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Introduction
The platform clock clicked over to 01:17 and the schedule board blinked like a tired
eye. A thin fall of night grit carried the smell of hot metal and old rain. Kneeling at the
edge of Track 3, Mara Ellis pressed her palm to the pebbled yellow strip and studied
the faint scuff where a shoe had slipped, nothing more than a light smear shallow as a
breath. No drop of blood. No torn fabric. No body. The train had come and gone on
time. The commuter—name redacted in the incident log, pending notification—had
stepped into the frame of one camera and never arrived in the next.

On her phone, a photo of a century-old map glowed with a straight line drawn in brittle
red pencil. She’d taken the picture in a municipal archive on her dinner break two
nights ago, half out of habit, half out of boredom—the sort of rabbit hole a former
investigative reporter falls into when she takes a job that promises routine. The line
cut across neighborhoods like a quiet seam. Tonight that old line sat beside a fresh log
of inexplicable calls: Missing passenger. Camera failure. Inconsistent witness
statements. She could feel the old and the new laying over each other, a double
exposure.

The city moved above her in two tempos—one of polished glass and backlit lobbies,
the other of late shifts and flickering fluorescents. Ever since the infrastructure went
“public-private,” access came by badge and contract. If you cleaned the cars, like
Mara’s younger sister Lila did, you learned which doors were suddenly off-limits and
which hallways now had men with generic uniforms and colder eyes. People told
themselves it was progress. Mara’s notes told a different story: closures justified by
safety, cameras replaced for security, a growing list of names who went missing along
a corridor no one discussed.

She’d left journalism after an investigation that collapsed under her, taking a
source—and a piece of her nerve—with it. The transit inspector job had seemed like a
second chance to be useful without burning lives for headlines, a way to keep an eye
on the city that made and unmade her. It put her on the same graveyard clock as Lila.
It gave her reasons to walk the platforms when the air was thin and honest. It did not
prepare her for a man to disappear five feet from a yellow line, inside an expensive
web of cameras and sensors, while the official report wrote itself like a template:
Possible accident. Possible self-harm. Pending.

She replayed the footage on a tablet: a figure in a dark coat, the stutter of pixels as
the time stamp hiccupped, the empty frame that followed. Daniel Park—systems
analyst, insomniac savant with the city’s metadata—had warned her about the
anomalies: gaps that weren’t gaps, frames that were present but blanked. Not a
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malfunction; an erasure. He’d sent her a message at midnight with a question and a
map tile, and she’d sent back the photo of the old planner’s page. Their two lines
matched, one drawn when railroads cut through neighborhoods and one traced now
by absences.

She thought of that red pencil line, its name whispered on a cassette recording she’d
overheard in the archive as the librarian locked up: the Meridian. A term planners used
for an alignment, a center that charts from. Here, it was both a literal path threaded
under streets and a sign of how power moves—straight, quiet, indifferent to who it
passes through. Call it coincidence and you could sleep. Call it a pattern and you had
to wake up.

Mara stood, the grit of the platform biting through her knee. The schedule board
blinked 01:19. Somewhere above ground, rain stitched the streets together. She
slipped the photo of the map back into her pocket and looked down the track into the
tunnel’s throat. Vanishings didn’t accelerate on their own; someone let them. She’d
lost a story once by stopping too soon. She wasn’t going to lose a person because a
line on a map told her to mind her business.

She breathed in the metallic dark and chose. She would follow the Meridian—through
the gaps, past the doors marked private, along the old right-of-way only a few
bothered to remember—and see who had built their silence into the city’s bones.
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CHAPTER ONE: Night Shift
The southbound local slid into Kellerman Station with a hiss of brakes and a tired sigh
of pneumatics, a long metal animal settling in for a brief nap. Mara Ellis watched it
come, counting seconds by habit, timing the grind of steel on rail against the schedule
in her head. The platform was a study in sodium vapor and shadow: rows of cracked
plastic benches, a mural peeled by humidity into abstract gloom, and the yellow safety
strip scuffed to the color of old teeth. Three passengers remained. A man in a gray
overcoat checked his phone. A woman hugged a grocery bag like a life raft. A
teenager bobbed his head to music no one else could hear. The city above exhaled
rain; the station breathed back damp concrete.

Mara adjusted her collar and scanned the CCTV arch mounted above the stairwell. The
Transit Authority liked its cameras the way it liked its contracts—visible, expensive,
and vaguely reassuring. On paper, the Kellerman platform was covered by four lenses,
overlapping fields of view, recording to a server farm somewhere in a sealed building
no inspector could visit without a court order. In practice, the lenses were smudged,
the angles slightly off, the data stream throttled by security protocols she couldn’t
access. She checked her wristwatch: 23:48. The log would show green lights and
normal operation. She knew better than to trust the log.

She walked the platform the way she’d been trained: slow, deliberate, eyes scanning
ground level for debris that could cause a trip, for stains that could indicate a leak, for
anything that didn’t belong. It was the kind of job that took the romance out of city
nights and replaced it with the quiet satisfaction of catching problems before they
escalated. She used to be the kind of reporter who found stories in council meetings
and backroom handshakes. Now she found them in the drift of trash and the timing of
train doors. The change had been less a step down than a step sideways, a decision to
be near her sister and to keep her hands on something real. Lila was at the other end
of the city right now, mopping floors in an office tower that had once been a
department store, humming songs from a childhood that felt like someone else’s life.

The gray overcoat man stuffed his phone in his pocket and stepped toward the edge,
peering into the tunnel as if he could will the express to arrive faster. The train behind
her exhaled. The teenager kept swaying. The woman with the grocery bag shifted her
weight, waiting. Then the man turned, and without any visible decision, moved toward
the stairs and the dark mouth that led up to street level. He took the first step. Then
he was gone. Not gone like someone walking away; gone like someone deleted from
the footage mid-step. The stairwell camera’s red light blinked, steady as a heartbeat.

Mara felt the hiccup before she saw it. She knew the rhythm of this station—the way
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doors closed, the way lights flickered, the way the air changed when a train arrived. A
gap opened in that rhythm now, a sliver of time that didn’t align. She pulled her tablet
from her jacket, swiped to the live feed, and thumbed back two minutes. The man in
the gray coat appeared on the platform camera at 23:47:18, walked toward the
stairwell, and entered the frame of the stairwell cam at 23:47:34. There he stood, a
pixelated figure in the bottom-left quadrant. Then the timestamp jumped to 23:47:35,
and the frame was empty. Not blurred. Not out of focus. Empty. The camera had
captured the edge of the railing, the first two steps, and nothing else.

She froze the playback and leaned closer. If the man had turned back, he would have
re-entered the platform cam’s field. If he’d stumbled, there would be a record in the
motion sensor logs. If he’d been taken—she cut the thought off and went back to the
live feed, looking at the stairwell now. She climbed the stairs, boots ringing on the
metal, and pulled her Maglite. The beam swept over chipped paint and gum craters,
then over the landing where the man would have emerged if he’d continued up. The
door at the top was push-bar, alarmed, marked EMERGENCY EXIT ONLY. The alarm
light was dark. She pushed the bar. The door opened onto a narrow alley slick with
rain, empty but for a rusted dumpster and a smear of neon from the street beyond. No
man. No footprints in the water pooling at the base of the steps.

Back on the platform, the teenager had pulled out an earbud. “You see that guy?” he
asked. “He just kind of blinked out.”

Mara kept her voice even. “Which guy?”

“The coat guy. He was right there. Then he wasn’t.” The teen pointed at the stairwell.
“Like he got sucked into the wall.”

The woman with the grocery bag shifted again, eyes darting between the teenager
and Mara’s uniform. “I didn’t see anything,” she said quickly. “I was watching the train
signs.”

Mara nodded, not pressing. People saw what kept them safe. She walked back to the
stairwell and swept the light over the railing. On the third step, just at the edge of the
rubber nonslip, was a crescent scuff. Fresh. Something hard had ground against the
tread and left a pale mark. She crouched, took a photo with her phone, then another
of the empty frame on her tablet. The timestamp anomaly pulsed in her mind. She’d
seen data gaps before—maintenance windows, network congestion, camera failures.
Those were logged. This was clean, deliberate, and quiet.

She went back to her tablet and pulled the manifest for the station’s camera system.
The logs read normal, a steady stream of green checkmarks that meant nothing. She
flagged a notation: “KLM-N-07: brief sync loss at 23:47:35, resolved 23:47:36.” A one-
second blip. Except the empty frame on playback covered a span of twelve seconds
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from entrance to end of frame. That wasn’t sync loss; it was surgical erasure. She felt
the old reporter’s itch between her shoulder blades, the one that came when facts
lined up too perfectly. She sent a quick message to Daniel Park with a screenshot of
the log and the empty frame. He would know what to look for in the metadata.

The express roared in then, a blast of warm, stale air riding ahead of it. The remaining
passengers boarded, and the teenager gave her a little salute before disappearing into
the car. The doors closed, and the train slid away, leaving the platform in a low,
echoing silence. Mara stood alone beside the yellow line. The scuff on the step seemed
to glow under the sodium lights. She took out the photo she’d snapped in the
municipal archive two nights ago—the old map, the red pencil line. The line ran
directly beneath Kellerman, then east across the river to a neighborhood that had
been leveled and rebuilt three times in her lifetime. She laid the tablet’s timeline
alongside the map and traced the path. The line and the absence aligned.

A voice crackled in her radio earpiece. “Control to Ellis. You still at Kellerman?”

Mara thumbed the mic. “Ellis here. I’m logging a missing passenger report. White
male, mid-fifties, gray overcoat, dark pants. Last seen on the southbound platform,
stairwell north side. I have camera anomalies and a witness statement—possible
irregularity.”

“Copy that. We’ve got a call holding. Go ahead and file the standard report. We’ll push
it up the chain. Keep it off the air.”

She frowned. “I want a review of the full CCTV feed for the interval. Not just the
summary logs.”

“Noted, Ellis. File the report.” The line went dead.

Mara waited a beat, listening to the empty platform hum. She typed the report on her
tablet, careful and factual: time, location, description, camera flag. When she reached
the section labeled “Witness Statements,” she added the teenager’s account and the
woman’s denial, then paused. She had the option to downgrade it as a probable
transient issue—someone who stepped off camera and vanished into the city’s night,
not her problem. She also had the option to push. She thought of the red line, of a
pattern she couldn’t yet see, of Lila’s late shifts in buildings that had new badges on
the doors. She selected “Irregularity—Requires Further Review,” and sent it.

The acknowledgment came back instantly: Report filed. Pending assignment. She
switched apps and opened the message thread with Daniel. He replied in seconds, a
single line: That’s not sync loss. Bring me the raw if you can get it. There’s more.

She stood, the weight of the station settling around her. The train schedule board
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updated with a soft chime. Her phone buzzed with a call from Lila, probably on her
dinner break, and she almost answered, then thought better of it. There was work to
do first. She walked to the stairwell and pressed the bar again, stepping out into the
alley. Rain ghosted her face. The street beyond was empty. She traced the old map in
her mind and the new absences on the platform. A line had appeared in her logs, as
clear as the red pencil mark. She felt the pull of it, the way you feel a current under
calm water. She would follow it.
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