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Scene 1 — After Hours


[image: ]


Mark had always believed the city sounded different after midnight—
like it finally exhaled once everyone stopped paying attention.
He stepped out of the call center with the same dull ache running down his spine, fingers stiff from hours gripping a headset. The building behind him hummed with the low machinery of night operations: vents breathing slow and tired, neon signs flickering like eyelids fighting off sleep. On nights like this, the silence didn’t feel like silence at all—more like the city was holding its breath.

The streets were emptier than usual.
Empty enough that he could see the black sheen on the asphalt stretch uninterrupted for blocks. Storefronts were shuttered, metal grates pulled down tight. The last bus had already passed, leaving the stop abandoned and colder than it should’ve been. Even the familiar billboard at the corner seemed to dim a little, its light retreating into itself.
Mark tapped his phone, ordering a taxi the way he did every night.
Routine made things feel safe—at least safe enough.
The screen blinked, processing his request.
No cars in your area.
Flat, emotionless text. A non-answer.
He let out a short, exhausted laugh.
Of course.
Tonight of all nights.
The wind threaded through the empty street, tugging lightly at his shirt. Something about it felt hollow, as if it carried more space than air. Mark sat down on the cold metal bench, hunched forward, elbows on his knees. The night pressed in around him—a little heavier than yesterday, a little too still.

He’d seen the city quiet before.
But tonight...it felt cleared out.
A minute passed.
Then another.
Somewhere deep in the alley, a low engine rumbled to life—too soft at first, like someone humming into a metal pipe. Mark glanced up.

Headlights bloomed from a dark corner where no car should’ve been able to wait.
No space.
No entry.
Yet the taxi eased out of the shadows as if it had been parked there before the street was built.
It rolled to a stop right in front of him.
Pristine.
Too pristine for a late-night shift car: paint reflecting the neon in warped, liquid shapes.
The driver looked at him through the glass—expression unreadable, posture unnervingly straight.

“You headed home?” the man asked, voice flat, almost rehearsed.

Mark nodded, gave his address, and opened the door.
His hand paused on the handle—cold.
Colder than metal should be.
He stepped in anyway.

The door shut with a muted thump.
And the silence inside the car...was different.
Dense.
Like the air had weight, pressing gently against his ribs.
The locks clicked on their own.

Mark felt that sound inside his chest more than in his ears.

Outside, the city smeared across the windows as if the glass were fogged from the inside. Buildings looked washed-out, their outlines wobbling like reflections on disturbed water. The street they pulled away from seemed to lose color with every meter.

The driver drove without speaking.
No music.
No small talk.
Just the hum of tires and a faint vibration, like something brushing along the undercarriage.
Mark swallowed. Loudly. Too loudly.

He shifted slightly to glance at the passing streetlights—each one flickering at a different rhythm, like they were reacting to the car’s presence rather than electricity.

Then—
the driver spoke.
A whisper, barely audible, as if confiding in the night more than to Mark:

“He asked to ride with us...didn’t he?”

Mark froze.

“...Who?”

The driver didn’t answer.

But Mark didn’t need an answer.

Something in the rear of the car—a sensation more than sound—made the hairs on the back of his neck rise. A pressure. A presence. As if someone sat quietly in the dark behind him.

Watching.
Listening.
Breathing without breath.
The city outside continued to thin, dissolve, and bend at the edges.

Mark kept his eyes forward.

He didn’t dare check the mirror.
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Scene 2 — The Passenger in the Back
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The first thing Mark noticed wasn’t the smell, the temperature,
or even the silence.
It was the shape.

A figure sat in the far corner of the back seat—pressed so tightly into the shadow that Mark almost dismissed him as part of the upholstery. Only when a streetlamp passed overhead did the outline sharpen: a man, small-framed, dressed entirely in black. His coat swallowed the light. His hat—pulled low—masked everything above the jawline.

Only the lower half of his face was visible.
Pale.
Still.
Too still.
Mark blinked hard, as if the light might have tricked him. But no—there was definitely someone there.

“Didn’t he say he wanted to go the same way?” the driver murmured, his voice barely audible, like he was repeating a phrase rather than explaining it.

Mark turned slightly. “Who?”

The driver didn’t answer.

The passenger didn’t move.

Not an inch.

He sat with his hands placed neatly on his lap, both palms down, fingers lined up like someone had carefully arranged them. Even when the taxi rolled over a rough patch, when the suspension jolted—his body didn’t sway, didn’t absorb the movement, didn’t react at all. A mannequin would have shifted more.

Mark swallowed.
Hard.
The driver didn’t look back at the man or acknowledge him again.
He stared straight ahead, knuckles whitening on the steering wheel.
Mark’s eyes drifted to the rearview mirror.
Carefully.
Slowly.
The angle only offered half a view—a sliver of the passenger’s chin, the line of his collar, a shadow that didn’t quite match the shape of the head above it. His coat seemed thicker than fabric should be, like something underneath strained against the seams.

And the air around him...
It felt older.
Like a library left sealed for decades.
A faint scent drifted forward.
Dust?
Old paper?
Something dry and ancient, out of place in a car that smelled faintly of vinyl and engine oil.
Mark looked away, pretending to adjust his seat.

Something’s off.
That thought pulsed like a small heartbeat beneath his ribs.
He tried listening for breathing.
Human breathing.
There was none.

Only the engine.
Only the road.
Only the quiet weight at his back.
Another streetlamp swept across the interior, and for a brief moment Mark caught a clearer glimpse of the man’s coat. The fabric seemed to swallow the light instead of reflecting it, drinking it down like velvet dipped in ink.

But something else happened, too.
Something he almost missed:
The coat didn’t cast a shadow.

Not on the seat.
Not on the floor.
Not anywhere it should’ve.
The light passed over him—and vanished.
As if the passenger existed in a different layer of the car entirely.
Mark blinked.
When his vision focused again, the coat looked normal.
The shadow—if it had ever been missing—was back.
He didn’t trust that.

His pulse quickened.

He opened his mouth to speak—to ask the driver anything, anything at all—but his throat tightened as though someone pressed a thumb against his windpipe.

The passenger sat perfectly still.

The driver kept staring ahead.

No one acknowledged the wrongness.

And that silence, that deliberate refusal to see,
was somehow worse than if the man had moved.
Mark’s fingers twitched at his side.

He wasn’t sure why he imagined the scene so vividly:
the driver pretending the passenger wasn’t there
and the passenger pretending the driver wasn’t alive.
The taxi turned.
Light flickered.
Shadows shifted—
But the man in the back never blinked.
Never breathed.
Never reacted.
Instead, he remained folded into himself, hands resting exactly where they had from the moment Mark entered the car, as if he’d been waiting—not to go anywhere—

but simply to be noticed.
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Scene 3 — Small Things Start to Break
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The road felt too even—too perfectly smooth—like the city had scraped itself clean just for this one ride. The tires hummed against the asphalt, the only sound that dared fill the closed space. Mark sat without moving, aware of a thin membrane of air around his body, as if something had pressed distance between him and the other two figures in the car.

The driver stayed silent.
Not a word since the last forced explanation.
But the furrow between his brows had deepened, carved into something older, like a bruise that had learned to stay.
Streetlights flickered outside in uneven pulses—bright, dim, gone—never in the same rhythm twice. But the strangeness wasn’t in the lights. It wasn’t even outside. It was spreading from a point somewhere inside the car.

The radio hissed once, then dissolved into static, a long exhale swallowed by the dark.
Mark’s phone, which he’d left open on a GPS screen, faded to black.
Then re-lit.
Unable to locate.

Words that should’ve been technical felt personal.
Cold enough to sting.
Mark shifted in his seat. Something in the air had thickened—like humidity without warmth. A subtle scent rose from the back seat, drifting forward with every shallow turn of the car. Not rot. Not sweat. Something earthier.

Wet soil.

The kind you smell when something has been buried for too long.

He didn’t want to turn around.
But he did.
Very slowly.

At first glance, the man in the back hadn’t moved. His posture still folded inward, hat covering everything but the pale angle of his jaw. But the longer Mark looked, the more he realized that the stillness wasn’t stillness at all—it was misalignment.

The angle of the man’s head...
was wrong.
Not dramatically.
Just enough that Mark’s mind couldn’t map the posture to a living body.
A stiff tilt.
Too slow for motion, too quick for settling.
“Do you see it?” Mark whispered.

The driver answered after too long—choosing his words as though the wrong syllable might wake something.

“...Yes.”

The word struck the air like a stone dropped in deep water—silent, heavy, irreversible.

Mark looked again.

The collar of the man’s coat had shifted. It hadn’t been that high before. And the shoulder seams stretched at a new angle, as though something beneath the fabric had swollen or rearranged.

Then he saw the hand.

The passenger’s fingers—still resting on his lap—were no longer flat. They curled inward, just a little. Not movement. More like the hand had been placed in a new position, by someone with a poor understanding of human joints.

A gesture waiting for an object.
A grip without a purpose yet.
Mark’s breath stuttered.

Under the seat, something scraped.
A soft, deliberate scritch.
Not metal.
Not fabric.
Something pushing against the structure from inside.
He clamped his teeth shut.

The driver spoke without looking back.

“It
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