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Chapter 1: The First Ride
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The clock on the dashboard read 2:47 AM when the ping came through.

Mia glanced at her phone, then at the pickup location. A residential street in the older part of town, the kind with trees that had grown thick enough to block streetlights. She had driven there before. No one ever walked there at this hour.

She tapped Accept.

The GPS guided her through empty intersections and past closed storefronts. The city at three in the morning was a different world—all shadows and silence, neon signs turned off, crosswalk signals blinking yellow into nothing.

Mia kept her hands at ten and two. She had been driving nights for eight months now, ever since the bakery closed and her savings started shrinking. The car was a 2015 sedan with stained upholstery and a smell of coffee that never quite left. She kept it clean enough. Clean enough for strangers who sat in her back seat and stared at their phones and said nothing.

She pulled up to the address. A two-story house with a porch light that flickered. The front yard was overgrown, grass knee-high, a bicycle rusting on its side near the steps.

No one came out.

Mia waited. The app timer counted seconds. Thirty. Forty-five. She was about to cancel when the passenger door opened.

Cold air rushed in. Not the usual night breeze—something deeper, something that smelled like damp earth and old wood.

The woman who got in wore a gray coat. That was the first thing Mia noticed. A long, pale gray coat that brushed against the seat as she slid into the back. Her hair was dark, pulled back loosely, and she did not look at Mia. She looked down at her lap, hands folded.

"Hi," Mia said. "Where are we heading?"

The woman gave an address. Her voice was soft, almost a whisper, and when she spoke, Mia caught the faint smell of something sweet and wrong. Like flowers left in water too long.

"Sure thing," Mia said, and put the car in drive.

The GPS recalculated. The route took them back toward the main roads, past the warehouse district, past the bridge that crossed over the dry creek bed. Mia glanced in the rearview mirror.

The back seat was empty.

She blinked. Her eyes flicked from the mirror to the road and back. The woman was there. Coat, dark hair, hands folded. But for a split second—less than a second—the mirror had shown nothing but shadow.

Mia swallowed. Her hands tightened on the wheel.

She looked again. The woman was still there. Her face was half-turned toward the window, pale in the passing streetlights.

"Long night?" Mia asked, trying to fill the silence.

The woman did not answer.

Mia let it drop. Some passengers did not want to talk. It was fine. Better than the ones who talked too much, who told her their life stories between sobs or slurred words.

They drove in silence for another five minutes. Mia checked the mirror again.

This time, she noticed something.

The seatbelt across the woman's chest was wet. Dark, like it had been soaked through. And the woman's coat—the collar, the shoulders—had a shine to it that had not been there before.

Mia's mouth went dry.

She pulled into the drop-off location. An apartment building, lights off, door propped open with a brick.

"We're here," Mia said.

The woman did not move.

"Ma'am? We're here."

Slowly, the woman turned her head. Mia saw her face for the first time. Ordinary. Pale. Lips pressed together. But her eyes—her eyes were wrong. Too dark. Too deep. Like looking into a room with no walls.

"Thank you," the woman said.

She got out. The door closed. The cold smell faded.

Mia sat there for a full minute, staring at the back seat.

Empty. Seatbelt dry. Nothing on the upholstery.

She drove away, telling herself she was tired. That the light had been bad. That mirrors did strange things at night.

She accepted another ride. She drove. She tried to forget.

At 3:22 AM, the ping came again.

Same address. Same name.

Mia stared at her phone.

She canceled.

The ping came again.

She accepted without thinking.
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Chapter 2: The Second Ride
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The GPS took her back to the same street. Same flickering porch light. Same rusted bicycle in the overgrown yard.

Mia parked at the curb and told herself it was a glitch. The app did that sometimes. Reassigned rides when drivers canceled. Some other passenger with the same name. A coincidence.

She waited.

The passenger door opened.

Cold air again. That same damp-earth smell. The woman in the gray coat slid into the back seat, hands folded, head down.

Mia did not speak. She just hit Navigate and pulled away from the curb.

She drove faster than before. Her eyes kept darting to the rearview mirror, but every time she looked, the woman was there. Coat. Hair. Folded hands. Nothing wrong. Nothing out of place.

Except the seatbelt was wet again.

Mia noticed it in the glow of a passing streetlight. The dark stain spreading across the fabric. And when she looked at the woman's face in the mirror, she could not quite make out the features. Blurred. Like a photo taken in motion.

She checked her speed. She was going fifty in a thirty-five zone. She slowed down.

"You came back," Mia said. The words came out before she could stop them.

The woman's head lifted slightly. Not enough to see her face in the mirror, but enough that Mia could feel her looking.

"You came back," the woman said.

Her voice was different. Fuller. Closer.

Mia's skin prickled. "I'm sorry?"

"The first time. You came back. You picked
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