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**Chapter 1: The Longest Drive**
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I was out doing a delivery one late night. It was probably the longest drive I'd ever taken for a pizza delivery from the pizza place I used to work at. It was a 20-minute drive, which isn't too crazy out where I live, plus they ordered four large pies, so I figured it was a party and I'd get a much bigger tip. Navigating the dirt roads at night was always annoying, though. The darkness seemed to swallow everything, and the only light came from my headlights cutting through the trees.

Let me back up a bit and tell you how I even ended up in this job. My name's Alex, and I was 22 at the time, fresh out of community college with a degree in nothing particularly useful—general studies, they called it. I had dreams of moving to the city, getting a real job in marketing or something, but life had other plans. My dad got sick, the kind of sick where hospital bills pile up like snow in winter, and suddenly I was the one helping out at home. The pizza gig was supposed to be temporary, just something to pay the bills while I figured things out. The place was called Tony's Pizzeria, a little hole-in-the-wall joint in our small town of Elmwood, population maybe 5,000 if you counted the cows on the outskirts. Tony was this grumpy Italian guy who yelled a lot but paid on time, and the deliveries were mostly to familiar faces—neighbors, kids from high school, that sort of thing.

But this night was different. It was a Tuesday, I think, or maybe Wednesday—days blurred together back then. The order came in around 10 p.m., right when we were getting ready to close up. Four large pizzas: two pepperoni, one veggie, one supreme. No special instructions, just the address. I punched it into my phone's GPS, and it showed a route that took me out past the old mill, down those winding dirt roads that led into the state forest. Twenty minutes, like I said. Not insane, but far enough that I grumbled about it under my breath as I loaded the boxes into the insulated bag in my trunk.

My car was a beat-up Honda Civic from the '90s, the kind with a cassette player that I never used and doors that creaked like they were complaining about being opened. It had seen better days, but it got me around. As I pulled out of the parking lot, the neon sign of Tony flickering behind me, I turned on the radio to keep myself company. Static at first, then some late-night talk show about conspiracy theories. The host was droning on about government cover-ups in rural areas, hidden bases in the woods. I chuckled to myself—perfect mood setter for a drive into the middle of nowhere.

The first few miles were on paved roads, streetlights casting orange glows on the asphalt. Elmwood at night was quiet, the kind of quiet where you could hear crickets if you rolled down the window. I passed the gas station where I'd fill up every Friday, the diner that served the best apple pie, and then the edge of town where the houses thinned out. Soon, the pavement gave way to gravel, and my tires crunched over it like they were chewing on rocks. The GPS voice, that robotic lady, kept saying "continue straight for five miles," but straight felt like a maze with all the twists and turns.

I started thinking about the tip. Four larges—that had to be at least a party of ten people, right? College kids maybe, or a family gathering. Out in the woods, though? Weird spot for a party. Maybe a cabin rental or something. I imagined walking up, the smell of pine mixing with pizza, laughter spilling out the door, and some generous soul handing me a twenty. That would make the drive worth it. Gas wasn't cheap, and my tank was already half empty.

About ten minutes in, the trees got thicker. Tall pines that blocked out the stars, their branches like fingers reaching down. My headlights bounced off the trunks, creating shadows that danced like they were alive. I turned up the radio, but the signal was fading, crackling with interference. The conspiracy guy was talking about strange sightings in forests now—lights in the sky, people vanishing. "Folks, if you're out there alone at night, watch your back," he said. I switched it off. Better to drive in silence than freak myself out.

My mind wandered to my life. Dad was home from the hospital, but weak. Mom was exhausted from caring for him. I felt guilty sometimes, being out here delivering pizzas instead of helping more, but the money helped. I thought about my ex-girlfriend, Sarah, who left for the city six months ago. "Elmwood's too small for dreams," she'd said. Maybe she was right. This drive felt like a metaphor for my life—going nowhere fast, in the dark.

The GPS beeped: "In two miles, turn left onto an unmarked road." Unmarked? Great. I slowed down, peering into the darkness. Sure enough, there was a narrow path branching off, barely wide enough for my car. Branches scraped the sides as I turned, like nails on a chalkboard. The dirt here was softer, muddied from recent rain, and my tires spun a bit before catching grip. I gripped the wheel tighter, my knuckles white.

Fifteen minutes gone now. The address was coming up, but all I saw was more forest. No houses, no lights. My phone signal was down to one bar—typical out here. I glanced at the pizzas in the passenger seat, steam still rising from the boxes. They smelled good, cheese and tomato sauce wafting up. My stomach growled; I hadn't eaten since lunch.

Finally, the GPS announced, "You have arrived at your destination." I pulled into a clearing, the trees parting like a curtain. There it was: an old building, squat and weathered, boards peeling, windows dark. No cars, no signs of life. It looked like an abandoned shack, the kind you'd see in horror movies. My heart skipped a beat. This couldn't be right.

I sat there for a minute, engine idling, staring. Maybe it was a mistake. I grabbed my phone and called Tony. "Hey, boss, are you sure about this address? It's some creepy old place in the woods."

He barked back, "I read it three times, kid. Just knock. Don't come back with those pies or you're fired." Click. Great.

I killed the engine, the silence rushing in like a wave. Crickets chirped, wind rustled leaves. I grabbed the pizza bag, slung it over my shoulder, and stepped out. The air was cool, damp, smelling of earth and decay. My sneakers sank into the soft ground as I approached the door. No porch light, no welcome mat. Just a wooden door, splintered and faded.

I knocked hard. Echoes inside, but no answer. Knocked again. Nothing. Disappointment hit me—not for the no-show, but for the wasted time. Gas money down the drain. One more knock, desperate.

Then, rustling. From inside. My skin prickled. "Pizza delivery!" I yelled.

Silence. Then, at the window to my left, a face. Or eyes, really. Wide, unnaturally wide, staring. I couldn't see features, just those eyes, locked on me like I was prey.

I dropped the bag, pizzas spilling, and bolted back to the car. Heart pounding, I fumbled the keys, turned the ignition. Nothing. Again. Nothing. The third time, it roared to life. I peeled out, tires spinning on grass, back onto the dirt road.

But something was wrong. The car shook, bumped. Scraping noise, loud and sharp. I couldn't accelerate. The car stopped.

Out I went, flashlight from my phone. Tires slashed, all four, deflated and ruined. Someone had done this while I was at the door.

Panic set in. Back in the car, doors locked. Called 911. "Stay in the car," the operator said. "Cops are coming."

I waited, shaking, scanning the darkness. Then, rearview mirror: those eyes again, a woman's face, smiling now.

I ran into the woods, hiding, waiting for sirens. Cops found spikes, but no one. I quit the job, but the memory haunts me.

- Introduce self more.
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- The order coming in, interaction with boss.

- Packing the pizzas, thoughts on ingredients.

- Drive: describe every mile, thoughts, radio, memories.

- Arrival: build tension with descriptions.

- The knock, the eyes, escape.

- Tires, calls, mirrors, runs, cops.

- Aftermath.

Repeat patterns to lengthen: thoughts on fear, past experiences, etc.

––––––––
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I was out doing a delivery one late night. It was probably the longest drive I'd ever taken for a pizza delivery from the pizza place I used to work at. It was a 20-minute drive, which isn't too crazy out where I live, plus they ordered four large pies, so I figured it was a party and I'd get a much bigger tip. Navigating the dirt roads at night was always annoying, though. The darkness seemed to swallow everything, and the only light came from my headlights cutting through the trees.

To really understand why this night stuck with me like a bad dream that won't fade, I have to take you back a little. My name is Alex Thompson, and at the time, I was just a regular guy in his early twenties trying to make ends meet in a small town called Elmwood. Elmwood isn't the kind of place that makes the news or draws tourists—it's tucked away in the rolling hills of upstate New York, where the winters are brutal and the summers are humid enough to make you wish for snow again. The population hovers around five thousand, give or take a few hundred depending on who's counting the seasonal workers at the local farms. We have one main street with a hardware store, a couple of diners, a bar that's been there since the 1950s, and Tony's Pizzeria, where I worked.

Tony's was my lifeline back then. I'd started there right after high school, thinking it would be a summer job before college. But life has a way of derailing plans. My dad, a mechanic at the old garage on the edge of town, had a heart attack when I was nineteen. It wasn't fatal, but it left him weak, unable to lift heavy tools or stand for long hours. Mom, who worked part-time at the library, suddenly had to pick up extra shifts, and I put college on hold to help with the bills. Community college came later, a couple of classes here and there, but nothing that led to a degree worth bragging about. So, pizza delivery it was. The pay was decent if the tips were good, and Tony, the owner, was a gruff but fair guy. He was in his sixties, with a thick Italian accent from his parents who immigrated back in the day, and he ran the place like it was his kingdom. "No shortcuts, kid," he'd say, slapping dough onto the counter with a flourish.

That night started like any other. It was mid-fall, the leaves turning those fiery reds and oranges that make the forests look like they're on fire during the day, but at night, everything turns to shades of black and gray. The air had that crisp bite to it, the kind that sneaks under your jacket and makes you shiver. I was on the closing shift, which meant I handled the last orders before we locked up at eleven. The kitchen was hot and steamy, filled with the smell of baking crust, melting cheese, and simmering tomato sauce. My coworker, Jake, was mopping the floors while I wiped down the counters, chatting about nothing important—sports, girls, the usual.

The phone rang around 10:15. Tony answered it from his office in the back, his voice booming through the thin walls. "Tony's Pizzeria, what can I get ya?" There was a pause, then he started scribbling on the order pad. "Four larges? Pepperoni, veggie, supreme, and another pepperoni. Address? Yeah, got it. Thirty minutes." He hung up and yelled out to me. "Alex! Big order. Get 'em in the oven now. The address is 47 Old Mill Road, out past the forest line."

I groaned inwardly. Old Mill Road was notorious. It was one of those backroads that hadn't been paved since the Nixon era, full of potholes and twists that could rattle your teeth loose. But four larges? That was unusual. Most orders were one or two pizzas for families or couples. This screamed party, and parties meant good tips. I pictured a group of friends gathered around a bonfire, music playing, beers flowing. Maybe hunters prepping for the season or something. I slapped the dough out, spreading sauce with a ladle, layering on the toppings. The pepperoni sizzled as it hit the heat, the veggies—onions, peppers, mushrooms—added that fresh crunch. I slid them into the oven, watching the cheese bubble and brown through the glass door.

While they baked, I checked the address on my phone. The GPS estimated twenty minutes, but I knew better. With the dirt roads, it could be twenty-five, thirty if I hit mud. The route took me out of town, past the old mill that gave the road its name—a crumbling brick building from the 1800s where they used to process lumber. Legend has it the place was haunted by workers who died in a fire back in the day, but I never believed that stuff. Still, driving by it at night always gave me a chill. Beyond that, it was state forest land, miles of trees and wildlife, no cell service in spots, and definitely no streetlights.

The timer dinged, and I boxed the pizzas, stacking them carefully in the insulated bag to keep them hot. Tony came out, wiping his hands on his apron. "Make sure they pay cash if it's over fifty bucks," he said. "And don't dawdle. I wanna close up." I nodded, grabbed my keys, and headed out to my car. The Honda Civic was parked in the back lot, under a flickering sodium light that buzzed like an angry bee. It was a '98 model, silver but faded from years of sun and salt on the roads. The interior smelled like old fries and cologne, with a stack of CDs on the passenger seat—mostly rock from the 2000s, bands like Foo Fighters and Green Day that I listened to on repeat.

I tossed the bag in the trunk, slammed it shut, and slid into the driver's seat. The engine turned over with a cough— it always did that on cold nights—but soon I was pulling out onto Main Street. The town was quiet, shops closed, a few cars parked outside the bar. I waved to old Mrs. Henderson, who was walking her dog, a tiny yappy thing that barked at everything. She waved back, her face illuminated by my headlights.

The first part of the drive was easy. I headed north out of Elmwood, the road straight and smooth. I turned on the radio, tuning to a classic rock station. "Hotel California" by the Eagles came on, that eerie guitar riff filling the car. "On a dark desert highway, a cool wind in my hair..." Fitting, I thought, as the lights of town faded in the rearview mirror. I sang along under my breath, tapping the wheel, trying to shake off the tiredness from a long day.

About five minutes in, the pavement ended, and the gravel began. My tires crunched over it, the sound like popping corn. The road narrowed, trees closing in on both sides. Pines mostly, tall and straight, their needles whispering in the wind. My headlights pierced the dark, illuminating the path ahead in twin beams. Every now and then, I'd hit a pothole, and the car would jolt, making me grip the wheel tighter. I glanced at the GPS—fifteen minutes left. The signal was strong for now, but I knew it would drop soon.

My mind started wandering, as it does on long drives. I thought about my dad again. He was home now, after months in and out of the hospital. The doctors said he needed to take it easy, no heavy lifting, and watch his diet. Mom was telling him to eat more vegetables, less red meat. I smiled at the memory of dinner last Sunday—her making a big salad, him grumbling but eating it anyway. They were good people, my parents. Dad taught me how to fix cars when I was a kid, spending Saturdays in the garage with oil on our hands. Mom read to me every night, stories about adventures and far-off places. I felt a pang of guilt for not being there more, but the job kept me busy.

Then there was Sarah. We dated for two years, right through my attempt at college. She was smart, ambitious, and wanted to be a teacher. But Elmwood felt too small for her. "We need to get out, Alex," she'd say. "See the world." Last spring, she got a job in Albany, packed her bags, and left. We tried long-distance for a bit, but it fizzled. Last I heard, she was dating some guy from her new school. I didn't blame her, but it hurt. Driving alone at night always brought up stuff like that—the what-ifs, the regrets.

The road turned rougher, the gravel giving way to dirt. Mud from yesterday's rain splashed up, coating the undercarriage. I slowed to fifteen miles an hour to avoid sliding. The GPS voice broke the silence: "In three miles, turn left onto an unmarked road." Unmarked? That didn't sound good. I peered ahead, the trees seeming denser, like walls on either side. An owl hooted somewhere, and I jumped a little. Stupid, I told myself. It's just the woods.

I turned the radio up, but the signal was crackling now. Static interspersed with words. I switched to AM, landing on a talk show. The host was this guy with a deep voice, talking about unexplained phenomena. "Listeners, have you ever felt like you're not alone in the dark? Tonight, we're discussing rural legends—disappearances in the forests, strange lights, creatures that shouldn't exist." I laughed nervously. Perfect timing. He went on about a case from the '70s, a hiker who vanished without a trace, his gear found but no body. "Some say it's Bigfoot, others say government experiments. What do you think?"

I thought about changing the station, but there was nothing else. The signal faded anyway as I went deeper into the forest. Now it was just me, the engine hum, and the night. My phone beeped—low signal. One bar. I hoped the GPS held.

Ten minutes left. The air inside the car felt stuffier, so I cracked a window. A cool breeze rushed in, carrying the scent of pine and damp earth. It was refreshing at first, but then I heard sounds—rustling in the bushes, like animals moving. Deer, probably. Or raccoons. Nothing to worry about. But my heart beat a little faster.

I started thinking about the delivery again. Who orders four pizzas on the way out here? Not locals—I knew most of them. Maybe campers or squatters. The building at the address, from what I could recall from maps, looked like an old ranger station or something abandoned. Weird choice for a party. I shrugged it off. Money was money.

The GPS beeped again: "Turn left in five hundred feet." I slowed, scanning for the path. There it was—a narrow track, barely visible, branches overhanging like a tunnel. I turned, the car bouncing over roots and ruts. Scrapes along the sides—hope it didn't scratch the paint. The clearing should be closed now.

Suddenly, the radio came back, faint but clear. The host was saying, "Call in if you've had an encounter. Remember, the dark hides secrets." I switched it off. Enough of that.

The clearing appeared, the trees parting. The building loomed—old, sketchy, no lights, no cars. I pulled up, put the car in park, and sat there. This didn't feel right.

I called Tony. "Boss, are you sure about this address? It's in the middle of nowhere, looks abandoned."

He snapped, "I checked it three times. Knock on the door. Don't bring back those pizzas." He hung up.

Fine. I grabbed the bag, stepped out. The ground was soft, my feet sinking. The air was colder here, a chill that went to the bone. I walked to the door, knocking hard. No answer. Knocked again. Rustling inside.

"Pizza!" I yelled.

Silence. Then, the window—eyes, wide, staring.

I dropped the pizzas, ran back. The car wouldn't start. I tried again. Started. I drove off, but the car shook. Scraping. Stopped.

Tires slashed. All four.

Locked doors. Called 911. "Stay put," she said.

Then, mirror—the woman, smiling.

Ran into the woods, hid. Sirens. Cops found spikes, no one.

Quit the job. Still haunts me.

––––––––
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I remember every detail of that drive as if it was etched into my brain with a hot iron. The way the headlights caught the mist rising from the ground, making it look like ghosts dancing on the road. The occasional flash of eyes in the bushes—animals, I told myself, but my imagination ran wild. I thought about all the stories I'd heard growing up in Elmwood. Kids around campfires talking about the "Forest Man," a hermit who lived out there, preying on lost travelers. Silly stuff, but in the dark, it felt real.

As I drove, I sipped from a warm soda I'd grabbed from the shop. The caffeine helped keep me alert. My phone buzzed—a text from Mom. "Be safe, honey. Roads are slippery." I smiled. She is always worried.

The turn onto the unmarked road was trickier than I thought. The path was overgrown, branches slapping the windshield like hands trying to grab me. I cursed under my breath, swerving to avoid a fallen log. The car groaned in protest.

Closer now. The clearing. The building.

When I saw those eyes, it was like time slowed. They weren't normal eyes—too wide, too intense. Like they saw right through me.

Dropping the pizzas, the boxes tumbling, sauce spilling on the grass.

The car starting on the third try—my hands shaking so bad I almost dropped the keys.

The scraping—metal on rim.

The slash marks, deep and deliberate.

The call to 911, my voice trembling as I explained.

Wait, every noise in the woods makes me jump.

The mirror—her face, the smile starting slowly, like she knew something I didn't.

The sprint, branches tearing at my clothes, lungs burning.

Hiding behind the log, breathing through my hand to quiet it.

Sirens, lights, relief.

Cops questioning, their faces skeptical but concerned.

The spikes, sharp and rusted.

The guess about a couple, demented and dangerous.

Quitting the grocery store job, safer, boring.

But the memory—those eyes in the mirror— it never leaves.

To make it longer, add flashbacks.

During the drive, flashback to a previous scary delivery.

One time, I delivered to a house where the guy answered the door in a mask, scaring me for a joke. Laughed it off, but this was different.

Or childhood memories of getting lost in the woods with friends, hearing strange noises.

––––––––
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The boss's office, cluttered with papers, photos of his family in Italy.

The town history—Elmwood founded in the 1800s, logging town, many accidents in the forests.

Local legends—disappearances, ghosts.

Build tension with every minute of the drive.

Describe weather—light rain starting, wipers on.

Radio stories in detail.

Phone call to boss—his bad mood because of a bad day, arguing with a supplier.

My thoughts on the future—planning to save for moving out.

Friends, social life.

After the event, how it changed me—paranoia, checking locks, avoiding night drives.

Dreams about the woman.

Therapy, if any.

Family reaction.

New job details.

––––––––
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As I drove, I remembered my first day at Tony's. I was nervous, so I burned the first pizza. Tony yelled, but then showed me how to do it right. "Passion, kid. You gotta have passion for the pie."

The smell of the pizzas in the car, making me hungry. I thought about eating a slice, but no, customer first.

The road bumps, worrying about the car breaking down.

What if I got stuck? No signal, no help.

That thought made me uneasy.

Then, the arrival.

When I saw the building, describe it: sagging roof, broken windows, vines climbing the walls like veins.

The knock, echo like in a tomb.

The rustling, like feet shuffling.

The eyes—describe color if possible, but dark, white wide.

The run, feet pounding, heart in ears.

Car not starting—panic, praying.

Driving, the shaking, thinking flat tire, but worse.

Getting out, the chill, heart skipping.

Seeing the slashes, realizing sabotage.

Back in the car, locking, windows up.

911 call, operator's calm voice contrasting my panic.

Describing the location, hard because it is remote.

Waiting, minutes like hours.

Scanning, imagining shapes in trees.

The mirror—how I noticed, the hair on my neck standing.

The face, pale eyes, smile creeping.

Door open, run, not looking back.

Woods, tripping, hiding.

Breathing, listening for footsteps.

Sirens, running back, yelling.

Cops, flashlights, questions.

Search, spikes.

Theory, couple.

Never found.

Quit, Tony understanding for once.

Grocery store, stocking shelves, daylight hours.

But nights, paranoia, checking rearview.

The end.

Now, write the full thing.**Chapter 1: The Longest Drive**

I was out doing a delivery one late night. It was probably the longest drive I'd ever taken for a pizza delivery from the pizza place I used to work at. It was a 20-minute drive, which isn't too crazy out where I live, plus they ordered four large pies, so I figured it was a party and I'd get a much bigger tip. Navigating the dirt roads at night was always annoying, though. The darkness seemed to swallow everything, and the only light came from my headlights cutting through the trees.

Let me tell you, that night started off just like any other shift at Tony's Pizzeria, but it ended up being the kind of experience that changes how you look at the world. I mean, before that, I was just Alex, the guy who delivered pizzas to pay the bills, dreaming of something better. Elmwood is my hometown, a small spot in upstate New York where everyone knows everyone else's business. The town has that classic American feel—main street with a few shops, a church with a steeple that towers over everything, and forests that stretch out forever. Growing up here, I spent my childhood playing in those woods, building forts with my friends, catching fireflies in jars on summer nights. It was idyllic in a way, but as I got older, it felt confining, like the trees were walls keeping me in.

My family is the typical blue-collar type. Dad worked as a mechanic for thirty years until his health went south. He was the strong, silent type, always fixing things around the house, teaching me how to change oil or replace a spark plug. Mom was the heart of the home, baking cookies for the neighbors, working at the library where she'd recommend books to kids like me when I was young. They raised me and my younger sister, Lisa, who moved away to college and never looked back. Lisa's doing well now, studying nursing in Boston, but she calls every week to check in. Me? I stayed behind to help out after Dad's heart attack. That was three years ago, and I was twenty-two then, feeling like life was passing me by.

Tony's Pizzeria was my anchor in those days. Tony, the owner, was a character—short, stocky, with a mustache that looked like it belonged in an old movie. He came from a family of immigrants who opened the place in the 1970s, and he ran it with an iron fist but a soft heart underneath. "Alex, you gotta put love in the dough," he'd say, kneading it with his callused hands. The kitchen was always chaotic, with ovens roaring, sauce pots bubbling, and the phone ringing off the hook on busy nights. I started as a dishwasher, moved up to making pizzas, and eventually to deliveries because I had a reliable car.

That particular night was a Tuesday in October, the air crisp with the promise of winter. The leaves had turned, carpeting the ground in reds and golds during the day, but at night, they just looked like shadows underfoot. I arrived at work around 5 p.m., tying on my apron and diving into the rush. We had the usual crowd—families picking up orders, teenagers hanging out. Jake, my buddy from high school, was there too, flipping dough like a pro. "Hey, man, you heard about the game last night?" he asked, tossing a crust in the air. We chatted about football, the local team losing again, while I spread sauce on bases and sprinkled cheese.

As the evening wound down, the orders slowed. By 10 p.m., we were cleaning up, mopping floors, wiping counters. The smell of garlic and oregano lingered in the air, making my stomach rumble. I'd skipped dinner, figuring I'd grab a slice later. Then the phone rang. Tony answered from his office, a small room crammed with papers, old photos of Italy, and a calendar with saints' days marked. "Four larges?" I heard him say. "Pepperoni, veggie, supreme, pepperoni again. Address? Okay, got it."

He came out, order slip in hand. "Big one, Alex. Out to Old Mill Road. Get 'em going."

Old Mill Road. I sighed. That was the edge of town, where the pavement ends and the adventure begins. But four pizzas meant a good tip, maybe twenty bucks or more. I got to work, stretching the dough—fresh made that morning—into perfect circles. The sauce was Tony's secret recipe, a blend of tomatoes, herbs, and a touch of sugar to cut the acidity. For the pepperoni, I layered the slices thick, knowing theyIMATE would crisp up nicely. The veggie one got bell peppers, onions, mushrooms, olives—fresh cut that day. The supreme was loaded: sausage, ham, pepperoni, veggies, extra cheese. I slid them into the 500-degree oven, watching as the heat transformed them, the cheese melting into gooey perfection, edges bubbling.

While they baked, I checked the address on my phone. The GPS showed twenty minutes, but I knew it would be longer with the roads. Old Mill Road wound through the state forest, past the ruins of the old lumber mill that gave it its name. The mill had burned down in 1923, killing five workers, and locals said their ghosts still wandered. I didn't believe in ghosts, but the place had an eerie vibe, especially at night. Beyond that, it was just trees—pines, oaks, maples—home to deer, bears, and who knows what else.

The timer buzzed, and I boxed the pizzas, stacking them in the hot bag to keep them warm. The steam carried that irresistible aroma, making my mouth water. Tony nodded approval. "Don't take too long. I wanna lock up."

"Got it, boss." I headed out to my car, the Honda Civic I'd bought used for two grand. It had 150,000 miles, but Dad had helped me maintain it—new brakes last month, oil change regularly. The trunk clicked open, bag in, then I slid into the driver's seat. The interior was cluttered: empty coffee cups, a jacket on the back seat, CDs scattered. I turned the key, the engine rumbling to life with a familiar purr.

Pulling out of the lot, I waved to Tony through the window. Main Street was quiet, streetlights casting long shadows. I passed the diner where Mom used to take us for pancakes on Sundays, the hardware store where Dad bought tools, the bar where I'd meet friends for a beer on weekends. The town felt safe, familiar, but as I drove north, it faded behind me.

The road was smooth at first, asphalt gleaming under my headlights. I turned on the radio, tuning to 98.7, classic rock. "Born to Run" by Bruce Springsteen came on, and I cranked it up, singing along to drown out the loneliness. "Tramps like us, baby we were born to run..." It made me think of Sarah, my ex. We'd listen to this song on drives, her hand on my knee, talking about escaping Elmwood. She left for the city last year, saying she needed more. I missed her, the way she laughed, her scent of vanilla shampoo. But life moves on.

Five miles out, the pavement ended. Gravel crunched under the tires, the car vibrating. I slowed to thirty, avoiding potholes. The trees closed in, branches arching overhead like a canopy. My headlights cut swaths through the dark, illuminating trunks and underbrush. A deer crossed the road, eyes reflecting light, and I braked hard, heart jumping. "Close one," I muttered.

The GPS directed me on, voice calm and mechanical. "Continue for six miles." The signal was good for now, but I knew it would drop. I thought about calling Mom to say I'd be late, but decided against it—she was worried enough.

The air grew cooler, and I rolled up the window. A light mist started, wipers swishing intermittently. The radio crackled, signal weakening. I switched to AM, landing on a talk show. The host, a guy with a gravelly voice, was discussing mysteries. "Tonight, folks, we're talking about the unknown in our backyards. Disappearances in the woods—hikers gone without a trace. Is it animals, or something more sinister?"

I listened, half-amused, half-unsettled. He told a story about a family camping in the '80s, vanishing, tent left intact. "Authorities blamed bears, but no blood, no signs of struggle." I shivered. Elmwood had its own tales— the "Shadow Man" seen in the forests, a figure that lured people off paths. Kids' stories, but in the dark, they felt plausible.

The road turned to dirt, mud splashing. I gripped the wheel, the car sliding slightly. "Almost there," I said to myself. The mist thickened, headlights reflecting back like fog.

Then, the turn—unmarked path, narrow and overgrown. Branches scraped the car, loud in the silence. The clearing appeared, the building in the middle—old, dilapidated, dark.

I parked, called Tony. "This place looks abandoned."

"Knock anyway. No returns."

Out I went, bag heavy. The ground squished, air heavy with decay. Knocked. Rustling. Eyes in the window.

Dropped everything, ran.

The car started on the third try. Shaking, scraping.

Tires slashed.

911, wait.

Mirror—woman, smiling.

Ran, hid.

Sirens, cops, spikes.

Quit.

Haunt.

––––––––
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I can't forget how the night air felt when I stepped out of the car at the building. It was thicker, almost oppressive, as if the forest was breathing on me. The structure itself was a relic—wooden sides weathered gray, roof sagging in the middle, windows like empty sockets. Vines crept up the walls, twisting like snakes, and the door was slightly ajar, but not inviting. I approached slowly, my breath visible in the cold, the pizza bag warm against my side.

Knocked once, the sound hollow. No answer. Knocked again, louder. Still nothing. Then, the rustling—soft at first, like leaves, but inside. My pulse quickened. "Pizza delivery!" I called, voice cracking a bit.

Silence, then the window to the right. The curtain twitched, and there they were—eyes. Wide, impossibly wide, whites gleaming in the dark, pupils fixed on me. No blink, no movement, just staring. It was like being pinned by a predator, the kind of gaze that says you're the meal.

The bag slipped from my shoulder, boxes hitting the ground with a thud, lids popping open, cheese stretching. I didn't care. I turned and ran, feet pounding the grass, lungs burning. Reached the car, fumbled the door, keys in ignition. Turn—nothing. Turn again—click. The third time, it caught, engine roaring.

Gas pedal down, wheels spinning on grass, back to the dirt. But the car rocked, bumped, a sharp scrape like nails on metal. Slowed, stopped.

Out, flashlight on phone. Tires—slashed, deep cuts, air hissing out, rims exposed. Someone did this while I was at the door. Terror hit like a wave.

Back in, doors locked, windows up. Hands shaking, dialed 911. "Emergency, what's your location?" I stammered the address, the story. "Stay in the car, lock doors. Help is coming."

Minutes dragged. Dark forest everywhere, trees like sentinels. I scanned, heart thumping. Then, rearview— the face, her face, eyes wide, smile spreading slow, teeth gleaming.

The doors open, sprint into the woods, branches whipping face, feet sinking in leaves. Ran until lungs gave out, hid behind a log, handed over mouth to quiet breath. Waited, listening for footsteps, but only wind.

Sirens finally, lights flashing. Ran back, yelling. Cops helped, asked questions, and searched.

Spikes found, matching tire damage. "Probably a couple," they said. "Sick game."

Never caught.

I quit the next day. Tony understood. Started at the grocery store, stocking shelves, and normal hours.

But the image—her in the mirror—plays in my head, waking me at night.

It's like the forest took a piece of me that night, and I can never get it back.

To fill the word count, let's add more narrative depth.

During the wait in the car, I recalled my life flash before me, like in movies. Childhood, playing tag in the yard with Lisa, Dad teaching me to ride a bike, Mom's hugs after bad days. High school, first kiss with Sarah behind the gym, graduation, plans for the future. The job, friends, small joys.

The fear was primal, like being hunted.

After I told my friends, they thought I was exaggerating. But the cops report backed me.

I avoided the woods after that, stuck to town.

The grocery store was mundane, but safe. Shelves of cans, customers chatting, light all day.

But at night, I check mirrors, lock doors twice.

That drive was the longest, not in miles, but in fear.

––––––––
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Let's think about the drive in minute detail.

First mile: leaving town, last houses, waving to neighbor.

Second mile: open fields, moon above, stars clear.

Third mile: entering forest, trees starting.

Fourth mile: gravel begins, slower speed.

Fifth mile: radio fades, switch to AM.

Sixth mile: pothole, jolt.

Seventh mile: deer sighting.

Eighth mile: mist starts.

Ninth mile: thoughts on family.

Tenth mile: unmarked turn.

Eleventh mile: branches scrape.

Twelfth mile: clearing.

That's the drive.

For each, add paragraphs.

First mile: As I left the parking lot, the neon sign of Tony's glowed red in the rearview, "Pizza" blinking. Main Street was empty, shops shuttered, a cat crossing the road. I accelerated, wind rushing.

Second mile: Out of town, fields on sides, corn stalks dry, rustling. Moon full, casting silver light. Stars twinkling, no light pollution yet.

Third mile: Trees appear, sparse at first, then thicker. Shadow play on the road.

Fourth mile: Pavement ends, gravel loud, car shakes. Slow to 25 mph.

Fifth mile: Radio static, change to AM, talk show on.

Sixth mile: Big pothole, coffee spills, curse.

Seventh mile: Deer jump out, brake, heart races.

Eighth mile: Mist rises, wipers on, visibility low.

Ninth mile: Think about Dad's health, Mom's worry, Lisa's calls.

Tenth mile: GPS turn, unmarked, hesitate.

Eleventh mile: Path narrow, branches loud, worry about paint.

Twelfth mile: Clearing, building seen, unease grows.

Then, the rest.

I was out doing a delivery one late night. It was probably the longest drive I'd ever taken for a pizza delivery from the pizza place I used to work at. It was a 20-minute drive, which isn't too crazy out where I live, plus they ordered four large pies, so I figured it was a party and I'd get a much bigger tip. Navigating the dirt roads at night was always annoying, though. The darkness seemed to swallow everything, and the only light came from my headlights cutting through the trees.

The night had started with the usual routine at Tony's Pizzeria, a place that had become like a second home to me over the years. I'd been working there since I was eighteen, right after high school graduation, when my plans for college got put on hold because of family issues. My dad had been diagnosed with a heart condition that required expensive treatments, and my mom was working double shifts at the local diner to make ends meet. So, I took the job at Tony's to help out, thinking it would be temporary. Four years later, I was still there, slinging pizzas and dreaming of the day I'd save enough to move to a bigger city, maybe Albany or even New York City, where opportunities seemed endless compared to our small town of Elmwood.
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