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    For the ones who keep moving when the world falls apart,and for the silent courage of those who survive the darkest journeys.
To every reader who has ever searched for a last train out of fear, grief, and lossThis book is for you.
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​Introduction

[image: ]


There are moments in history when the world does not end all at once but in fragments, city by city, station by station, signal by signal. People keep moving long after the maps stop making sense, long after governments fall silent, long after the last promises of rescue dissolve into static. In such times, survival is no longer measured by strength alone but by what people are willing to carry with them: grief, memory, guilt, hope, and the stubborn belief that somewhere ahead there is still a place untouched by ruin.

The Last Train Out of Nowhere is a story of movement through collapse, of strangers forced into fragile alliances as the world around them buckles under violence, fear, and the unknown. Across shattered tracks, abandoned terminals, militarised borders, and haunted landscapes stretching through the United States and the United Kingdom, a single train becomes more than transportation. It becomes shelter, a prison, a battleground, a confession booth, and the last thin thread connecting human beings to the idea of tomorrow.

At its heart, this is not only a story about outrunning disaster. It is a story about the people trapped inside it: those who have lost everything, those who refuse to stop searching, and those who discover too late that the most dangerous things on the journey are not always outside the windows. As the train presses forward through a collapsing world, every stop demands a price, and every mile tests what remains of trust, loyalty, and love.

Some journeys begin with a destination. This one begins with desperation.
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​Prologue
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Penn Station, New York

The first sign that the world had changed was not the screaming.

It was the silence before it.

At 4:12 p.m., beneath the fluorescent buzz and iron groan of Penn Station, more than three thousand people moved through the underground arteries of Manhattan with the blind confidence of routine. Shoes struck tile. Wheels dragged over concrete. Departure boards flickered and corrected themselves with machine indifference. Somewhere near Track 9, a child laughed at something his mother said. A man in a charcoal suit stood beside a coffee kiosk reading a message he would never answer. A maintenance worker leaned on his broom and stared down the tunnel, frowning at a darkness that seemed deeper than it should have been.

Then every screen in the station went black.

Not dimmed. Not glitched. Black.

The buzzing lights overhead held for one breath, two, and died in a cascading snap that rolled through the station like a wave. For half a second, the dark swallowed everyone whole.

And then the emergency lights came on.

Red.

The station reappeared in strips and wounds of crimson illumination. Faces turned strange. Walls looked wet. The metal tracks gleamed like surgical instruments. A hundred conversations died at once, replaced by confused murmurs, the rustling rise of fear, and the distant shriek of brakes from a train coming in too fast.

Daniel Mercer looked up from the torn transit map in his hands and felt the air change.

He had spent most of his life ignoring instincts. Instincts had not helped when his wife died in a hospital hallway in Baltimore while backup generators failed one after another. Instincts had not helped when communications blackouts spread along the eastern corridor like a disease. Instincts had not helped over the past six months, while cities folded in on themselves under shortages, riots, evacuations, and stories too bizarre to verify. But now, standing on the platform with a canvas bag slung over one shoulder and a scar healing badly over his left eyebrow, he felt it clearly.

Something was wrong beneath the tracks.

A voice crackled through the station speakers, chopped apart by static.

“Remain platform security response in progress. Do not”

The announcement dissolved into a screech so violent several people clapped their hands over their ears. Somewhere above, a woman began to cry. Then came the pounding, fast, irregular, and unmistakably human echoing from the tunnel ahead.

Passengers surged backward from the yellow line.

A train burst from the darkness, sparks showering from its undercarriage as it screamed into the station. Its windshield was cracked. One headlamp had gone out. The front was streaked with something darker than grease. Before it had fully stopped, hands slammed against the side windows from inside. Blood smeared the glass.

The crowd froze.

Then the doors opened.

A man stumbled out first, shirt soaked from collar to waist, his eyes so wide they seemed no longer part of a sane face. He collapsed on the platform and tried to speak, but only a broken cough came out. Behind him came a woman clutching a little girl whose pink coat was blackened at one sleeve. Two transit officers rushed forward, shouting questions no one answered.

Then something moved inside the carriage.

It happened too quickly for understanding. A shape lunged through the doorway with impossible force and struck the nearer officer hard enough to throw him sideways into a pillar. His skull hit marble with a crack audible above the screams. The second officer drew his weapon, but the crowd had already broken. People ran in every direction, smashing into one another, abandoning bags, trampling luggage and clawing toward escalators and service corridors.

Daniel didn’t run.

Not at first.

He stared.

The thing on the platform had once been a man. That was the worst part, not its violence, not the blood packed under its nails, not the raw strips of skin hanging from its jaw as though it had chewed its own face apart. The worst part was that some trace of the human shape remained, enough to make the horror intimate. It moved with frantic, convulsive speed, throwing itself onto the officer before the gun could fire. The screams that followed were drowned by several more erupting from the train itself.

More figures poured from the carriage.

Infected, some would later call them. Possessed, others insisted. Victims of a weaponised pathogen, a neurological plague, a military experiment gone wrong. Daniel would hear every theory in the months that followed, from refugee camps in Pennsylvania to ruined stations outside Chicago to a barricaded terminal in Dover where a priest swore the dead had begun remembering their names. None of the explanations ever mattered much. What mattered was this: once the train arrived, the old world ended in under four minutes.

A little boy stood near the platform edge, screaming for his father.

Daniel moved before he thought.

He crossed the distance in three strides, grabbed the child under the arms, and yanked him backward just as a woman crashed into them, nearly sending all three to the ground. The crowd surged around him like floodwater. To his right, one of the infected leaped onto a bench and came down on a businessman trying to shield his throat with a briefcase. Ahead, a station gate slammed shut. Behind him, another train horn blared in the tunnel, long and desperate.

“Come on!” Daniel shouted to the boy, though he had no idea where to go.

The child was maybe six, maybe seven, too shocked to move properly. Daniel dragged him toward a maintenance corridor half-hidden behind a column wrapped in old event posters. Someone seized Daniel’s sleeve. He turned, ready to fight, and saw a woman in a dark wool coat gripping a silver hard case in one hand.

“Please,” she said. “Don’t leave me.”

Years later, when the train was crossing the dead industrial spine of the Midlands under a sky the colour of ash, Daniel would still remember that face. Not because it was beautiful, though it was. Not because of the fear in it, though it was there. He remembered it because unlike everyone else in Penn Station, she was not looking at the attackers.

She was looking at the train.

As if she recognised it.

As if she had been afraid of this exact moment for a very long time.

Another scream tore through the station. The lights flickered. Somewhere beyond the panicked crowd came a burst of gunfire, then another, then silence broken by a roar of voices and pounding feet. Daniel tightened his grip on the boy and jerked his head toward the corridor.

“Move,” he said.

The woman followed.

They shoved through the narrow metal door just as a body hit it from the other side with bone-rattling force. Daniel slammed the bolt into place. The impact came again, then again, followed by scraping, snarling breaths. The little boy buried his face in Daniel’s jacket. The woman stood with her back to the wall, clutching the silver case to her chest as though it held the last living thing in the world.

The corridor smelt of oil, rust, and damp concrete. Emergency lights throbbed overhead. Somewhere far down the passage came the faint rumble of engines, steady and enormous, as though something much larger than a commuter train was waking beneath the city.

Daniel listened to the door shudder under another blow.

Then he looked at the woman.

“Who are you?” he asked.

She opened her mouth, hesitated, and answered with the kind of truth that arrives too late to prevent catastrophe.

“My name is Evelyn Shaw,” she said. “And if that train reached the station, then nowhere would be safe.”

The door buckled inward.

Outside, the station drowned in chaos.

Above them, New York began to burn.
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​Chapter 1: The Platform Beneath the World
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The corridor shook again under the force of something slamming into the door.

Daniel Mercer braced one palm against the rusted metal and felt it bow inward, then recoil. Each impact came with a wet, animal desperation that didn’t belong to anything fully human. The little boy clung to Daniel’s side so tightly his fingers cramped in the fabric of Daniel’s jacket. The woman, Evelyn Shaw, if that was really her name, stood rigid beneath the red emergency light, breathing too fast but keeping her eyes clear.

She wasn’t panicking.

That bothered him almost as much as the pounding outside.

“Is there another way out?” Daniel asked.

Evelyn looked past him, down the corridor stretching into dim industrial gloom. “There should be a service lift at the end. If the power grid hasn’t completely collapsed, we may be able to reach the lower rail access.”

“Lower rail access?” Daniel repeated.

Another slam hit the door. This time the bolt shrieked.

“No time,” she said. “We move now.”

Daniel knelt in front of the child. Up close, the boy’s face was pale with shock, freckles standing out sharply across his cheeks. There was a smear of dirt near one eye and a fresh tear cutting through it.

“What’s your name?”

The boy swallowed. “Owen.”

“All right, Owen. I’m Daniel. You stay with me, no matter what happens. You don’t let go, understand?”

Owen gave a small, jerking nod.

“Good. Can you run?”

Another nod, weaker this time.

“Then run.”

They took off down the corridor just as the door behind them gave a crack like a rifle shot. Daniel didn’t look back. He grabbed Owen’s hand and ran through the strobing red half-light, boots hammering against concrete slick with condensation. Pipes lined the ceiling. Electrical boxes jutted from the walls at uneven intervals. Somewhere overhead, through layers of stone and steel, the muffled thunder of thousands of terrified people rolled through the station.

The world above was tearing open.

The world below was waking up.

At the far end of the passage stood a chain-link gate, partially ajar. Evelyn reached it first and shoved it wide. Beyond lay a broad maintenance chamber littered with old equipment, coiled cables, broken tool carts, and the hulking shape of a freight elevator set into the wall. A single yellow light blinked above a call panel.

Daniel almost laughed from relief.

Then he pressed the button.

Nothing happened.

“No,” he muttered, pressing it again, harder, as though force could bully electricity into obedience.

Evelyn dropped her silver case onto a workbench and yanked open the panel beside the lift. Inside was a mess of wires and switches and a thick red lever sealed behind cracked plexiglass. She smashed the cover with the butt of a wrench she snatched from the bench.

“You know what you’re doing?” Daniel asked.

“Enough to be dangerous.”

“That’s not comforting.”

“It isn’t meant to be.”

The pounding of feet echoed faintly behind them now, coming from the corridor they’d just crossed. Not one set. Several.

Daniel pulled Owen behind him.

“Can they get through that gate?”

“Yes,” Evelyn said. “Eventually.”

“Wonderful.”

She gripped the red lever and pulled. For one endless second, nothing changed.

Then somewhere beneath their feet, gears groaned into motion.

The freight elevator shuddered violently. Dust rained from the ceiling. The doors juddered apart by inches, paused, then scraped open wide enough to reveal a steel platform large enough for a small truck. Inside, a bare bulb swung from a wire and painted dizzy shadows over the grated floor.

“Get in,” Evelyn said.

They rushed aboard. Daniel hit the close button. The doors moved with infuriating slowness. The first figure appeared at the far end of the maintenance room just as the gap narrowed to a foot. It came at them in a crooked sprint, shoulders jerking, one leg dragging slightly. A man in a transit uniform, or what was left of one. His mouth hung open too wide. Blood matted his collar. His eyes had the fixed, milky intensity of a body running ahead of its soul.

Owen whimpered.

Daniel stepped forward instinctively, though he carried no weapon beyond a folding knife clipped inside his boot.

The transit worker hit the closing doors with both hands just as they nearly met. Metal screamed. The doors bounced back three inches.

“Daniel!” Evelyn shouted.

He lunged, threw his weight into the narrowing gap, and slammed his shoulder against the door. For a split second he felt the infected man pushing from the other side, stronger than he should have been, stronger than panic and torn muscles ought to allow. Then the mechanism caught, the doors sealed, and the body outside vanished behind steel with a sound like a butcher’s cleaver striking a block.

The elevator dropped.

Owen screamed. Daniel seized the rail as the platform plunged several feet before the brakes caught. The bulb overhead swung wildly.

“What the hell is this?” he demanded.

“An old service descent to the under-rail lines", Evelyn said, breathing hard. “Used during wartime logistics, then later for restricted transport. Most station staff don’t even know it exists.”

“You do.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

She looked at him, but the answer she gave was careful, trimmed down. “Because my work required knowing what was hidden beneath places people believed they understood.”

That meant almost nothing, and they both knew it.

The elevator rattled lower through a shaft lined with moisture-blackened concrete. Daniel listened to the fading impacts above them, then to new sounds emerging from below: distant engines, metallic clanks, a low droning hum that seemed too regular to be accidental.

The platform settled at last with a hard jolt.

When the doors opened, cold air rolled in carrying the smell of diesel, stagnant water, and iron.

The space beyond was enormous.

Daniel stepped out and stopped.

A cavern spread before them beneath the city, easily the size of an underground terminal, supported by thick columns disappearing into shadow. Rusted side tracks branched away into darkness. Maintenance lamps burnt in scattered pools. On one track sat a train unlike any Daniel had seen in public transit service. It was long, matte black, and armoured along the sides in places with bolted steel plating that looked improvised but deliberate. The windows were narrow and reinforced. The engine at its head crouched like a machine built less for speed than endurance. Faded white letters were still visible beneath grime on one carriage: AETLAS TRANSIT LOGISTICS.

But the name had been painted over.

Now only one word remained in the fresh stencil across the engine’s side.

NOWHERE.

Daniel stared at it.

The little boy stared too, though probably for different reasons. Owen’s fear had shifted into the stunned fascination children reserve for giant machines and fresh nightmares.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Daniel said.

Evelyn picked up her silver case and stepped onto the platform. “That is our way out.”

“Our way out to where?”

She hesitated.

“West first,” she said. “Then east, if the corridor still holds.”

“That answer makes no sense.”

“It will.”

Footsteps sounded from the shadows beneath the train.

Daniel turned fast. A man emerged from between two columns carrying a pump-action shotgun angled across his chest. He wore a heavy railway coat, grease-stained gloves, and a gray beard cut close to the jaw. One side of his face was marked by an old burn scar disappearing into his collar. His eyes moved over Daniel, then Owen, then settled on Evelyn with immediate recognition and visible fury.

“You brought them here,” he said.

His accent was British, blunt and roughened by age.

“They were going to die up there,” Evelyn replied.

“That was rather the point of keeping this place secret.”

Daniel stepped slightly in front of Owen. “Maybe start with who you are before aiming that thing at us.”

The man’s eyes slid to him, unimpressed. “Name’s Arthur Vale. Engineer. Keeper, mechanic, and currently the poor bastard trying to keep this engine alive. And if you’ve led trouble to my platform, I’ll leave you all behind before I lose the train.”

“The trouble is already everywhere,” Evelyn said.

Arthur gave a humourless snort. “I noticed.”

From deeper in the shadows, two more figures appeared. A woman in paramedic gear with cropped black hair and a medical pack over one shoulder. A lean young man in an orange utility vest carrying a crowbar and a flashlight. Both looked exhausted enough to sleep where they stood, but alert enough to fight.

The paramedic approached Owen first. “Any bites? Blood that isn’t yours?”

Owen shook his head quickly.

She crouched, gentler than her expression. “I need to check.”

Daniel nodded. “Do it.”

The young utility worker shone his light toward the elevator shaft. “You weren’t followed directly?”

“Not yet,” Daniel said.

“Yet,” Arthur repeated. "Marvellous."

Evelyn faced Daniel fully now, as though some private threshold had been crossed and concealment was becoming impractical.

“You need the truth,” she said.

“I’d love a little of it.”

She gestured toward the train. “This engine was part of an off-book emergency network commissioned years ago by a coalition of transport authorities, defence subcontractors, and continuity planners in both the United States and the United Kingdom. The idea was simple: if ordinary infrastructure failed, a mobile corridor would remain operational across selected connected routes, freight tunnels, maintenance links, ferry-transfer systems, and protected inland lines. It was never public. Most governments involved denied it existed.”

Daniel stared at her. “You’re saying there’s a secret international train system?”

“Not a system,” Arthur muttered. “A lifeboat. A rotten one.”

Evelyn continued. “The programme was abandoned officially. Unofficially, a handful of routes were preserved. This train is one of the last operational units.”

“And you know this because?”

She met his gaze. “Because I helped design the evacuation protocols.”

That landed between them with the weight of something far larger than the words themselves.

Daniel looked again at the train, then back at the station elevator, where the faint clatter of movement now drifted down the shaft.

“You knew this could happen.”

“I knew something could happen,” she said. “Not like this. Not this fast.”

Arthur laughed bitterly. “That’s what they all say after the fire starts.”

The paramedic stood. “Boy’s clean. Shocked, dehydrated, but clean.”

“Thank God,” Daniel said quietly.

“She’s Dr Nadia Bennett,” Evelyn said, indicating the paramedic. “Emergency medicine. London, originally. He’s Eli Torres. MTA maintenance apprentice before the world ended.”

Eli lifted the crowbar in half a greeting. “Promotion’s been weird lately.”

Under any other circumstances Daniel might have smiled. Instead, he asked the only question that mattered.

“How many are on this train?”

Arthur answered. “Not enough to feel safe. Too many to feed long-term.”

“Then why take us?”

Nadia zipped her kit shut. “Because no one with a conscience leaves a child behind.”

Arthur did not argue, which told Daniel more than a speech would have.

A metallic bang rang through the cavern.

Everyone looked up.

The sound had come from the elevator shaft.

Another bang followed, then another, rhythmic now. Whatever was above had reached the freight lift doors and was testing them or hurling itself against them. Dust drifted from the shaft housing.

Arthur swore under his breath. “Inside. Now.”

He turned and strode toward the train.

Daniel took Owen’s hand and followed, still uncertain whether he was boarding salvation or entering a trap too elaborate to understand. The side door to the nearest carriage stood open beneath a retractable stepladder. Up close, the train smelt of hot metal, oil, antiseptic, and too many frightened bodies in too little space.

Inside, the carriage had once been freight. It had been converted in layers. Bench seating bolted to the walls. Cargo netting overhead packed with bags and crates. Water containers strapped into place. Emergency lamps. A small radio station at one end. Near the far wall sat seven other passengers, each carrying that same hollowed expression. Daniel had seen in disaster zones on television years ago, before disaster became the climate of everyday life. A middle-aged couple holding hands so tightly their knuckles blanched. A teenager in school uniform with dried blood on one sock. An elderly Black man wearing a church coat and clutching a Bible wrapped in plastic. A mother nursing an infant beneath a gray blanket. And near the window, alone, a broad-shouldered man with military posture and a stitched wound across his scalp.

They all looked up when Daniel entered.

What they saw, he knew, was not a rescuer or a leader. Just another survivor carrying someone smaller than himself.

Owen stayed close enough that their sleeves touched.

Arthur moved through the carriage toward the front intercom panel. “Everyone listen. We’re departing now. Full lock procedure. No lights beyond redline until further notice.”

The mother with the infant whispered, “Are they here?”

Arthur did not soften his answer. “Close enough.”

Eli hauled the door shut and spun the wheel lock until metal clamps sealed it. Nadia moved down the aisle, checking straps, cargo, and passengers. Evelyn remained by the entrance a moment longer, one hand resting on her silver case, her face lit red by the emergency lamps.

Daniel approached her.

“What’s in that case?” he asked.

She held his stare. “Something people have already
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