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Chapter 1: The Shift
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Mason Cross was looking at a woman's shoes when the world ended.

Gray flats. Scuffed toe. She was standing too close because rush hour doesn't respect personal space. He counted four other people pressed against him in the subway car. A teenager with a backpack. An old man gripping the overhead rail with both hands. A woman in a business suit talking into her AirPods. And the gray flats.

The train was moving between stations. Tunnel dark outside the windows. The usual groan of metal on metal. Mason's knee ached from standing too long. He shifted his weight to his left leg and thought about dinner.

Then the sound came.

Not a rumble. A crack. Like something the size of a city block had just snapped in half.

The train lurched left. Mason's shoulder hit the teenager. The gray flats disappeared under a wave of bodies. Someone screamed. The lights flickered once, twice, then stayed off. In the dark, the train kept moving—but not forward. Sideways. The wheels left the tracks. Mason felt the car tilt, and tilt, and tilt.

Then the ceiling became the floor.

He slammed into something hard. Glass broke somewhere above him. Or below him. He couldn't tell anymore. The car rolled once, twice, and stopped at a forty-five-degree angle that made no sense. Mason's ears rang. His mouth tasted copper.

He opened his eyes.

The gray flats were three feet from his face. They were no longer attached to anyone.

Mason's training kicked in before his brain did. He checked himself first. Legs: can move. Arms: can move. Ribs: sharp pain on the left side but no collapse. He was bleeding from somewhere above his eye. He touched the wound. Shallow. He could keep it.

The subway car was a ruin. Half the lights were dead. The survivors were screaming.

Mason counted six living bodies in the glow of the emergency lights. The teenager was pinned under a seat. The old man was standing—somehow—holding onto a pole that no longer pointed up. The businesswoman was bleeding from her mouth. Two others he didn't recognize. And the gray flats.

He didn't look at the gray flats again.

The ceiling had a crack. Daylight was leaking through. Thin, dusty, but real. Mason knew what that meant. They weren't fully buried. Not yet.

But the train wasn't moving. And the air was already starting to feel thick.
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Chapter 2: The Count
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The first thing Mason did was shut them up.

"Stop screaming," he said. Not loud. Loud wastes air. Loud wastes oxygen. He said it the way he used to say it in the field. Flat. Final. No room for argument.

The teenager stopped first. The old man second. The businesswoman kept crying but dropped the volume.

"Good," Mason said. "Now tell me who's hurt."

He moved through the tilted car like a ghost. The emergency lights painted everything orange. Shadows stretched wrong. The seats were torn loose from the floor. A metal pole had bent into a U-shape. Broken glass covered everything like frost.

The businesswoman had a split lip. The teenager had a broken arm—the bone wasn't showing, but the angle was wrong. The old man had nothing. Just shock. The other two were a young couple. The man had a gash on his leg. The woman was pregnant. Maybe six months. She wasn't bleeding.

Mason checked them all in ninety seconds. That was his record in training. He still had it.

"The ceiling crack is getting wider," he said. "But not fast enough. We have maybe two hours before the air becomes a problem."

"How do you know?" the teenager asked. His voice cracked.

Mason looked at him. "Because I used to do this for a living."

He didn't say the rest. He didn't say that two hours was optimistic. He didn't say that panic could cut that time in half. He didn't say that six people in a sealed space the size of a bathroom would breathe through the oxygen like it was water through a sieve.

He looked at the crack again. Daylight. Real daylight. If it opened another six inches, someone thin could squeeze through. Someone thin who could climb.

The pregnant woman caught him looking. She put a hand on her belly.

"No," she said.

Mason said nothing.
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Chapter 3: The Breath
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An hour passed.

Mason knew because he counted. Thirty seconds per breath. Slow. Controlled. That was how he stretched his lungs in BUD/S when the instructors held them under water until they saw spots. The trick was to want the air less. The trick was to become comfortable with not having it.

The others didn't know the trick.

The teenager was breathing fast. Short little gasps. Mason watched his chest move. Up-down-up-down. Too fast. The old man was better but not good. The businesswoman had stopped crying but now she was humming. Some kind of hymn. The young couple held hands. The pregnant woman's eyes were closed.

Mason checked the crack. Eight inches. Maybe nine.

He checked the time. Another hour gone.

The air was thick now. Not stale. Thick. Like breathing through a wet cloth. Mason's head had started to ache. A dull pressure behind his eyes. That was the CO2. Carbon dioxide built up faster than oxygen ran out. You didn't suffocate. You poisoned yourself. First the headache. Then the confusion. Then the sleep. Then nothing.

He knew the signs. He'd seen them in a training module a decade ago. He'd never thought he'd use it.

"We need to get out," the teenager said. His voice was high. "We need to get out now."

"Panic will kill you faster than the air," Mason said.

"I don't care—"

"Then you'll die first. And everyone else will die five minutes after you."

The teenager stared at him. His eyes were too wide. The whites showed all the way around.

Mason softened his voice. "What's your name?"

"Liam."

"Liam, I need you to breathe with me. In for four. Hold for four. Out for four. Can you do that?"

Liam tried. He got through two cycles before he started crying.

Mason didn't blame him. He wanted to cry too. The difference was that Mason had been trained to wait. Waiting was a skill. Waiting was the hardest skill.

The ceiling crack was ten inches now. But it was slowing down.

Mason did the math. Six people. Ten inches. Two hours of air left if no one panicked. But someone was going to panic. Someone always panicked.

He looked at his hand. The one he'd cut on the glass earlier. The blood had dried. He picked at the scab until it opened again. The pain cleared his head.

That was another trick. Pain burned through the fog.

The pregnant woman opened her eyes. She looked at him.

"You're a medic," she said.

"I was."

"You still are."

Mason didn't answer. The crack was eleven inches now. Not enough. Not nearly enough.
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