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# Chapter 1 - Iron Pass Express

The departure board at Cascadia Central listed the Iron Pass Express as on time, which Lucas Ward knew from experience meant nothing at all. On time was a promise the railway made to itself. What it meant in practice was that the train existed, was present, and would leave eventually.

He stood on Platform 7 with his laptop bag over one shoulder and a carry-on rolling behind him, watching the board cycle through its updates. Gate assignments shifted. A commuter service to Redfield was delayed fourteen minutes. The Iron Pass Express held steady at 19:40, departure in eleven minutes.

The cold was immediate and serious. The station's open-air platforms faced west, and the wind coming off the Cascades tonight had teeth. Lucas turned up his collar and checked his phone out of habit - two emails from the Harmon Group about the stress analysis report he hadn't finished, one voicemail he wasn't ready to return, and a weather service notification he'd already read twice. Winter Storm Advisory - Cascadia Mountain Corridor. Expected accumulation 18–24 inches above 4,000 feet. Travel strongly discouraged.

He put the phone away and looked at the train.

The Iron Pass Express was a long-distance overnight service - one of the last on the western corridor, a relic of a time when the mountains were an obstacle rather than an inconvenience. Fourteen cars: two engines up front, then a baggage car, then a sequence of passenger sleepers, a dining car, a lounge car, and more sleepers at the rear. The livery was Cascadia Rail's blue and silver, recently repainted from the looks of it, which was the kind of cosmetic investment that railways made when they couldn't afford the structural kind. Lucas noticed this the way he noticed everything mechanical - automatically, without particular concern, the way a carpenter notices the grain in floorboards.

He'd spent the last nine days in Millhaven, consulting on a rail bridge stress analysis for the Harmon Group. Three days of site assessment, two days of meetings, four days of writing up findings in a hotel room that smelled of artificial pine. The work was solid. The report was mostly done. He was ready to go home.

A family moved past him on the platform - a mother in a red coat, a young girl carrying a stuffed elephant, a rolling suitcase the girl was allowed to pull, which was making her very serious. They boarded through the second passenger car entrance. An older man in a tweed jacket followed close behind, moving with the deliberate care of someone whose knees made that necessary.

Lucas followed the queue to the first-class sleeper entrance and handed his ticket to the attendant, a young man with a crew-cut and the practiced efficiency of someone who'd done this boarding sequence a thousand times. Lucas moved through the vestibule and into the first sleeper corridor - narrow, warm, smelling of metal and upholstery and that specific industrial cleaning product that all trains shared regardless of country or operator. It was almost comforting.

His compartment was six. He found it, slid the door open, swung his bag onto the overhead rack. The space was small and well-organized in the way that railway sleepers always were: every inch considered, every surface dual-purpose. A seat that would fold to a bunk, a small table at the window, a reading light with a dimmer. Outside the window: the platform, the departure board, the grey concrete columns of Cascadia Central.

He sat down and unzipped the laptop bag. He'd get an hour of work in before dinner.

Before he opened the computer he did what he always did in any new mechanical environment - he took a moment to listen. The train at rest had its own sounds: the low idle of the auxiliary power unit, the occasional hydraulic sigh of the air system, the creak of the car's body settling against the couplings. He'd been in enough mechanical environments to know that a system's resting state told you everything about how it would behave under load.

This was when he heard it: a sound beneath the platform, or more precisely beneath the front of the train, in the area where the locomotive coupled to the first passenger car. A metallic drag - the sound of something heavy being moved across a concrete floor. Tools, possibly. Or a maintenance cart. He waited for it to repeat.

It didn't.

He opened the laptop. The Harmon report was at sixty-three percent completion. He needed the tensile data from the site survey to finish the third section, and he had it in a spreadsheet somewhere, and if he could find it and populate the tables tonight he could submit the report tomorrow morning from the train and be completely done with the Millhaven job.

Outside, a whistle sounded. Not the train's - a platform whistle, the attendant signaling final boarding.

Lucas found the spreadsheet. He began copying figures. The numbers had a quality he liked - they were precise, they didn't mean different things depending on how you looked at them, and when they told you something was wrong, they were always right.

The train began to move.

He looked up from the screen for just a moment - the platform sliding past, the departure board retreating, the lights of Cascadia Central giving way to the dark gap of the rail yard and then to the outer city, streetlights and wet road reflections and the first few flakes of snow drifting sideways across the window glass.

The Iron Pass Express had left on time after all.

Lucas turned back to his report, and the mountains waited ahead in the dark.

—-
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# Chapter 2 - Fellow Travelers

The dining car filled slowly, the way dining cars always did - people arriving in ones and twos, tentative about sharing tables with strangers, circling the room once before committing to a seat. By seven-thirty it was three-quarters full and the bar at the far end was doing steady business. Lucas took a table midway down on the window side, ordered a beer he didn't particularly want, and opened the Harmon report on his laptop until the waiter came back with a menu and gave him a look that made him close it.

The mountains had begun. Outside the window, the city's suburban sprawl had given way an hour ago to foothills, and the foothills to the first real ridgelines - dark shapes against a slightly less dark sky, the window glass cold to the touch now. Snow was falling steadily. The dining car's lighting was warm and enclosed, which made the outside look more like a painting than a view.

The man who sat down across the bar from him without preamble was in his late sixties, broadly built, with a retired lawman's bearing and the hands of someone who'd worked with them for decades. He introduced himself to the bartender as Frank Doyle, asked for a draught, and then said without any particular provocation: "They've redone the signal relay at the Ridgeback junction. Twenty-year-overdue upgrade, and they still used the wrong switching protocol for a gradient above thirty degrees."

The bartender, who appeared to be nineteen years old, said, "Is that right," in the tone of someone who had learned to respond to bar conversation without engaging with it.

"It is right," Frank said pleasantly. "The relay specs for mountain grade above two percent require a redundant confirmation handshake. You don't put a single-point switch on a grade. That's just basic."

Lucas listened with one ear. He knew the type - retired from something technical, most comfortable talking about the work, still sharp enough to be right about it. He'd worked with half a dozen of them over the years.

At the table across the aisle, a woman in her mid-thirties was reviewing something on a tablet with the focused efficiency of someone who billed by the hour. She had conference lanyard still around her neck - she'd forgotten it, or hadn't bothered to remove it. The lanyard read WCEC Annual Medical Summit, Millhaven. Same conference center Lucas had walked past twice during his site visit. She was scrolling through what looked like presentation slides, making occasional notes with a stylus, unaware of or uninterested in the room around her.

In the corner, alone at a four-top, a man ate without looking up from his laptop. His table had the deliberate isolation of someone who had chosen it - corner position, back to the wall, sight lines to both exits. He was somewhere in his mid-forties, nondescript in the specific way that meant he'd cultivated it: neutral clothes, no jewelry, nothing that would stick in memory. Lucas noticed him for exactly the length of time it took to notice him and then moved on.

"Excuse me - is this seat taken?"

He looked up. A young woman, mid-twenties, standing with a tray that held a sandwich and a bottle of water. She had the wide-alert look of someone energized by novelty - new train, new people, the whole thing an experience rather than a commute.

"Go ahead," Lucas said.

She sat, set her tray down, immediately looked out the window. "I've wanted to take this route for two years. I've read about it but seeing it is different." She extended a hand across the table. "Kara Bennett."

"Lucas Ward."

"Are you going all the way to Iron Pass?"

"I am."

"Same. I'm doing my thesis on mountain rail infrastructure - the Iron Pass line specifically. There's a physical geography component. I need to see the grade changes firsthand." She said this as if it were obvious that a person would want to do this. "Are you from Iron Pass?"

"No. Just catching the most direct route home."

Kara nodded and started on her sandwich with the practical appetite of someone who treated food as fuel. She pulled out her own tablet, called up an offline map, and oriented it to the route. Lucas found this restful. He didn't need to make conversation.

He was watching the man in the corner without watching him when a third person arrived at his table: a large man, broad through the chest and soft around the middle, who pulled out the chair beside Kara and sat down before asking whether he could. He had the confidence of someone who had never had to ask. He introduced himself as Elias Romero, freight logistics, heading to Iron Pass for a client meeting. He had a way of describing himself in professional terms first, as if the job were the load-bearing wall of his identity.

Lucas introduced himself. Kara looked up briefly, returned to her map.

Romero ordered steak and two drinks simultaneously, told the waiter to bring the second when the first was half done, and settled in with the ease of a man who found most situations comfortable. He talked about freight routes, about a contract dispute he was mediating, about the storm. He had opinions about the storm. It was going to be worse than forecast. He'd grown up in mountain country and he knew what a stacking low-pressure system looked like before the weathermen caught up to it.

Lucas let him talk and watched the woman with the conference lanyard. She had finally put the tablet away and was drinking sparkling water and looking at the window. Something about the way she held herself suggested she was tired in the way that came from being on for too long - conference-tired, performance-tired.

Then the man from the corner table stood, closed his laptop, and moved toward the exit without eating most of his meal. He walked past Lucas's table at a distance of two feet, eyes forward, unhurried.

Lucas watched him go.

"Friend of yours?" Romero asked.

"No," Lucas said. "Never seen him before."

He picked up his beer. The train rocked gently as it took a curve - the motion easy, well within normal. But beneath it, almost below the threshold of perception, Lucas caught a sound: a pressure differential in the pneumatic lines, a micro-fluctuation in the air brake system. He'd heard it twice now since boarding.

Both times in the same range.

The train leveled out. The sound disappeared into the general noise of travel.

He told himself it was nothing.

—-
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# Chapter 3 - Into the Range

By nine o'clock the train had climbed two thousand feet and Lucas had given up on the Harmon report for the night.

He stood in the corridor outside his compartment with his back against the window frame, watching the mountain walls rise on either side of the track. The valley they'd been following had narrowed over the past hour, the treeline dropping away as the elevation increased, and now the corridor window gave onto a close-pressing darkness - rock faces, snow-covered ledges, the occasional scatter of ice-glazed boulders lit briefly by the train's exterior running lights before the dark swallowed them again.

He'd spent a lot of time looking at mountains in a professional capacity. Slopes had stress properties. Rock faces had failure rates. He'd filed reports on bridge abutments set into granite, on retaining walls built against shale, on the way water infiltrated and expanded and pulled structures apart over decades. Mountains were not permanent. They just moved slowly enough that people forgot they moved at all.

He'd been trying not to think about the voicemail. He was succeeding with mixed results.

The compartment door at the end of the corridor slid open and Frank Doyle emerged, heading in the direction of the lounge car with a paperback tucked under his arm. He slowed when he saw Lucas at the window.

"Can't sleep either," Frank said. It wasn't a question.

"Not trying yet."

Frank stopped and looked out the corridor window with the proprietary appreciation of someone who felt entitled to an opinion about this landscape. "I ran this route for eleven years," he said. "The night run through the Cascadia corridor. You get to know it. The grades, the tunnels, where the curves tighten. It becomes muscle memory."

"When did you retire?"

"Four years ago. Mandatory at sixty-seven, which I think is a very polite way of saying they didn't want to replace my knees." He looked at the rock walls passing outside. "This stretch here is the Harmon Grade. Three-point-two percent for about eight miles. Steepest sustained grade on the western corridor."

Lucas looked at the window. The train felt stable - speed consistent, angle of travel clearly elevated but the ride smooth enough. "They run the air governors on this section?"

Frank turned to look at him properly. "You know trains?"

"Mechanical engineering. Transportation infrastructure." Lucas shrugged. "I pick things up."

"The governors, yes - this model runs a dual-relay air system on grade above two percent. The automatic system handles it, but there's also a manual governor in the cab that the engineer can adjust for load conditions." Frank said this with the fond precision of someone reciting the specifications of something they'd loved. "Old design. Pre-digital. They kept it on this line because the route's so remote that you want redundancy. A digital-only system fails, you're in trouble. The manual governor fails, you've still got the digital. Belt and suspenders."

"When did Cascadia Rail last upgrade the cab systems on this class?"

Frank paused. Not because he didn't know the answer, Lucas thought, but because the answer was the kind of thing a person hesitated before saying. "Officially, 2019. Practically, they replaced the interface panels and called it an upgrade. The underlying mechanical systems are original to the 2007 retrofit." He looked at the window again. "They keep patching it instead of upgrading it. The whole western corridor is like that. The line makes money - not enough to justify capital expenditure, more than enough to justify continued operation. So they run it and patch it and hope nothing goes wrong in a way that's too expensive."

Lucas nodded. He knew the economic architecture of deferred maintenance. He wrote reports about it.

"Do you miss it?" he asked. "The work."

Frank considered the question seriously. "I miss knowing where I was," he said. "On this route, at any moment of any run, I knew exactly where I was and what was coming. The curve radius on every turn. The sight distance through every tunnel. I knew the sounds the train made at each point. You develop a relationship with it." He patted the corridor wall lightly with one hand. "I don't entirely trust a life where I don't know what's coming."

Lucas said nothing. He thought about the Harmon report waiting on his laptop. He thought about the voicemail.

The PA system crackled to life. The conductor's voice was calm and professionally modulated: "Good evening, passengers. This is your conductor with a brief update. We're currently passing through the Harmon Grade section. You may notice the train's incline. We've received updated weather information - the winter storm advisory for the mountain corridor has been upgraded to a winter storm warning. We expect some delays as conditions develop. Our estimated arrival at Iron Pass is now eleven forty-five, approximately one hour later than scheduled. There's no cause for concern. We'll keep you updated. Please don't hesitate to speak with any crew member if you have questions. Thank you for traveling with Cascadia Rail."

Frank raised an eyebrow at the revised arrival time. "An hour delay usually means two," he said without apparent alarm. "Storm must be moving faster than expected."

Lucas looked at the window. The snow was heavier now - not the scattered flurry of an hour ago but a sustained fall, thick enough that the exterior lights on the corridor side were catching it and turning it into a white screen. Beyond the screen: darkness, rock, altitude.

He was watching the snow when he heard it again. That same pneumatic sound - a micro-fluctuation in the air line, a subtle wrong note in the train's mechanical baseline. It lasted perhaps two seconds and was gone.

He pushed off from the window frame and moved three steps toward the front of the car, listening. The corridor was empty. The sound didn't repeat.

Frank was watching him. "Something?"

"No," Lucas said. "Nothing."

He believed it when he said it. He almost believed it after.

—-
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# Chapter 4 - Dinner Service

Dinner was announced at nine-fifteen, which Lucas understood to be a second seating - he'd missed the first while working - and by the time he made it back to the dining car it was full in the way that transforms a space: all the tables occupied, the noise level risen to a comfortable social hum, the smell of food real enough to remind his body that he hadn't eaten since a gas-station sandwich at two in the afternoon.

Kara was already there, back at the same table, now joined by an older couple who were deep in conversation about a hiking trail they'd done the previous summer. She waved Lucas over and he took the last chair, and the waiter appeared immediately with menus and the practiced energy of someone running on late-shift momentum.

Romero materialized five minutes later, pulling a chair from an adjacent table without asking and inserting himself into the space between Kara and the wall with the geometric confidence of a man who considered himself correctly-sized for any room. He'd changed his shirt. He ordered without looking at the menu.

"What did I miss?" he said, surveying the table.

"We were talking about the delay," Kara said. "An hour already, and we haven't even hit the hardest section."

"Storm's accelerating." Romero accepted his first drink from the waiter and pointed at his glass to indicate the second should begin its journey immediately. "I've seen this kind of low-pressure stacking twice before in the mountains. You get a convergence of systems at altitude - the cold front off the coast meets the residual thermal gradient from the eastern slope - and it compounds. The forecasts always understate it."

"Do you know the Iron Pass route specifically?" Lucas asked.

"I know freight routes. I know where the bottlenecks are." Romero said this as if freight routes and passenger routes were interchangeable, which in some fundamental sense they were. "Iron Pass Yard handles about forty percent of the eastern corridor container traffic in winter. When this line goes down, things back up fast."

The woman with the conference lanyard came through the dining car entrance and stopped at the maître d's station, scanning the room. The car was full except for the one remaining chair at Lucas's table. The maître d' gestured. She looked at the table, seemed to calculate something briefly, then crossed the room.

"Maya Chen," she said, pulling out the chair. "Sorry - full house."

"Lucas Ward. Please."

She settled in, removed the lanyard finally and stuffed it in her bag, and opened her menu with the speed of someone who'd been making quick decisions under pressure all day. "Is the salmon real or is it the thing they describe as salmon-style."

"Real," Kara said. "I had it first seating. It's good."

Maya ordered the salmon, sparkling water, and asked the waiter a specific question about the dessert menu that the waiter had to go check on. While she waited she looked around the table with the calm inventory of someone accustomed to assessing strangers fast.

"Medical conference?" Lucas guessed. The lanyard was still visible above the edge of her bag.

"Emergency medicine symposium. Four days of presentations about trauma protocols and then a three-hour dinner where everyone argued about intubation guidelines." She smiled slightly. "Invigorating."

Romero introduced himself with his full freight-logistics biography. Maya listened with the patient professionalism of a doctor hearing a case history. When Romero finished, she turned to Kara and asked about her work with a directness that suggested she was genuinely interested rather than being polite, and Kara lit up and talked about her thesis - the Iron Pass route, the grade analysis, the historical freight data she'd been mapping.

Lucas ate and paid attention to the room.

The corner table where the nondescript man had sat was occupied now by the older couple whose seat by the window had apparently been the one claimed by Romero. The nondescript man - Victor Sloane, he'd learned the name from the car attendant who had mentioned his compartment number when there was a mix-up about meal reservations - was not in the dining car. He'd been seen going back to his compartment before the second seating began.

Lucas thought about this for as long as it deserved, which he decided was approximately thirty seconds, and returned to his food.

"Are you married?" Romero asked him, in the way that large men sometimes asked direct personal questions after two drinks, as if intimacy were a matter of volume rather than time.

"Separated," Lucas said.

Romero nodded with the solemnity of a man who'd probably been there himself. "Kids?"

"No."

"Smart," Romero said, which was a terrible thing to say and clearly wasn't what he meant, and he covered it by calling for the waiter.

Maya glanced at Lucas briefly across the table. A physician's glance - quick, measuring, not unkind. She moved on to refill her water glass.

The lights flickered.

Not a power failure - not even close. A single dip, less than a second, the kind of fluctuation that could mean anything from a momentary load spike on the auxiliary power to a loose connection in the lighting circuit. The dining car went slightly dim and came back to full brightness in the time it took to notice it.

A child at a table near the front of the car started crying - startled rather than frightened, the instantaneous tears of a tired four-year-old ambushed by a sudden change in the environment. The mother gathered the child with practiced efficiency and the crying stopped almost immediately.

"Just the generators," Romero said, with the authority of a man who didn't actually know.

The train rocked. A heavier sway than the meal had produced so far - lateral, the kind that came from a change in the track's cant, or from wind loading on a car running through exposed terrain at elevation.

Lucas put his hand flat on the table and felt the vibration through the tabletop. The motion was normal. He knew it was normal. But something in his inner ear catalogued it alongside the pneumatic sound from earlier and the light flicker just now, filed them together in the part of his mind that built a picture from data points, and drew a preliminary line connecting them.

He told that part of his mind to be patient.

Kara was pointing something out on her tablet map - the next section of the route, a series of tight curves before a long tunnel. She was talking about grade angles.

Lucas watched the door to the dining car. It stayed closed.

Victor Sloane did not come back for dessert.

—-
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# Chapter 5 - The Storm Comes In

After dinner the lounge car filled with people who weren't ready to go to their compartments yet. It was that particular hour of a long journey - ten-thirty, the outside world completely dark, the inside world contracted to the length of the train - when people became aware that they were committed and decided to be sociable about it.

Lucas got a coffee he didn't need and took a seat at the window end of the lounge, and the storm came to him.

It was different now from the flurries of the early evening. This was a working storm - purposeful, dense, the snow coming horizontally in the wind so that the exterior lights on the car's side picked it up as a moving white wall rather than individual flakes. The lounge car windows were large, good for sightseeing, and right now they were giving an unobstructed view of a mountain winter that had decided to be serious about itself. On the rare occasions when the train passed a lit feature - a rock face, a snow gauge on a signal post, the brief flash of a reflective marker - Lucas caught the sense of the terrain around them. It was enormous and close and entirely indifferent.

Frank Doyle had found a seat near the bar and was holding court. He had an audience now - the older couple from the dining car, a teenager who'd wandered in from the rear sleepers, and a man in his fifties who turned out to be a retired schoolteacher named Garrett, the kind of man whose retirement had made him more opinionated rather than less. Frank was explaining how mountain railways worked, and he was doing it well - the kind of practical clarity that comes from a lifetime of application rather than study.

"The key on a grade like this," Frank was saying, "is the relationship between the train's weight and its braking capacity. You've got air brakes on every car - the system runs on compressed air from a continuous line down the length of the train. The engineer controls it from the cab. If the line breaks, if the pressure drops below a threshold, the brakes apply automatically. That's the dead man's switch principle - the system is designed to fail safe."

"What if the brakes are compromised?" Garrett asked. He had the quality of someone who read everything and trusted nothing.

"There are redundancies. Multiple systems. This is not a car - it's not going to fail because one component goes." Frank said this with confidence rather than reassurance, which was more convincing. "The system is engineered for the worst case. That's what certification means."

Lucas listened and drank his coffee and watched the storm outside. He understood what Frank was describing - he'd read the same engineering specifications, worked adjacent to them in his career. The principles were sound. Redundancy was real. What the principles didn't account for were the specific ways that human decisions interacted with mechanical systems over time. You could design the best redundant system in the world and then defer maintenance on one component for four years and create a failure mode the original engineer never modeled.

He didn't say any of this.

Kara was beside him at the window, close enough that he could see her tablet screen - she'd pulled up her offline route map and was tracking their position against the terrain features she'd memorized. "We're just passing the Ridgeback junction," she said, pointing to a marker on the map. "Frank mentioned it at dinner - the signal relay upgrade."

"I know. He mentioned it at the bar before dinner too."

Kara smiled. "He seems like he was good at his job."

"The people who talk about their work like that usually were."

Outside, through a brief gap in the cloud - a pocket of clarity where the wind had pushed the snow sideways rather than down - Lucas saw the cliff edge. Just for a moment. The track ran perhaps eight feet from the edge of a rock face that dropped away into nothing, a void defined by the absence of light. The depth was indeterminate. The distance was indeterminate. He had the sudden visceral understanding of where they were - a machine the length of a city block, moving at fifty-five miles an hour, in a mountain corridor, in a winter storm that was about to get worse.

The cloud closed. The view returned to white on black.

He stood and moved to the end of the lounge car, to the connection vestibule, where the exterior door had a small frosted window. He cleared it with his sleeve and looked forward - toward the front of the train, in the direction of travel. The locomotive's headlight was a cone of white in the storm, illuminating perhaps a hundred feet of track before the snow consumed it. The curve of the track ahead was invisible.

Behind him, Garrett was asking Frank about the emergency procedures, and Frank was saying that the crew were the emergency procedure, and Garrett was saying what if the crew themselves were compromised, and Frank was laughing and saying that in forty years he'd never heard anyone seriously ask that question.

Lucas turned away from the vestibule window. He was halfway down the lounge car when he registered what he'd just seen - not saw, registered, the information arriving slightly behind the moment of perception.

Victor Sloane, outside the lounge car, in the corridor beyond the connecting door. Standing still. Phone to his ear.

Lucas stopped. The corridor was visible through the lounge car's connecting window - narrow, lit in the blue-white of overnight corridor lighting. Sloane was standing with his back to the window, facing away, and his right hand was holding the phone against his ear and his lips were moving.

There was no signal in the mountain corridor. Lucas had checked twice since dinner.

He stood watching for six seconds. Then Sloane lowered the phone and looked at it - and something in the posture said the call hadn't ended, that the phone had done something, and Sloane did not like what it had done.

He pocketed the phone and moved away down the corridor without looking back.

Lucas sat back down. He finished his coffee. He thought about calling for no signal in a signal-dead zone.

He thought: Bluetooth. A local device. A personal hotspot from someone else on the train.

He thought: Satellite phone. Different hardware, looks the same.

He thought: He could be pretending to make a call. A habit. Or social cover.

He thought: Any of those things.

The storm pushed against the windows and the train moved into the dark and the speed - Lucas realized this for the first time as a clear and certain fact rather than an impression - had not dropped at the Ridgeback grade the way it should have.

He clocked the window. Watched the terrain passing. Estimated against what he knew.

They were moving fast. Faster than the grade warranted.

He said nothing. He put the thought in its place and told himself: in the morning. In the morning, in daylight, if it still seemed wrong, he would ask someone.

The storm had other plans for the morning.

—-
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# Chapter 6 - Lights Out

He tried to sleep at eleven-fifteen. The bunk was narrow and firm in the way of train bunks, designed for people who were tired enough that the distinction between comfort and adequacy was academic. He was that tired. He lay in the dark with the corridor curtain drawn and listened to the train.

The sounds of the Iron Pass Express at night were different from its sounds in motion. Not the motion itself - the train was still moving, would move for several more hours - but the social sounds had quieted. No one was walking the corridors. The dining car had closed. The lounge had emptied. In the absence of human noise, the train's mechanical voice was clearer.

He tracked the sounds methodically, the way he always did in a new environment. The wheel-rail interface - rhythmic, pattern-consistent, what you expected on this track class. The coupling junctions between cars - a periodic low-frequency knock, well within normal, the give of the inter-car connections absorbing differential motion. The ventilation system cycling. The air lines maintaining pressure. The building creak of the car body flexing slightly as the train negotiated curves.

He was cataloguing rather than worrying. It was what he did. His ex-wife - his separated wife, he corrected himself, since nothing was finalized - used to say he listened to houses the way other people listened to music. He'd taken it as a compliment. It wasn't always meant as one.

The Bridgewater curve was what made him get up.

He didn't know how he knew it was the Bridgewater curve. He knew from Frank's earlier description that there was a significant left-hand curve somewhere in the middle section of the mountain corridor - a long radius turn built into a natural break in the rock formation, the kind of curve that required a speed reduction. He'd been half-asleep when they hit it, the train leaning into the cant of the banked track, the lateral g-force gentle and expected.

Except the speed reduction hadn't come.

He lay in the dark and ran the calculation without wanting to. He knew approximately how fast they'd been traveling in the lounge car - he'd estimated fifty-five miles per hour based on the terrain passage rate. He'd felt no meaningful deceleration in the hours since. The Bridgewater curve, on a grade of this type, required a speed under forty for safe execution. He'd felt the curve's angle in the car's lean. He'd felt the speed in his body's response to the curve - the push of inertia, the resistance of the banked track. It was not forty miles per hour.

He put on his shoes without turning on the light. He'd slept in his shirt and trousers - old habit on overnight travel. He pulled on his jacket and slid the compartment door open.

The corridor was dim. Overnight lighting - blue-white strips at floor level, just enough to navigate. The train car was quiet. He moved toward the front of the car, then through the connecting vestibule into the next car forward.

The galley was dark, its service window shuttered. He moved past it. The train manager's small office was between the galley and the next passenger car - a narrow cubicle with a desk, a wall-mounted communications panel, a rack of binders. The door was ajar. He stopped.

He could hear nothing from inside. He moved past. He didn't want to wake anyone unnecessarily. Not on a feeling.

He came through into the next passenger car, forward, nearest the locomotive. The corridor was empty. Sleeper doors closed. Through the window at the end of the car: the connecting vestibule, and beyond it the locked door to the locomotive access.

He stood at the vestibule window and looked back along the train's length. The cars behind him made a long dark corridor, diminishing. Somewhere at the rear: passengers sleeping, the child he'd seen at dinner, Kara and her map, Romero and his certainty.

He looked forward. The locomotive door.

He heard footsteps then - from behind him, the passenger car he'd just come through. He turned.

Maya Chen. Awake, dressed, with a paper cup of something from the corridor vending alcove. She stopped when she saw him.

"You're up," she said.

"I couldn't sleep."

She leaned against the corridor wall with the ease of someone who had spent her career being awake when other people weren't. "I get maybe five hours on a good night. Conference schedule runs on adrenaline." She looked at him. "You're doing something. The way you're standing."

"I'm listening to the train."

She considered this without skepticism. An emergency room physician's pragmatism - you took what the situation gave you, you didn't decide in advance what it was supposed to be. "What are you hearing?"

"Probably nothing." He paused. "We took the Bridgewater curve about forty minutes ago. It's a significant left-hand turn in the middle corridor. Speed should have dropped for it."

"And?"

"I don't think it dropped."

She was quiet for a moment. "You could tell that? From your bunk?"

"I felt the curve. I felt the speed through the curve." He shrugged. "I could be wrong. I've been wrong before."

"But you're up at midnight in the forward vestibule."

He almost smiled. "Yes."

She looked at the locomotive door. "Have you talked to the crew?"

"Not yet."

"Maybe do that."

"In the morning, if it still seems-"

He stopped. He'd turned to look forward again, through the connecting window toward the locomotive door, and what he was seeing was not quite consistent with what he expected to see. The locomotive door was steel, heavy, with a standard security panel - a keypad entry, the kind that required an access code. He'd noted it when he'd walked through earlier.

The security panel was dark.

Not off - dark. The indicator light that should have shown a locked state, either green for access granted or red for secured, was completely unlit. The panel wasn't in any mode he recognized.

"The security panel on the locomotive door," he said.

Maya looked. "What about it?"

"It should be lit."

She was quiet.

The train moved through the dark at a speed that Lucas was becoming increasingly certain was wrong.

He said: "I'm going to knock."

—-
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# Chapter 7 - Something Is Wrong

He told Maya to wait and moved forward through the connecting vestibule to the locomotive door. Up close the security panel was clearly wrong - not just dark but physically altered, the indicator housing slightly displaced, as if someone had removed and replaced it without quite seating it fully. He pressed the call button beside the panel. A buzzer sounded on the other side of the door - he heard it, muted by the steel, a low tone. He waited. He pressed it again. Nothing.

He turned and went back through the passenger car, moving faster now, forward to aft. He wanted the train manager's office.

The manager's cubicle door was ajar as he'd noted before - he pushed it fully open and reached in for the light switch. The fluorescent tube flickered on. The space was tidy: a small desk with a wall-mounted communications panel, a binder rack, a fold-down chair. On the desk, a ceramic mug with the Cascadia Rail logo, the coffee inside still showing a trace of warmth when he held his palm over it. A clipboard with a schedule sheet, initialed at regular intervals down the margin. The last initialing was at 23:05.

He checked his watch. 23:47.

Crew check-ins on a line like this ran every thirty minutes through the overnight. The last logged check was forty-two minutes ago.

He stood in the office doorway and processed this.

Maya appeared at the end of the corridor. He waved her forward.

"No response from the cab," he said when she reached him. "The manager's last check-in was forty-two minutes ago. That's past the normal interval."

She looked into the office, at the coffee, at the clipboard. Her expression didn't change the way a civilian's would - no visible alarm, just a recalibration. Emergency medicine trained the alarm out of you and replaced it with speed.

"The galley," she said.

They went to the galley together. He tried the service door - unlocked. They went in. The galley was a narrow workspace designed for two people maximum, with a cold storage unit, a warming station, a beverage system, and an overhead rack of service supplies. It was empty and orderly. No food preparation underway - which was expected at midnight - but also: no crew bag on the hook by the door, no jacket draped over the one staff chair, nothing personal to suggest recent occupancy.

He moved through the galley to the far end, where a staff access corridor connected to the next car's systems area. The corridor was barely wider than his shoulders. He moved through it and into the systems area - a functional space with the train's electrical junction boards and communications equipment along one wall, access panels on the floor, a fold-down maintenance seat. This was the workspace that crew used for system monitoring during travel.

Empty.

He went back to Maya. "No one in the galley, no one in the systems area. The manager's office is empty. The locomotive isn't responding."

She processed this in the way he was coming to recognize - very still, very focused, the calculations happening behind her eyes without visible output until she was ready. "How many crew are there on a train this size?"

"Typically six to eight. Engineer, co-operator, conductor, train manager, dining and service staff. On a late overnight with limited service it might be on the lower end." He thought about the galley - no food prep, no one on duty - and adjusted. "Maybe six. The service staff might be off rotation."

"Where would they be?"

"The crew rest car. On longer routes they have a designated rest space. On this class of train it's usually at the front, between the baggage car and the passenger section." He stopped. "I haven't looked in the baggage car."

They moved. Through the passenger car, through the vestibule between cars - the connecting platform, cold and loud, the mountain wind audible through the gap in the door seals - and into the next car forward. This was not a passenger car. It was a luggage and freight storage car, dimly lit with cargo lighting, full of luggage on racks and mail containers in secured compartments.

He moved through the car to the forward end, where a door marked STAFF ACCESS in faded stencil lettering led to the crew rest area. He tried the handle.

Locked.

He knocked. The knock was substantial - the door was solid and the sound carried. He waited. Nothing.

He knocked again, harder. "Hello? Anyone in there? I need to speak to someone from the crew."

Silence.

He put his back against the door and looked at Maya. The cargo lighting was blue-white and functional, throwing hard shadows. She looked the same way he felt - not panicked, which was appropriate, because panic was something you chose to do or not to do, and neither of them had made that choice yet. But something underneath the composure was adjusting.

"Okay," he said.

"Okay," she said.

"The train is running without anyone at the controls. The safety system is keeping it on course and at speed - there's an autopilot function. But there's no one in the cab, no one managing the systems, and no one responding to the call buzzer." He kept his voice level and factual. "This is a problem."

"How significant a problem?"

"In normal terrain, it's manageable. The system will run until something requires intervention - a grade adjustment, a track anomaly, a signal." He looked at the floor. The train's movement was in the floor, in the faint vibration that came up through his shoes. "But we're in mountain terrain with an active winter storm and there are grade descents ahead. Those require active speed management. Autopilot doesn't do that - it maintains the last programmed cruise setting."

Maya was very still.

"We need to get into the cab," he said.

He went back to the locomotive door. He stood in front of it and looked at the dark security panel and thought about what he had access to that could help. Then he thought about something Frank had said at the bar: *pre-digital, old design.* If the security panel was a later addition - if the underlying door mechanism was original to the 2007 design - then there was a manual override.

He found it three minutes later, behind a recessed panel beside the door frame, behind a small cover labeled EMERGENCY ACCESS in the same faded stencil as the staff door. A mechanical key receptacle. He didn't have a key.

But the receptacle had been used recently. The metal around the keyhole showed fresh scratching - the kind that meant someone had used a key here in the last few days. Not years of use. Days.

He stood and looked at this and the picture that formed in his mind was not complete and was not good.

He went to find Frank Doyle.

—-
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# Chapter 8 - The Empty Cab

Frank Doyle's compartment was in the second sleeper car, four doors down from Lucas's own. Lucas knocked twice, quietly but without hesitation, and Frank answered in under thirty seconds - awake, clothed, with the immediate presence of someone who had spent decades being woken for emergencies and learned not to require a transition period between sleep and function.

Lucas explained in forty-five seconds. Frank listened without interrupting, then said: "Show me."

They moved to the locomotive door - Lucas, Maya, Frank. Frank looked at the dark security panel, then at the manual key receptacle, then at the fresh scratching around the keyhole. He put two fingers against the door frame and pressed, testing. Then he reached into his trouser pocket and pulled out a keyring.

Lucas looked at the keyring. Frank looked at Lucas looking at it.

"Retired conductor," Frank said. "You keep things. Some of these are older than the cars they belong to."

He tried three keys. The fourth - an older mechanical key, brass, worn smooth at the head - fit the receptacle. He turned it. The door mechanism released with a solid thunk, and the heavy locomotive access door swung inward.

Lucas went first.

The locomotive cab was lit by instrument glow - the console's status indicators, the displays, the navigation panel - in blues and greens and amber. There was no other light. The windshield wipers were running, fighting an enormous amount of snow, and through the arc they cleared Lucas could see the track ahead in the headlight's beam: a white channel between walls of dark rock, curving slightly right, disappearing into the storm.

Two seats. Both empty.

He stood and looked at them long enough to confirm that there was no possibility he was seeing this wrong. Not one crew member - not even the minimum of an engineer on watch. Both seats empty, both seatbelts retracted, both consoles live. The seat on the engineer's side still had an impression in its cushion.

The speedometer read 68 miles per hour.

He crossed to the engineer's console and studied it. The autopilot function was engaged - the indicator was lit, the system holding the current speed setting. That was normal procedure for certain straight sections. What was not normal was the manual override panel, which should have allowed the engineer to take direct control at any point. The override panel was dark. Not in standby - dark. He looked closer. The wiring access panel beneath the override station was slightly misaligned, a millimeter gap at the bottom edge that suggested it had been removed and replaced. He crouched and pressed the panel: it popped off easily. Inside: the wiring harness for the manual override system. Two of the primary control leads had been cut. Not broken - cut. Clean diagonal cuts, consistent with a sharp blade.

He stood up. The air in the cab tasted of machine oil and cold.

Frank came up beside him and looked at the console. The older man's face went through something - not fear, something more like grief - and then went back to neutral. "Jesus," he said quietly.

"The override's been cut," Lucas said. "The autopilot is running at the last set speed. Sixty-eight miles per hour."

Frank looked at the speedometer. "That's too fast for the descent section."

"I know." Lucas looked at the navigation display. The system was showing a simplified track map - their current position as a blinking indicator, the track ahead as a line. The line ahead ran straight for approximately six miles, then showed a grade marker: a downward triangle, the symbol for descent. "How steep is the next descent?"

Frank bent over the display. "Twelve percent. The Thornridge descent. It runs for about four miles." He stood up. "At sixty-eight miles per hour entering a twelve-percent descent with no active braking - it'll accelerate. By the bottom of the grade we'll be at-" He did the math. "Somewhere over eighty-five. Ninety, depending on friction."

Maya was in the cab doorway. "What's at the bottom?"

Frank looked at Lucas.

Lucas looked at the display. The track line continued past the grade marker, turned slightly, and then showed a second marker - a bridge symbol. The annotation beside it read: GALLOWTREE VIADUCT - SPEED LIMIT 45 MPH.

He said it aloud.

No one spoke for a moment. The wipers swept back and forth across the windshield in their steady mechanical rhythm, indifferent to the situation they were helping to illuminate. Through the cleared arc: the headlight beam on white track, on dark rock, on the open maw of the approaching descent.

"Can we stop it?" Maya said.

"Not with the override cut. The emergency brake system-" He turned to Frank.

"Should still be functional," Frank said. "It runs on the air line. Independent from the electronic override." He moved to the emergency panel - a separate red-handled station on the left side of the cab. He pulled the handle.

Nothing.

He pulled it again. His face told Lucas everything.

"The air system pressure is reading normal on the gauge," Frank said slowly. "But there's no response. The valve is either blocked or disabled."

Lucas crouched at the air system panel access and pulled it open. He shone his phone's flashlight inside. It took him ten seconds to find it: a secondary cut in the pneumatic line, not severed but pinched - a mechanical clamp had been applied to the main air feed to the braking valve, reducing pressure to that component to below the actuation threshold. Simple. Fast. Devastatingly effective.

He stood up.

Outside, the headlight beam hit the beginning of the grade - the track's horizon tilting fractionally downward, the first few degrees of the twelve-percent descent, the point of no return.

"We're committed to the descent," he said. "We have no override and no emergency brake." He looked at Frank. "What else is there?"

Frank was a man who had run this line for eleven years and knew every mechanical system on this class of train, and for four seconds he said nothing at all.

Then: "There's a pressure release valve on the air brake system. Not the emergency brake - the main service brake. It's a manual actuator. It won't stop the train, but if we can trigger it and build back pressure against the clamp, we might get partial drag."

"Enough to make the viaduct speed limit?"

Frank looked at the speedometer. "No. But maybe enough to survive it."

Lucas's hand was already moving toward the actuator panel.

Through the windshield: the descent beginning, the track tilting down into the dark, the storm ahead, and somewhere beyond it - invisible, eleven miles away - the Gallowtree Viaduct and its hundred-and-sixty-foot drop.

"Get Maya," he said. "We need to wake everyone up."

—-
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# Chapter 9 - Wake Them Up

The plan - insofar as it was a plan, which required a generosity of definition - was this: move through the train quietly, wake people efficiently, bring them to the dining car, and explain the situation without triggering a stampede. Lucas had done crisis communications in the context of site emergencies - a scaffold collapse at a bridge project, a chemical spill at a rail yard inspection - and the principle was consistent across contexts: tell the truth, tell it clearly, give people a role. People needed a role. Without one, fear had nowhere to go.

He went to Frank first. "Wake everyone in the forward sleeper car. Start at the back and work forward. Don't shout, don't use the intercom. Knock, tell them there's a situation, tell them to get dressed and come to the dining car."

Frank nodded and moved.

Maya: "I'll take the rear cars. What about injuries?"

"People are going to be frightened. Someone might have a cardiac event, someone might panic badly enough to need intervention. Be ready for that." He thought. "Don't tell them what's happening until they're all gathered. Just situation, dining car, come now."

She went.

Lucas moved through the middle cars alone, knocking compartment doors in sequence. He kept his voice level and impersonal, the voice of someone with information to convey rather than feelings to manage. "Sir, there's a situation. Please get dressed and make your way to the dining car. Ma'am - there's a situation on the train. Dining car, please." He said 'situation' rather than 'emergency' because situation implied something being managed and emergency implied something out of control.

He reached Victor Sloane's compartment at the end of the second sleeper car. He knocked. Waited. Knocked again, louder. He was about to move on when the door opened.

Sloane was dressed. Fully dressed - shoes on, jacket on. As if he hadn't been sleeping. Or had gotten up very fast. The compartment behind him was dark, and he'd been sitting in the dark, which Lucas registered and filed.

"There's a situation," Lucas said. "Dining car. Now, please."

Sloane looked at him. Something moved across the man's face - not surprise. Something more complex. He said: "How fast are we going?"

Lucas stopped. "Excuse me?"

"The train. How fast?"

"Please come to the dining car." He moved on before Sloane could answer.

Three compartments further, Romero opened his door already sweating, hair flattened on one side from sleep, a man who had the size of presence that made small spaces smaller. He said: "What's happening?"

"Dining car," Lucas said.

"Is it the storm? Did we derail?"

"Dining car, Mr. Romero."

He went back to the locomotive cab for two minutes to check the speedometer - 73 miles per hour now, the descent having done its work - and then walked the full length of the train to the dining car. By the time he arrived it was filling. Fourteen of the seventeen passengers were there. A mother in a dressing gown, her daughter asleep against her shoulder. The older couple from the hiking trail conversation, the man in slippers. Garrett, the retired schoolteacher, who had dressed completely including his coat and was sitting with a tablet in front of him as if taking notes. Kara, awake and alert in the way she'd been since dinner, her offline map already pulled up. Romero, large and miserable at a corner table. Sloane, at the back, standing rather than sitting.

Three people still being collected - Maya came in two minutes later with them: a young man who introduced himself in a whisper as Theo, traveling alone; a pair of business-aged men who came in together and sat together. Everyone was there.

Lucas stood at the front of the dining car. The room had the particular quality of seventeen people in a confined space in the middle of the night, wearing what they'd grabbed from their compartments, the storm outside pressing against the windows. He let the room settle for ten seconds.

"My name is Lucas Ward. I'm a mechanical engineer and I've spent tonight evaluating a situation that I'm going to explain to you now. I need you to listen before anyone responds, because the information is going to come out faster if I'm not interrupted. I'll take questions after."

He said this with a steadiness he didn't entirely feel and watched the room cohere around it.

"Sometime tonight, before midnight, the entire crew of this train disappeared. The locomotive cab is empty. The train manager's office is empty. The galley and systems area are empty. We've searched the accessible areas of the forward section and found no crew personnel." He watched the room for the wave of response - he could see it move through them like wind through grass, each face registering in its own order - and held up a hand. "Let me finish. The train is currently operating under autopilot, which is maintaining the last set speed. The manual override system in the locomotive has been disabled. The emergency brake system is also not responding. The train is currently descending a twelve-percent grade at approximately seventy-three miles per hour."

Garrett said something. Lucas held up his hand.

"There is a speed-restricted bridge eleven miles ahead - the Gallowtree Viaduct. I have a partial solution that may allow us to reduce speed enough to cross the bridge safely. I'm going to implement that solution as soon as we're done here." He stopped. "What I need from everyone in this room is two things: stay calm, and stay in this car. If you need to return to your compartment briefly for medication or something essential, go with another person. Do not go to the forward section of the train unaccompanied."

He lowered his hand.

Four people tried to speak simultaneously.

A woman near the middle of the car stood and said: "You need to call for help. The radio-"

"The communications system is offline. We're working on it."

Garrett: "Are you telling us someone removed the crew? Deliberately?"

"I'm telling you we can't account for the crew. I don't have a full explanation yet."

Romero, from the corner, very still: "What do you mean the emergency brake isn't responding?"

"The air system has been compromised. We're addressing it."

Then a woman at the rear of the car - Lucas hadn't spoken to her before, middle-aged, traveling alone - reached up and pulled the emergency brake cord that ran along the car's ceiling. It was a red handle, clearly marked, the kind of thing that anyone who'd ever ridden a train knew was there.
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