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Chapter 1: The Shortcut
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Ethan Chen adjusted his noise-canceling headphones for the third time in five minutes. The highway hum was gone now. So was the streetlight glow. Behind him, the last gas station sign had shrunk to a pinprick of blue and white. Ahead—nothing but trees and the dark shape of the old railway embankment.

"You sure about this?" he asked.

Mia scrolled past him, phone flashlight already on. "I've done it a hundred times. When I was a kid. With my brother."

"A hundred times or when you were a kid?" Jordan said from the back. He was eating gas station jerky out of the bag. "Those can't both be true."

"Shut up and keep up."

The tunnel entrance sat at the bottom of a shallow cutting. A wide concrete arch framed two lanes of cracked asphalt. A faded yellow line ran down the middle, disappearing into the dark. Weeds pushed through the fissures. Graffiti crawled up one wall—names, dates, a crude drawing of something that might have been a face or might have been a skull.

Ethan pulled up his phone. 11:47 PM. Three bars. Then he stepped over the low concrete lip that marked the threshold.

Signal dropped to one bar.

"I don't like this," he said.

Mia was already ten feet in. Her light bounced off the wet walls. "It's two hundred yards. Straight line. We'll be on the other side in four minutes."

Jordan pushed past Ethan, still chewing. "Four minutes. Then pizza. I'm dying."

Ethan took a breath. The air coming out of the tunnel smelled wrong—not damp, not moldy, but flat. Like a room that had been sealed too long. He followed.

The walls closed in fast. The tunnel wasn't narrow, but the darkness made it feel that way. Their footsteps echoed off the curved ceiling. Echoed twice. Three times. Like something was walking a half-step behind each of them.

Ethan checked his phone. 11:48 PM. No signal.

"It gets really dark in the middle," Mia said, voice bouncing. "Just keep walking straight. Don't touch the walls. There's—there used to be needles."

"Great," Jordan muttered. "Pizza and tetanus. Perfect night."

They walked. Ethan counted steps. Forty. Eighty. One twenty. The light from Mia's phone seemed to travel only six feet before the darkness ate it. Behind them, the entrance was already gone—just another black wall.

Ethan's ears popped. Like pressure change on an airplane. He swallowed. Popped again.

"Anyone else feel that?" he asked.

No answer.

"Mia?"

Her light had stopped moving. She was standing still, phone aimed at the floor. Jordan was beside her, also stopped.

"What is it?" Ethan said, catching up.

Mia looked up. Her face was pale in the blue light. "I thought I saw something. On the wall."

"Needles?"

"No." She shook her head. "A person."

Ethan looked. The wall showed nothing but concrete and graffiti. The crude face-skull drawing was here too—same one he'd seen at the entrance. Same tags. Same dates. Like the tunnel repeated itself.

"Let's keep moving," he said.

They walked faster. Ethan stopped counting. The pressure in his ears built again, then released with a wet pop that hurt. He tasted copper.

Mia's phone flickered.

"Battery," she said.

Then Jordan's phone flickered too.

Then Ethan's screen went black—not dead, but black. No lock screen. No time. Just a dark rectangle that reflected his own face back at him.

"We're almost there," Mia said, but her voice was thinner now.

Something moved in the dark ahead. Not a shape—just a shift in the quality of the black. Like something had been standing still and decided not to.

Ethan grabbed Mia's arm. "Run."

They ran.

The tunnel didn't end. It curved, straightened, curved again. Ethan's lungs burned. His headphones slipped down around his neck. He heard footsteps—his, Mia's, Jordan's—and a fourth set. Lighter. Faster. Keeping pace exactly.

Then light.

Real light. Orange. Streetlight.

They burst out of the tunnel into a parking lot. Empty. Cracked asphalt. A single streetlight buzzing overhead. Behind them, the tunnel's other entrance looked identical to the first—concrete arch, graffiti, the same faded yellow line starting at the threshold.

Ethan bent over, hands on knees, gasping.

"Everyone okay?" he managed.

Jordan nodded, still chewing. The jerky bag was crushed in his fist.

Mia was staring at her phone. "My signal's back."

Ethan checked his. 11:52 PM. Four bars.

"Four minutes," Jordan said. "Told you."

But Ethan was looking at the date.

November 12. Three years and four days from the night they'd entered.

"Mia," he said slowly. "What's your date?"

She showed him. November 12. Same year as his.

Jordan's said the same.

Ethan's hands started shaking. "Mine says November 12 too. But it's—" He stopped. He didn't have words for what it was.

"Your battery's glitching," Mia said. "My old phone did that after I dropped it."

"I didn't drop it."

"Then it's a tower thing. Roaming. Whatever." She was already walking toward the street. "Come on. I want to go home."

Ethan looked back at the tunnel. The darkness inside was absolute. But for one second—one frame of a second—he thought he saw the raincoat figure standing at the threshold. Feet on the yellow line. One hand slightly raised. Palm forward.

Then it was gone.

He followed his friends home.
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Chapter 2: Three Years
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Ethan didn't sleep. He sat on his couch in the dark, phone in both hands, refreshing news sites. The dates matched what his screen showed. November 12. Three years later. The world had kept going without him.

He checked his apartment. Same furniture. Same dishes in the sink. Same half-empty bottle of hot sauce on the counter. But the milk in his fridge had expired eighteen months ago. The banana on his counter was brown dust inside a black peel.

Someone had been paying his rent. The auto-draft still came out of his account every month. Three years of it.

He called his mother. The number rang. No answer. He left a voicemail that he didn't know how to explain.

At 4 AM, his phone buzzed.

Mia: Are you awake?

Ethan: Yes.

Mia: Something's wrong.

Ethan: The date?

Mia: No. I can't find my apartment.

Ethan stared at the message. Typed, deleted, typed again.

Mia: I'm standing where it's supposed to be. There's a different building here.

Mia: Ethan.

Mia: I don't know where I live.

He called her. She answered on the first ring. Her voice was tight, controlled—the voice of someone who was refusing to panic.

"Describe what you see," he said.

"A laundromat. Twenty-four hour. Blue sign. I've never seen it before."

"Look at your keys. What's the address on the fob?"

Silence. Then: "There isn't one. It's just a key. No tag. No—" She stopped. "I don't remember writing an address down. Ever. I just... knew where I lived. And now I don't."

Ethan's mouth was dry. "Come to my place. We'll figure it out."

"I don't know where that is either."

He gave her the address. She repeated it back like she was reading a foreign language. Then she hung up.

She arrived forty minutes later. Her face was gray. She sat on his couch without taking off her jacket and stared at the wall.

"The tunnel," she said.

"I know."

"I keep thinking about the pressure. In my ears. Like something was—" She pressed her fingers to her temples. "Like something was opening my head."

Ethan didn't answer. He was thinking about the fourth set of footsteps. Lighter. Faster. Keeping pace.

Jordan texted at 7 AM. No words. Just a photo.

The photo showed Jordan's living room. Normal. Couch, TV, gaming chair. But on the wall behind the chair—a Polaroid that hadn't been there before. In the Polaroid, three people stood outside a tunnel entrance. Two of them had their faces blurred. The third had no face at all. Just smooth skin where eyes, nose, and mouth should have been.

Jordan: I didn't take this.

Jordan: I've never owned a Polaroid camera.

Jordan: Who's the third person?

Ethan zoomed in on the photo. The three figures were wearing jackets. His jacket. Mia's jacket. And a raincoat. Old. Dark.

He didn't text back.
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