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​PART 1: THE DERAILMENT
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The train was a black artery cut across the snow-blind countryside, its single window of light carving a trembling path through the pines. Inside Car 2—the second-to-last car—the air smelled of rust, old wool, and something Victor could only name as wrong—a sweetness like overripe fruit trapped in a jar.

He knelt beside the coupling mechanism that connected his car to the one behind, his arthritic fingers working the release. Through the small window in the rear door, he could see the twins in Car 1, the last car, their faces pale in the flickering light. They were beautiful in the way that expensive things are beautiful—symmetrical, unblemished, their eyes the same pale blue as the winter sky. Silas and Lysander. He’d learned their names in the den, whispered them like prayers while the thing that ruled that place was elsewhere.

He raised his voice so they could hear him through the metal. “You have to listen. When this car separates, you’ll roll to a stop. The rest of the train—my car and everything ahead—will go on without you. The bridge is gone. We’ll fall.”

Lysander’s face pressed against the window. “And you?”

“I stay.”

“You’ll die.”

Victor allowed himself a small, tired smile. “That was always the plan.”

Silas appeared beside his brother. He was the quieter one, the one who had watched the longest in the den without screaming. Now his voice was a hoarse thread through the door. “What do we do? After.”

The coupling groaned. They were running out of time.

Victor finally met their eyes through the glass, and for a moment the weight of his years fell away. He was no longer an old man in a dying train car; he was a Brakeman, the last of an order that had held back the dark for centuries. “The passengers ahead—they’re already lost. The infection took them in the den. But you two... I got you out before it could finish. You’re the only ones left who aren’t carriers.” He paused, letting the words settle. “You tell the world what you saw. Every detail. The den, the things that lived there, the shape it wore when it came to feed. You make them believe. Promise me.”

Lysander’s jaw tightened. “We promise.”

Victor nodded. With a final, brutal shove, he threw the lever.

Metal shrieked. The coupling between Car 2 and Car 1 groaned, then gave. The last car—Car 1—jerked backward with a clang that echoed through the chassis. For one suspended second the two cars held together by a thread of stubborn steel, and then the thread snapped. The last car lurched backward, suddenly lighter, suddenly alone. Through the rear window of his own car, Victor watched the twins’ car shrink, its lights wobbling as it slowed on the frost-bitten rails.

He let out a breath he’d been holding since the den.

For a moment, he allowed himself to glance forward, through the front of his car toward the rest of the train. The long string of cars ahead—windows dark except for a faint, sickly, pulsing glow—continued forward, gathering speed toward the broken bridge. He had seen that glow before, in the den. The passengers in those cars were already gone, their minds hollowed out, their bodies vessels for the story. And now his own car, still coupled to them, would follow.

The twins were the only ones he had managed to pull out before the infection took hold.

Then the ceiling split.

It didn’t break. It parted, like skin parting around a blade, the metal curling outward in silent, organic petals. From the gap something descended—not falling, but unfolding, a shape that tried to be man-shaped and failed in ways that made Victor’s vision blur at the edges. It landed without sound on the seat backs, its limbs too long, its head cocked at an angle that should have snapped a neck. Its skin was the color of old milk, and its eyes were the same sweet, rotting fruit as the smell.

It smiled. The mouth was a courtesy; Victor knew it did not need a mouth.

“Victor,” it said. Its voice was the train’s own screech, bent into syllables. “Last of the Brakemen. Did you think I wouldn’t feel the separation?”

Victor straightened, placing his body between the creature and the rear of the car, where the twins were already receding into the dark. His hand found the iron talisman hidden beneath his shirt—old Brakeman steel, made in ways the modern world had forgotten. It would buy him seconds, nothing more. But seconds were all the twins needed to get clear.

“They’re safe,” Victor said. “You won’t reach them before the bridge takes the rest of us.”

The monster’s head tilted further, a parody of curiosity. “Safe.”

It took a step forward, and Victor raised the talisman. The iron blazed with a light that should have burned the thing back, should have seared its borrowed flesh. The monster paused, and for a moment Victor allowed himself hope.

Then it laughed.

The sound was not loud. It was worse: a soft, intimate chuckle, the laugh of a father indulging a child’s fantasy. It reached up with one spidery hand and gently pressed the talisman down, ignoring the smoke that rose from its own palm.

“Victor,” it said, leaning close enough that Victor could see the infinite wrongness swimming behind its eyes. “I planned all this.”

The words did not make sense. They could not make sense.

The monster traced a finger along Victor’s jaw, leaving a trail of cold that burned. “You didn’t rescue them. You delivered them. You thought they were clean, didn’t you? The only two untouched souls on this train. But I saved them for last, Victor. I let you believe you had won. They carry the disease already—carry it in their blood, their breath, their stories. Every word they speak, every ear that hears, every mind that believes... it all becomes my door. And you, faithful Brakeman, you made sure they would run. You made sure they would warn the world.”

Victor’s heart stopped. He saw it then—the terrible architecture of it. The den had not been a prison. It had been a factory. And he had packaged its product and sent it into the world with his own blessing.

The monster’s smile widened. “They don’t know. That’s the best part. They’ll be heroes. Survivors. And when they tell their story, the whole world will listen.”

Through the front window, Victor saw the forward cars reach the bridge—or where the bridge should have been. The tracks ended in a jagged mouth against the night sky. The river below was black, waiting. One by one, the cars began to fall. His own car lurched forward, pulled by the momentum of the collapsing train ahead.

The monster straightened, its form already beginning to dissolve at the edges. “You wanted to die for something, Victor. You will. But not for what you thought.”

It turned, and with a casual movement that defied all architecture, it stepped through the ceiling—not breaking it, but passing into it as if the steel were water. In a moment it was gone, leaving only a dark aperture that wept rust.

Victor stood alone in the tilting car, his talisman cold and useless in his hand. He thought of the twins, already rolling to a stop in the dark, already stepping out into the snow with their beautiful faces and their terrible gift. He thought of the world they would wake, one story at a time.

The car reached the end of the track.

For one eternal second, Victor felt nothing but the wind and the distant spray of the river rising to meet him. And somewhere above, silhouetted against the broken bridge, a man-shaped thing watched the plunge with patient, ancient eyes.

Some distance back, Car 1 groaned to a halt. Inside, Silas and Lysander held each other as the screech of tearing metal echoed from the gorge ahead. When the sound stopped, there was only silence and the whisper of snow against glass.

Lysander was the first to move. He slid the door open and stepped onto the embankment, his breath clouding in the cold. In the distance, a faint orange glow flickered where the rest of the train had met the river.

“He’s gone,” Lysander said. His voice was steady, but his hands were shaking.

Silas joined him, staring at the horizon. “He gave us a task.”

“To tell what we saw.”

“Then we tell it.”

They stood in silence, two young men carved from the same mold, their pale eyes reflecting the distant flames. Neither noticed the faint, almost imperceptible scent that clung to their clothes—sweet, like overripe fruit—or the way the snow at their feet had begun to blacken in small, spreading circles.

They began to walk toward the nearest road, toward the world that would welcome them as survivors, as heroes, as the first notes of a song that would not end until every ear had heard it.

Behind them, the river swallowed the last of the light.
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