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​​Characters

Ella White: Seventeen-year-old student from Ohio, studying publishing. Prone to overthinking and delaying big decisions, especially about her scholarship and moving away. Boards the wrong train during a storm and becomes the focal point of the Ashborough route’s “choice.”

Mrs Cleeve: Older woman who once lived near Ashborough before it was flooded. Appears on the train and later on the junction platform. Knows the history of the drowned town and the ghost line, guiding Ella without giving full answers.

The Orange-Parka Man: Silent, watchful passenger who speaks in clipped, cryptic lines. Seems to remember previous loops and pushes Ella toward action, especially the decision to pull the emergency lever and “jump without asking.”

The Candy-Stripe Tie Salesman / Pseudo-Conductor: First seen at Akron station, joking about delays. Reappears in a conductor’s uniform, calmly recording Ella’s presence in the manifest. Personifies the train’s enforcing will, trying to keep her on the Ashborough line.

The Knitting Woman in the Straw Hat: Passenger knitting unnaturally bright green yarn. Warns Ella not to look outside too long and then vanishes, leaving yarn behind. Feels like a half-trapped regular who has ridden the Ashborough line too often.

The Bow-Tied Reader: Thin, bony-faced man reading a paperback without looking at the pages. Tells Ella, “We do not reach,” and leaves just as the train’s strangeness escalates.

The Standing Car Passengers: Mixed crowd from different decades, packed silently into one carriage. Barely react to Ella, embodying those who stayed on the drowned route and never took the junction.

Ella’s Father: Divorced, worried, often late but dependable. Texts about the storm and canceled trains, meets her at the Columbus station. Represents the safe, ordinary life she is partly afraid to leave.

Maya: Ella’s best friend and classmate. Sharp, funny, and grounded; meets Ella at Columbus Central with coffee. Acts as the rational listener for Ella’s account and nudges her to see the symbolic meaning of “getting off the wrong train.”

​​The Station

THE EVENING RAIN DID not pour so much as hang suspended, a soft but endless shimmer falling through the fluorescent haze of Akron Central Station. Gray light reflected from every wet surface; benches, rails, the yellow lines of the platform that glowed faintly under puddles. It was early September 2024. A summer clinging to its last breath but already surrendering to Ohio’s gray autumn moods.

Ella White lingered near a flickering vending machine, trying to look calm while her nerves fluttered like the plastic wrapper caught in the vent beside her. The station had the peculiar smell of rain-soaked cement and fried dough from the food stands. She had taken this line a dozen times before during her part-time internship at a publishing startup in Cleveland. Tonight felt different. Maybe it was the thunder muttering in the distance, maybe it was the way the digital schedule board glitched every two minutes, freezing mid-announcement before rebooting.

Her phone buzzed again. Running a little late, kiddo. Will pick you up from Columbus an hour later. Stay safe. –Dad.

She sighed and typed back quickly. All good. Catching the 7:22. Should be there around ten unless AmCast forgets how trains work.

She tucked her phone into her jacket pocket and wiped her damp palms on her skirt. The train station hummed with voices that bounced hollowly against the high concrete ceilings. Families with rolling suitcases argued about directions, businessmen muttered into Bluetooth headsets, and a pair of students laughed too loudly about nothing in particular.

Then a voice carried through the rain, calm and sardonic.
“You picked one hell of a night to trust public transport.”
Ella glanced up. The speaker was leaning against a pole beside the bench row across from her. He looked like a salesman from a decade that had refused to retire him: gray slacks, shirt sleeves rolled up too high, tie patterned with tiny flamingos. His briefcase, scuffed and overstuffed, rested against his leg.

“I’m trusting gravity at this point,” she said without smiling.

The man stepped into the light, revealing sharp eyes that darted too fast, like a bird’s. “Gravity’s all right. Schedules though? They have commitment issues.”

Ella gave a short laugh despite herself. “I’ll alert customer service.”

Before he could respond, the ancient loudspeaker coughed to life. “Train 117 to Columbus departing from Track Nine. Immediate boarding.”

Ella frowned. Her phone app listed Train 119, not 117. But the rain was thickening, and she could taste the electricity in it. The crowd stirred, umbrellas colliding, voices mixing in confusion. A few passengers began moving toward Track Nine. She hesitated, checked her watch, and then picked up her bag.

The board might have simply glitched again. The conductor near the gate was waving people along without even checking tickets. Ella quickened her pace, boots slapping through the shallow puddles. Her reflection stretched thin and watery under each flickering light.

When she stepped inside the carriage, warm air engulfed her along with the faint scent of engine grease and burnt coffee. The fluorescent lights flickered once, then steadied into a pallid hum. Rows of blue vinyl seats gleamed almost too cleanly. The car was less than half full. She spotted only a handful of passengers: a middle-aged woman in a wide-brimmed straw hat knitting something luminous green, a silent man wrapped in an orange parka, though the air was stuffy, and two teenagers whispering rapidly in Spanish near the far end.

Ella checked her phone again. The time read 7:29. Service bars vanished. She shrugged it off and texted her father anyway, though the little sending icon continued to spin like a clock with no sense of time. On board.

The train jolted forward. The noise startled her hand against the metal armrest. Outside the window, the station lights began to slide backward, melting into the reflection of her own pale face. For the first time that evening, she felt something that wasn’t merely tiredness or impatience. It was smaller, sharper. A prickling along the back of her neck, like when you remember a staircase one step too late.

Her reflection blinked at her, patient and silent. The sound of the rails deepened into a steady, metallic rhythm.

​​The Carriage

AN HOUR SEEMED TO PASS before Ella realized she hadn’t heard a single announcement. The usual chime that preceded station names never came. Normally, she could count the rhythm of stops through the subtle change in motion, but the train had been running smoothly and relentlessly since Akron, never slowing except for minor shifts in its weight.

Outside, there wasn’t much to see. Wind-driven rain streaked across the glass, distorting distant lights into pale smears. Occasionally, the track curved, and she glimpsed what might have been a river or maybe an industrial park. But each glimpse felt oddly short, as though the landscape itself were being pulled away before she could focus on it.

The woman with the straw hat stopped knitting. Without turning her head, she said, “Best not to stare out too long, honey. The dark moves differently tonight.”

Ella blinked. “I’m sorry, what?”

“The dark,” the woman repeated. Her voice was gentle yet firm, as if quoting a rule she had followed her whole life. “You watch it too long, and you’ll start thinking it’s watching back. Look inside instead.”

The woman resumed her knitting, needles clicking rhythmically. The yarn shimmered faintly under the fluorescent light, an unnerving shade between lime and chartreuse.

Ella decided not to engage and instead scrolled through her camera roll, though the images seemed to load sluggishly. A shiver ran through her when the reflection of the orange-parka man appeared just over her shoulder in the screen. She turned quickly, but he was still sitting two seats away, staring directly at the window.

He had not moved since she first boarded. His hands rested on his knees, fingers clasped tighter than necessary.

A dull bang echoed through the car. The lights dimmed briefly, then steadied. Somewhere up ahead, a door slammed.

Ella exhaled slowly. “Mechanical issue,” she murmured under her breath. Speaking calmed her. “Happens. No ghosts, no cinematic disaster.”

The man in the parka spoke for the first time. “It doesn’t stop for everyone.”

The voice was low, as though he hadn’t used it in hours. He did not look at her when he said it.

Ella forced a laugh that sounded brittle even to her. “That’s comforting. Is that in the passenger brochure?”

He went on as if she hadn’t spoken. “Only those who boarded before the clock turned.”

Her mouth went dry. “Before the clock? What does that even mean?”

But he said nothing more.

The train rocked gently, the rhythm too smooth to belong to any normal rail. The passengers had become silent now, separated by a stillness that felt less like rest and more like waiting. Ella clasped her hands together and focused on her breathing. She told herself it was only fatigue, maybe dehydration, maybe the stress of the storm. She remembered physics class, how motion felt constant when velocity was unchanging. Yet something about the repetition of sound, the perfect spacing of each click and turn, began to sound unnatural, like a loop too precise to be real.

Another thunderclap rolled outside. For a split second, the window reflected her seatmate and herself, but in the reflection, the orange-parka man was smiling. When she looked again, he wasn’t.

Ella rubbed her arm to chase away the chill. “All right,” she whispered to herself. “Just bad lighting. Cheap glass. Random creeps who talk in riddles.”

The knitting woman cackled softly without looking up. “That’s the spirit.”

Ella pressed back into her seat and shut her eyes against the rhythmic pulse of the wheels. The noise flowed through her veins, turning her heartbeat into part of the machine. She wished for a stop, any stop, even if only to reset her sense of gravity. But when she peeked outside again, the night looked endless, and no station lights broke the horizon.

​​The Stranger’s Section

ELLA AWOKE WITH A START, unsure she had fallen asleep at all. The overhead lights had dimmed to a dusky gold tone like the world before sunrise. The rhythmic sound of the tracks had softened, steadier now, as if the train were coasting through air rather than over steel.

The carriage looked emptier. The two noisy teenagers had vanished, leaving a candy wrapper and a pair of earbuds coiled on the seat. The woman with the straw hat remained, still knitting, though her rhythm had slowed to something painfully deliberate. Each clink of the needles echoed faintly across the car, as if bouncing off distant walls.

Ella glanced at her watch. 9:06. That couldn’t be right; the journey to Columbus should have taken under three hours, yet it felt as though she had been traveling much longer. The darkness beyond the window was thicker now, almost textured. Streetlights should have winked by or industrial fences, something, but the glass reflected only her own faint outline and, behind her, the endless corridor of seats.

Her phone still showed no signal. When she toggled the flashlight and pointed it toward the aisle, the beam seemed oddly tired, dying a few feet away. Still, she rose from her seat. Sitting felt too passive. She needed to find a conductor or emergency intercom, confirm their route, and maybe even check whether 117 was listed at all.

Her boots squeaked faintly on the vinyl as she walked. The air grew colder the farther back she went. A few rows behind the orange-parka man sat a figure she was sure hadn’t been there before, an older man with a long, bony face and an out-of-place bow tie. He was flipping the pages of a paperback without looking down, his lips moving in silent recital.

Ella hesitated, then said, “Excuse me? Do you know when we reach Canton? Or Columbus?”

The man looked up, his eyes wide and wet, like he had just surfaced from underwater. “We do not reach,” he said simply.

That wasn’t enough to panic her yet. She forced a steady tone. “Then where do we go?”

He smiled faintly. “Anywhere people are finished somewhere else.”

Before she could interpret that, a sound rang out from the front car: the screech of metal on metal, too quick to be a stop, too harsh to be normal. The man snapped his book shut, slid it into his coat, and stood. His head brushed the overhead rack; he stooped slightly as he moved toward the next car without another glance.

Ella stepped aside, heart rattling in her ribcage. She wanted to call after him, but could already hear the faint metallic click of the door handle ahead opening, then closing.

When she turned, the knitting woman was gone too. Only the half-finished green yarn remained, coiled around the edge of a seat like seaweed trailing behind.

All the warmth left her body.

She muttered aloud, trying to fill the quiet. “Okay, that’s enough Twilight Zone for one night.”

A voice came from behind her shoulder, soft and close. “You said that name before.”

She spun around. The orange-parka man was on his feet, though she hadn’t heard him rise. His eyes were pale gray under the flickering light.

“I didn’t say any name,” she answered, almost too quickly.

“Oh, but you did. You always do, when the hour’s gone thin.” His expression didn’t change as he added, “You ought to sit until it’s over.”

“And what exactly is it?”

He tilted his head as if listening for something beneath the rail’s rhythm. “The part where it forgets to stop.”

Ella could taste iron in her throat. Without replying, she backed toward her seat, pretending confidence she didn’t own.

When she sat down again, the train trembled once and surged forward. The windows flared with reflected light, bright enough that she thought she saw a station outside—broken platforms, fragments of benches, a half-toppled sign where the letters almost spelled Ashb—... before it faded.

Then darkness closed again around them.

​​The Journal

FIFTEEN MINUTES, OR maybe an hour, later, Ella found herself staring at the pattern stitched into the seat back. Her hands itched for something to do. The knitting yarn had tugged at her curiosity since she noticed it earlier. Now she reached down and picked up the skein. It was damp. It shouldn’t have been, not inside a sealed cabin.

She followed the trailing strand toward the aisle, finding that it led to a small leather-bound notebook lying half under the opposite seat. Her impulse for order outweighed her fear, so she grabbed it. The cover was stamped with initials worn nearly away: S. C.

Opening it, she expected notes or sketches. Instead, every page was filled with meticulous lists. Passenger names. Hundreds of them. Each entry had two columns: Boarded and Departed.

Her eyes scanned frantically down the list. The most recent line read L. White – Boarded 19:24; Departed: ...

Her mouth went dry. She turned the page and saw more lists stretching back decades. Some had years written neatly at the top. 1972. 1989. 2001. Ink had faded unevenly as if copied and recopied by different hands.

Behind her, someone laughed softly. It was not a joyful sound.

Ella closed the notebook slowly. “Is this some kind of a tourist prank? Hidden camera nonsense?”

No one answered. The laugh had come from somewhere ahead, swallowed again by the hum of rails.

She had to find a conductor. There had to be one. Even a ghostly system obeyed a human chain of command. She gathered both notebook and bag, walked down the length of the coach, and pushed open the door to the next carriage.

A gust of cold air hit her. The lights above flickered purple for a second before returning to white. The new compartment was entirely empty except for one man sitting near the rear—a conductor’s uniform, cap tilted low. Relief bloomed in her chest. Finally, something rational.

“Sir,” she began, voice shaking despite her effort to sound calm, “I think there’s a mix-up. This train isn’t stopping anywhere. Can you please tell me the next scheduled stop?”

The man did not look up. He was writing carefully into a clipboard, pen scratching rhythmically.

She stepped closer. “Excuse me?”

He raised his head just enough to reveal familiar features, including a sharp jawline, gray slacks, candy-stripe tie. The salesman from the station.

“You shouldn’t wander during transit,” he said pleasantly.

Her heartbeat faltered. “You...were on the platform. You’re not a conductor.”

“Well, everyone’s something different once they’re aboard.” He smiled faintly, eyes too bright. “Sit down, Miss White. We reach our place soon enough.”

The train jolted violently, slammed hard left, then steadied. Ella stumbled against the seat row. Her phone slipped from her pocket, clattering under the seats. When she bent to grab it, the display lit one word across the cracked glass - Ashborough.

She looked up, and the salesman was gone. Only his clipboard remained on the conductor’s desk. The last line read L. White – Confirmed.

Rain hammered harder outside. The air turned colder still, smelling faintly of rusted iron and something salt-water damp.

She whispered, “Ashborough doesn’t exist anymore.”

In the window reflection, her pale face stared back, and behind it, faint lights shimmered below the surface of what looked like deep water.

Ella did not know if Ashborough was a word she had read somewhere or only dreamed, but the sight of it on her cracked phone screen felt like a door closing behind her.

​​The Story of Ashborough

SHE DROPPED INTO THE nearest empty seat. The notebook lay heavy in her lap, its leather damp against her fingers. Her thoughts kept skidding, like the wheels of a car on black ice. She tried to line them up anyway.

Ashborough.

Her mind rummaged frantically through half-remembered stories. A news clip. A documentary no one finished. An old man at a gas station who talked about a town that had drowned itself to become a reservoir. There were real cases in the Midwest where small towns had been flooded for dams or power projects, their churches and houses left to rot underwater, visible only when drought dragged the waterline back. 

She could almost see the map now. A blue blur where roads simply stopped. Warnings about unstable ground. Rail lines seemed to be discontinued decades earlier.

Her chest tightened. “It is not real,” she whispered. “Not anymore.”

The rails hummed beneath her feet. The train disagreed.

She opened the notebook again, flipping toward the earlier years. Names marched in neat lines across the yellowed pages, their ink slowly fading. Some she recognized as old-fashioned, the kinds you only saw in history books: Ethel, Clarence, Mildred. Others looked painfully recent, with birth years scribbled in tiny parentheses. Someone had added annotations in different handwriting styles over the decades.

Next to one name from 1993, a sharp pencil note read, Asked to get off. Denied.

Her throat burned. She snapped the journal shut and pressed it against her forehead. Her heartbeat thudded in her ears, matching the rhythm of the wheels. For a moment, she imagined they were the same heartbeat, that if the train stopped, her heart might forget how to continue.

“Breathe,” she told herself firmly. “You are on a delayed AmCast train in the middle of a storm. You are not in a cursed town documentary.”

The air smelled different now. Less of grease and recirculated air, more of stagnant water, the way basements smelled after a flood. It brought with it a faint chill that made the hair on her arms lift.

The door at the far end of the carriage opened with a soft sigh. An older woman stepped in, shaking raindrops from her gray wool coat even though no outside door had opened. Her hair was pinned back with a plain barrette, and she carried a canvas tote pressed to her chest. Nothing was striking about her at first glance, yet Ella felt instantly that this woman belonged here in a way none of the others had.

The woman looked at her, eyes sharp behind thin spectacles. “You have my book.”

Ella clutched the notebook tighter. “This? I found it on the floor. I thought someone lost it.”

“They did,” the woman said. She moved down the aisle with surprising steadiness as the train swayed. “Again, and again.”

She slid into the seat opposite Ella and held out a hand. Her fingers were narrow, nails square and unpolished.

Ella hesitated, then handed over the journal. “Is it yours?”

“In a manner of speaking.” The woman tucked it under her arm instead of opening it. “You looked at it, of course. Curiosity is more punctual than any train.”

“I did,” Ella admitted. “What is it? Some kind of... list?”

The woman smiled, not kindly and not unkindly, just as if Ella had passed a test. “Manifest. Record. Confession. Take your pick.”

The faint humor in her tone steadied Ella more than any reassurance could have. “Good. Because I was worried it was a murder scrapbook.”

“Oh no.” The woman’s smile thinned. “Murders are simpler. They end.”

A shiver rippled through Ella despite her effort to stay flippant. “Do you know where this train is going?”

“Ashborough,” the woman said calmly. “Same place it always goes when it manages to forget its assigned route. The rails remember the old line, you see. Steel has a long memory.”

Ella fought the urge to laugh because it felt too close to crying and said, “Ashborough was flooded. Years ago. It is a reservoir now or something. There are videos of scuba divers poking around old church roofs and pretending to see ghosts. No one runs trains through a lake.”

“That is the problem with maps,” the woman replied. “They only mark where things are supposed to be, not where they still are in other ways.”

“Okay.” Ella rubbed her temples. “You are very poetic, which is not as helpful as schedules. Are you telling me this train is about to drive straight into a body of water?”

The woman studied her with renewed interest. “You really do not remember me, do you?”

Ella blinked. “We have met?”

“More than once. But it never holds.” She looked out the window, where nothing but blackness glided past. “My name is Mrs Cleeve. I used to live near Ashborough. Before it went under. Before they diverted the tracks and pretended that was the end of it.”

“Mrs... Cleeve.” The name tugged at something deep inside, a faint déjà vu that made Ella dizzy.

The woman nodded toward the notebook. “You, Miss White, have a habit of boarding trains that are not meant for you.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Ella said, then remembered the wrong train number, the conductor who was not a conductor, the salesman’s bright tie. “I have never been on this train before.”

“Not for long,” Mrs Cleeve agreed. “That part is up to you.”

The train shuddered. Outside, faint points of light began to appear through the rain, hovering at a distance like a drowned city blinking up from the bottom of a lake.

​​Under the Surface

AT FIRST, ELLA THOUGHT they were reflections from another train on a parallel track. The lights shimmered in horizontal bands, pulsing as if underwater, casting wavering patterns across the glass.

But there was no sound of another engine. Only the steady clatter beneath her feet and the hollow rush of wind.

“Those are not supposed to be there,” she whispered.

“Supposed to be is a useless standard,” Mrs Cleeve said mildly. “They built the dam and raised the water, and moved people away. They never moved the tracks properly. They closed the surface line. They forgot how to close what it passed through.”

Ella pressed her forehead to the glass despite the woman’s earlier warning about looking outside. The cold bit into her skin.

Shapes lurked beyond the light bands. Dark outlines that might have been rooftops if rooftops could sway. A cross-shaped silhouette rose briefly into view, then sank again, replaced by what looked like a rusted playground frame. For an instant, she saw a line of telephone poles marching off into the depths, each crowned with a halo of trembling light.

She jerked back, heart pounding so hard it hurt. “No. No. That is not possible.”

Mrs Cleeve regarded her thoughtfully. “You are studying publishing, are you not?”

The non sequitur threw Ella. “What does that have to do with anything?”

“You spend your days formatting other people’s stories. Fixing their commas. Cutting their endings. You, of all people, should know reality is edited all the time. Things vanish from the official version.”

“Yes, but not entire towns.”

“Why not?” Mrs Cleeve’s tone turned almost sharp. “They renamed it ‘recreational area’ and took new photos. The old ones are in boxes. The people are scattered. Children grow up calling it a lake instead of a grave. That is all an edit is. A decision to look one way instead of another.”

Ella squeezed her eyes shut, annoyed at how much that made sense. “I still do not see how we are apparently riding a train line through a submerged town that is supposedly gone.”

“That is because you think tracks only exist where your phone tells you they do.” Mrs Cleeve’s voice softened. “There were tracks long before phones. Long before dams. You can remove the sleepers and rails and dig up the gravel. But if enough names passed along that path, if enough journeys ended abruptly, there is still something left for the right kind of lost person to follow.”

“The right kind of lost person.” Ella let out a humorless laugh. “Is that who I am now?”

“Tonight, you are.”

The lights outside grew brighter, closer. The train’s motion changed, too. The steady clatter softened to a muffled, draggy sensation, like tires rolling through thick mud. Ella felt the pressure in her ears shift as though they were descending.

A tremor of animal fear ran through her. Fight or flight, she thought. Except there was nowhere to run that was not attached to this metal tube hurtling toward a drowned town.

She grabbed the seat in front of her. “If this thing is going under a lake or whatever Ashborough is now, we will all suffocate. We are not in a submarine.”

Mrs Cleeve regarded her with a look that might have been pity. “The ones who belong on this train are not troubled by suffocation.”

“Well, I am,” Ella snapped. “I like air. I am very attached to it.”

“Then you will need to get off before we reach the real edge.”

“Get off where? There have been no stops. No announcements. No nothing. I cannot just jump from a moving train in the middle of nowhere.”

“You did once,” Mrs Cleeve said quietly. “You just do not remember. That is the trouble with surviving. It makes people forget the terms.”

Ella stared at her. “You are talking nonsense.”

Mrs Cleeve reached into her tote and pulled out something small and plastic. Ella leaned forward and saw it was an ID card. Her ID card. The university logo, her picture slightly too serious, her name: White, Helena M.

Her breath stopped. She checked her lanyard on reflex. The card dangling from it was gone.

“You dropped this last time,” Mrs Cleeve said. “Or the time before. It is hard to keep track. You are very tidy about putting yourself back together after, but you always leave one thing behind.”

Ella’s hands shook as she took the card. The edges were warped, as if the card had been soaked and dried. “How do you even have this?”

“The same way this train has you.” Mrs Cleeve stood, smoothing her coat. “Patterns. Repeats. Some journeys insist on being finished. You keep refusing.”

The train lurched. For a sick moment, it felt like an elevator whose cable had snapped. Ella’s stomach rose into her throat as the lights flickered and steadied, now tinged with faint aquamarine.

An intercom crackled overhead. For the first time since she boarded, a voice spoke through the speaker. It was distorted, as if echoing from underwater.

“Next and final stop,” it said, syllables stretching unnaturally. “Ashborough.”

The word rolled through the car and settled into Ella’s bones.

She jolted up. “No. Absolutely not.”

“That is the spirit,” Mrs Cleeve said softly. “You have a window. One more. Before the edge. Watch for the old junction. It only appears for people who still care where they end up.”

“How will I know it when I see it?”

“You always do,” the woman replied. “Then you talk yourself out of believing it is real.”

Before Ella could demand more specifics, the older woman stepped toward the connecting door. For a heartbeat, Ella saw her silhouette against the aquamarine glow, then the door opened and closed with barely a sound.

When Ella followed two seconds later, the next carriage was empty. No, Mrs Cleeve. No tote. Only the faint smell of wet wool and river water lingering in the air.

She stood between cars, gripping the metal rail as the train surged forward into the glowing dark below the surface of a town that did not officially exist.

Somewhere ahead, hidden in that impossible descent, there was supposed to be an exit that only she could see.

​​Between Cars

THE SPACE BETWEEN THE carriages felt less like a functional passage and more like a throat. The air there was colder, the sound of the tracks louder, every rattle amplified. Ella stood braced between the swaying doors, fingers wrapped so tight around the metal bar that her knuckles ached.

The aquamarine glow had followed them. It bled around the window seams, staining the edges of everything with undersea light. She could not tell if the train was descending or if the world outside was rising in slow, heavy waves.

“Okay,” she said softly. “Think.”

Thinking in straight lines was harder than it should have been. Her mind wanted to curl back on itself and dredge up old fears from school fire drills and late-night true crime podcasts. She forced herself to focus on concrete facts.

She was on a train that had somehow slipped onto an old line tied to a drowned town. There were names in a manifest that suggested this had happened to other people over many years. She might have been here before. She had apparently escaped before. Her ID card had spent enough time in water to warp.

If all that was true, then panic was a luxury. Survival required pattern recognition. If she had escaped once, even if she could not remember, then there had been a method. Some decision she had made. Some exit she had taken.

She opened the metal panel beside the connecting door, hoping for an emergency brake lever. Instead, she found only a faded sticker with instructions to stay seated and await staff in case of emergency. The ink had bled so badly that the little stick figures looked like they were melting. “Great,” she muttered. “Perfectly comforting.”

The door behind her into the previous carriage creaked. She turned. The orange-parka man stood framed in the doorway, shoulders filling the space. Up close, his parka was not bright at all but sun-bleached, as if it had spent years in harsh light or chemicals.

“You are not supposed to be here,” he said.

Ella’s jaw clenched. “You mean, in this space, or on this train, or in this version of reality? Could you, please, be specific?”

He stepped closer, boots making dull thuds on the metal threshold. “You leave your seat. You walk between cars. You look for doors that are not on the map. Then everything has to reset.”

“So, it has reset before,” she said quickly. There it was again, that word wrapped in an accusation. “How many times?”

The man’s gaze drifted to the narrow window behind her. The blue-green light reflected softly in his irises. “Numbers do not hold up well down here.”

“That is not an answer.”

“You do not like answers,” he said mildly. “You like options.”

Ella laughed, sharp and humorless. “Right now, I would very much like an answer and exactly one option. Preferably the one where I walk off this train into a boring, well-lit station with vending machines that only half work.”

He studied her face, as if comparing it to a memory. “Last time you jumped without asking. That worked better.”

The words sent a chill down her spine. “Jumped where?”

But he had already brushed past her, shoulders grazing hers. The temperature seemed to drop another few degrees wherever he went. He opened the next door and moved into the forward carriage without a backward glance.

She followed, more out of stubbornness than trust.

The next car should have looked like the others. Instead, it was crowded wall to wall with people standing silently in the aisles, pressed together so tightly she could barely squeeze through. Their clothes belonged to no single decade. Some wore seventies denim, some modern hoodies, some older styles that reminded her of black-and-white photos. Their faces, however, were almost uniformly blank. Not dead, not zombified, just... paused.

“Excuse me,” Ella whispered, attempting to edge past a woman in a floral dress. No one shifted. The air was thick with the smells of damp fabric and something sweetly decayed, like old flowers left in a vase too long.

Panic fluttered again at the base of her throat. She pushed harder, weaving between people who did not seem to feel the contact.

“Are they real?” she asked the orange-parka man’s broad back.

“As real as anyone who stays,” he replied without turning. “They do not need the junction.”

“And you?”

He shrugged. “I am here to stop you walking in circles again.”

She nearly tripped over a child sitting cross-legged in the aisle, clutching a toy train missing one wheel. His eyes remained fixed on some distant point beyond her shoulder. The urge to shake him, shout, do something tore through her, but instinct held her back.

“You are all just going to stand here?” she demanded, louder now. “Let this train drag you into a lake?”

With perfect timing, the intercom crackled overhead again. “Approaching Ashborough basin. Please remain seated or holding a rail at all times.”

No one moved.

The orange-parka man stopped at the far end of the car. He pointed through the front window, where the faint outline of tracks diverging could now be seen, ghostly in the green light. One line continued straight ahead toward a shimmering darkness. Another forked right, climbing toward a barely visible platform suspended like a memory between worlds.

“There,” he said. “You see it now.”

Ella pressed closer to the glass. The secondary track did not look entirely solid. Parts of it flickered, appearing and disappearing as though whoever conjured it kept forgetting details. The platform attached to it was little more than a sliver with an old signal tower beside it, rusted and leaning.

“How is that supposed to help?” she asked. “We are not on that track.”

“Not yet.”

She stared at him. “You expect me to move this whole train with stubbornness?”

Finally, he turned, and for the first time, she saw something like emotion in his eyes. Frustration. Maybe concern. “No. I expect you to stop waiting for permission.”

Before she could respond, the car jerked as the train began to angle left, grinding toward the deeper darkness. The secondary track started to drift out of sight.

“If you want that junction,” the man said, “you pull.”

He grabbed her wrist and thrust her hand against the emergency door release at the side of the vestibule, where red paint had faded to a dull bruise color. She had not even noticed the lever before, camouflaged by grime and stickers.

“This will derail us,” she said.

“That is the only way it switches lines now.”

Her palm was slick with sweat against the cold metal. She imagined the train tumbling, cars twisting like toys, water crashing in to fill every space. She saw herself among the silent passengers in the standing car, eyes blank, waiting for nothing in particular.

“If I die because a mysterious stranger told me to yank a lever, I reserve the right to be annoyed in the afterlife,” she muttered.

The faintest hint of a smile touched his mouth. “You can file a complaint.”

She closed her fingers around the release and pulled.

​​The Junction

THE EFFECT WAS INSTANTANEOUS and violent. A shriek tore through the train as if every bolt had decided to protest at once. The motion lurched sideways, throwing Ella against the wall. The overhead lights flared, then plunged the carriage into near darkness, lit only by the otherworldly glow seeping through the windows.

The emergency alarms did not sound. Instead, there was a sudden, unnerving quiet beneath the screech, like the split second in a storm when lightning flashes and thunder has not yet caught up.

For a moment, she felt nothing under her feet. Weightless, unmoored. Then gravity slammed back, and the train rocked onto a new angle. The sensation of downward pull eased.

The standing passengers swayed in unison but did not fall. Their heads tilted slightly as if acknowledging the change of direction.

Ella clawed her way to the front window. Outside, the main track curved away beneath them, plunging into a roiling darkness that looked thicker than water. The other line, the flickering one, now lay directly under their wheels. The small platform hung ahead, closer than she expected, the rusted signal tower leaning like an exhausted sentinel.

“You did it,” she gasped.

The orange-parka man was gone. In his place, the space where he had stood felt oddly hollow, as if occupied by a memory instead of a person.

“Of course he is,” she muttered. “Typical.”

The intercom crackled once more, but this time the voice sounded off balance, as if irritated. “Unauthorized track change detected. Please return to the assigned route.”

“Pass,” Ella said through gritted teeth.

The brakes finally screamed to life, trying to slow the re-routed train. Sparks flew in wild sprays outside, briefly illuminating the drowned shapes below: roofs, lampposts, the faint outline of a school bus etched in silt. The sight burned itself into her eyes, a negative image of a town preserved at the moment of disappearance.

The platform rushed toward them, too short and too narrow for a normal stop. The train would overshoot it by a long way. If she wanted off, she could not wait for the doors to open politely.

She ran.

Her boots pounded down the aisle, past the silent passengers, past their indifferent faces and frozen stares. One woman’s gaze flicked to her for the briefest moment, a glint of something like envy passing through before returning to its vacant stillness.

At the end of the car, the vestibule door shuddered in its frame. The external emergency release handle was protected by a cracked plastic cover that bore the warning: For staff use only.

“Too late to worry about job titles,” Ella said, voice shaking.

She smashed the cover with her elbow. Pain flared, sharp and sweet, anchoring her for a heartbeat. She grabbed the handle and yanked. Cold air and spray blasted through the sudden gap as the door jerked open a fraction against the momentum.

The platform was almost level with the train, rushing by in a blur of wet concrete and rust. The signal tower loomed up, close enough that she could see the peeling paint and the ghost of old letters on the side.

Every instinct screamed against what she was about to do. She had grown up listening to safety lectures about staying behind yellow lines, about not playing around moving trains. Rail accidents were brutal. Final. 

But then she imagined those same lectures continuing forever inside her head while she stood unmoving in a crowded carriage, watching the drowned city through the windows for all the time she had left to understand what time was.

“Jump without asking,” she whispered, echoing the parka man.

She slid her bag strap diagonally across her chest, took one breath that tasted of metal and fear, and shoved herself through the opening.

For a dazzling second, she was nothing but motion. Air roared past her ears. The platform rushed up at a bad angle. She hit hard, shoulder first, pain blooming white. She rolled, scraped concrete, tearing at her palms and knees, momentum spinning her dangerously close to the platform’s edge.

She managed to hook her heel against the rusted base of the signal tower. The rest of her body swung, halfway over the drop. Below, black water churned where the main track disappeared, flecks of eerie light swelling like trapped bubbles.

She clung to the metal with every muscle screaming. Behind her, the train thundered past, already beginning to correct its course back toward the main line. Through the blur of movement, she glimpsed faces in the windows. For a second, she could have sworn she saw herself staring out, pale and wide-eyed, mirrored in the glass of the last carriage.

Then the train was gone, swallowed by the tunnel of rain and light, leaving only the fading echo of its wheels and the soft slap of water far below.

Ella pulled herself fully onto the platform and lay flat on her back, gasping. The sky above was a patchwork of storm clouds and something else she could not quite name. The air tasted real again: cold, wet, unedited.

She laughed once, a broken sound that turned quickly to a sob. Her whole body hurt. Her head rang. But beneath that was a thin, fierce thread of relief. She was off the train. For the moment, at least, she had chosen the junction over the drowned line.

​​The Platform That Isn’t

FOR A LONG TIME, ELLA did nothing but breathe. The platform was cold under her back, the concrete pitted and slick. Fine rain drifted down, not the hard, needling storm from Akron but a soft mist that clung to her skin and hair.

She turned her head slowly. The signal tower beside her rose like a rusted skeleton, its ladder missing several rungs. A cracked glass lamp hung at the top, unlit. Beyond the edge of the platform, the world dropped away into darkness. She could not see the tracks below, only hear the faint lap of water against metal somewhere out of sight.

She sat up with a groan. Every joint complained. Her elbow throbbed where she had hit the emergency handle. Her shoulder felt like it had been wrenched, and when she touched her knee, her fingers came away gritty with a mix of water and blood.

“Congratulations,” she muttered. “You survived your very stupid plan.”

No one applauded. The only sound was the patient drip of water and the distant echo of the train she had left behind, fading into nothing.

The platform had no signage. No bench. No shelter. Only the tower and a short stretch of crumbling concrete, barely long enough for a single carriage. It did not look like any official station she had ever seen. It looked like something left half-finished and then forgotten. A liminal place, neither here nor there. 

She pushed herself to her feet and tested her balance. The world tilted slightly but held. When she checked her phone out of habit, she found it still cracked, still damp along the edges, but now there was a single bar of service blinking uncertainly in the corner. The GPS dot placed her in a blank gray zone again, but at least the clock was moving.

21:47.

She frowned. That was wrong. With everything that had happened, hours should have passed. Or days. Or none at all. The neat little digits ticked forward as if this were just another late evening in 2024.

“Okay,” she said aloud. “You got off the ghost train. Now what?”

The answer, unhelpfully, was silence.

She limped along the platform toward the far end. As she approached the edge, the faint glow from below grew stronger. She forced herself to look.

The water lay maybe fifteen feet down, an ink-black surface broken by ripples of light. Beneath it, she could just make out the tops of structures: the peak of a gabled roof, the rim of a streetlamp, the suggestion of a road sign. The letters were almost legible, blurred by distortion and depth. She thought she saw the curve of an A, the angled stroke of an H.

Ashborough hung there below her like a memory preserved in resin, impossible and immutable. 

Her skin prickled. She stepped back quickly.

“You are not supposed to look down too long.”

The voice came from behind her, familiar and calm. She turned to see Mrs Cleeve standing near the signal tower, hands folded over her tote. Water beaded on her coat but did not seem to soak in.

Ella crossed her arms, more to keep from shaking than out of defiance. “You are very good at appearing just when my sanity needs a final push.”

“You jumped,” Mrs Cleeve observed. “So that part of you is still working.”

“Barely. I almost rolled off the edge. This is not exactly an OSHA compliant exit.”

“Neither was the flood,” the older woman said quietly. “Or the original derailment.”

The word lodged in Ella’s chest. “There was a derailment?”

Mrs Cleeve tilted her head, considering. “Your century likes clear beginnings. A single event they can label and archive. It was not that tidy. There were protests when they announced the dam. There were petitions about closing the line. There were warnings about the ground. No one wanted to pay for a proper reroute. Then one autumn night, an old train full of tired people took the curve too fast on softened earth. Some made it to shore. Some did not.” 

“And the ones who did not...”

“Left enough of themselves behind that the route never quite forgot them.”

Ella looked away. The thought made her skin feel too tight. “So, what is this?” She gestured to the platform. “Am I dead? Half dead? In litigation?”

Mrs Cleeve’s smile flickered. “You are in between. That should feel familiar.”

“It does,” Ella admitted. Her entire life recently felt like a stretch of platform between one version of herself and another. College versus work. Staying in Ohio versus leaving. Living with her father versus taking the scholarship and moving states. Decisions she kept delaying, standing metaphorically exactly where she was physically now. 

“This is not about my career counseling,” she said quickly. “I want to go home. Or at least to a place where physics behaves.”

“Then you will need to catch another train.”

Ella laughed in disbelief. “You have got to be kidding.”

“It will not be that one.” Mrs Cleeve nodded toward the drowned line. “You stepped off that story. Well done. But this place does not connect directly to your neat little timetables. You will have to wait.”

“For what?”

“For the next chance.”

The word “wait” tasted sour. Ella looked up at the stormy sky. No other tracks were visible, no overhead wires, no distant glow of approaching headlights. Just the lonely tower and the concrete that had no right to exist in the middle of a reservoir.

“How long?” she asked.

Mrs Cleeve’s expression turned almost gentle. “Time works oddly here. It will feel like too long while you are in it and far too short when you look back. That is how you know a liminal space is doing its job.” 

Ella sank down onto the platform, hugging her knees. “Can you at least tell me if I made the same choice last time?”

“You jumped last time,” the woman said. “You always do. The question is what you do after you land.”

Thunder rolled overhead again, closer now. Somewhere in the distance, she thought she heard the faintest vibration of rails, like a train miles away.

Ella set her jaw. “Fine. If there is a way back, I will take it. And then I am never getting on another train again. I will walk to Columbus if I have to.”

Mrs Cleeve gave her a look that might have been amused. “You say that every time.”

Before Ella could ask what else, she kept repeating, a wind gust cut across the platform, carrying with it the faint smell of hot coffee and electricity. She did not yet know it, but the next train was already on its way.

​​The Return Track

THE FIRST SIGN WAS the vibration. It began as a faint tremor under her palms where they rested on the concrete, then grew into a steady hum that crawled up her bones. The old signal lamp above them flickered once with a weak buzz, then again, brighter.

Ella scrambled to her feet. “Is it the same one?”

“No,” Mrs Cleeve said. “He does not come back for those who jump. This will be... different.”

“Define different.”

“Less opinionated.”

That was not reassuring, but there was no time to press.

From the far side of the platform, something emerged from the rain. At first, it looked like a row of lights with no source, floating at waist height. Then the outline of a car took shape around them, expanding out of thin air like someone was sketching it onto the night: panels, windows, a roofline. The details filled in gradually, resolve catching up with existence.

The vehicle slid along invisible rails parallel to the platform. Its design was older than the AmCast train but not ancient. Rounded corners, steel body slightly scuffed, a faded logo in a font she did not recognize. It looked like something pulled from an archive photograph. 

It coasted to a gentle stop with only a soft sigh of brakes. The doors stayed closed.

Ella swallowed. “Is it... safe?”

Mrs Cleeve tilted her head, considering. “Safer than staying here until you forget why you came. And safer than going back under. Beyond that, safety is a generous word.”

“I hate it when you lapse into mystic disclaimers.”

“You prefer a waiver form?”

“Yes, actually.”

For the first time, the older woman laughed, a brief, dry sound. “You really do not change much.”

Ella edged closer to the car. Through the fogged windows, she could see what looked like an ordinary interior: rows of seats, faded upholstery, metal handrails. No passengers. No conductor. Just an emptiness that felt slightly expectant.

She turned back to Mrs Cleeve. “Are you coming?”

The woman’s eyes softened. “I already did, once. This is your track, Miss White. Mine ends here.”

Something hot and sharp rose in Ella’s chest. “That is not fair. You cannot just dump exposition on me and then stay behind like a tragic NPC.”

“NPC,” Mrs Cleeve repeated slowly, as if tasting the acronym. “Non-player character. That is what you think I am?”

“I do not know what you are,” Ella said, voice cracking. “But you are the only person here who has been honest about how messed up this is. I do not want to just leave you in... in your drowned hometown purgatory.”

Mrs Cleeve stepped closer and, without warning, reached out to brush a piece of gravel from Ella’s shoulder. The touch was very light, very human. “You are kind. That is why this route keeps choosing you. But I am not stuck in Ashborough. I am part of what it remembers. There is a difference.”

Ella opened her mouth, then closed it. Some arguments were beyond her pay grade.

“Fine,” she whispered. “If I get out..., will I remember you?”

“You might,” the woman said. “A name. A coat. A warning you think you made up. It will be enough.”

The train door hissed softly and slid open. Warm air spilled out, carrying with it the smell of coffee, printer toner, and wet pavement, the bland perfume of every station concourse in the country. It hit Ella so hard she almost cried.

She stepped onto the threshold and turned back one last time. “Goodbye, Mrs Cleeve.”

“For now,” the older woman replied. “Try to make good use of your detours.”

The doors closed.

Inside, the carriage was lit with ordinary fluorescents, slightly too bright. There were scuff marks on the floor, forgotten gum wrappers, and a discarded local newspaper on one seat. No manifest books. No flickering green light.

Ella sank into the nearest chair, body suddenly heavy with exhaustion. The train shuddered, then began to move. There was no announcement, no recorded voice. Just the familiar rhythm of wheels over rails.

She watched the platform slide away. For a fraction of a second, she thought she saw multiple versions of it overlaid: one moss-covered and ancient, one freshly built, one nothing but empty air above water. Then they were gone, swallowed by the tunnel.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket. Hands shaking, she pulled it out. Signal bars. Actual ones, steady and strong. A flood of queued notifications hit at once.

Dad: Train canceled due to flooding. You still in Akron?
Maya: You okay? Big storm warnings on the line.
Campus Alert: Service disruption on regional trains due to severe weather and infrastructural issues. Avoid nonessential travel.
The timestamp on her father’s message read 7:35 p.m. The same evening. The same night. It was as if she had never left the station at all.

Her reflection in the window looked back at her. Behind it, instead of drowned roofs, she saw the ordinary smear of highway lights. A sign flicked past, clear and unwarped: Next Exit: Columbus 42 miles.

Ella exhaled for what felt like the first real time since boarding the wrong train.

She typed quickly: Phone went weird. On a different train now. Will explain when I see you.

Her fingers hovered, then added, almost on impulse: We need to talk about the scholarship. I think I am going to take it.

She hit send before she could overthink it.

Outside, the storm thinned to ordinary rain. Inside, the carriage rocked gently, carrying her toward a future that was suddenly, terrifyingly, hers to choose.

​​The Ordinary Station

THE TRAIN SLID INTO the station with a gentle deceleration that felt almost obscene after the way the other one had moved. The overhead lights steadied. The doors opened with a chime so familiar it could have been from a commercial.

Ella stayed seated for a moment, fingers dug into the armrests, half expecting the interior to shimmer away and reveal rusted metal and drowned windows. Nothing changed. Passengers filed past her, actual passengers this time, muttering about delays and weather, shoving backpacks into the aisle. Their complaints were specific and petty. No one spoke in riddles.

She rose slowly and joined the flow.

The platform outside was clean, bright, and crowded. Columbus Central, according to the sign, though the architecture felt less grand than the name suggested. Fluorescent strips buzzed overhead. Snack machines lined one wall, offering overpriced sodas and candy bars. A bored security guard leaned against a pillar, scrolling on his phone. The air smelled of coffee, wet umbrellas, and the faint chemical tang of recently cleaned floors.

A far cry from a crumbling concrete ledge over a drowned town.

Her legs wobbled as she stepped off the train. The difference in air pressure made her ears pop. She clung to the strap of her bag and focused on the mundane details: the scuff marks on the tiles, the flickering letter “C” in the word “Concourse,” the overhead screen listing arrivals and departures with comforting abbreviations.

The board showed a delayed service from Akron, canceled due to “track flooding and signal malfunction.” 

A cold shiver ran down her back that had nothing to do with the air conditioning.

Her phone buzzed again.

Dad: Text me when you’re in the main hall. I’m parked out front.
Maya: Seriously, call me. I had a dream about you on a weird train, and I hate that my subconscious is this on brand.
Ella allowed herself a weak smile at that. Dreams. That would be the easiest way to package this. A bad dream on a long delayed journey, fueled by stress, storm alerts, and too many horror podcasts about ghost trains and haunted stations. 

Except dreams did not usually leave bruises this vivid. Or warp plastic like her ID card, which still felt stiff and waterlogged in her pocket.

She made her way toward the main hall. The station opened up into a high-ceilinged space ringed with ticket counters, fast food outlets, and a coffee kiosk doing brisk trade. The floor was a mosaic of dull stone, worn shiny in the center by decades of footsteps. It was exactly the kind of place people described as liminal without thinking, a space between home and destination, between past and future. 

She stopped in the middle and turned a slow circle. For a split second, she felt the same vertigo as on the drowned platform, as if multiple versions of the station existed at once: one from fifty years ago with smoky air and people in hats, one from a decade in the future with sleek digital walls, one empty and echoing after some disaster. Then the sensation passed, leaving only the present-day noise.

“Ground control to Major Drama,” a voice said behind her. “You look like you just stepped out of a wormhole.”

Ella turned. Maya stood there, waving with a cup of coffee in each hand. Her curly hair was frizzed by the humidity, and her eyeliner had smudged, but her grin was solid and real.

“I thought you were at work,” Ella said, voice coming out more hoarse than she intended.

“Got off early. The storm knocked out half the lights in our office. Plus, my best friend texted about train weirdness and then stopped answering, so, you know, priorities.”

She thrust one coffee toward Ella. “Here. Caffeine. Antidote to cosmic nonsense.”

Ella took it, the heat seeping into her chilled fingers. The aroma grounded her in a way nothing else had. “You have no idea how much I need this.”

“Try me.” Maya eyed her up and down. “You look like you lost a fight with a gravel pit.”

Ella glanced at her scraped knees, the rip in her tights, the bruise already blooming on her elbow. “You are not entirely wrong.”

They moved toward the exit together, weaving through the crowd. For a while, they talked about normal things: class schedules, Maya’s coworker who insisted the storm was a government experiment, and the latest campus gossip. The words felt strange in Ella’s mouth, like trying to speak a language she had not used in years. But with each exchange, the surreal edges of the last few hours receded a little.

Only when they reached the glass doors did Maya get serious again. “So,” she said. “Are you going to tell me what actually happened? Or do I have to guess based on your aesthetic of ‘final girl at the third act’?”

Ella hesitated. She could say she fell on the platform. That would be partly true. She could invent a normal derailment scare, the kind that would show up on the local news as a minor incident, a cautionary tale about infrastructure. People loved stories with clear causes and clean conclusions. 

Instead, she heard herself say, “Have you ever heard of a town called Ashborough?”

Maya frowned. “Nope. Should I have? Is this one of those ghost towns your dad drags you to on road trips?”

“Not exactly.” Ella’s heart thudded, but the words kept coming. “It is a drowned town. Or it used to be. And apparently, some trains do not realize they are supposed to stop running there.”

Maya gave her a look that was half skepticism, half curiosity. “Okay. You are either setting up a great short story, or you definitely need to sit down and start talking before your dad sees you limping and calls an ambulance.”

“He will just be late,” Ella said softly. “That is his thing. Being late and worried.”

“Then we have time,” Maya replied. “Come on. Over there. Fewer people. You can give me the ‘you will not believe what just happened’ monologue.”

They settled on a bench near a mural of old trains, their black-and-white engines frozen mid plume of steam. The caption described the history of Akron and Columbus rail lines, the stations built and demolished, and the routes opened and closed. 

As Ella began to speak, the words came haltingly at first, then faster. She told Maya about the wrong train number, the parka man, the manifest, Mrs Cleeve, and the drowned lights. She left out the parts that felt too fragile to voice, like seeing her own face in the last carriage window.

When she finished, Maya was quiet for a long moment. Then she said, “Okay. That is either the scariest metaphor for burnout I have ever heard, or you had a brush with something legitimately weird.” “Those are not mutually exclusive,” Ella said. 

Maya nodded slowly. “True. Either way, you got off the wrong train. That seems like the important takeaway.”

Ella looked up at the departure board again. Rows of destinations, times, and delays. So many possible routes. “Yeah,” she said. “I think it is.”

​​Echoes

LATER THAT NIGHT, AFTER her father had hugged her a little too tightly in the car park and then pretended he was not checking her for injuries, after the drive home on slick highways lit by honest, boring streetlights, after the awkward but relieved silence when she told him she was going to accept the scholarship and move in the spring, Ella lay awake in her room staring at the ceiling.

Rain tapped gently against the window. The storm had finally spent itself, leaving behind a sky that glowed faintly with the reflected lights of the city.

Her bag sat at the foot of the bed, zipper half open. The ID card lay on her nightstand, warped edges catching the glow from her desk lamp. Beside the card, her phone buzzed occasionally with messages: Maya sending memes about haunted trains, her father forwarding articles about the flooded track and minor signal outage that had canceled several services between Akron and Columbus. The news item was brief, buried near the bottom of the local feed. No injuries. No derailments. Just an inconvenience. No mention of Ashborough.

She got up, padded across the room, and opened her desk drawer. The smell of paper and ink greeted her. Old notebooks lined up in imperfect stacks, drafts of essays, half-finished stories, printed articles for class.

She rifled through them until she found a small leather-bound book she did not remember buying. Its cover was plain, the edges slightly worn. The initials on the front were almost rubbed away, but she thought she could make out an S and maybe a C.

Her heart lurched. She opened it. The pages were blank. Crisp, untouched. No lists of names. No columns of boarded and departed. She let out a breath she had not realized she was holding, then laughed softly at herself. Of course, there was not a ghost manifest sitting in her desk. That would be too on the nose even for the universe.

Still, she could not shake the feeling that there was a shape of words waiting to be filled. A path of ink that wanted laying down. She picked up a pen and, after a moment’s hesitation, wrote on the first line: Ashborough. Passenger: Helena M. White. Boarded: Unknown. Departed: On time.

The act of writing it felt like anchoring something that had been drifting. Naming the journey, claiming it instead of being claimed by it. 

She flipped to the next page and began sketching a map. Not a precise one, just a set of impressions: Akron Central at one end, Columbus at the other, an offshoot line diving into a scribbled blue mass labeled “reservoir.” A tiny platform perched on a line that branched away at the last second, near the edge of the blue. She drew a rusted signal tower and, next to it, a small figure lying on the concrete.

Her hand slowed. On impulse, she added another figure standing nearby in a long coat, hair pinned back, a tote bag at her feet. She did not label that one. She did not need to. When she closed the notebook, the leather felt warm from her touch. She slid it back into the drawer, on top of her other work.

Sleep came slowly. When it did, it brought dreams of stations: some crowded, some empty, some with tracks that ran straight and true, others twisting into impossible loops. She moved through them in a series of choices. Sometimes she boarded, sometimes she waited, sometimes she walked away entirely.

In the middle of the night, she woke briefly, heart pounding, certain she had heard the distant whistle of a train. Not the high modern horn of freight or passenger lines, but an older, mournful sound that belonged to steam and long vanished routes. 

The room was quiet. Only the refrigerator hummed in the kitchen, only the rain ticked. She listened a moment longer, then smiled to herself.

“Good luck, whoever you are,” she whispered into the dark. “Choose the junction.”

Outside, in some forgotten corner of the state where maps showed only water and recreational trails, a rusted signal tower stood on a platform that might or might not exist. The rails beneath it held their stories in silence.

For now, at least, the wrong train ran without her.
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​​​BORROWED VOICE
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​​​Characters

Clara Benton: 24-year-old aspiring opera singer and protagonist. Loses her voice before a crucial audition, seeks Dr. Vale's help, and grapples with the supernatural consequences of borrowing Elena Ruiz's voice. Driven by ambition and her mother's shadow.

Dr. Eugenia Vale (aka Eugenia Voss): Mysterious, ageless voice therapist with a sinister past. Performs “transfers” of voices/souls from comatose patients, sustaining herself through supernatural bargains rooted in 1920s sanatorium experiments.

Jonah Price: Clara's loyal accompanist, best friend, and researcher. Provides emotional support, uncovers Vale's history, and aids in confrontations and rituals.

Elena Ruiz: 23-year-old folk singer in a coma from a car accident. Her vibrant voice and soul are “borrowed” by Clara; she partially awakens during the story, sharing visions and guiding the reversal.

Maria Ruiz: Elena's devoted mother. Vigilant at the hospital, recognizes Clara's borrowed voice, and provides the grounding locket for rituals.

Elena Benton: Clara's late mother, a failed opera singer whose breakdown and teachings haunt Clara as flashbacks, symbolizing inherited trauma.

Harlan Voss: Central Philharmonic conductor (ironic name tied to Vale). Approves Clara's audition and debut.

Old Net-Mender: Waterfront fisherman who knew Elena pre-coma, shares backstory details.

Various: Doctors, nurses (e.g., L. Patel), audition judges, neighbors, Philharmonic scouts, flesh out the world without deep arcs.

​​​The Note That Wouldn’t Come

CLARA BENTON WOKE BEFORE dawn to the kind of silence that pressed against her skin like a heavy blanket. Her one-bedroom apartment in the heart of the city's old quarter usually came alive with small symphonies: the low hum of the refrigerator

































​​​Whispers of the Unseen












































​​​The Therapist’s House






































​​​A New Voice















































​​​Echoes of Another Life











































​​​The Bargain













































​​​Borrowed Soul



































​​​The Quiet Music
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