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The alarm had not gone off.

Talen Voss knew this the moment he opened his eyes and saw the ceiling of his Wicker Park apartment catching the wrong kind of light. Morning light. The specific yellow shade that only appeared after seven o’clock, which was a problem because he was supposed to be at his desk on Wacker Drive before eight. He lay still for exactly three seconds, doing what his brain always did first thing: calculating. Distance from bed to bathroom, average shower time, walk to the Blue Line station, train ride to the Loop. Seventeen minutes to get out the door. That was achievable. Barely.

He was out the door in sixteen.

He did not eat breakfast. He did not check his reflection. He grabbed his laptop bag, his coffee thermos — empty, because he had forgotten to run the machine the night before — and his coat, and he moved through the morning like a man who had already decided the day was against him and had chosen, out of pure stubbornness, to show up anyway.

The Blue Line platform was cold in the way that only Chicago platforms were cold in late autumn. Not dramatically cold. Just consistently, quietly miserable, as if the city had made a decision about your comfort and saw no reason to revisit it.

He made the 7:31. The doors closed six seconds after he stepped on.

Talen considered this a win.

He found a seat near the middle of the car, wedged between a woman in a puffer coat who was deeply, heroically asleep against the window and a teenager whose phone screen showed what was very clearly a dungeon crawler game. The kid had headphones in and was tapping at the screen with the focused intensity of someone who had leveled up their character more times this month than they had eaten a hot meal. The monsters on the screen were small and pixelated. They dropped coins and little glowing orbs when they died. The number in the top right corner kept climbing.

Talen watched this for longer than he meant to. Then he opened his laptop.

The spreadsheet had been waiting for him since yesterday afternoon. It was a logistics optimization report for a mid-size shipping company in Indiana that had the operational efficiency of a building that had forgotten it was supposed to be a building. His job, as a data analyst at Meridian Logistics Solutions, was to look at numbers until the numbers told him something useful, and then write that useful thing in a report that a manager would scan for ninety seconds before asking why the graphs weren’t formatted consistently.

He was good at this job. He was not passionate about it. He had decided, somewhere around the age of twenty-six, that passion was something people in movies had, and that competence was a perfectly reasonable alternative for the rest of the population.

The train moved into the underground section past Damen. The overhead light above him flickered. Talen did not look up. That light had been flickering since March. He had a quiet theory that it had been flickering since the Obama administration but had simply gone unrecorded.

He typed. He scrolled. He highlighted three cells in column G that were producing an error he had seen before and knew how to fix. The woman in the puffer coat shifted in her sleep and made a small sound of contentment that Talen found, against his will, somewhat enviable.

He was composing the opening line of his apology email to his manager — Apologies for the slight delay this morning, I wanted to make sure the Q3 discrepancy was fully cross-referenced before I — when the kid with the phone made a noise.

“No,” the kid said. Not to Talen. To his phone. Just a single, flat word, delivered the way a person speaks to something that has thoroughly failed them.

Talen glanced sideways. The dungeon crawler was still running. A boss monster had appeared on screen. It was significantly larger than the kid’s character. The number in the top right corner had stopped climbing and had started going the wrong direction instead.

“That’s rough,” Talen said, before he could stop himself.

The kid looked over, pulled out one earbud, and said, “It respawns stronger every time I die. Like it’s learning.”

“That sounds like a terrible design choice.”

“It’s the whole game,” the kid said. He put the earbud back in. After a moment, he added, without looking up, “Keeps you playing though.”

Talen turned back to his spreadsheet. He did not think about what the kid said for more than a moment.

He thought about it for approximately four minutes.

The idea that something grew stronger by measuring your attempts was, he had to admit, not a terrible system if the goal was sustained engagement. It rewarded understanding over brute force. It punished repetition without adaptation. There was probably a business process metaphor in there that his manager would find very inspiring if Talen ever chose to share it, which he would not, because it had come from watching a teenager play a phone game on the Blue Line.

He kept typing.

The train passed Clark and Lake without incident. The woman in the puffer coat did not wake up. Two more people got on at Washington and stood near the doors, doing the thing where you hold the overhead rail and try to read your phone one-handed while the train moves. Talen watched them solve this problem with varying degrees of success and noted, without judgment, that the man in the brown jacket had been looking at the same email for six stops.

He knew because Talen had been watching him in the window reflection.

This was a habit he had. He watched things. He cataloged them. Not because he was particularly curious about strangers, but because his brain processed the world in patterns, and patterns were easier to observe than to stop observing. The woman by the door who had shifted her weight three times since Monroe — she was cold, or her back hurt, or both. The older man in the back corner who had not looked at his phone once — he was the only other person on this car who was simply sitting. Being on a train without performing the act of being on a train. Talen respected that. He also noted that the man had been watching the tunnel ahead with an expression Talen could not classify, which was unusual. He could usually classify expressions.

He returned to column G.

The train passed beneath the Chicago River.

Talen knew this section of the tunnel. Everyone who rode the Blue Line regularly knew it — the way the light changed, the specific acoustics of the tunnel walls, the slight drop in air pressure that your ears registered before your brain did. It was a ten-second stretch. He had been through it hundreds of times. It always felt slightly longer than it was.

The overhead light flickered.

Then it died.

Not a flicker. Not a brief interruption. It died the way lights die when the thing powering them decides, at a fundamental level, to stop. The car went dark. Not Chicago-train dark, where the emergency strips still glow orange and you can see the outlines of the people around you. Actual dark. The kind of dark that makes your inner ear do a small, involuntary recalibration because your brain does not have enough information to place you in space.

Someone said something at the back of the car. The woman in the puffer coat woke up with a sharp inhale.

The train slowed.

Then it stopped.

Talen’s first thought was: power outage. CTA had them occasionally. There was a protocol. Someone would come on the intercom in about thirty seconds and say something calm and useless. He waited for the intercom.

It did not come.

His second thought was more practical: he pulled out his phone to use the flashlight. The screen was dark. He pressed the power button. Nothing. He pressed it again. Nothing. He held it for five seconds, the universal restart gesture, and the screen stayed black and returned nothing.

Around him, he heard the sound of other people doing the same thing. Multiple people pressing power buttons in the dark, which created a faint series of soft clicks that sounded, in the complete absence of light, unexpectedly quiet.

“My phone’s dead,” said the kid with the dungeon crawler. His voice was small. The confidence from earlier, the easy fluency of someone at home in their own world, was gone. He sounded his age.

“Mine too,” said the woman who had been standing by the door.

Talen closed his phone and opened his laptop instead.

The laptop screen was dark. The laptop was off. He had not turned it off. He had been typing on it forty seconds ago. He pressed the power button. Nothing. He pressed it again.

The screen stayed dark.

He sat with that for a moment. He was a data analyst. He believed in understanding what he was looking at before he reacted to it. What he was looking at was a train that had stopped in a tunnel, a car full of people with no functioning electronics, and a darkness so complete that he could not see his own hand when he raised it in front of his face.

That was the data. He did not know what it meant yet. He was not going to pretend that he did.

The older man from the back corner spoke, then. Not loudly. But clearly.

“Nobody panic,” he said. “It could be anything.”

“It’s everything,” said the man in the brown jacket. “Everything went off at the same time. That’s not a power outage. That’s something else.”

Nobody argued with that, because nobody had a better explanation, and in the absence of a better explanation, the accurate one tends to stand.

Talen put his hand back on his laptop. He did not know why. It was off. It was a reflex — the same reflex that made him reach for a light switch in a room he already knew was dark.

The laptop screen turned on.

He pulled his hand back. He looked at it.

The screen was not showing his spreadsheet. It was not showing the startup screen or a battery warning or any of the things a laptop shows when it comes back from being off. It was showing nothing. Just darkness with a faint backlight.

And then, in the center of the screen, white text appeared. One line. Centered. The font was clean and plain, the kind you could read immediately in any light.

⚠ INITIALIZING...

Talen stared at it.

His laptop was off. He knew it was off because he had pressed the power button and nothing had happened. The battery did not have enough charge to display a screen. He had not plugged it in. There was no outlet on this train. None of these facts were compatible with what he was looking at.

He looked at it anyway.

The text did not change. It did not blink. It sat in the center of a dark screen on a dead laptop in a stopped train under the Chicago River, perfectly still, and waited.

Talen’s brain, which had spent twenty-eight years finding patterns in things and turning them into useful information, ran the numbers on what it was seeing and came back with nothing. No comparable data point. No framework. No column G error he had seen before.

He looked up at the overhead light above his seat. It had been flickering since March. It had died with everything else when the train stopped.

It did not flicker back on.

Something else did.
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The light that came back was not the overhead strip above Talen’s seat.

It came from everywhere at once.

The dead transit display at the far end of the car — the one that had been cycling the same three stops on a loop for the entire ride — lit up white. Then the window glass along both sides of the car caught a faint luminescence, like someone had pressed a sheet of pale paper against the outside. Then the metallic handrails along the ceiling picked up a blue-white glow. Even the floor, the scuffed black rubber that nobody ever looked at, pulsed once with it.

And then every screen in the car turned on simultaneously.

Every phone. Every laptop that had gone dark. The blank transit display. The small advertisement screens above the doors that were only supposed to show rotating ads for insurance companies and concert venues. All of them, at once, displaying the same thing.

Three lines. White text on black. No logo. No loading screen. Just the words, appearing letter by letter in less than a second, like the world was typing them in real time and had no interest in being gentle about it:

⚠ SYSTEM INTEGRATION: COMPLETE

⚠ TUTORIAL PERIOD: 72 HOURS

⚠ SURVIVE.

The car erupted.

It was not the organized kind of panic that Talen had seen in movies, where people moved in one direction and someone took charge and things resolved into a manageable sequence of events. It was the real kind. The kind where four things happened at the same time and none of them made sense individually. The woman who had been sleeping against the window was on her feet before she was fully awake, pressing herself against the seat back and making a sound that was not quite a word. The man in the brown jacket who had been staring at the tunnel was now standing in the aisle with his hands out, turning in a slow circle like he was looking for something to grab onto. Two people near the back door were both trying to push it open at the same time, which meant neither of them was making progress. The teenager — the kid with the dungeon crawler game — had his phone in both hands and was reading the screen with an expression that Talen could not immediately classify.

That expression, he noted distantly, was the same one Talen suspected was on his own face.

He had not stood up. He was still in his seat, one hand on his laptop, and he was reading.

This was not bravery. He was not a brave person by any definition that mattered. He was a person whose first response to unfamiliar information was always to gather more of it before doing anything physical. Running was a decision. Decisions required data. He did not have enough data yet.

The transit display cleared and reset. The three-line message vanished, replaced by something new — a panel format, clean and structured, the kind of layout that a systems designer would build if they wanted information to be read quickly and without confusion. It sat at the top of every screen in the car, including his laptop. Below it, something else had appeared. Something personal.

Talen read it.

The panel above was the same for everyone. He could see that from the way the other screens matched his. But below the global notice, there was a second section that appeared to be individual. The man in the brown jacket had stopped turning in his circle. He was staring at his phone with his mouth slightly open. The woman from the window seat had her phone up and was reading it with the intense concentration of a person who has decided that understanding something is better than being afraid of it. That, Talen thought, was a rational choice.

He looked at his own screen.

[Class Assignment Pending — Please Review]

He read it once. He read it again. He looked at the notification structure — the way it was formatted, the brackets around certain words, the rank designation in a separate line from the class name. Whoever or whatever had built this had built it to be parsed. He parsed it.

At the back of the car, the brown-jacketed man said, “I got — it says Warrior. Class: Warrior. What does that mean?”

A woman near the door said, without looking up from her phone, “Scout. Mine says Scout.”

“Mine says Healer,” said someone Talen could not see. “What is happening?”

Talen looked at his screen.

[Class Assigned: Shadow Stalker — Rank: Unclassified]

[Warning: This class path is considered anomalous. Advancement records do not exist.]

[Recommendation: Do not attempt to use it.]

He read all three lines carefully. He read the warning twice. He paid particular attention to the word anomalous, which meant the system had a record of what normal looked like, and had compared his class against that record, and had found a difference it could not explain. That was not the same as broken. An anomaly was a data point outside the expected range. It was not necessarily a bad data point. It was simply one the system did not have a category for.

He tapped the confirmation at the bottom of the panel.

The screen changed.

Name: Talen Voss | Class: Shadow Stalker (Unclassified) | Level: 1

STR: 6 | AGI: 8 | VIT: 6 | INT: 10 | PER: 10 | END: 7 | LCK: 5

XP: 0/200 | MP: 50/50 | HP: 60/60

He looked at the numbers the way he looked at a spreadsheet — not trying to feel anything about them yet, just reading what they said. His intelligence and perception were both at ten, which was the highest of any of his stats. His strength and vitality were both at six, which were the lowest. The system, whatever it was, had taken a measurement of him and produced an accurate portrait of a man who was better at thinking than doing. He could not argue with the numbers.

He saved the screen to memory and looked up.

The emergency exit at the rear of the car was being kicked. Repeatedly. By a large man in work boots who had apparently decided that brute force was the appropriate response to a sealed door, and who was not entirely wrong. Each kick hit lower than the last, which was either strategy or exhaustion. The door made a sound like it was reconsidering its position.

The aisle was chaos, but ordered chaos — people pressing toward both exits, which meant nobody was actually moving freely in either direction. Three people were on their phones making calls that were not going through. The teenager had stood up and was looking at the front of the car with an expression that had moved from the unclassifiable zone into something closer to focused.

Then the car shifted.

Not physically. It did not move. But the quality of the darkness at the far end — the end of the car where the light had not fully come back, where the glow from the screens did not quite reach — changed. It became denser. It became the kind of dark that has a shape.

Talen saw it before he understood what he was seeing.

It was small. The size of a cat, roughly, though it had no recognizable form. It moved through the air without using wings or legs, drifting forward in a slow, almost lazy spiral, trailing wisps of shadow behind it the way a hand trails water. It was made entirely of darkness — not the darkness of a shadow cast by something solid, but darkness as a material, as a substance, as a thing that existed on its own terms.

It was moving toward the back of the car.

Toward the screaming.

Talen’s brain connected the information faster than he could put words to it. The thing was drawn to sound. To distress. The people kicking the emergency exit were the loudest people in the car, and the dark shape was moving in their direction with the steady, unhurried purpose of something that had decided on its destination and saw no reason to rush.

He got out of his seat.

He did not make this decision consciously. Later, he would think about that — the gap between seeing something and deciding to stand, which in this case did not seem to exist. He was in his seat and then he was not, and his legs were carrying him sideways through the aisle in a way that felt entirely unlike how he normally moved through a space.

He was fast. Not just hurrying-through-a-crowd fast. Actually fast. The kind of fast that felt like the ground was sloping in his favor, like the distance between seats was shorter than it should have been, like his body was taking the path it needed before his mind had finished calculating which path that was.

A notification appeared at the edge of his vision — not on his laptop now, but in the air, hanging in his field of sight like a transparent card:

[Skill Discovered: Shadow Step (Rank F) — Passive
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