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This one’s for Bill Mattocks.

Thanks, old buddy. For the good times, for your service, for speaking truth to power.
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ONE

On a crisp spring day in 1928, Liam Mulcahey found himself sitting in the back of a sleek maroon Phaeton, headed for the grand opening of the new flashtrain line.

As the Phaeton navigated the roads of the Chicago suburb, the driver glanced into the rearview mirror with his glowing blue eyes. “Are you quite certain it will be all right for me to attend, Master Aysana?” His voice was slightly garbled, the speaker built into his faceplate in need of repair. In the driver’s seat was a mechanika named Alastair, the chauffeur of the Aysana family, whom Liam worked for.

Sitting beside Liam in the back seat was Morgan, son of the famous rail baron Rajan Aysana. “I’m certain,” Morgan said with a placating smile. Alastair had been giddy with excitement for days at the prospect of seeing the new flashtrain debut.

“Because I can stay in the car if it would be too much of a bother,” Alastair went on.

“No, no, Alastair, you’re most welcome.” Morgan was twenty-eight, the same age as Liam. He had a round, freckled face and straight black hair with long bangs he was often flicking out of his eyes, a source of frustration for his doting mother.

“Well, then, that’s fine, sir.” Alastair couldn’t smile as such, but Liam had been working on him long enough to note the signs of his contentment. He sat straighter in his seat. His head momentarily jiggled from side to side. “That’s fine as raspberry wine.”

Liam didn’t like crowds—a predisposition that had only deepened since war’s end in 1918—yet he had to admit, he was excited too. Rajan Aysana’s accomplishments deserved recognition, but more than that, Liam wanted to pay back the kindness and generosity that Rajan and his wife, Sunny, had shown him over the years. So while the grand opening promised to be cheek-to-jowl, Liam had vowed to stifle his discomfort and raise his voice in celebration.

Besides, Leland De Pere, the President himself, was set to give a speech. He had been an Army officer during the war against the countries of the St. Lawrence Pact: Germany, France, Great Britain, and Canada. Liam had served under him, though all he recalled of the man was a speech he’d delivered to Liam’s class of soldiers, fresh out of boot camp, at Fort Sheridan. Liam doubted very much the president would remember him, but what an honor it would be if he did.

Soon they were pulling off the main road and entering the jammed parking lot of the gleaming flashtrain station. Attendants waved them toward the front of the lot, where a line of long-nosed limousines were letting out the VIPs.

The station itself was a small but impressive structure of rough stone, frosted glass, and highly polished steel. Red, white, and blue bunting was everywhere. A crowd of men, women, and children waited near the entrance, cordoned by red velvet ropes into a long, snaking line. Hundreds more had already been let in. Liam could see them standing along the edge of the platform two stories above. He swallowed hard while staring up at them; it was going to be much tighter than he’d envisioned.

As the Phaeton reached the back of the queue, Liam realized Morgan had been staring at him.

“You can stay in the car if you want, old buddy,” Morgan said.

“No, I’ll be fine.” Liam had meant the words to sound more convincing, but he could tell by Morgan’s sympathetic reaction he’d failed miserably.

“Or Alastair could take you home if you’re not feeling up to it,” Morgan said. “I’ll tell you all about it tomorrow.”

Liam shook his head. “I wouldn’t dream of robbing Alastair of the chance to see the President speak.”

Alastair glanced at Liam in the mirror. “Oh, don’t worry about me, sir.”

“No,” Liam said firmly. “We’re here. Let’s celebrate.”

Morgan paused, weighing Liam’s sincerity, then smiled. “We won’t stay long.” He squeezed Liam’s shoulder. “I promise.”

The Phaeton pulled to a stop, and waiting attendants opened the passenger door. After stepping out and being patted down for weapons by two serious-looking government officers in black uniforms, Liam and Morgan headed up the nearby ramp. When they reached the elevated platform, practically every square inch was packed. And not just the near platform; the westbound platform was half-full as well.

Feeling his breath growing shorter, Liam used one of the few tricks that helped to calm his nerves: he studied his surroundings. High above, an arched roof of steel girders and frosted glass shaded all from the bright, noontime sun. Many of those in attendance had dressed up. They wore fine suits and bowlers, frocks and cloche hats, but there were others with simple coats and dresses, not to mention a few button-down shirts that showed a wrinkle or two. Liam didn’t feel at home, precisely, in his simple woolen pants, pea coat, and tweed flat cap, but neither did he feel out of place.

Set near the tracks was a decorated wooden stage with stairs and a raised speaking platform. Cordoning the area around it were more stanchions and velvet ropes. Standing behind the ropes were men wearing black suits with the initials of the Central Intelligence Corps embroidered onto their breast pockets. More were situated at the edges of the crowd. To a man, they stood at military ease, their legs spread shoulder-width, their hands clasped behind their backs as they scanned the crowd for signs of danger.

As the seconds passed, Liam’s heart slowed, and he breathed a short sigh of relief.

“One minute!” roared a burly cuss of a man, a porter with a push-broom mustache. “One minute remaining!”

Like the other porters, the man wore a long black coat, white gloves, and a red cap, though in his case the cap was pulled so low one could hardly see his eyes. The way he barked—indeed, the very timbre of his voice—summoned memories of the war, of drill sergeants. Curiously, his loping gait was accompanied by a faint, mechanikal whirring, likely from one or both of his legs having been replaced with prosthetics.

Liam was frustrated by his inability to remember more of the war, but he’d long grown used to it. The head wound he’d suffered during one of the war’s final battles had erased most of his memories of his time in uniform. What was odd, though, and made it all the more frustrating, was the fact that the erasure wasn’t absolute. Every now and again, something would spur a memory, but the moment he tried to reach for it, it would fly away like a startled goldfinch. Such was the case on the train platform as Liam tried to recall who the porter’s voice reminded him of.

He gave it up as useless just as Alastair, having parked the Phaeton, joined them. Liam, Morgan, and Alastair were all of a height, just shy of six feet, but Alastair was necessarily thinner, the minimum amount of weight being critical for extending the life of the power source inside his gut. “Have I missed it, sirs?”

“You’re just in time,” replied Morgan.

“Very good, sir.” Alastair might be a mechanika made of steel and brass, but at the moment he looked like an overexcited child—restless feet, eyes constantly moving, his metal fingers tenting before him. “Look!” he called in his garbled voice, pointing. “There it is!”

Heads turned. Necks craned. The porter stormed along the platform’s edge shouting, “Behind the yellow line, now! Behind the yellow line!”

Standing on tiptoes, Liam saw a glint of silver to his right. Beyond it, visible over the treetops, were the towers of downtown Chicago. The silver shape grew, the sleek engine and its trailing cars becoming more discernible.

“Hold your hats!” shouted the burly porter as the hum of the train’s engines grew louder.

Liam pinched the brim of his cap just in time. The platform vibrated. The flashtrain blurred past. Liam felt himself tugged forward in the vacuum of its wake. Then a gust of wind washed over the crowd like a wave off the sea. Dresses lifted, exposing knickers. More than a few hats flew into the air, sucked into the flashtrain’s mighty draft. Many laughed in excitement. Others stared in awe as the train dwindled into the distance. A few rows ahead of Liam, a red-haired girl sobbed in the arms of her mother.

As the train’s thunder faded, the crowd hummed excitedly. Many of those in attendance would never have ridden on a train. Now they’d seen a wonder of the modern world, a train so fast its speed rivaled the bi-planes from the war.

“So that’s it, then?” Liam shared a wink with Morgan. “Time to go home?”

Morgan let out an affected sigh. “Yes, yes, I suppose it is.”

Alastair looked from Morgan to Liam and back, somehow managing to look heartbroken. “But the President …”

Morgan smiled sympathetically. “Sorry, Alastair. It was only a joke. Father wanted to demonstrate the train’s top speed. It’ll be returning shortly.”

“I see.” Alastair’s eyes went dark several times, his equivalent of a blink. “Did you think your joke was funny, sir?”

A laugh burst from Morgan. “No, I suppose I didn’t.”

The hum of conversation had only just started to die down when the crowd shifted their attention to the westbound track. Moments later, the train glided to a stop ahead of them. Behind the sleek engine were three passenger cars, each bearing Aysana Lines’ bright yellow logo, a circle with the letters AL inside it. Curiously, the third car had no doors at all—apparently, it could only be reached from an adjoining car—and its windows were blacked out, blocking any view of the interior.

To Liam’s right, the burly porter dragged a truly massive sandwich board toward the edge of the track. It read, Forest Park Welcomes President De Pere! After setting it down near the last car, the porter turned to face the crowd. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he roared, “I give you the President of the United States.”

To a round of applause, the first car’s doors slid open. Revealed was a strikingly handsome man in his late forties with hazel eyes and golden blond hair parted to one side. Standing behind him were Morgan’s parents, Rajan and Sunny Aysana, a handsome Vietnamese couple who’d met in Chicago after emigrating to the States some forty years ago. They departed the train car together. As Rajan and Sunny smiled proudly, De Pere shook a few hands, waved, and sent smiles over the crowd, then he took the stairs to the top of the waiting stage.

Liam recalled a much younger Leland De Pere, the striking officer who’d given the speech in Fort Sheridan along the shores of Lake Michigan. It had been a hopeful day, but for some reason, seeing De Pere working the crowd gave rise to another of the few memories Liam had of the war, one of a broken battlefield, of holding a Springfield rifle, of trenches crisscrossing the shattered terrain. It had been dusk, the air both chill and damp. Ahead, a thick bank of fog had approached Liam’s position, and somewhere inside it, rhythmic booms pounded the earth. Red lights swept the fog’s thickness, ruby scythes cutting wheat.

Liam could never remember how he’d wound up in that terrifying place. He’d trained and served in the 128th Infantry, a grease monkey outfitting and repairing the battle suits used by the U.S. Army. How he’d landed on a battlefield, holding a bayonet-tipped rifle, he wasn’t sure. His best guess was that desperation had driven the Army to reassign him. It had been a critical battle, after all, the last major offensive of the war. He must have been reassigned to help in it.

Liam was suddenly drawn back to the flashtrain platform when Morgan elbowed him and said in a low voice, “What do you think happened to him?”

“Who?” Liam asked.

Morgan pointed to the shadows of the passenger compartment the President had just left. “The President’s aide, Max Kohler.”

Watching from within shadows was an impeccably dressed man whose face was hidden by an iron mask. Much of the mask was the dull color of pewter, but its filigreed swirls shone like oxidized brass. It was all soft curves, with no human features to speak of save three slits, where the mouth and nose would be, and two eyeholes—one a circular red lens, the other oval-shaped, revealing a bright blue eye. As the President spoke, Kohler studied the crowd warily.

Liam stared at him a moment. “I’ve no idea.”

It was likely Kohler had sustained some terrible injury during the war. His demeanor was off-putting, as if he distrusted everyone and everything around him. Leaning as he was against the luggage rack, his jacket hung open to reveal a sidearm, a Webley revolver, in a black leather holster. Like the burly porter’s barked commands, there was something familiar about the cocky way he was surveying the crowd.

For a moment, Kohler’s lone blue eye met Liam’s browns. He stared at Liam hard, as if he too were having a moment of recognition. Or maybe it was Liam’s imagination. In all likelihood he was only sizing Liam up for threats to the President. Soon, his gaze passed over to others in the crowd.

What followed was the sort of speech a public official gives at a ribbon cutting. That De Pere was a one-time military officer and a West Point graduate was clear. You could see it in his posture, in the precise way he spoke. He praised Rajan Aysana’s accomplishments as an inventor, an innovator, and an industry leader, but he gave compliments to his wife Sunny as well, who was bright, funny, and an ever-present fixture at all of Rajan’s public appearances.

“So it is,” De Pere said while waving to the red ribbon behind him, “that I bestow the honor of opening Chicago’s newest commuter line to the woman who supported her husband each and every step he took to becoming a giant of American industry.”

Sunny and Rajan climbed the stairs up to the platform where Sunny, her eyes crinkling with pride, picked up a massive pair of scissors from a pedestal. The scissors looked comically large in her small hands, but Sunny didn’t seem to mind. It took her a few tries, and her efforts were accompanied by a smattering of good-natured laughs, but eventually she managed to cut through the ribbon. Then she, De Pere, and Rajan were walking onto the roof of the train car, linking hands and raising them in triumph.

The crowd along both platforms cheered.

Eventually it was quiet again, and Rajan and Sunny took the stairs down. De Pere remained and walked to the edge of the stage, where he spread his arms wide and cast his gaze over the crowd.

“Good people of Illinois,” he began, “there’s another reason I came here today. As you’re well aware, open hostilities between the United States and the nations of the St. Lawrence Pact ended ten years ago, but just because mechanika are no longer pounding over the Heartland doesn’t mean we have achieved peace.”

A pall fell across the crowd. Faces, so recently jubilant, turned serious.

“News of some of the heinous acts committed by the SLP have no doubt reached you. But for every one you’ve heard about, there are four more that, for reasons of national security, must be keep secret. The most devious among these amount to nothing less than the poisoning of the water supplies of dozens of townships and villages across New England.”

Liam had heard mention of it on the wireless a few months back, but it had been a single location in Vermont, not dozens of townships and villages, which made him wonder just how many incidents had been suppressed.

At some unseen signal, the doors of the second passenger car slid open. Revealed was a table with more bunting. Behind it stood three nurses in caps and white aprons with red crosses over their chests, a common image from the war. On the table were clipboards and ordered ranks of paper cups filled with a sky blue liquid.

“The accomplishments of men like Rajan Aysana are awesome in their potential benefit to our nation.” De Pere waved to the table. “But just as awesome are the achievements of our Surgeon General and his team of doctors. Among many other accomplishments, they’ve developed a preventive cure for the poison the SLP are attempting to inflict upon us. Mark my words, Germany and the other members of the SLP will pay for what they’ve done. In the meantime, we must protect ourselves, protect our children. The serum the nurses have ready has been tested and fully approved. Supplies are limited. Those on the East Coast are clamoring for it, but I reckoned that you, those most harmed by the SLP’s final offensive a decade ago, should be among the first to receive its protections.”

At this, the nurses raised the clipboards high.

“What we are offering is purely voluntary. But those who accept will have the gratitude of their government and will receive regular follow-ups from our team of doctors.” De Pere paused and took in the line already starting to form in front of the table. “Well, bless your hearts, I see there’s no shortage of patriots in Illinois!”

“Hooah!” cried many service members in the crowd. Others clapped.

“I thank you. Your country thanks you.” De Pere gave a crisp salute. “And may God bless the United States of America.”

He stepped down the stairs to applause, the loudest yet. As he made his way through the no doubt carefully selected group that surrounded him, the volunteers began filling out their forms. The first to take the offered serum, a muscular fellow with a crew cut, made the sort of face one makes on downing a spoonful of castor oil. Those who followed did the same, but were quickly clapped on the back by others. That the serum was unpleasant only seemed to enflame the crowd’s enthusiasm; the lines were growing by the moment.

“What do you think?” Morgan asked, tipping his head toward the lines.

In truth, part of Liam was tempted. The SLP were ruthless enemies. But there was something about his time in the service that gave him pause. Looming in his mind was another of his scattered wartime memories: holding his arm out to a nurse dressed very much like those standing behind the table. In the memory, the nurse gripped his wrist, then injected his right arm using a syringe. He felt the pinch, then a cool sensation along his forearm as she depressed the plunger. A lightheadedness followed, then the memory faded. It was immediately replaced by a similar vision of another nurse injecting in a slightly different location along his arm. More visions flashed, one layering over the next like a flip book, as if he’d received many such injections.

Liam was doing his best to hide his dismay, but Morgan still paused, taking on that familiar look of sympathy that was one part endearing, two parts embarrassing. Liam hated being viewed like he was broken.

“I’m fine,” Liam said. “You go on.”

“You sure?”

“I’m sure.”

Morgan nodded. “Okay, it won’t take long,” he said, then headed toward the back of the line.

Liam wandered to the far edge of the platform, where he wouldn’t feel the crowd so acutely. As he inched closer to the down ramp, a commotion rose up in the crowd. A pretty black woman wearing a corseted woolen dress was fanning herself. She looked woozy. Then her eyes fluttered, her knees gave way, and she collapsed to the platform.

The crowd parted. Several women fanned her with their hats.

“Give her space!” shouted an elderly man. “She’s only fainted.”

As one of the nurses from the train headed her way, Liam heard a faint popping sound, followed by a hiss. Liam knew that sound well. It was the sound of an acetylene torch being lit.

The rail car with the nurses was ahead of him. To its right was the massive sandwich board the porter had dragged into place near the last rail car. The porter himself stood beyond the sandwich board, largely hidden from view. Shifting a few paces to his right, Liam saw the porter hunched over, close enough to the car to kiss its stainless steel side. The hissing sound grew more pronounced, as if he were welding something against the side of the car—or cutting through something. A few seconds later, the sound was cut suddenly short, after which Liam heard a faint, metallic clatter and saw the porter stuff his hand inside his coat pocket. Most strangely, the porter suddenly leaned to his right with a heaving motion, the sort one might use to slide a cargo door open. Except there was no door—he was standing at the only car that didn’t have one.

Then the porter did something that made Liam feel as if he were losing his grip on reality. He walked through the steel.


TWO

Liam approached the rail car with wary steps, worried the porter was going to burst from it like Athena from the head of Zeus. When he was close enough, he held his hand over the steel but stopped just short of touching it. He wasn’t sure what he was afraid of, but the fear was building by the moment.

“You’re acting like a fool,” he said under his breath, then pressed his fingers to the gleaming steel.

It was cool to the touch, and solid as could be. He moved his hand, pressing several places, while the wild memory of the porter slipping through the side flashed like images in a spinning zoetrope. In the years since the war, he’d had visions, like the broken battlefield, of things that wouldn’t have happened to a simple mechanic. He’d often wondered if they were dreams, events his wounded mind had somehow made up. He was beginning to worry this was more of the same, that his affliction had progressed to the point he was seeing things.

Maybe the porter hadn’t walked into the car. Maybe he’d walked away. Maybe he was in the crowd, maintaining order in the mild, celebratory chaos.

Liam turned and scanned the crowd, but the porter was nowhere to be seen. In that moment, he felt a buzzing sensation along his fingertips, which were still pressed against the steel. It felt like the Van de Graaff generator exhibit he’d touched at the World Expo last year.

He turned his attention to it, and the feeling grew stronger. Suddenly, his hand was slipping through the steel, just as the porter had, with the sort of tickling sensation that came with lowering one’s fingers into water.

“Hey there!”

Startled, Liam snatched his hand back and turned to find Max Kohler, the man in the iron mask, headed his way.

“What are you doing there, friend?” Kohler asked. This close, his lips could be seen through the narrow breathing slits.

Fortunately, the sandwich board had blocked Kohler’s view. He wouldn’t have seen … whatever it was that had just happened.

“Nothing.” Liam cringed inwardly at how pathetic that lone word had sounded—he’d never been very good at lying.

Kohler’s visible eye continued to tickle a memory at the back of Liam’s mind as it took in the rail car, then looked Liam up and down. “Then why were you touching the President’s car?”

Liam fumbled for the right words. He considered lying but the very thought of crossing this man made him go cold.

Kohler’s blue eye narrowed. With slow, deliberate care, he pulled his jacket aside and placed his hand on the butt of his Webley revolver. “I asked you a question.”

“There was a man,” Liam said quickly. “The porter.”

“And?”

Liam had no idea how to say it. “This is going to sound mad.”

“Try me.”

“I saw him step into the car, through the side.”

Liam thought Kohler would laugh, or demand that Liam explain himself. Instead, he drew the revolver in a motion that was almost too fast to follow. With a glance back, he whistled sharply. Immediately, three of the black-clad men in CIC uniforms began closing in.

“Get back,” Kohler ordered Liam.

As Liam complied, Kohler faced the car and gripped the pistol with both hands. “Could it be? My old friend, Clay? I thought I recognized you.”

Many in the crowd were inching closer, to see what was happening, until more CICs in black uniforms corralled them away.

Kohler, meanwhile, stared at the gleaming steel before him. “Come on out, Clay.” His tone was light, almost playful. “There’s no need to be shy.”

From inside the car, the porter scoffed. “You know me better than that, Max. The last thing I am is shy.”

A muzzle flashed through the suddenly semi-transparent steel as the report of a firearm pierced the noise of the crowd. The round caught Kohler dead in the chest. He flew backward, arms flailing.

As Kohler fell onto the platform, grasping at his chest, the porter named Clay emerged from inside the car, through the steel, and a collective gasp rose up from the crowd. Clay held a tommy gun in one hand. His other arm was wrapped around a wooden box marked with a red cross. Liam hadn’t noticed it earlier, but a soft hiss accompanied Clay’s movements, like a leaking air pump. Pointing the gun at the platform’s frosted glass roof, Clay squeezed the trigger. The gun kicked as it fired round after round, shattering panel after panel.

As glass rained down, the crowd screamed and tried to push to the edge of the platform, out from under the shards. They rushed to the exit ramps while three agents in black whisked the President to the safety of the first train car.

Clay, meanwhile, spun and pounded over the platform toward the end of the train.

The three nearest CICs lifted their sidearms and fired. One round pierced the box Clay was carrying, causing wood and blue liquid to spray from the point of impact. Several more bullets punched through the tail of his long black coat. Another hit him in the center of his back, accompanied by a spark and a sound like a bullet ricocheting off metal, as if he were wearing armor.

At the end of the car, Clay leapt to the tracks and began tearing along them. Liam was confused until he spotted, fifty yards ahead, four men in gray clothes crouched along the tracks. Like Clay, they gripped tommy guns with round ammunition drums beneath. No doubt they were members of the Uprising, a group whose stated goal was “to expose the evils the government had committed, both during and after the war.” Near the four men, a pair of ropes snaked down from the elevated track—their planned escape route, apparently.

The CICs emptied their pistols from the chaos of the platform. They fired at Clay and his Uprising allies, but the men on the tracks shot back. A hail of bullets—buzzing, whining, pinging—streaked over the crowd. Their aim was conspicuously high, however, as if they were purposefully avoiding hitting anyone.

Suddenly Morgan was at Liam’s side. He had a Browning pistol in his hand, which he proceeded to unload in wild fashion, firing over and over at the men crouched on the tracks.

In response, one of the men adjusted his tommy gun’s aim until it was pointed straight at Morgan.

“Morgan, get down!” Liam grabbed him by the back of his coat and yanked hard.

Morgan tipped over and fell in an awkward heap.

The man on the tracks let off round after round. Liam could almost feel the bullets ready to punch into his flesh, or Morgan’s, but they never struck. Something had blurred past them. It was Alastair, now kneeling in front of Morgan. Bullets tore into his chest. Sparks flew as they careened off his steel skull. One punched through his left arm, causing red hydraulic fluid to leak, a mechanikal analog for blood. The arm went slack.

By then, Clay had reached his allies. All four of them began an ordered retreat down along the ropes. Gunfire continued for a few more moments, but it became more sporadic, then stopped altogether, both sides abandoning their efforts when they realized the conflict was over.

“Were you hit?” Liam asked Morgan.

Morgan looked himself over, as if he wasn’t quite sure. “No.”

“What on earth made you do that?” Liam asked. “And why the hell are you carrying a gun?”

“For protection, Liam!”

“Well, your protection nearly got you killed.”

Morgan looked angry, but then his eyes shifted to the place where the Uprising agents had been crouched. He took in the shattered glass spread all across the platform with a look of shock, as if the sheer recklessness of his actions was just beginning to dawn on him. He spotted his parents approaching a moment later. After shoving the Browning pistol into its shoulder holster under his jacket, he stood and met them halfway.

Liam thought surely the President’s man, Kohler, was dead, but he wasn’t. He was conscious and probing the hole in his vest where the bullet had struck. Beneath the fabric, Liam caught sight of some darker material—bulletproof armor of some sort. A moment later, he was helped to his feet by the nearby CICs.

“I’m fine!” he roared, and shoved them away.

Favoring his left side, Kohler made his way into the first train car and order slowly returned. The people who’d begun flooding the ramps in hopes of escape had been stopped. The security personnel assigned to the President had prevented them from leaving. Liam reckoned they were planning on questioning everyone about the attack.

One of the CICs, a red-cheeked Scotsman, motioned Liam toward the train. “This way.”

Morgan and his parents were nearby. The couple appeared shaken. Sunny nodded and smiled her crinkly smile, her way of offering Liam solace and encouragement. Liam nodded back, then scanned the crowd for the pretty black woman, the one who’d fainted, but she was nowhere to be seen.

Liam was led to a compartment within the first car. It was open and spacious, with only a few leather seats spaced about. The compartment’s lone occupant was President De Pere.

Liam, feeling intensely nervous, took off his cap. “Mr. President.”

De Pere had one leg crossed over the other in a casual pose. “I hear you witnessed our enemy break into the last car.”

“That’s correct, sir.”

De Pere motioned to the empty chair across from him. “Please.”

Liam took the chair and rolled his flat cap up, feeling more than a little inadequate. “They were part of the Uprising, then?”

“Oh, most assuredly.” De Pere smoothed down his pant leg. “Tell me what you saw.”

Liam did so, going into detail as De Pere asked very specific questions. By the time he was done, he felt like he’d explained every single facet of it.

“You seem to know a lot about firearms,” De Pere said casually. “You serve?”

“A corporal in the 128th Infantry. Yes, sir.”

De Pere smiled. “My very own. You see time in the trenches?”

“No, I was a grease monkey. Serviced clankers, mostly. A few hoppers. The odd wallbuster.”

De Pere smiled the sort of smile serviceman shared only with one another. “You were assigned to Fort Sheridan, then?”

“Yes.” Liam shrugged. “Maybe elsewhere.”

De Pere looked confused. “Maybe elsewhere?”

“I took a wound to the head, sir, near the end of the war. Most of it’s a blur now.”

De Pere stared at him hard, and Liam suddenly felt as if he’d been placed under a microscope. “Well,” De Pere said, and the feeling vanished, “your country thanks you for your service. Tell me again how the man, Clay, broke in through the door of the last car.”

Liam paused. “As I said, sir, he didn’t break in through the door. There was no door.”

“Mmmhmm.” De Pere nodded as if he weren’t at all perturbed by the contradiction. “Tell me about it, the door.”

Something strange happened in the moments that followed. Liam found himself questioning his own memories. He thought back to the train car, to Clay standing beside it, his body blocking whatever sort of torch he’d been using to cut through what Liam assumed was a lock. He thought of how Clay had stepped into the car, and realized it wasn’t through the wall, but a proper, sliding door, just like the other cars had.

Liam thought he should be surprised at this strange turn of events, but found that he wasn’t. Not in the least. How could someone have gone through solid steel anyway? He’d clearly seen it wrong.

“The doors were the same as the other cars,” Liam found himself saying, “except they were padlocked.”

De Pere nodded. “Go on.”

“The porter used some sort of miniaturized acetylene torch to cut through the lock, then he went inside.”

“And when he re-emerged?”

“He caught your man, Kohler, unawares, standing in the shadows as he was.”

They continued like this, De Pere asking clarifying questions, Liam becoming more and more certain that Clay had entered the car through a sliding door—indeed, that the door had been there the entire time.

He was dismissed a short while later. He returned and spoke with Morgan and his parents. He spoke to others nearby as well about the strange assault. Some, as Liam had been, were certain Clay had emerged through solid steel, but the President was speaking to more witnesses. As others emerged from those interviews, they corroborated Liam’s story. More and more, the crowd came to understand what Liam already did: that this was a tragic attack perpetrated by the Uprising, and that nothing untoward, nothing bizarre, had happened beyond that.

As Liam got into the Phaeton with the entire Aysana family, and Alastair, wounded arm and all, drove them toward the Aysana estate for the planned celebration, it was with the feeling that justice would be done, that the government would catch the perpetrators of this terrible crime, and all would be well in America.
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