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Chapter 1: The Empty Platform
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Francis Rock checked his watch for the fourth time in two minutes. 6:44.

He didn't know why he kept looking. The train was never late.

The weekday morning ritual never changed. Alarm at 6:00. Shower. Black coffee. Out the door by 6:25. Walk twelve blocks to the Addison Street station. Wait on the southbound platform. Board the 6:47. Ride twenty-three minutes to his stop. Walk six more blocks to the office. Sit in a cubicle. Look at spreadsheets. Go home. Repeat.

He was twenty-nine years old. Single. No pets. No plants. The last living thing in his apartment was a box of baking soda in the back of his refrigerator.

Today, something was wrong.

He descended the stairs to the platform and stopped.

Empty.

Not "not busy." Empty. No commuters. No homeless man asleep on the bench. No teenagers vaping near the exit. Just polished concrete, yellow tactile warning strips, and the faint chemical smell of cleaning products that should have dissipated hours ago.

The digital arrival board showed the 6:47. On time.

Francis stood near the center of the platform. His footsteps echoed off the tiled walls. He shoved his hands in his coat pockets and waited.

One minute passed. Then two.

That's when he noticed the camera.

There were security cameras everywhere in the station—he had stopped noticing them years ago. But today, for no reason he could name, he looked up at the dome mounted near the ceiling. The red indicator light was off. Not blinking. Not even dim. Dead.

He looked at the other cameras. Same thing.

He pulled out his phone. No signal. The "No Service" text sat in the top left corner like a taunt. He swiped down, checked his carrier. Nothing.

He was about to climb back up to street level when he heard it.

A rumble. Distant. Deep. Rolling toward him through the tunnel like something waking up.

The train.

The headlights appeared first—two white eyes growing larger in the darkness of the tunnel mouth. Then the screech of steel on steel as it rounded the final curve. Then the cars themselves, fluorescent-lit and empty as they slid past.

Empty.

He counted. Six cars. The first five were dark inside. No, not dark—the lights were on, but no passengers. The sixth car, the last one, had a single figure in the far corner. Someone in a hoodie, head down, motionless.

The train stopped. The doors hissed open.

No announcement. No "stand clear of the closing doors." Just silence.

Francis looked back toward the exit stairs. He could leave. He could wait for the next train, or call a rideshare, or just walk the ten miles to work. It was Tuesday. He didn't have anything important until 10:00.

But the 6:47 had never been late. And he had never missed it.

He stepped inside.

The doors closed behind him.
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Chapter 2: Dead Stop
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He chose the third car. Middle of the train. Enough distance from the hooded figure in the last car, close enough to the front if he needed to move toward the conductor.

The seats were worn blue vinyl, the same as every other morning. The fluorescent lights hummed at a frequency he had learned to ignore years ago. The train lurched forward, and the platform slid away.

Francis sat near the door. He pulled out his phone again. Still no signal. He tried turning airplane mode on and off. Nothing. He checked his watch. 6:49.

Two minutes late already.

The train picked up speed. The tunnel walls blurred past the windows—dirty concrete, bundles of black cables, the occasional emergency light bolted to the wall. He had seen this stretch of tunnel thousands of times. He could draw it from memory.

That's why he noticed the difference.

There was an emergency light missing. Not burned out—gone. The metal housing was still bolted to the wall, but the light itself had been removed. Then another. Then a third.

He pressed his face closer to the window. The maintenance hatches along the tunnel wall were open. Not ajar. Open. Wide open, like someone had walked through and left them that way.

The train slowed.

Not gradually. Not like it was approaching a station. It braked hard—the kind of sudden deceleration that threw him forward in his seat. His laptop bag slid off his lap and hit the floor.

"What the—"

Then the lights went out.

Not flicker. Not dim. Out. Complete, absolute, total darkness. The kind of darkness that has texture. That presses against your eyes. That makes you question if your eyelids are actually open or closed.

Francis blinked. It didn't matter.

He held his hand in front of his face. Nothing.

He waited for the emergency lights to kick in. They always did. Even in a power failure, there were battery backups. Red bulbs along the floor. Blue lights near the doors. Safety regulations. Multiple redundancies.

Nothing.

He heard the hooded passenger two cars back. A sound. Not a word. Not a cough. Something wet. Something that clicked at the end, like a tongue separating from dry lips.

Francis's heart started to accelerate.

He reached into his pocket and found his phone. His fingers were shaking. He pressed the side button.

The screen lit up.

Cold white light. Not much—just enough to see his own face reflected in the dark window across from him. And behind his reflection, in the black glass, he saw the seats of the car.

Empty.

He swept the phone in an arc. The light touched the blue vinyl, the metal poles, the floor.

Nothing. He was alone.

Then the smell hit him.
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Chapter 3: The Smell
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It came from the ventilation shaft—the narrow grate near the ceiling that connected each car to the outside tunnel air. Francis had never noticed it before. Now he couldn't stop noticing it.

Iron. Rust. But wrong. Not the clean smell of metal. Something older. Something that had been wet and then dried and then wet again.

Blood.

He knew the smell. Not from anything dramatic—just from life. A cut finger in a kitchen. A nosebleed in a bathroom. But this was more. This was concentrated. As if someone had poured a cup of it into the vent and let it sit in the dark.

His phone buzzed.

He almost dropped it. A notification. Finally—signal? He looked at the screen.

No signal. No Wi-Fi. No cellular.

The notification was from the Clock app.

"Timer: 47 seconds."

He hadn't set a timer. He didn't even use the Clock app. He checked his alarms. None set. He checked the stopwatch. Not running. He checked the timer again.

It was counting down. 44 seconds. 43. 42.

He looked up. The phone light caught something on the seat across from him.

A footprint.

Not a shoe print. A bare foot. The heel, the arch, the impression of five toes pressed into the dust that had settled on the blue vinyl. Fresh enough that the dust hadn't resettled in the spaces between the toes.

He swung the light toward the other seats.

More footprints. Some facing forward. Some facing backward. Some clustered near the windows, as if someone had stood on the seats and pressed their face against the glass. In the dark. While the train was moving.

The timer hit 30 seconds.

A sound came from the tunnel. Not the train. Not the tracks. Something else. A low, sustained tone—like a note played on a cello bow drawn across a metal rail. It vibrated through the floor, through the seat, through his ribcage.

Then another sound.

Footsteps.

Not running. Walking. Slow. Deliberate. On the roof of the train.

Francis looked up. The fluorescent light fixtures were dark. The ceiling panels were intact. The footsteps continued—one after another, moving from the front of the car toward the back. Then they stopped. Directly above him.

The timer hit 10 seconds.

He held his breath.

7 seconds.

The footsteps started again. Not on the roof now. In the next car. The one ahead of him. He heard the heavy door slide open—the one that connected the cars. Metal scraping on metal.

5 seconds.

Something stepped into his car.

He couldn't see it. His phone light only reached a few feet. Beyond that was black. But he heard it.

Breathing. Slow. Deep. The inhale lasted three seconds. The exhale lasted five. Each breath had a wet rattle at the end, like water being drawn through a straw.

3 seconds.

He pressed his back against the window. The cold glass bit through his coat.

1 second.

The timer hit zero. The phone vibrated once. Then the alarm sound began—not a ringtone, but a voice recording. His own voice.

"Hello? Hello? Is someone there?"

He had never recorded that.

The breathing stopped. The car went silent.

Then something in the dark answered him.
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