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​Prologue: The Last Platform
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The first rule of the Endline Express was written in gold above the engine room door:

Every world deserves one last stop.

The second rule had been scratched beneath it in smaller letters by someone with a trembling hand:

But not every world can be saved.

Orin Vale had served as conductor for thirty-seven years, three months, and nine days, though time had become unreliable after the train learned how to cross between dying worlds. The clocks in Carriage Seven ran backward. The dining car served breakfast to people who had not yet been born. The luggage room sometimes returned suitcases that belonged to passengers who had never boarded.

Still, Orin kept count.

He counted stations.

He counted passengers.

He counted worlds.

And every time he failed to save one, he carved a mark into the brass wall behind the conductor’s chair.

There were too many marks now.

Tonight, the Endline Express thundered through a sky with no stars. Its black engine pulled twelve carriages of polished midnight-blue steel across rails made of light. Outside the windows, entire realities folded past like curtains: a desert where glass trees sang in storms, a moon crowded with silver birds, a city burning beneath green rain, a child’s bedroom still lit by a night-lamp though the planet around it had cracked in two.

Professor Quill sat in the observation car, asleep beneath an open book. His spectacles had slipped to the tip of his nose. A cup of tea floated beside him, untouched, its steam curling in the air like a ghostly question mark.

In Carriage Four, a young queen from a paper kingdom wept quietly into her gloves.

In the luggage room, a dragon no larger than a cat snored inside a hatbox.

And in the conductor’s cabin, Orin Vale stood facing the Ticketmaster.

The Ticketmaster had no face.

No one knew whether it had once been human, or whether it had been built with the train, or whether the train had invented it because even miracles needed someone to say no.

Its coat was black, its gloves were white, and where a face should have been there was only a smooth oval of pale porcelain. It held a silver punch in one hand and a ticket in the other.

The ticket was wet.

Water dripped from its edges onto the cabin floor.

Orin’s eyes narrowed. “No.”

The Ticketmaster tilted its blank head.

“You heard me.” Orin’s voice was hoarse from years of shouting over collapsing skies. “Not that world.”

The ticket shivered between the Ticketmaster’s fingers. Its ink rearranged itself into a destination.

EARTH-17: WESTERN COASTAL BELT. FINAL BOARDING.

“Too young,” Orin said.

The Ticketmaster lifted the ticket higher.

Orin slammed his fist onto the control desk, rattling the compass, the speaking tube, the emergency lantern, and the little brass bell that summoned lost passengers. “He is a child.”

The train lurched.

Outside, the rails curved downward through a tunnel of black water. Strange fish made of stars flashed past the windows. Somewhere far ahead, a station bell rang once beneath the sea.

The Ticketmaster placed the wet ticket on the desk.

Orin looked at it for a long time.

Then he looked at the walls, at all the carved marks behind the chair.

“Is this punishment?” he asked. “For what I found?”

The Ticketmaster did not answer.

It never answered questions directly. It only gave tickets. It only punched holes. It only decided who deserved a final chance and who would be left standing on the platform when the lights went out.

Orin reached for his conductor’s badge. It was pinned over his heart: a circle of old brass, engraved with a train crossing a bridge of stars. He removed it slowly.

The badge was warm in his hand.

“I will not bring him here,” he whispered.

The Ticketmaster’s silver punch clicked once.

Not against a ticket.

Against the air.

A hole opened in the cabin floor.

Below it, Orin saw a station he had never visited, though he had dreamed of it every night for thirty-seven years. A platform of white stone. A dead ocean. A broken sign swinging in wind that should not exist.

FIRST LOST WORLD.

Orin staggered back.

“No,” he said again, but this time it sounded less like defiance and more like fear.

The train shrieked.

The hole widened.

Professor Quill woke in the observation car, sat upright, and whispered, “Orin?”

The young queen stopped crying.

The dragon sneezed fire in its sleep.

And the conductor of the Endline Express vanished through the floor, leaving behind only his badge, a wet ticket, and a final command that the train itself printed across every window in gold:

NEXT CONDUCTOR REQUIRED.

Far away, on a drowning world, a boy named Milo Ren opened his eyes to the sound of rain.

​
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Chapter One: The Rooftop Sea
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Milo Ren had not seen dry ground in forty-two days.

He knew because he scratched each sunrise into the brick beside the water tank on the roof of Bellweather Tower. Forty-two thin lines, each one crooked, each one cut with a rusted nail he kept tied around his neck on a string.

Below the roof, the city had become an ocean of roofs, antennae, and half-drowned signs. The traffic lights blinked red beneath the water like warning stars. The old park was a green blur under ten meters of brown floodwater. The top of the library dome rose from the waves like the back of a sleeping whale.

Milo remembered when people used to argue about whether the sea was coming.

Now it came every morning.

It came with rain that fell sideways and winds that tore solar panels from apartment blocks. It came with storm surges that knocked boats against windows on the fifteenth floor. It came with the stink of gasoline, salt, sewage, and rotting things. It came with government drones that dropped food packets when they remembered, and apology messages when they did not.

Milo was twelve years old, small for his age, with black hair that never stayed flat and eyes the gray-brown color of floodwater at dusk. His mother used to say he looked as if he had been built out of questions.

His mother used to say many things.

The flood took her voice first.

Not literally. That would have been easier to understand. Her voice disappeared into emergency calls that never connected, into radio static, into the roar of helicopters that landed on richer roofs three blocks away. His father had gone down to help open a jammed stairwell door when the third surge hit. He did not come back. His older sister, Nara, had been on a school evacuation bus that never reached the inland road.

The city said names over the emergency channel every night.

Milo listened for three.

They never came.

On the forty-second morning, the rain stopped.

The silence woke him.

He sat up under the blue plastic sheet he had stretched between two pipes. For a moment, he thought he had gone deaf. No rain hammered the roof. No wind slapped the walls. No waves knocked broken furniture against the parapet.

Then he heard music.

A train whistle.

Milo froze.

It sounded impossible, not because trains no longer ran, but because this whistle had depth. It was not the thin electronic shriek of the metro lines that used to pass beneath Bellweather Street. It was a long, low, mournful note, as if a brass giant were calling across the end of the world.

He crawled from beneath the plastic sheet.

Mist covered the rooftop. The water around the tower lay flat and silver. In the middle of the flooded avenue, where the rails had been buried underwater for weeks, a platform had appeared.

It was made of black iron and old lamps.

It should have sunk.

It did not.

A sign hung above it, dripping seawater.

BELLWEATHER ROOF—FINAL BOARDING

Milo stared.

The platform stood level with the roof, connected by a narrow bridge of light that stretched from the parapet to the station edge. Beyond the platform waited a train.

It was the most beautiful and frightening thing Milo had ever seen.

The engine was midnight blue, trimmed with brass, its chimney breathing white steam that smelled of rain and hot metal. Twelve carriages curved behind it, each window glowing with warm yellow light. Along the side of the first carriage, gold letters read:

THE ENDLINE EXPRESS

Milo’s first thought was: I’m dreaming.

His second thought was: I don’t care.

A figure stood on the platform.

The figure wore a black coat, white gloves, and a hat with a flat round top. Its face was smooth and blank as porcelain.

Milo took one step back.

The figure raised one hand. Between two white-gloved fingers, it held a ticket.

The ticket was blue. The exact blue of the raincoat Nara had worn the day her school bus left.

Milo’s throat tightened.

“I don’t have money,” he called.

The figure did not move.

“I don’t know where this goes.”

The ticket fluttered.

Wind touched Milo’s wet face.

The floodwater below Bellweather Tower began to rise. Not fast. Not like a wave. It rose calmly, steadily, as if the sea had decided it was tired of waiting.

The water climbed over the sixteenth
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