since secrets spilled into the open. Since the ghosts decided whether to linger or finally leave.

Three months of peace for a house that knew things.

Too much, perhaps.

He’d woken that night gasping from a dream he couldn’t fully remember, and the sensation of something slipping free.

Alexis swallows. “It’s starting again.”

Marcus studies her carefully. “I had a dream of a cabin in the mountains covered in snow. Something inside was watching me.”

“Do you think it will stay there?” She hesitates. “Or try to come back.”

******************
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UPSTAIRS, ANGELINE moves slower than usual.

Pregnancy has gentled her. Her pregnancy has softened her edges. It has rounded the sharp corners of her temper, slowed her steps, made every movement deliberate. Protective. There is a quiet steadiness in her now that didn’t exist before — as if the life growing inside her requires her to be clear, grounded, certain.

She finds herself wondering what this baby will look like.

Alexis carries Will’s dark features — strong lines, deep-set eyes. Charlie inherited her wild red hair and constellation of freckles. Genetics feels almost whimsical in comparison to everything else that has unraveled.

For a fleeting moment, her mind drifts to Dalton — to his wavy blond hair, his broad shoulders, the easy physical strength he once seemed so sure of.

She stills. Draws in a slow breath. Then she pushes the thought away.

He left. Made a choice. Didn’t even say goodbye.

Three nights ago, she remembered pausing halfway down the hallway.

A pressure gathered low in her abdomen — not pain.

Awareness.

The baby shifted sharply.

Not the soft flutter she’d grown used to.

A jolt.

Her breath caught.

“It’s okay,” she whispered automatically, palm pressing against the curve of her stomach.

But the house feels different now.

Still. Too still. As if it is listening from farther away.

She closes her eyes.

And for the briefest moment, she feels the distance.

Not physical distance.

A line stretching north.

Cold.

High elevation.

Wind against wood.

She inhales sharply and the sensation vanishes.

Pregnancy hormones, she tells herself.

Exhaustion.

But when she opens her eyes, she knows one thing with a clarity that frightens her:

Jessica has not ended.

She has relocated.

*****************
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EARLIER, THE DINING room had been full of paper and possibility. Kayley and Jules sat across from one another at the long table, laptops open, college applications half-finished. Acceptance essays blinked on their screens. Brochures from universities up north were fanned between them — campuses dusted in autumn leaves, brick buildings framed by snow in glossy photographs. 

Alexis’ best friends are sisters — opposites in every visible way, yet bound by something unshakable.

Kayley is all sharp edges and easy confidence, her dyed-blonde pixie cut perpetually tousled, her posture relaxed like nothing in the world can rattle her. She moves through life with a quiet defiance, laid back on the surface but always watching.

Jules, on the other hand, is precision and polish. Her long brown hair is usually pulled into a flawless ponytail, not a strand out of place. She favors structure, plans color-coded down to the hour, and carries herself with a composed grace that makes people underestimate how strong she really is.

They’ve endured more than most — secrets, upheaval, the kind of chaos that reshapes you — but it has only welded them closer. Now, with college applications spread across the dining table and acceptance letters on the horizon, they share something lighter: anticipation. For the first time in a long while, the future feels open.

And they are ready to step into it.

“Imagine this in winter,” Kayley had said, tapping one of the brochures. “Real seasons.”

“Real freezing,” Jules corrected, though she smiled.

Alexis lingered near the doorway, listening to their easy bickering, the scratch of pens, the soft hum of ambition. It should have felt hopeful.

Instead, unease pressed against her ribs.

Snow.

The image lodged somewhere she couldn’t explain.

******************
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THAT NIGHT, AFTER KAYLEY and Jules head home and the house settles into its usual quiet, the dream finds her.

White — but not the peaceful kind.

It is a suffocating white. Snow so thick it swallows sound, erases direction, buries everything familiar. Trees bow under its weight, branches straining. A cabin sits half-consumed by drifts, nearly gone — except for one narrow window casting a thin, unnatural glow into the dark.

Inside that window, something is awake.

Alexis jolts upright, breath snagging painfully in her chest.

Her bedroom is heavy with humid Florida air, the ceiling fan humming overhead — but cold clings to her bones like frostbite. Her pulse thunders in her ears as she presses her palm to her sternum, as if she can steady whatever just followed her back.

Across the hall, a door creaks open.

Her mother’s silhouette appears in the dim light. “Alexis?” Angeline’s voice is quiet. Careful. “Are you alright?”

The answer leaves Alexis before she can think better of it. “You saw it too.”

A pause.

Then, softer, “The mountains,” Angeline whispers.

“Snow. Georgia.” The word feels foreign and certain all at once. Alexis doesn’t know how she knows — only that she does. The certainty settles deeper than fear. “Marcus had the same dream.”

“We’ve never been there,” Angeline says, though it sounds less like reassurance and more like a question she doesn’t want answered.

Silence thickens in the hallway, dense as the snow itself.

Downstairs, the house releases a slow, low groan — not the tired shift of old wood.

Aware.

Alexis swallows hard. “It wasn’t just a cabin.”

“No,” Angeline agrees.

In the dream, the window had not been empty.

Something inside had been looking out.

Watching.

Waiting.

Angeline’s hand drifts instinctively to her stomach, protective without thought. The gesture tightens the air between them.

And a colder realization begins to take shape.

What if isolation wasn’t about hiding at all?

What if it was about guarding something — something that wasn’t ready to be found?

****************
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THE NEXT MORNING ARRIVES gently.

The kind of Florida morning that feels harmless — pale sunlight spilling across hardwood floors, the scent of coffee drifting through open windows, the slow hum of a house waking without complaint.

Will sits in the small office off the front hall, sleeves rolled to his forearms, reading glasses low on his nose. His pencil tapping absently against the margin as he reviews numbers. Outside, a mockingbird chatters. He enjoys working more from home, so he can be close to Angeline while she’s pregnant. 

Somewhere upstairs, plumbing sighs.

Normal.

Peaceful.

For months now, the house has felt... settled. Not tense. Not watchful. Just present. As if whatever had once coiled in its beams had loosened its grip and decided to coexist.

In the kitchen, Angeline and Kari sit at the wide farmhouse table, steam curling lazily from their coffee mugs as sunlight spills across the worn wood.

Kari tucks one leg beneath her, cardigan sliding off one shoulder, her blonde wavy hair gathered into a loose braid that’s already half-escaping. “I’m just saying,” she smirks, “if your little bun in the oven grows up thinking this place is normal, we’ve officially failed her.”

Angeline laughs under her breath, her palm resting over the gentle curve of her stomach. “Charlie seems unaffected so far. Define normal.” She glances toward the cabinets where her red-haired toddler is happily clanging pots and pans together like he’s conducting his own chaotic symphony.

“Not haunted-adjacent,” Kari replies dryly.

“I prefer historically layered,” Angeline counters.

Their smiles linger.

Through the kitchen window, the backyard stretches into soft morning light. The section of garden that had once been violently dug up — soil overturned, roots exposed, secrets dragged into daylight — now looks almost impossibly healthy. Fresh green shoots push confidently through dark earth. The hydrangeas have come back fuller than before. Even the grass has grown in thicker, brighter, as if whatever disturbance once lingered there has finally settled.

They uncovered seven bodies buried beneath the garden—three women, one infant, and three dogs. At first, suspicion fell on Thomas Evers, the home’s original owner. And while he was responsible for concealing the crimes more than a century ago, he was not their cause. Thomas remained tied to Angeline’s house out of guilt, not malice. In the end, he redeemed himself—saving Angeline from Melody, Will’s unhinged assistant and Dalton’s sister.

The true killer was Jessica.

A spirit who lingered across the property at Kari’s house, Jessica was responsible for the deaths of Lilibet, her child, and her dogs. Thomas’s wife, Lilibet, had been silenced for decades—her memories stripped, her presence reduced to a wandering echo within Angeline’s halls. Only after Madame Serafina forced Jessica out was Lilibet finally freed and reunited with her daughter, Victoria.

Thomas and his first wife, Loretta, died by suicide. Loretta moved on. Thomas did not.

He stayed.

But no longer as something angry or vengeful—now he watches. Guards.

And when it mattered most, he saved Jessica’s child. The baby was conceived out of jealousy and manipulation, by a mother who despised being trapped. Jessica never wanted the baby, she just wanted what Lilibet had – Thomas.

That baby survived and was adopted within the family, ensuring Thomas’ bloodline continued. Generations later, it leads to Marcus—Alexis’s boyfriend—Thomas’ great-great-grandson.

Jessica died in childbirth, but refused to move on.

She remained—watching, influencing, reshaping the truth to suit her. And in the end, she found her escape.

She took a body.

Melody’s.

And vanished—

with Dalton months ago.

Kari follows Angeline’s gaze. “The garden looks better,” she says quietly.

“It does,” Angeline agrees. “Like it healed. We’re all starting to heal.”

Just a few short months ago, the two neighbors had been bound together by whispers, secrets, and things that moved when they shouldn’t. Since then, they’ve welcomed the quiet. Both Angeline’s house and Kari’s bed and breakfast next door have settled into something that almost resembles ordinary life.

No cold drafts.

No unexplained footsteps.

No sense of being watched from darkened windows.

Just coffee. Sunlight. A thriving garden.

Peace — or something very close to it.

******************
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IN THE OFFICE, WILL reaches for his mug.

A picture frame falls off the wall.

It doesn’t tilt.

It doesn’t slip.

It drops — sharp and sudden — striking the hardwood with a crack that splits the quiet clean in two.

Will jerks upright. “What the—”

Glass hasn’t shattered, but the impact echoes. He exhales sharply, already moving. “Okay. Fine. Gravity,” he mutters.

He crouches, lifting the frame. It’s a family photo — slightly crooked in its matting now. He frowns, checking the hook on the wall.

Still secure.

He straightens, reaching to set the frame back on the wall temporarily.

Behind him, his coffee cup slides.

Not tips.

Slides.

A smooth, deliberate glide across polished wood.

Will turns just in time to watch it slip off the edge and shatter against the floor.

Coffee splashes across the baseboards, dark and spreading.

He stares at the mess.

His pulse climbs slowly, deliberately. “Nope,” he murmurs under his breath. “No. We are not doing this again.”

In the kitchen, both women freeze at the crash.

Will appears in the doorway moments later, jaw tight, socks damp where he’s stepped through coffee. “Okay,” he says, too evenly. “What’s going on?”

Angeline straightens. “What do you mean?”

“My frame fell off the wall.” He gestures vaguely toward the hall. “Then my coffee just... launched itself.”

Kari lifts her brows. “Launched?”

“Slid. Whatever. It didn’t fall normally.”

Angeline studies him carefully. “The house has been calm.”

“I know.” His voice drops. “That’s the problem.”

The words land heavier than intended.

Angeline and Kari had heard it too — something in the crash that didn’t feel accidental.

“The frame hook was still in place,” he says quietly. “And the cup didn’t tip. It moved.”

Angeline’s hand settles protectively over her stomach again. Unconscious. Instinctive.

Will notices.

And something tightens behind his ribs. “For months,” he says, softer now, “this place has felt... accepting. Like it decided we could stay.”

Kari forces a half-smile. “Maybe it’s just reminding you who pays the mortgage.”

He doesn’t smile back.

Because beneath the lightness, he feels it too.

A shift.

Subtle.

Like a breath drawn in and not yet released.

The house creaks then — long and low — not angry.

Not violent.

Just... adjusting.

And for the first time in a while, none of them are entirely sure to what to think.
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Chapter 4 – The Transfer
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The snow still has not stopped. It presses against the cabin walls in heavy silence, sealing every seam, swallowing the world beyond the drifts. Inside, the air smells of pine smoke and something faintly metallic beneath it.

Dalton waits until she sleeps.

Or at least until her breathing slows enough to mimic it.

He stands from the narrow cot carefully, muscles stiff from cold and confinement. His jaw is rough with days of neglect, his blonde hair falling into his eyes. He hasn’t seen a mirror in weeks, but he can feel the change in himself — thinner. Harder. Coiled.

The door is bolted, but he’s studied it. The wood near the hinge has warped slightly from moisture. The window in the back room sticks but doesn’t latch completely.

He moves toward it.

Slow. Silent.

Each step deliberate against the creaking floorboards.

He reaches the back room and grips the window frame, easing it upward. It resists at first, then gives with a muted groan. Cold air slashes across his face — sharp, clean, real.

Freedom.

He swings one leg over the sill, boots sinking into the packed drift outside. Snow bites instantly through the fabric.

He doesn’t hesitate.

He shifts his weight forward —

“Dalton.”

Her voice is calm.

Too calm.

He freezes.

Jessica stands in the doorway behind him, wrapped in a pale sweater that makes her look softer than she is. Her light hair falls loose over her shoulders. In the dim light, her expression is almost gentle.

“You’ll die out there,” she says quietly.

He doesn’t turn around. “I’ll take my chances.”

“No.” The word is simple. Certain. “You won’t.”

Snow gusts between them, scattering across the floor.

He finally looks at her. “This isn’t protection. This is a prison.”

A flicker passes through her eyes — irritation? Hurt? It’s gone too quickly to name.

“You weren’t supposed to fight it,” she replies. “You were supposed to understand.”

“Understand what?”

“That this is bigger than you.”

He almost laughs. “What do you mean?”

Her gaze drops briefly — not to his face.

To his chest.

Then lower.

To the steady rise and fall of his breath.

“I need you,” she says.

He goes still.

“For what?”

Jessica steps closer, the snow melting into the floor between them. “For the transfer.”

The words land wrong.

Dalton’s brow tightens. “Transfer of what?”

She tilts her head slightly, studying him as if he’s behind on something obvious. “Energy doesn’t disappear, Dalton. It moves. It changes vessels.”

Cold creeps deeper into his bones, and it has nothing to do with the air outside. “You said this place was about isolation,” he says carefully.

“It is,” she answers. “Isolation creates purity. Undisturbed growth.”

His pulse pounds in his ears. “What’s growing?” he asks.

Her lips curve faintly — not a smile. “Something that needs anchoring.”

She reaches for his wrist before he can pull back. Her grip is stronger than it should be. “You’re the bridge,” she whispers. “You always were.”

He jerks his arm free, stepping fully back into the cabin. Snow collapses into the space he’d nearly escaped through. “I’m not part of this,” he snaps.

“You already are.” Her voice sharpens now, composure cracking at the edges. “You think you being here is coincidence? You think your dreams are random?”

His stomach drops. He’s been dreaming of a little girl.

Jessica moves to the window and slams it shut with a decisive thud.

The latch clicks.

Final.

“You can’t leave,” Jessica says, no softness left now. “Not until it’s done.”

The cabin settles around them, wood popping quietly in the cold.

Outside, the snow keeps falling.

Inside, Dalton realizes the storm isn’t what’s trapping him.

It’s her.

*******************
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THE BABY IS GROWING too fast.

Cielle was born less than a week ago.

She should still be fragile. Swaddled. Sleeping in uneven stretches.

Jessica stands near the fire, one palm hovering inches from the flames, eyes unfocused. “She’s stabilizing,” she murmurs.

Dalton’s jaw tightens. “She’s an infant.”

“She’s a vessel.”

He hates how calmly she says it. “Newborns don’t lift their heads,” Dalton says quietly.

“They do when they’re aligning,” Jessica replies.

She’s fading faster now. Her hands tremble when she reaches for anything solid. Blood slips from her nose without warning — thin at first, now heavier. Sometimes it runs from the corner of her mouth, bright against her pale skin. She wipes it away with impatience, but it keeps coming.

And sometimes—

Sometimes she flickers.

Not metaphorically.

Dalton sees it when she moves across the room. Her edges shimmer, thin; the logs of the cabin wall are briefly visible through her ribs before she snaps back into place. Each time it lasts longer.

“You’re burning out,” he says when she grips the table to steady herself.

“I’m transitioning,” she corrects.

Outside, the snow has stopped falling, but the world remains buried. No tracks. No sound. No rescue. Dalton has tried the phone every day. He climbed the ridge behind the cabin where the trees thinned just enough to expose a sliver of sky. He held the device up until his shoulder ached, willing a signal into existence.

Nothing.

No reception.

No way to warn anyone.

Because if Cielle is growing like Jessica claims — if a week-old child is already holding her head up, already tracking movement with deliberate focus — then this isn’t isolated.

It’s already happening.

That night Jessica can barely stand. She sits near the fire wrapped in a blanket, skin so translucent the blue veins at her wrists look painted on. Her breathing is shallow, irregular.

“How long?” Dalton asks.

She closes her eyes. “A few more days.”

“For what?”

“For her body to finish adapting.” A faint smile touches her lips. “It has to be strong enough.”

“To survive you,” he says flatly.

“To hold me,” she corrects.

Blood drips onto the floor between them.

“You’re dying,” Dalton says.

“Yes.”

No denial. No fear.

“That was always part of it.”

He crouches in front of her. “Why Cielle?”

Jessica’s gaze sharpens despite her weakness.

“Because she was born open,” she says softly. “No resistance. No interference. Clean.”

“And you just decided she belongs to you?”

“She doesn’t belong to anyone yet.”

Rage flashes through him. “She’s a child.”

“She’s a doorway.”

The cabin groans as if in agreement.

Jessica reaches for his wrist suddenly. Her grip is ice-cold, but strong.

“You’re not done,” she says.

“I’m not helping you.”

“You misunderstand.” Her eyes gleam fever-bright. “You’re staying.”

“For what?”

“To guard me.”

The words land heavier than the snow outside.

He pulls free. “You think I’d protect you?”

“I know you will.”

Her certainty unsettles him more than any threat.

Later, sleep drags him under despite his resistance. The dream comes again. Snow stretches in every direction, bright and endless. The little girl stands ahead of him. Dark hair unmoving. White dress unstained by the cold. Eyes older than her body.

“She’s not yours,” Dalton says immediately.

The girl tilts her head.

“She will be.”

“You can’t just take a life.”

“I’m not taking,” she says gently. “I’m continuing.”

The snow between them cracks.

“You don’t have enough time,” he tells her.

Her smile is small. Patient.

“I only need a few more days.”

He wakes with a violent gasp.

Across the room, Jessica is sitting upright in the dark.

Not flickering.

Not bleeding.

Just watching him.

Waiting.

And for the first time, Dalton understands something worse than death:

The transfer won’t require Cielle to disappear.

Only to grow.

And Jessica is counting down.

***********************
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THE KNOCK COMES AT dusk. Three steady raps. Not desperate. Not weak.

Certain.

Dalton opens the cabin door.

The girl on the porch is young. Dark hair plastered to her cheeks from rain. Her hands cradle her stomach. “My car broke down,” she says, breath hitching. “I’m—I’m in labor.”

A contraction steals the rest.

Her name is Piper.

Dalton feels it immediately. The wrongness. She looks like the little girl from his dream. Not exact. But close enough. 

Behind him, Jessica appears. Radiant. Calm. Prepared. “Oh sweetheart,” she says softly. “Come in.” As if she’s been waiting.

The labor is fast. Too fast.

The storm outside intensifies, thunder shaking the cabin frame.

Piper screams.

Dalton grips her hand.

“You’re okay,” he lies.

Jessica kneels between Piper’s knees like a midwife carved from marble.

Unblinking.

Watching.

Waiting.

“Push,” Jessica whispers.

The baby crowns.

Blood spills too quickly.

Too much.

Dalton notices first.

“Jessica—”

“I know,” she replies calmly.

Piper’s eyes find Dalton’s.

Terrified.

“Please don’t let me—”

The rest dissolves into a scream.

The baby slips into Jessica’s waiting hands.

And at that exact moment—

Piper goes still.

No long struggle. No fading. Just—

Gone.

Her eyes stare at the ceiling.

Just like Jessica’s did. The first time she died.

Dalton feels the room tilt. “Jessica...”

But Jessica isn’t looking at Piper. She’s looking at the child. The newborn doesn’t cry. Doesn’t move.

The air thickens.

Heavy.

Pressurized.

Jessica lowers her forehead to the infant and smiles. “You remember,” she breathes.

The fire in the hearth gutters. Then turns blue. Wind slams the cabin walls though the windows are closed.

Dalton stumbles backward as the temperature plummets.

Jessica inhales sharply. But it isn’t air she takes in.

It’s something else.

Something pulling.

Something tearing.

Her body jerks violently. Her spine arches. Her mouth opens in a silent scream.

And then—

The baby gasps.

At the same time—

In the far corner of the cabin, in the small bassinet near the window—

Cielle opens her eyes.

She has been there the entire time. Silent. Watching. She never cries. Never fusses. Too observant for an infant. Her tiny fingers curl into fists.
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