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Chapter 1: The Typhoon Run
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The rain came sideways.

Fred Toly gripped the steering wheel with both hands, his knuckles white beneath the truck's green dashboard glow. The wipers fought a losing war against the water. Typhoon Quinn had made landfall six hours ago, and now the whole of New England was drowning in it.

He was running I-95 south from Portland to Boston. A routine haul. Canned goods. Fourteen pallets. Delivery by 7:00 AM or the late fee ate his profit margin. Normally he'd have pulled over at a rest area to wait out the storm. But the clock was winning.

So he drove.

The highway was empty. Not light traffic—empty. No headlights in his mirrors. No taillights ahead. Just black asphalt, white lines dissolving under standing water, and the endless slap-slap-slap of the wipers.

He checked his fuel gauge. Three-quarters of a tank. Plenty to make Boston.

His phone pinged with a weather alert. Flash flooding warning for coastal counties. He ignored it.

At 11:47 PM, he saw lights.

Two red dots, low to the ground, maybe half a mile ahead. Taillights. He squinted through the rain. The lights were attached to something big. A boxy shape. A bus.

Toly frowned. What bus runs I-95 at midnight in a typhoon?

He eased off the accelerator, letting his truck close the distance. As he got closer, the bus's outline sharpened. A Greyhound-style coach. White paint, though it looked gray under the storm clouds. The taillights glowed steady—not braking, just cruising.

The license plate came into view: X4L-9M2. Maine plates.

Toly tapped his horn. Two short beeps. Just to let the driver know he was there.

The bus slowed.

Not changed lanes. Not pulled over. Just bled off speed, dropping from what looked like sixty to forty.

Toly pulled into the left lane and accelerated to pass. As his cab drew alongside the bus, he glanced through its windows.

Darkness. The entire cabin was black. No overhead lights. No dome lights. Nothing. The rain streaked across the bus's windows, and behind the glass, he couldn't see a single shape. Not a seated passenger. Not a standing figure. Just black.

He thought: They're probably asleep. Long-haul charter. Lights off so people can rest.

It made sense. Sort of.

He pressed the accelerator and moved ahead of the bus. His headlights cut through the rain, and the bus's high beams flashed in his rearview mirror for a moment before disappearing behind the curtain of water.

He drove for another ten minutes. The rain didn't let up. The wind shook the trailer, and he had to fight to keep the rig in its lane.

Then he saw lights again.

Two red dots. Low to the ground. Half a mile ahead.

His foot lifted off the gas.

He closed the distance again. The shape resolved. A white bus. Greyhound-style. Taillights glowing steady.

He checked the license plate as he approached. X4L-9M2.

The same bus.

His mouth went dry. I just passed this thing.

He should have seen it in his mirror. Should have watched it fade into the storm behind him. But he hadn't checked. Too focused on the road. Maybe the bus had pulled off at an exit and looped back? No. The next exit was twelve miles away.

He pulled alongside again. This time, he didn't just glance. He stared.

The cabin was still black. No interior lights. No silhouettes. But something was different. The driver's seat—he could just make out its shape through the side window—was empty.

No driver.

No hands on the wheel. No head behind the headrest. Just an empty seat.

And the bus was still moving.

Toly's stomach turned to ice. He slammed the accelerator. The truck lurched forward, the engine roaring. He passed the bus again and kept going—eighty miles an hour. Eighty-five. The rain hammered the windshield, and the wipers couldn't keep up, but he didn't care.

He checked his mirror.

The bus's taillights were still there. Not fading. Holding steady. Keeping the same distance.

Then his phone spoke.

"You have arrived at your destination."

He looked at the screen. The GPS showed a map of Boston. A blue dot labeled "You are here" sat directly on top of his delivery address.

But he was still on I-95. Still surrounded by rain and darkness. No exit ramp. No city lights. Just highway.

He looked at his fuel gauge.

The needle was on E.
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​Chapter 2: The Second Pass
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He had left Portland with a full tank.

Seventy gallons. Enough for four hundred miles. He'd driven less than a hundred.

The needle didn't move when he tapped the gauge. Didn't flicker. Just sat there, flat against the empty mark.

He looked back at the road. The bus was ahead of him again. Its taillights glowed through the rain, steady and patient.

"No," he said out loud. His voice sounded small in the cab.

He grabbed his phone and swiped through the GPS. The blue dot still sat on top of his Boston address. The estimated arrival time read "Now." He zoomed out. The map showed I-95 stretching north and south, but the dot didn't move when the truck moved. It was frozen.

He threw the phone onto the passenger seat.

The bus was closer now. He hadn't accelerated toward it—it had slowed down. Matching his speed. Keeping formation.

Toly's hands were shaking. He forced them to steady on the wheel. Think. You're tired. The storm's messing with your head. There's an explanation.

He couldn't find one.

He pulled into the left lane again and drove up alongside the bus. This time, he didn't just look. He studied it.

The license plate: X4L-9M2. Maine. The letters were slightly misaligned, like the plate had been bolted on by hand.

The windows: streaked with rain, but the glass itself looked old. Not modern laminated safety glass. Something thicker. Wavy, like glass from the nineties.

And the driver's seat: empty. Completely, visibly empty. He could see through the side window into the space where a person should have been. The seat was worn. The upholstery was cracked. But there was no one sitting in it.

Then he saw the steering wheel move.

Just a fraction of an inch. A correction. The kind of small adjustment a driver makes to keep the bus in its lane.

But there was no driver.

Toly stomped the gas. The truck shot forward, passing the bus in a roar of diesel and rain. He didn't look back. He didn't check his mirror. He just drove.

Ninety miles an hour. The truck rattled. The trailer fishtailed slightly, and he had to fight to keep it straight. Rain sheeted across the windshield so fast the wipers might as well have been waving flags.

He drove until his heart stopped trying to climb out of his chest.

Then he checked his mirror.

The bus was there. Same distance. Same speed. Same steady red taillights.

He looked at his fuel gauge again. Still on E. But the truck was still running. That wasn't possible. The tank should have been dry ten miles ago.

His phone buzzed. A text message. From his own number.

He picked up the phone. The screen showed a conversation. His own contact photo. A message he had never sent.

You saw what you were supposed to see. Now take the seat.

The phone slipped out of his hand and hit the floor.

When he looked up, the bus was right in front of him. Taillights filling his windshield. He slammed the brakes, and the truck skidded, hydroplaning across the flooded asphalt. The trailer swung left. He cranked the wheel, and the rig straightened out just before it would have jackknifed.

He came to a stop in the middle of the highway.

The bus stopped too. Twenty yards ahead. Its taillights glowed red in the rain.

Neither vehicle moved.

Toly sat in the silence. The only sounds were the rain on the roof and his own breathing. Then—a sound he didn't recognize. A low, mechanical rumble.

The bus's door was opening.

No one stepped out. The door just swung open, revealing a dark rectangle in the side of the bus. Rain blew into the opening.

Toly put the truck in gear and drove around the bus. His tires splashed through standing water, and he kept his eyes forward. He didn't look at the open door. Didn't look at the empty driver's seat.

He just drove.

Ten minutes later, the GPS said, "Exit 52 — Portsmouth. One mile."

He'd passed Portsmouth an hour ago.

But the sign appeared anyway. Green. Reflective. It read: EXIT 52 — PORTSMOUTH, 1 MILE.

He took the exit.
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​Chapter 3: The Vanishing Exit
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The ramp curved away from the highway, descending into darkness. Toly's headlights swept across guardrails and overgrown weeds. The pavement was cracked. No reflectors. No streetlights.

He drove for a mile. Then another mile.

The ramp didn't end. It kept going, straight and dark, the guardrails narrowing on both sides like the throat of a bottle.

He checked his mirror. The highway was gone. Just blackness where the ramp should have connected back to the road.

He stopped the truck.

The rain was lighter here. Almost quiet. He sat in the cab and listened to the engine idle. His fuel gauge still showed empty. The needle hadn't moved.

He opened his door and stepped out.

The air smelled like wet asphalt and something else. Something old. Rotting wood. Standing water that had been standing too long.

He walked to the edge of the ramp and looked ahead. The road continued into darkness. No end in sight.

A sound behind him made him turn.

The bus was there. Parked at the top of the ramp. Its headlights were off, but its taillights glowed red. The door was still open.

Toly ran back to his truck and got in. He slammed the door and locked it. His hands found the wheel, and he turned the truck around on the narrow ramp, scraping the guardrail on both sides.

He drove back up the ramp toward the highway.

The highway wasn't there.

Where the ramp should have merged, there was only a wall of
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