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Prologue
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The train hummed like a sleeping beast.

Not loud. Not quiet. Just...alive.

It sat under the moonlight at Platform 9, its sleek silver body gleaming beneath the harsh floodlights of Union Station. A stillness blanketed the platform, broken only by the sharp echo of a guard’s footsteps and the occasional hiss of the air brakes. Inside, red velvet curtains framed each window, swaying gently with the engine’s pulse—luxury pretending to sleep, waiting for motion.

In Cabin 3A, the man who called himself Jameson Clark stared at his reflection in the train’s glass, but it didn’t recognize him.

He didn’t expect it to.

His real name was sealed in a federal database, buried under layers of clearance he’d never see again. What was once a life—family, city, job—was now reduced to a file labeled Protected Witness 473-Z. He was two weeks removed from the trial of the decade: his testimony had put a kingpin behind bars and crippled an empire. It also painted a billion-dollar target on his back.

Now, this train was his lifeline. A discreet transport arranged by the U.S. Marshals to move him across the country to a new identity, a new beginning.

But something felt wrong.

The train was too quiet. Too perfect.

And someone had already smiled at him just a little too long.

—-
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A STORM WAS BUILDING outside the station. Far off, thunder grumbled like a warning. Somewhere near the rear of the train, a porter made the final check. Luggage was loaded. Champagne chilled. Everything was set for departure.

Except—

In Cabin 6C, a woman lay motionless on the carpet. Her eyes wide, her mouth slightly open as if she'd died mid-word. Her fingertips, smeared with something dark, had scratched a final message into the fogged mirror above her sink.

It was just two words:

"HE KNOWS."

No one had found her yet. No one knew she was dead.

Not yet.

But soon, the first scream would echo down the luxury corridors. And then the doors would lock. And then the game would begin.

Because Jameson Clark wasn’t the only passenger with a secret.

And this train had no brakes.

Just one destination.

Final stop: Death.
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Chapter 1
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The train pulled away from Union Station at exactly 8:00 p.m., right on schedule.

Jameson Clark sat motionless in his cabin, one hand resting lightly on the briefcase beside him, the other curled around a half-full glass of bourbon. The click-clack rhythm of the wheels below was hypnotic, steady and mechanical—like a countdown he couldn’t hear yet.

He exhaled, slowly, deliberately.

This was supposed to be safe.

The Marshals had gone over every detail. His alias had been tested, the route double-checked, the passenger list scrubbed. No phones, no stops, no unexpected changes. A luxury ride from Los Angeles to New York City—four days of wine, windows, and whispered secrets.

A private world on rails.

But Jameson had learned something about safety in his old life: the more someone promises it, the more likely it is to kill you.

The conductor’s voice crackled overhead. “Welcome aboard the Liberty Line Express. Our first evening will be a smooth ride through the Mojave Desert. Dinner service begins in the Grand Car at 8:30. We ask all passengers to please remain in your assigned cabins until then. On behalf of the staff and crew, we thank you for riding with us.”

He took a sip. Let the warmth settle in his chest. Tried not to think about the woman who smiled at him when he boarded.

Blonde. Red coat. Seat 4B.

She hadn’t blinked when they locked eyes. Not in a curious way. In a knowing way. Like she recognized him. Or worse—was waiting for him.

Jameson set the glass down and stood, stretching out his legs. The cabin was lavish—gold trim, dark leather seats, and a private bathroom behind a sliding frosted door. Elegant. Safe. Deceiving.

He pulled the curtains shut. No need to offer a silhouette to anyone watching from another car.

The hallway outside was quiet. Plush carpet, dim lighting. The occasional sway of the train. He didn’t plan to wander—not yet—but his instincts wouldn’t let him relax. Something was off. And it was more than just paranoia. Paranoia didn’t make the hair on your arms stand up like this.

He walked toward the cabin door, unlocked it, and cracked it open an inch.

Across the narrow corridor, Cabin 3B’s light was off. Next to it, Cabin 4A had its door slightly ajar. Laughter echoed faintly from further down the train—someone in the bar car, maybe. Normal sounds.

Except... there was something else.

A low, rhythmic knock. Faint. Repeating.

Tap... tap... tap...

He stepped out into the hall, carefully. Listened. It was coming from farther up the train.

He followed the sound, past closed doors and curtained windows, until he reached Cabin 6C. The door was shut, but not fully latched. The tapping stopped.

Jameson hesitated. Every nerve screamed for him to walk away.

But he didn’t.

He reached out. Gently pushed the door open.

The smell hit him first—copper and perfume. Then the silence. Thick, unnatural.

She was lying there. The woman in red.

Face down. Arms askew. Eyes frozen wide open.

On the mirror above her sink, written in fog and something dark, were the words:

“HE KNOWS.”

His heart thudded in his chest like a hammer.

He didn’t know who he was.

But someone on this train had just started a countdown.

And Jameson Clark was running out of track.
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Chapter 2


[image: ]


Jameson’s breath hitched. The woman’s lifeless body was an accusation—and a warning.

He snapped the cabin door shut, locking it behind him, and pressed his back against it. For a moment, the polished wood was his only barrier between safety and the unknown terror stalking the train.

His mind raced.

Who was she? A passenger? Staff? Someone sent to send him a message? Or worse—to start a chain he couldn’t stop?

The soft murmur of voices drifted from the lounge car. The train’s gentle sway was hypnotic, but Jameson was wide awake now, every sense sharp as a razor.

His hand slid to his coat pocket, fingers curling around the cold steel of the small pistol he wasn’t supposed to have. The Marshals might have disapproved, but discretion was his only shield.

A sudden clang echoed down the corridor—metal against metal—followed by hurried footsteps. Heart pounding, Jameson slipped into the shadows and crept toward the sound.

At the end of the car, near the service exit, a tall figure paused. A porter in the standard uniform—crisp white shirt, black vest—but something about his eyes was off. Cold. Calculating.

The man glanced over his shoulder, as if sensing someone trailing him.

Jameson froze.

The porter’s gaze locked on his hiding spot for a heartbeat, then turned away, disappearing down the narrow passage toward the dining car.

Jameson swallowed hard.

No ordinary porter.

Back in his cabin, the message lingered in his mind: HE KNOWS.

If someone knew his real identity, the safe passage was a lie.

He couldn’t trust anyone on this train. Not the conductor, not the staff, not even the passengers.

The question wasn’t if the assassin would strike again.

It was when.

And whether Jameson could stay alive long enough to find out.
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Chapter 3


[image: ]


The dining car was alive with quiet conversations, the clink of fine china, and the soft strains of a jazz trio in the corner. Outside the large panoramic windows, the desert stretched endlessly under a starry sky, the train’s headlights carving a path into the darkness.

Jameson slid into a corner booth, his eyes scanning every face. Suited businessmen, couples sharing bottles of wine, an elderly woman knitting quietly — all strangers. Or were they?

He ordered a black coffee and sat back, forcing his breathing steady. The weight of the pistol pressed reassuringly against his thigh beneath the table.

A shadow shifted at the far end of the car. A woman approached — tall, elegant, with sharp eyes that missed nothing. She wore a tailored navy coat and carried a leather portfolio.

“Mind if I join you?” she asked, voice calm but firm.

Jameson hesitated, then nodded. She slid into the seat opposite him.

“Name’s Claire Donovan,” she said, extending a hand. “I’m with the Marshals — well, unofficially. Let’s just say I’m here to make sure your trip goes smoothly.”

He studied her carefully. Her gaze was steady, but there was an edge beneath it — the kind that said she’d seen more danger than most.

“Jameson Clark,” he replied, shaking her hand. “Officially retired.”

She smiled faintly. “Funny how retirement rarely means safety.”

He nodded. “Someone’s already dead.”

Claire’s eyes darkened. “I know. I’m sorry. That’s why I’m here.”

They both knew the train wasn’t just a luxury ride — it was a cage, and the predator was still on board.

Jameson leaned in. “Who else knows?”

“More than you’d think,” she said quietly. “And some of them aren’t who they appear to be.”

A sudden loud bang rattled the windows — the train shuddered.

Heads turned. The conductor’s voice came over the intercom, strained. “Ladies and gentlemen, please remain calm. We’re experiencing technical difficulties. Maintenance is en route.”

Claire’s jaw tightened. “Technical difficulties, or a message?”

Jameson met her gaze. “No way to be sure.”

The race was on — four days of tense miles, deadly secrets, and a killer who wouldn’t wait.
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Chapter 4
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The train’s lights flickered, casting long shadows down the narrow corridors. Outside, the desert night pressed against the windows, vast and indifferent.

Jameson couldn’t shake the feeling of eyes watching him — unseen but heavy. Every glance down the hall, every creak of the train was a reminder: the assassin was still moving through these cars.

Claire sat beside him in the lounge car, her voice low. “We need to know who the other passengers are. Everyone on this train has a secret.”

Jameson nodded. “The passenger list was clean. At least on paper.”

She pulled out a tablet, fingers flying over the screen. “Not anymore. Some names are aliases. Others have changed seats. Someone is hiding.”

A chill ran through him.

“We should start asking questions,” Claire said.

Before Jameson could answer, the lights went out—plunging the train into darkness.

A collective gasp rippled through the passengers.

Emergency lights flickered on, red and dim.

From the shadows, a whisper: “Find me, or the next one dies.”

A voice. Cold. Threatening.

Claire’s eyes met Jameson’s. “It’s started.”

No one was safe anymore. And the final stop wasn’t freedom—it was the end.
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Chapter 5
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The emergency lights cast a dim red glow throughout the lounge car, turning every face into a shadowed mask. Murmurs and whispers bounced off the polished wood and plush upholstery, but no one moved toward the exits. The train had become a locked box, hurtling through the night, and everyone was trapped inside.

Jameson’s heart pounded in his chest like a war drum. He scanned the room, eyes flicking from one nervous passenger to another. Everyone was tense, waiting for the next move. Waiting for the assassin.

Claire’s hand found his arm, steady and sure. “We need to act fast,” she said, voice low but urgent. “This blackout—it’s no accident. They want to isolate us, cut off communications.”

Jameson nodded, swallowing the dry lump in his throat. He forced himself to stand and faced the group.

“Listen up,” he said, voice firm despite the adrenaline. “We don’t know who’s behind this, but someone on this train is dangerous. We can’t wait for the next victim.”

The room fell silent, every eye on him.

Claire added, “We’ll check the passenger list and cross-reference seat assignments. If anyone’s moved or isn’t who they say they are, we find out now.”

A man near the window, tall with a neatly trimmed beard, raised his hand. “What about the staff? The conductors? The porters?”

Jameson shook his head. “We can’t rule anyone out.”

Suddenly, a loud bang echoed from the far end of the train — a heavy metallic clang, followed by the sound of rushing footsteps.

Everyone tensed.

The door to the lounge car burst open, and a young waitress stumbled in, eyes wide with panic.

“There’s... there’s someone in the dining car,” she gasped. “They found another passenger. Dead.”

A collective gasp rose from the crowd.

Jameson exchanged a grim glance with Claire.

“We need to move. Now,” he said.

They rushed down the narrow corridors, the emergency lights casting long, eerie shadows on the walls. Passengers hurried behind them, whispers and terrified glances filling the air.

They reached the dining car door — locked tight.

Jameson banged on it. “Open up! It’s an emergency!”

After a tense moment, the door creaked open, and the conductor stepped out, his face pale.

“There’s been another death,” he confirmed, voice shaking. “In Cabin 7B. We’re securing the area.”

Claire’s eyes narrowed. “Securing? Or locking someone in?”

The conductor hesitated but said nothing.

Jameson pushed past him, stepping inside the dining car.

The body was sprawled near the kitchen entrance — a middle-aged man, eyes closed, pale.

No obvious wounds. No signs of struggle.

Jameson crouched, inspecting the scene.

Claire stood beside him, voice low. “Poison?”

Jameson shook his head. “Too quick for that. No smell, no marks.”

He looked toward the window, where the desert stars twinkled eerily.

“Whoever this is,” he murmured, “they’re getting closer.”

—-
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THE TRAIN KEPT ROLLING, four days of tension, terror, and truth ahead — and only one question: would Jameson survive the final rail?
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