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Chapter 1: The Late Fare
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The clock on the dashboard read 2:47 AM.

Christopher Callahan—everyone called him C—rubbed his eyes with one hand and kept the other on the wheel. The highway stretched ahead, a black ribbon cut by the pale cones of his headlights. No other cars. No streetlights. Just the hum of the engine and the soft crackle of the radio tuned to static between stations.

He had been driving for nine hours. His back ached. His eyes burned. Three years of the night shift had turned his body into something that only remembered how to be awake after midnight.

The fare had been simple enough. A woman in a blue coat, mid-thirties, carrying a suitcase that looked too heavy for her. She had asked to be taken to the outskirts—a small house near the county line. She did not speak during the drive. Neither did C. He preferred it that way.

He dropped her off at 2:15. She paid in cash. Tipped four dollars. Said nothing as she walked up the gravel path to her door.

Now he was heading back. The route took him through a stretch of road he did not use often. Two lanes. Trees on both sides. No houses. No gas stations. Just asphalt and darkness.

He reached for his water bottle. The cap was loose. He twisted it tight, took a sip, and looked up.

Something was in the road.

C hit the brake. The car jerked. His seatbelt locked against his chest. The headlights illuminated a figure standing thirty yards ahead—a woman.

She did not move.

C stared. His brain tried to make sense of what his eyes were seeing. The woman wore a white robe. Loose. Hanging past her knees. It looked wet. The fabric clung to her legs. Her feet were bare. Her hair hung in black tangles across her shoulders and half of her face.

She stood perfectly still.

C pressed the brake harder, even though the car had already stopped. His heart knocked against his ribs. He waited for her to turn, to wave, to show a phone or a sign that her car had broken down.

She did nothing.

Then his headlights caught something wrong. Her face. He could not see it clearly. The shadows from her hair covered half of it. But the other half—the part the light touched—was wrong. Blurred. Like a photograph taken out of focus. Like someone had erased her features with a wet thumb.

C felt cold climb up his spine.

He put the car in park. His hand found the door handle. He told himself it was nothing. A woman in distress. A trick of the light. His tired eyes playing games.

He opened the door.

The night air rushed in. Cold. Smelling of wet earth and something else—something like old laundry left in a basement too long.

He stepped out. One foot on the pavement. Then the other.

He looked up.

The road was empty.

No woman. No white robe. No wet hair. Just the black asphalt and the white lines and the trees swaying in a wind he had not noticed until now.

C stood there for a full minute. His breath fogged in front of his face. He walked to the front of the car. Nothing. He walked ten yards ahead. Nothing.

He got back in the car. Locked the doors. Turned up the radio.

He drove home without looking in the rearview mirror.
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Chapter 2: The Empty Road
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The apartment was dark when he walked in.

C did not turn on the lights. He knew the layout by heart. Three steps to the kitchen counter. Four more to the bedroom door. He left his keys in the bowl by the door, the way he always did.

He took a shower. The water was too hot. He stood under it until his skin turned red. He wanted to wash off the feeling that had followed him from that road—a crawling sensation at the back of his neck, like someone breathing on him even though no one was there.

He went to bed at 4:30 AM.

Sleep did not come easily. When it did, it brought nothing. No dreams. No images. Just a black space where his mind should have been.

He woke at noon.

The first thing he noticed was the sun. Too bright. He squinted and reached for his phone on the nightstand. It was not there.

He sat up. Checked the floor. Checked the pillow. Checked the other side of the bed.

No phone.

He walked to the kitchen. The keys were in the bowl. His wallet was on the counter. But the phone was gone.

He called it from his laptop. The line rang. He heard nothing from anywhere in the apartment.

He searched for twenty minutes. Under the couch. Inside the fridge. In the bathroom cabinet. Nothing.

C sat on the edge of his bed and tried to remember the last time he had used it. He was in the car. After the woman. He had turned up the radio. Then he drove home. He did not remember holding the phone after that.

He shrugged. He must have left it in the taxi.
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Chapter 3: What the Headlights Showed
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The shift started at 6 PM.

C found the taxi where he had left it—parked in the lot behind his building. He searched the front seat. The back seat. The trunk. No phone.

He checked the dispatch log. No one had turned in a lost phone.

By 9 PM, he had given up. He would buy a new one tomorrow.

The night was slow. Three short fares. A drunk man who talked too much about his divorce. A young couple who kissed in the back seat like C was not there. An old woman who asked him to drive three blocks and paid with a five-dollar bill.

At 1 AM, he parked outside an all-night diner and drank coffee from a paper cup.

His coworker, Marcus, pulled up next to him in another cab. Marcus had been driving nights for twelve years. He had a gray beard and a gut that hung over his belt. He rolled down his window.

“You look like hell,” Marcus said.

“Thanks,” C said.

“Bad night?”

C thought about it. “I saw something on the road last week. On Old Mill Road.”

Marcus stopped chewing his sandwich. “Old Mill?”

“Near the county line.”

Marcus put the sandwich down. “What did you see?”

C hesitated. “A woman. Standing in the middle of the road. White robe. Bare feet. Her face was—I couldn’t see it. Like it wasn’t there.”

Marcus was quiet for a long time. Then he said, “You’re the third driver this year.”
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