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Chapter 1 – The Last Bus to Nowhere
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The rain had been falling since dusk, turning the city into a silver blur of reflections. Streetlights shimmered on wet asphalt, and puddles mirrored the gray sky’s exhausted tears. At the far end of the street, where the usual hum of taxis faded into the quiet sigh of midnight, a small bus stop stood—its shelter flickering with a lonely neon glow.

Elara pulled her coat tighter around her shoulders, shivering as the wind sneaked beneath the hem. Her watch read 12:07 a.m. The last bus had been due at twelve, and yet she waited. The schedule taped behind the fogged glass declared in faded ink that the final route of the night, the Number 9, passed this stop only once after midnight. It was an old, almost forgotten route—one that meandered through the city’s outskirts before vanishing into the industrial shadows near the hills.

She hadn’t planned to be here. The evening had gone wrong in every possible way. The café job she’d taken to pay rent had turned into another dead end when the owner announced layoffs. Her phone was nearly dead, and the rain had soaked through her boots. All she wanted was to get home, dry her clothes, and pretend that tomorrow might be better.

The bus stop’s lone light flickered again, casting the road into near darkness. The silence was strange, too complete. Even the rain seemed quieter here. Then, from far down the street, came a faint hum—soft at first, like the vibration of a cello string. Headlights bloomed through the fog, growing brighter as the vehicle approached.

The bus was old, older than any she’d seen still running. Its paint was a dark, muted green that glistened like moss under the rain. The headlights were round and warm, not the harsh LED glow of modern models. As it pulled to a stop with a sigh, Elara caught sight of its sign above the windshield. The letters shimmered faintly: “Route 9 — Midnight Service.”

The doors opened with a gentle hiss.

Inside, the light was soft and golden. The seats were upholstered in deep burgundy, worn smooth by years of travelers. A faint scent of sandalwood drifted through the air. The driver, a man in a charcoal uniform with a cap pulled low, glanced at her from behind the glass partition.

“You heading somewhere, miss?” he asked, voice calm and oddly melodic.

Elara hesitated, clutching her bag. “I—yes. Does this go toward Eastbrook?”

The driver smiled faintly. “It goes where it’s meant to go. Step aboard if you’re meant to ride.”

She frowned, uncertain whether he was teasing her, but something in his tone—half invitation, half warning—drew her forward. She tapped her card on the reader, though she noticed it didn’t beep. The driver nodded once, then closed the doors behind her with a hiss that sounded final.

As the bus began to roll, Elara took a seat near the middle. There were a few passengers, though she hadn’t noticed them before. A woman in a pale coat sat near the front, gazing out the window with eyes that seemed unfocused. An older man in a suit dozed near the back, his hat resting on his lap. Across the aisle, a child sat alone, her small hands clasped around a glowing toy.

Elara’s reflection shimmered faintly in the window beside her. The city outside looked strange—streets stretching longer than she remembered, buildings melting into mist. The bus turned onto a road she didn’t recognize.

“Excuse me,” she called to the driver. “Didn’t this road used to lead to the river?”

The driver didn’t answer. His gaze remained steady on the road ahead, and the wipers brushed rhythmically across the windshield.

The child across the aisle looked up then, her voice soft. “You shouldn’t ask him questions. He doesn’t like questions.”

Elara blinked. “What do you mean?”

The girl tilted her head, her dark curls framing a pale face. “People only ride the midnight bus when they have to. Sometimes they don’t even know why.”

The woman in the pale coat turned her head slightly, speaking for the first time. “She’s right. It takes those who are searching. Or those who’ve lost something they can’t name.” Her voice was distant, like someone speaking from a dream.

Elara tried to smile, though unease prickled at her skin. “That’s a strange thing to say.”

The woman’s lips curved faintly. “So is this a strange bus.”

The city outside grew thinner—tall buildings giving way to low houses, then to stretches of field glistening under the rain. The lights faded until only the bus’s own glow remained, painting the world gold and shadow.

She leaned closer to the window. For a moment, she thought she saw figures standing by the roadside—silhouettes faint as smoke, unmoving. Then they vanished as quickly as they appeared.

Her phone buzzed once, startling her. The screen glowed faintly, though she didn’t recall turning it on. One message appeared: “Welcome aboard, Elara.”

Her breath caught. The message had no sender.

She turned in her seat to glance at the driver, but his eyes were fixed ahead.

The bus slowed then, stopping in the middle of what looked like nowhere. The doors opened silently, and mist poured inside, cool and white. Through the fog, Elara saw a figure waiting at the roadside—a man in a long coat, holding an umbrella though the rain had stopped.

He stepped aboard, nodding politely to the driver. His gaze flicked briefly toward Elara as he passed, and she felt a sudden chill, as though the air itself had paused. He sat two rows behind her.

The bus started moving again, its engine a steady hum that filled the silence. Elara tried not to look back, but curiosity tugged at her. In the reflection on the glass, she could see him faintly—dark hair, sharp features, eyes that seemed to glow faintly gold in the dim light.

He was watching her reflection, too.

The realization sent a shiver down her spine. She turned forward quickly, clutching her bag. The rain outside had begun again, soft but relentless.

The woman in the pale coat leaned closer. “You felt it, didn’t you?”

Elara nodded slowly. “Who is he?”

The woman’s expression darkened. “Not all passengers are alive, dear.”

Elara laughed softly, though it sounded hollow. “You’re joking.”

But the woman’s gaze didn’t waver. “Am I?”

The child had turned in her seat now, eyes wide. “He gets off before the others. Always does.”

Elara looked toward the back again—but the man’s seat was empty.

The bus continued down the endless road, engine purring like a heartbeat. Her pulse quickened. “He was just there,” she whispered.

The driver spoke then, his voice echoing through the quiet. “Don’t worry about those who come and go. Worry only about where you’ll get off.”

Elara stood. “Where am I supposed to get off?”

The driver’s eyes met hers briefly in the mirror. “You’ll know.”

The fog outside deepened until nothing of the world remained. The windows glowed faintly from within, as though the bus itself was alive. Elara sat back down, trembling. She didn’t understand where she was, but she couldn’t deny the strange calm that settled over her.

Her exhaustion pressed heavy on her shoulders. She must have dozed, because when she next opened her eyes, the bus was empty. The driver still sat at the front, but all the seats around her were vacant.

The doors opened once more.

“Your stop,” he said quietly.

Elara stood, hesitant. “Where are we?”

“Where you need to be.”

She stepped out into the mist. The ground beneath her feet was dry now, though the air still smelled faintly of rain. The bus doors closed behind her, and for a moment, she caught a glimpse of the driver’s eyes—gray and ancient, like the surface of still water.

Then the bus pulled away, its lights fading into the fog until only silence remained.

Elara turned slowly. She was standing on a narrow cobblestone path that wound between low hills. In the distance, lights glimmered faintly—small, golden, flickering like lanterns. A signpost stood nearby, its letters worn but legible under her touch.

“Welcome to Avelmere.”

She frowned. She’d never heard of it.

Yet something about the name stirred a memory she couldn’t quite grasp. She took a step forward, drawn toward the glow ahead. The air shimmered faintly, warm despite the mist. Somewhere far behind her, a soft hum echoed—the sound of an engine fading into the unseen distance.

Elara didn’t look back. She followed the light.

And as she walked, she realized her shoes were no longer wet, her coat no longer heavy. The weight she’d carried all night—fear, exhaustion, doubt—had lifted like fog under morning sun.

In the distance, the lanterns swayed, beckoning.

And far away, on an empty road where the rain had begun again, the Midnight Bus continued its journey—its wheels whispering over wet stone, searching for the next soul waiting alone in the dark.
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Chapter 2 – A Stranger in the Fog
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The mist clung to Elara’s hair and coat as she walked the cobblestone path, its white tendrils curling like breath over the ground. The air smelled faintly of pine and something else—something old, like parchment and candle smoke. She could no longer hear the hum of the bus. Only her own footsteps echoed softly in the silence.

Ahead, the path led to a wooden archway draped with climbing vines. Lanterns hung from either side, their light golden and calm. Beyond the arch stretched a narrow street lined with quaint buildings, their windows glowing as though the night itself were gentler here.

Elara hesitated at the threshold. The sign she’d seen—Welcome to Avelmere—seemed more like an invitation than a direction, yet there was no map, no clue as to where she’d gone. Her phone still showed no signal. When she checked the time, the screen flickered strangely, the numbers shifting before fading altogether.

A voice drifted from the mist behind her. “You’re not from here.”

She spun, heart jolting. The man from the bus stood a few paces away, his long coat brushing against his boots, dark hair damp with fog. The umbrella he’d carried earlier was gone, and the lantern light caught in his golden eyes, turning them to liquid amber.

Elara’s first instinct was to step back. “You were on the bus,” she said, her voice steadier than she felt. “And then you weren’t.”

He smiled faintly. “Neither were
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