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Chapter 1: The Passenger
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The rain wasn't just falling; it was performing an assault. It hammered the roof of the city bus with a rhythmic, metallic drumming, a desperate, angry percussion against the low, shuddering groan of the overburdened diesel engine. Each drop that struck the wide, smeary windows seemed to cling for a desperate moment, a tiny liquid lens that captured and hideously distorted the bleeding neon lights of the city, before surrendering to gravity and racing its brethren downwards in jagged, erratic streaks. The world outside was a watercolor painting left in a flood, all its colors running into a single, muddy, light-polluted bruise.

Inside, the air was a thick, unmoving soup. It smelled of wet wool, of old, cracked vinyl that had seen too many winters, and the faintest, sour tang of ozone from the two long fluorescent tubes flickering spasmodically above. They cast a light that was less illumination and more a statement on sickness, a jaundiced, buzzing pallor that made every surface look soiled.

Bob Henderson sat, as he always did, about three-quarters of the way back, in a two-seater by the window. At fifty-eight, Bob was a man comprised of soft edges and quiet, accumulated disappointments. His body, once lean, had softened into a geography of surrender. His thinning grey hair, which he still combed over with a hopeless kind of loyalty, was pasted to his scalp in damp, translucent commas—a casualty of the hurried, broken-umbrella dash from the granite-and-glass tomb of his office building to the bus stop shelter, which had a shattered pane that funneled the wind directly onto the bench.

His trench coat, a size too large and the color of weak, forgotten coffee, felt heavy and clammy against his skin, a second, unwelcome pelt. His briefcase, a thirty-year companion, rested heavily on his lap. It was a shield, held more from habit than for protection. Its corners were worn through the faux leather, revealing the pulpy, grey cardboard skeleton beneath. It was full of papers that represented minor, contractual tragedies.

It was 11:17 PM. He was late. Again.

He wasn't late for anything in particular, not really. That was the hollow, bitter joke of it. His wife, Linda, would already be asleep, or at least pretending to be. In the last few years, her pretense of sleep had become a more formidable barrier than any locked door. She would be a silent, reproachful lump under the covers, her back to his side of the bed.

Dinner would be a cold, congealed plate in the microwave. Pork chop, probably. The gravy would have developed a pale, yellowish film, and the mashed potatoes would be the texture of setting plaster. He would eat it standing up in the kitchen, illuminated by the single, buzzing bulb above the sink, staring at a calendar from two years ago that was still tacked to the fridge. It was a photo of a lighthouse he would never visit. He wasn't just late for dinner. He was late for the simple, abstract concept of home, a place he was increasingly certain no longer existed for him, if it ever had.

The day had been a grinder, a perfect copy of the day before it, and a perfect blueprint for the day to come. A cascade of denied claims. Angry, weeping phone calls from policyholders who didn't understand that their "comprehensive" plan did not, in fact, cover the specific, aggressive tragedy that had befallen them.

Today's special had been a Mrs. Petrov. Eighty-two years old, with brittle-bone disease, whose doctor had prescribed a specialized walker. The walker was denied. "Not a covered medical necessity under Policy Exclusion 4.b," Bob had read from the script on his monitor.

"But I cannot walk," the old woman's voice had crackled, thin and reedy. "They say I will fall. I will break."

"I understand your frustration, Mrs. Petrov," Bob had replied, his own voice a flat, practiced monotone. "However, the terms of your policy..."

He’d spent ten minutes explaining the terms. He was very good at it. He could make the most brutal, bottom-line corporate cruelty sound like a boring, unavoidable fact of nature, as impersonal as the rain. It was a skill. It was what he did.

And then he'd had to endure the placid, infuriating smile of his supervisor, Kyle, a man of twenty-seven who wore aggressively bright ties and used words like "synergy" and "optimization" to describe the simple, brutal act of telling sick people they weren't covered. "Great numbers this quarter, Bob," Kyle had said, clapping him on the shoulder. "Really optimizing that denial queue. You're a rock star."

Bob was a claims adjuster. It felt, to him, like a professional mourner for money. Or no, worse. He was the pallbearer who, halfway to the grave, stopped and explained to the family why the coffin wasn't covered.

The bus, which had been rattling along at a decent clip, wheezed to a halt, its air brakes hissing in protest, a sound like a giant, exhausted animal. The doors folded open with a pneumatic sigh, releasing a puff of the bus's stale warmth into the night and inviting a gust of cold, wet air in.

Bob watched, with the dull, incurious gaze of a man watching a television in another room, as two more passengers climbed aboard. A young woman, maybe twenty, with headphones clamped over a riot of bubblegum-pink hair. She was staring intently at her phone, her thumb a pale, rapid blur as it machine-gunned across the screen. The tinny tss-tss-tss of her music was audible even from where Bob sat. She swiped her pass, didn't look at the driver, and immediately immersed herself in her private, glowing world, taking a seat near the front.

The second passenger was an elderly man, so stooped his chin almost touched his chest. He was clutching a thin plastic grocery bag that seemed to hold nothing but a single, forlorn cabbage. He fumbled in his coat pocket, his papery-thin fingers struggling with the coins, finally dropping them, one by one, into the farebox. He had a wet, racking cough that shook his entire frame. He took a seat just behind the woman, adding his own particular aura of damp wool and quiet decay to the rolling, humid terrarium.

Bob turned his gaze back to the window. He watched his own reflection, a ghostly, transparent mask superimposed over the slick, dark streets. A phantom haunting his own commute. He saw the deep, gravitational lines bracketing his mouth, the weary droop of his eyes, the way his shoulders slumped inside the bulky, damp coat. When did I get so old? he wondered. The question arrived without any real curiosity. It was just a fact, like the rain, like the late bus, like the cold dinner waiting for him. It was just one more claim that had been processed and filed away.

The bus rumbled on, a lonely yellow ark navigating a drowned world. It moved through the downtown core, a canyon of dark glass and steel where the lights in the high windows were scattered and few. It passed the theater, its marquee dark. It passed the 24-hour diner, where a single figure sat at the counter, unmoving. Then it entered the thinning, older suburbs, a region of dark, sleeping houses and skeletal, leafless trees.

The pink-haired woman got off at a brightly lit apartment complex, the tss-tss-tss of her music vanishing as the doors closed behind her. The man with the cabbage got off three stops later, his form swallowed by a dark, tree-lined street before the doors had even fully shut.

Now, there was only Bob.

And, of course, the driver.

Bob could see the back of the driver's head in the wide, angled mirror above the windshield. A dark blue baseball cap pulled low, the collar of a worn leather jacket. Just a shape, a function. The pilot of his nightly purgatory. The driver hadn't spoken a word. Hadn't greeted anyone, hadn't called out a stop. Just drove.

Bob settled deeper into his seat. The rhythmic, maddening thwack-thwack-thwack of the windshield wipers was almost hypnotic. The bus was warm, in a stale, suffocating way, and the low, vibrating drone of the engine was a lullaby sung by a dying machine. His eyelids grew heavy. He wasn't asleep, but he was drifting in the grey, liminal shallows just before it, that undefended space where thoughts came unglued.

His thoughts turned to mush. A flicker of an old, irrelevant memory: a high-school baseball game, the perfect, sharp pop of a ball hitting his glove, the smell of cut grass and bubblegum. A flash of watery anxiety: had he double-locked the petty cash drawer at the office? He was pretty sure he had. He’d checked it twice. Or had he? What if he hadn't? Kyle would notice. It would be a "non-optimal" event. It all blended into a meaningless, weary soup.

He was jolted back to full, heart-thumping awareness when the bus did something unusual. It slowed. But it wasn't a designated stop. There was no bench, no shelter. The bus was slowing in the middle of a long, dark stretch of road that skirted the old industrial park.

The park was a graveyard of brick and rusted steel, a monument to a dead economy. The last factory, a textile mill, had shut down twenty years ago. Now it was just a sprawling, fenced-off zone of decay. There were no houses here. No apartments. Not even a bar. Just the skeletons of forgotten factories, their windows like jagged, empty eye sockets, staring out at the road.

The air brakes hissed, a long, weary sigh. The doors, with a sound like a tired accordion, folded open.

Bob leaned forward, his apathy momentarily punctured by a sharp jab of irritation. He squinted through the rain-lashed windshield. There was no one at the curb. Just a flickering, orange-hued streetlight that cast weak, watery shadows, making the puddles on the broken pavement look like pools of oil or blood.

"Driver must be taking a piss," Bob muttered to himself, the small, familiar bubble of irritation rising in his chest. All he wanted was to be home, to perform the joyless ritual of the cold dinner and the silent ascent to the bedroom. This delay, this nonsensical, unscheduled stop, was an offense. A personal affront.

The doors remained open. The engine idled, a low, unsteady rumble that vibrated through the soles of his scuffed dress shoes and up into his teeth.

One second. Two. The wipers kept up their relentless, futile rhythm. Thwack-thwack. Thwack-thwack.

Come on, come on... Bob thought, his fingers drumming impatiently on the slick, cold surface of his briefcase. Let's go. I haven't got all night.

Ten seconds. The doors remained open. Bob could feel a cold draft swirling around his ankles.

What the hell is he doing? He was about to call out, to ask what the holdup was.

Then, a figure emerged from the rain.

It didn't walk out of the darkness so much as it coagulated from it. It was as if the rain and the deepest shadows beneath the sputtering streetlight had held a conference and decided to become something. A shape detached itself from the gloom, a piece of the night that had decided to move.

It moved with a slow, gliding, liquid motion that was fundamentally wrong. It didn't seem to be displacing the puddles as it moved; it just... passed over them, its passage leaving no ripple, no splash.

Bob watched, his irritation souring into a strange, cold, prickling unease. His hand stopped drumming.

The figure reached the bus and paused at the bottom of the steps, framed in the open, lighted doorway. It was tall, but stooped, as if under a great, invisible weight. It was draped, head to foot, in what looked like an old, consumed cloak. The kind of thing one might see on a truly destitute homeless person, yet it was different. The fabric—a muddy, indeterminate brown or grey—was tattered and hung in heavy, sodden, complex folds. It looked less like cloth and more like... like peeling bark, or dried, leathery fungus, or shrouds of river-dredged refuse.

A hood was pulled low, completely obscuring the head, leaving nothing but a dark, absolute, light-swallowing void where a face should be.

The driver, Bob noted with a fresh pang of unease, didn't say a word. No "step on up." No "fares, please." The driver just sat there, a shape in a baseball cap, perfectly still.

The figure raised one foot, which was wrapped in what looked like filthy, disintegrating rags, and placed it on the first step. It made no sound. It ascended into the bus with that same, unnerving smoothness. It didn't clomp. It didn't drip. It was as if the laws of friction and fluid dynamics had politely stepped aside for it. It just... rose.

The doors hissed shut behind it. The hydraulic sound was unnaturally loud in the sudden, tense silence. The bus lurched back into motion, its engine complaining with a strained, metallic sound.

The figure stood for a moment in the aisle, perfectly still. Bob’s heart, for no reason he could name, gave a hard, painful thump against his ribs, a panicked bird in a cage.

The bus was empty. Completely. Every single vinyl-covered seat was available. The figure could sit at the front, in the back, across the aisle, in one of the long seats over the wheel well. Anywhere.

Bob stared fixedly at the safety pamphlet in the plastic holder on the seat in front of him. The pamphlet was faded, the stick figures demonstrating the emergency window exit a pale, washed-out red. Don't look up. Don't make eye contact. His mind chanted it like a mantra. It's just some bum. Just some crazy, wet vagrant trying to get warm. He'll sit somewhere else. He has to.

He heard the soft, dragging shuffle of the figure moving down the aisle. It wasn't the sound of wet shoes on the rubber flooring. It was a drier sound. A sifting. Like dried leaves, or sand, or old bones being gently stirred.

Please, God, no. Keep walking. Go to the back. Go anywhere.

The shuffling stopped.

Bob didn't have to look. He felt it. A cold presence at his elbow. A shadow had fallen over him, blocking the sickly yellow light from the aisle, and with the shadow came a drop in temperature. A palpable, localized chill that raised the tiny hairs on his arm and the back of his neck.

He risked a glance, a tiny, terrified flicker of his eyes. The figure was standing right beside his seat. The dark, featureless, hooded void was level with his own head.

It's going to ask for money, Bob thought, a familiar, weary annoyance mixing with the new, sharp, crystalline fear. I've only got a twenty and some change. I don't want to pull out my wallet in front of this... this...

The figure did not speak. It did not hold out a hand. It simply turned, an economical, fluid motion, bent its hidden knees, and began to lower itself into the seat directly beside him.

"Hey," Bob started to say, the word a dry, strangled puff of air that died in his throat. "The... the bus is empty. You could..."

The figure settled onto the vinyl. It was a solid, undeniable presence, taking up the whole seat. Its cloaked shoulder and arm were now pressing lightly, but with an impossible, leaden weight, against Bob's own. The damp, heavy fabric of his trench coat was suddenly a flimsy, useless barrier against... what?

Bob was now trapped. Pinned against the window. He was a small, soft man, and this figure felt... large. Vast. To get out, he would have to ask this... this thing to move. He would have to say, "Excuse me, sir," and push past its knees. The thought filled him with a visceral, paralyzing, almost superstitious dread.

He was stuck.

He stared rigidly out the window, at the black, rushing, rain-slicked landscape of the industrial park. But he was aware of the figure in every screaming nerve. It was preternaturally still. It didn't fidget. It didn't shiver from the cold. It didn't cough. It didn't sigh.

It didn't seem to be breathing.

Bob held his own breath, listening. He could hear the groan of the engine, the thwack-thwack of the wipers, the rattle of the window frame. But from the shape beside him, there was no inhale, no exhale. No subtle shift of weight. Just a cold, heavy, absolute stillness.

And then he noticed the strangest part of all. The one detail that tipped the entire encounter from merely "profoundly unsettling" to "fundamentally, cosmically wrong."

There was no smell.

The figure was draped in what looked like rags soaked from the storm, rags that looked like they'd been exhumed. It looked like it had been sleeping in dumpsters, in wet alleyways, in gutters, in graves. It should have been a riot of smells. A symphony of human and natural decay. Mildew. Unwashed body. Stale booze. Urine. Rot. Something.

Bob, subtly, his head still turned to the window, took a small, shallow sniff. Nothing.

He leaned his head against the cool, vibrating glass of the window, pretending to be lost in thought, and inhaled more deeply through his nose.

The air smelled of the bus: the vinyl, the diesel, the faint metallic scent of the rain. But from the figure beside him... there was an absence of smell. It wasn't just no smell. It was an anti-smell. A sterile, chemical, absolute vacuum. It was as if the figure was absorbing all scent, all life, all molecules of terroir from the air around it. Bob's nostrils stung with the sheer, piercing nothingness of it. It was more terrifying than any stench could possibly have been.

Bob’s mind, the rational, claims-adjuster part, scrambled for a foothold. Some kind of medical condition? Anosmia? No, I can smell the bus. I smelled the old man's wet wool. Maybe... maybe the guy is just clean? Under the rags? The thought was so absurd it bordered on hysteria. The rags themselves looked like they'd been pulled from the bottom of a bog.

He chanced another look down, a quick, darting glance at the sleeve of the cloak that was pressing against his arm. The fabric was a matted, complex tangle of threads and... and other things. It wasn't just dirty. It looked ancient. He could see bits of dried, blackened leaf, a speck of what looked like rust or dried blood, a fragment of an iridescent beetle-wing, and a single, silver-grey hair... impossibly long, like a strand of spider's silk, all woven into the very fabric of the garment. The hem, where it pooled on the floor over the ragged-wrapped feet, was stiff with a dark, caked-on grime.

And still, no smell. Only that cold, sterile, devouring void.

The bus rattled on. It passed the end of the industrial park and turned onto the main road. Bob felt a tiny, fractional easing of the terror in his chest. Okay. We're back on the route. It's just a freak. A silent, non-smelling freak. He'll get off soon. Or I will. My stop is next.

His stop was the corner of Hemlock and 34th. He watched the cross-streets, his heart beginning to beat a more regular rhythm. Ash. Birch. Cedar.

Next was Hemlock.

The bus rattled past Hemlock and 34th.

Bob's heart stopped, then kicked back in with a painful, adrenal lurch. He bolted upright, the briefcase tumbling from his lap and hitting the floor with a dull thud.

"Hey! Stop! That was my stop!" he yelled, his voice cracking, shamefully high and thin.

The driver gave no indication he had heard. The baseball cap did not turn. The bus did not slow.

"Hey!" Bob yelled again, panic making his voice shrill. "Stop the bus! You missed my stop!"

He pushed himself up, twisting, ready to stumble over the figure's legs, to force his way into the aisle. But the figure shifted. It didn't move its legs. It didn't look at him. Its whole body just seemed to... to settle. To expand. It leaned slightly into the aisle, an unyielding, cold mass that now seemed to take up all available space. It was a subtle, but perfectly clear, denial.

Bob sank back into his seat, his breath coming in short, tight, painful gasps. His briefcase lay at his feet. He didn't dare bend to get it.

"What is this?" he whispered, to himself, to the figure, to the rain. "What's going on?"

The bus was off its route. He knew this route like the back of his hand, every crack in the pavement. He had ridden it for twenty-four years. They had just turned left onto the old Millard bypass, a road that led nowhere. It was a long, looping crescent of cracked, weed-choked pavement that circled the defunct, rusting shipping yards. No one used this road. It was a dead artery.

"This isn't the route," Bob whispered, his hands, now empty, clutching his own damp knees. He could feel his fingernails digging into the fabric of his trousers. "Driver! Where are you going? This is not the route!"

The driver remained a silent shape. The bus picked up speed, the engine's groan rising to a strained, metallic whine, a sound of machinery being pushed past its breaking point. The rain hammered down harder, a biblical deluge, the wipers fighting a losing battle, their thwack-thwack-thwack now frantic and desperate.

Bob was trapped. Trapped in a speeding, rattling yellow box with a silent, unresponsive driver and a thing beside him that had no face and no smell.

He tried to think. Pull the emergency cord. He looked up. The red plastic handle was there, just above the window, gleaming wetly in the fluorescent light. He could reach it. He could stand up and yank it.

And what then?

The bus would stop, with a lurch and a hiss, here in the middle of nowhere, on a dark, flooded road, surrounded by the rusting giants of the shipping yard. And he would still be trapped. Trapped inside with the figure. Or trapped outside with... what? The rain? The darkness?

He was paralyzed by the total, suffocating wrongness of the situation. His rational mind, the mind of a claims adjuster, kept trying to find a logical explanation, a "Policy Exclusion" for reality. The driver is drunk. He's high. This is a joyride. The person next to me is just some harmless, profoundly strange eccentric, probably deaf and mute. It's all a coincidence.

But the part of his brain that was older, the part that remembered childhood fears of the dark, the part that lived in the reptilian stem, was screaming. It screamed that the driver was not drunk, and the figure was not harmless. It screamed that this was not a coincidence.

They sat in silence. The only sounds were the screaming engine and the pounding rain. It felt like an hour. It felt like a lifetime. The bus simply drove, its headlights cutting a weak, conical beam into the maelstrom, illuminating nothing but the next ten feet of broken, wet pavement. Bob stared at his own terrified, pale face in the window, a phantom pressed against the rushing, dark landscape.

He was lost in a very specific, hopeless thought. It wasn't a thought, really, but a memory, replaying with the sudden, agonizing clarity of a fresh wound.

Linda, ten years ago. Their twentieth anniversary. He had promised to take her to a real restaurant, Le Chantecler, the one with the white tablecloths and the wine list he couldn't pronounce. But he'd had to work late. A quarterly report. A "synergy" meeting that had dragged on. He'd come home at ten, carrying a wilting bouquet of gas-station carnations.

She had been sitting at the kitchen table. In the blue dress. The one she had worn on their first date. A single candle was burning in the center of the table, its wax pooled on a saucer. She hadn't cried. She hadn't yelled. She had just looked at him, and her eyes... her eyes had been full of an extinct, bottomless, and profound disappointment. But worse than the disappointment, he had seen pity.

That was the moment. The moment he knew, with chilling certainty, that he wasn't the man she'd married. He was just the man she lived with. He had never felt so small, so hollow, so completely and utterly fraudulent.

I am a failure, he thought, and the thought was not an emotional outburst. It was a cold, objective, actuarial fact. The thought was as clear and cold as the windowpane against his temple. I have failed at everything that matters. My job. My marriage. My... he searched for the word. My life. It's all just... a waste. A denied claim.

A dry, rasping sound crackled in the air next to him.

It was not a voice. It was the sound of stones grinding together, of dust settling in a tomb, of the last, dry breath from a dying throat.

The figure, which had been perfectly, unnaturally still, slowly, slowly turned its hooded void toward him. The movement was infinitesimal, yet it felt like a planet shifting on its axis.

"I know what you are thinking, Bob."



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2: The Detour



[image: ]




The voice was not a voice. That was the first thing Bob’s splintering mind managed to process. It was a sound, but it didn't travel to his ears from the air. It seemed to bypass them entirely, originating from somewhere deep inside his own skull, as if the figure had planted a small, cold, vibrating stone at the base of his brain.

"I know what you are thinking, Bob."

It was a rasp, yes, but it was also more. It was the sifting of sand over gravestones, the dry rustle of dead leaves in a forgotten attic, the scrape of a shovel on hard, winter ground. It was a thousand tiny, final sounds, all layered one on top of the other, compressed into a single, dry, articulate whisper.

Bob’s breath hitched. His entire body had gone rigid, a terrible, icy paralysis locking his muscles. He was still staring at his own pale, rain-streaked reflection, but the eyes staring back were wide and white-rimmed, the eyes of a spooked horse.

My name. It knows my name.

His claims-adjuster mind, the part of him that always looked for the loophole, the rational explanation, scrambled for purchase. My briefcase. My ID. It must have seen it.

He tried to look down. His briefcase was still on the floor by his feet, where it had fallen. The handle was facing up. His wallet was in his inside coat pocket, buttoned. He hadn't opened it. There was no nametag on his coat. Nothing. There was no possible way for this... this thing... to know his name.

"A failure," the voice crackled inside his head, confirming his last, private, devastating thought. "Yes. That's what you're thinking. 'A denied claim.' An interesting turn of phrase, Bob. Apt."

A small, strangled sound, half-sob, half-gasp, escaped Bob's lips. He tried to speak, to form a word. "Who..." His throat was dry, as if filled with the same dust that seemed to emanate from the figure. "Who... are you? How do you know my name?"

The figure did not turn. The hooded void remained fixed forward, a patch of absolute, light-devouring night. It offered no answer. It just... sat. Its heavy, cold presence was an anchor, pinning Bob to the seat, to the moment.

The bus, meanwhile, continued its frantic, screaming journey into the unknown.

Panic, sharp and acidic, surged up Bob's throat. He tore his gaze away from the figure, away from his own reflection, and pressed his face close to the vibrating window, desperate for a landmark, a sign, anything familiar. The old Millard bypass should have ended by now. It should have looped back, dumping them onto the grim, familiar stretch of 53rd Street, with its pawn shops and boarded-up bodegas.

But the bypass did not end. It just went on. And the world outside... the world outside was wrong.

It was the rain that he noticed first. It was no longer hammering the bus in a chaotic, wind-driven assault. It was... slowing down.

He squinted, his mind refusing to process the input from his eyes. The rain was still falling, but with a strange, syrupy, agonizing leisure. He could see individual drops, perfectly formed, hanging in the air like suspended crystal beads. They crept downwards, not falling, but drifting, as if the very air had thickened to the consistency of gelatin.

The sound. The thwack-thwack-thwack of the windshield wipers, which had been frantic, had also changed. It was now a deep, resonant, impossibly slow THWACK...

A silence that lasted for five full seconds.

...THWACK...

Another agonizing pause.

...THWWACK.

It was the heartbeat of a sleeping giant, a sound so slow and profound that he felt it in his chest more than he heard it with his ears. The engine's high-pitched whine had deepened, stretching into a single, constant, unending bass note, a vibration that hummed in his bones, his teeth, the fluid in his eyes.

Time itself was broken. It was dilating, stretching like hot taffy, pulling everything thin. The bus was still moving, he could feel the rattle and lurch of the road, but the world it moved through was now caught in a nightmare of slow motion.

He looked for the rusting skeletons of the shipping yard. They were gone. He looked for the distant, polluted glow of the city. It was gone. The suburbs were gone.

They were driving through... somewhere else.

A house slid into view, emerging from the dark, slow-motion rain. It was a house from a dream. A perfect, two-story Victorian with a wide, welcoming porch, intricate gingerbread trim, and a conical turret. It was painted a pristine, cheerful white, with powder-blue shutters. There was a white picket fence, and behind it, a garden of impossible, bursting red roses, their petals glistening in the slow-drifting rain, impossibly vibrant. A warm, yellow light glowed from the downstairs window.

A home, Bob thought. A wave of profound, agonizing longing washed over him. It was the home from a movie, from a children's book. It was everything his own drab, silent apartment was not.

The bus, moving at its own frantic pace but crawling through this molasses-world, began to pass the house. Bob kept his eyes fixed on it, drinking it in.

As the angle of his view changed, the house changed with it.

It happened in a sickening, smooth, optical slide. The pristine white paint became peeling, bubbled grey. The powder-blue shutters... one was hanging by a single, rusted hinge, the other was gone. The intricate trim was revealed to be rotten, eaten away, chunks of it missing like carious teeth. The warm, yellow light in the window was a gaping, dark hole, crudely boarded over with splintered planks. The turret sagged, its roof caved in. The picket fence was a line of jagged, broken teeth, and the beautiful, bursting roses were a tangle of dead, thorny, blackened brambles, clawing at the ruined structure.
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