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Chapter 1: The Gray Routine
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Alan went down the stairs to the platform, and with every step the light of dusk fell further behind, replaced by the even hum of the fluorescent tubes. He checked his watch for the third time in five minutes. 6:47 p.m. If the train ran on schedule, he'd be home by 7:15. If the transfer at Central Station ran more than two minutes late, dinner would go cold before he could sit down to eat it. These were the equations that governed his life, small sums he solved without thinking, as easily as he breathed.

The platform, thirty meters below street level, smelled of hot metal, burnt brakes, and the standing damp of the tunnels. A heavy day, the kind that feels longer than the clock admits. Meetings that ran over, a client who changed his mind twice, a report he'd had to redo at four in the afternoon. Alan carried all of it on his shoulders, invisible, the way it's always carried by people who never allow themselves to be late for anything.

Somewhere above his head, the city went on with its traffic and its noise. Down here there was only the metallic echo of the rails and the still air that the concrete walls never let escape.

The train doors opened with their usual pneumatic hiss. Alan stepped in, found a spot by the door — not too close to the center, where body heat pooled, not too far from the exit, where he'd lose precious seconds getting off — and gripped the handrail with one hand while the other reached for his phone.

No signal. Normal. There never was any underground; it was something he'd learned to live with, a small parenthesis of digital silence that in another kind of person might have caused anxiety, but that Alan used, with discipline, to mentally review the next day's to-do list.

He looked around. The car was full but not packed: that exact hour when the city begins emptying toward home. A woman with big headphones, eyes closed. An older man with a worn leather briefcase, checking something in a notebook. Two teenagers laughing at something on a shared screen. No one seemed to be in a hurry, or if they were, they hid it better than he did.

The doors closed and the train pulled away, swallowed at once by the black mouth of the tunnel. Through the window there was nothing left to see: only absolute darkness, broken now and then by an emergency light flashing past like a mute lightning bolt, and the ghost reflection of the car itself thrown back from the glass.

The train's clatter was the only metronome Alan truly trusted. Ta-tunk, ta-tunk, ta-tunk. Every strike of the wheels against the rails, down there where the sun never reached, was one second closer to home, to dinner, to the eight hours of sleep he'd promised himself that week and had already broken three nights running.

6:52. Two stations left to the transfer.

Alan closed his eyes for a moment, allowing himself that small rest he only permitted when the train was moving and there was nothing his will could change. It was just one long blink. When he opened them again, the man with the briefcase was still on the same page of his notebook.

Ta-tunk, ta-tunk, ta-tunk.

Everything was exactly where it should be. That, Alan thought, without knowing it would be the last time he'd think it with such certainty, was the best part of his day: the moment when nothing could surprise him.
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Chapter 2: The Lost Station
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The intercom crackled twice before the metallic voice cut through the clatter:

"Next stop: Central Station."

Alan opened his eyes. 6:58. Right on time. He tucked his phone into his jacket's inner pocket and shifted his briefcase onto his shoulder, ready for the choreography he repeated five days a week: two steps toward the door, grip the vertical handrail, wait for the brakes.

The train didn't slow down.

Alan felt the surprise first in his stomach, that small hollow that precedes certainty. He looked through the window, expecting to see Central Station's platform sliding backward as the train lost speed. Instead, he watched the platform lights pass by, faster and faster, as if the train, far from braking, had accelerated.

"Excuse me," he said, almost automatically, stepping toward the man with the leather briefcase, who still sat there, unbothered. "Wasn't this the stop?"

The man glanced up from his notebook for barely a second, with an expression of polite bewilderment, as if the question didn't quite make sense.

"Yes," he said, and looked back down.

No one else seemed troubled. The woman with the headphones kept her eyes closed. The two teenagers kept laughing at their shared screen, entirely unaware that the train, in theory, should have stopped ten seconds ago.

Alan turned toward the door, searching for some sign, some marker, anything. Through the window there was only the tunnel, that uninterrupted darkness that now felt different — longer, denser — than what he remembered between stations. The clatter kept its steady rhythm, ta-tunk, ta-tunk, indifferent to everything.

He checked his watch. 7:01. They were three minutes behind his mental equation, something that normally would have produced a controlled prick of irritation. Now, though, the irritation mixed with something new, something that took a moment to name: he didn't know where he was.

He searched for the line map printed above the door, that diagram of circles and colored lines he'd seen a thousand times without ever really looking at it. He found the dot marking Central Station, its name in white letters on a blue background. The next dot, two centimeters to the right, read North Station. Alan calculated mentally: between the two stations there was never more than four minutes of travel.

They'd already gone six.

"Excuse me," he tried again, this time with the woman in the headphones, tapping her shoulder lightly.

She opened her eyes, pulled out one earbud with a mild look of annoyance.

"Yes?"

"Didn't the train skip a stop?"

The woman looked at him a second too long, as if weighing whether the question deserved an answer.

"I'm getting off at the next one," she said, and put the earbud back in, closing her eyes again.

It wasn't an answer. It was, rather, the total absence of the question he'd asked her, as if his words had arrived warped, or as if no one else cared in the slightest that the world out there had stopped following the rules everyone knew.

Alan stood gripping the handrail, his heart starting to race almost exactly in time with the clatter of the wheels. Ta-tunk, ta-tunk, ta-tunk. He checked his watch one last time before the train, with no warning or announcement, finally began to lose speed.

7:04. Seventeen minutes since he'd boarded.

Never, in the four years he'd been riding that line, had he gone so long without knowing what station he was in.
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Chapter 3: The Escape
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The train finally stopped with a dry, almost violent jolt, as if the brakes had acted with deliberate delay. The doors opened with their usual hiss, and Alan stepped out before they'd even finished parting, shouldering through the remaining gap.

The platform received him with a strange stillness. No one else got off through that door; he looked back and saw that neither the man with the briefcase nor the woman with the headphones had moved from their seats. The doors closed behind him and the train, its clatter already fading, was swallowed once more by the tunnel.

Silence. The even hum of the fluorescents, the distant drip of water on some pipe, and nothing more.

Alan took a deep breath, trying to recover the control he felt slipping through his fingers. It's just a station, he told himself. Find the exit, go up, take a cab if you have to, and tomorrow file a complaint with the transit authority. The mental equation, though shaky, still functioned.

He searched for the hanging signs, those green rectangles with white arrows that in any normal station pointed upward: STREET EXIT. He walked along the platform, first toward one end, then the other. He found signs, plenty of them, but none said what he needed.

BLUE LINE TRANSFER → ← GREEN LINE TRANSFER LOWER PLATFORM ↓

Nothing pointing up. Nothing that said street, or exit, not even the universal symbol of an ascending staircase that Alan had seen in hundreds of stations across different cities, never giving it much thought until now, when its absence felt like a physical hole in his chest.

He walked faster, scanning every wall, every intersection of corridors. The station was larger, more sprawling than he remembered from that line's stations, with branches disappearing into corridors just as lit, just as empty. At one point he passed a network map bolted to the wall, protected by scratched glass. He looked for the red "you are here" dot. He couldn't find it. The station's name didn't appear printed anywhere visible either — not on the platforms, not in the corridors, not on the map itself.

"This can't be," he muttered, and his own voice bounced off the tiled walls with an echo that felt longer than normal.

He checked his watch. 7:11. Seven minutes searching for an exit that, he was beginning to suspect, wasn't anywhere in that station.

That was when, at the end of one corridor, he spotted a different light: not the cold white of the fluorescents, but a warmer, yellowish tone, coming from a small booth with a window. On the glass, in faded letters, it read: SECURITY.

Alan felt, for the first time since the train had failed to stop at Central Station, something like relief. He hurried toward the booth, the echo of his own shoes striking the floor in time with his racing heart.

Ta-tunk, ta-tunk, he thought without meaning to, and hated himself a little for noticing that even his pulse had started to sound like the train's clatter.
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