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EPILOGUE


Empires of Liberty

​Chapter One

​Iron Roads

WINTER SMOKE HUNG ABOVE Pittsburgh like a second sky.

Factory chimneys poured black clouds across the frozen river while steel hammers thundered through the dawn long before church bells rang. Rail yards stretched for miles beyond the city, crowded with locomotives, freight cars, timber stacks, and lines of exhausted workers moving beneath lanternlight through drifting snow.

America was building itself faster than it could understand what it was becoming.

And everywhere the iron roads spread, Washington followed.

A federal train cut through the mountains shortly after sunrise, its engine screaming against the frozen rails while armed Protection Corps guards stood watch between passenger cars. Telegraph poles flashed past endlessly beyond the windows like marching soldiers disappearing into white wilderness.

Inside the rear observation car, Abraham Lincoln stood silently beside the glass watching the industrial smoke rise over the valley below.

Factories.

Rail depots.

Foundries.

Entire towns born beside steel tracks in less than a year.

The country looked alive.

That was what unsettled him.

Alive things grew.
And growing things changed.
Behind him, Edwin Stanton reviewed federal construction reports spread across a polished table while Ulysses S. Grant smoked quietly near the stove.

“The Allegheny corridor alone doubled production since spring,” Stanton said without looking up. “Steel, coal, rail timber, locomotive assembly.”

Grant exhaled smoke slowly.

“And labor unrest?”

Stanton’s expression barely shifted.

“Contained.”

Grant glanced toward him.

“That wasn’t my question.”

Stanton finally looked up from the papers.

“No,” he answered evenly. “It wasn’t.”

The room settled into silence except for the constant rhythm of wheels striking rail joints beneath the floor.

Lincoln continued staring through the glass.

Snow-covered settlements flashed past the train every few minutes now. Some barely existed six months earlier. Yet telegraph lines already connected them to Washington. Federal rail contracts funded their growth. Protection Corps stations guarded supply depots near the tracks.

Expansion no longer traveled slowly across America.

It arrived all at once.

Lincoln spoke quietly without turning around.

“How many federal troops currently assigned to railroad security?”

Stanton answered immediately.

“Nearly eleven thousand.”

Grant lowered his cigarette slightly.

“That number grows every month.”

“Because sabotage grows every month,” Stanton replied.

Not entirely true.

The insurgent attacks that once crippled southern rail lines had slowed considerably since the Protection Corps expanded operations. Most surviving cells scattered westward or disappeared into political movements rather than open violence.

Yet federal deployments kept increasing anyway.

Lincoln noticed it.
Grant noticed it.
Neither man had fully decided what it meant.

The train whistle screamed sharply as Pittsburgh emerged through the smoke ahead.

The city looked enormous now.

Rail bridges crossed the rivers in black iron webs while factories crowded the hillsides beneath endless columns of ash and steam. Construction cranes towered over entire districts. Freight lines moved continuously beside frozen warehouses carrying coal, lumber, machinery, rifles, printing presses, livestock.

Industry transformed landscapes faster than war ever had.

Grant stepped toward the window beside Lincoln.

“Hard to believe this country nearly tore itself apart two years ago.”

Lincoln gave a faint smile.

“Perhaps it still is.”

Grant studied him carefully.

The president looked older than photographs already suggested. The failed assassination had left pale scars near his shoulder, but exhaustion had carved deeper wounds than bullets ever could.

And lately Lincoln carried something heavier than fatigue.

Doubt.

The train slowed entering the city.

Below the elevated tracks, workers gathered along frozen streets waiting for the presidential convoy to arrive. Some waved American flags. Others simply stared in silence beneath thick coats and coal-stained gloves.

Protection Corps patrols already lined the station platforms.

Too many of them.

Lincoln noticed that too.

The station erupted into noise the moment the train arrived.

Reporters shouted questions from behind barricades while factory owners, railroad officials, military officers, and politicians crowded beneath massive iron arches glowing with steam and lanternlight.

“Mr. President!”

“Sir, do you support expanding federal rail authority?”

“Will the western security act pass Congress?”

“Is it true more Protection Corps divisions are deploying west?”

Lincoln moved carefully through the chaos while guards forced pathways through the crowd.

The city smelled like coal smoke, oil, wet snow, and hot steel.

America’s future smelled industrial now.

A railroad executive finally reached the presidential party near the station entrance. Nathaniel Vale.

Tall.
Sharp-eyed.
Perfectly dressed despite the snowstorm.
Everything about him looked expensive.

“Mr. President,” Vale said warmly, extending his hand. “Welcome to Pittsburgh.”

Lincoln shook it politely.

Nathaniel Vale smiled easily, though his eyes seemed to measure every person around him like movable pieces on a board.

“The city’s honored by your visit.”

Behind them, another locomotive roared into the station trailing sparks through the storm.

Grant watched Vale quietly.

He disliked men who smiled too comfortably around power.

Vale gestured toward the distant factory district.

“You’ll hardly recognize the riverfront now,” he said proudly. “Steel production tripled since last winter.”

“Impressive growth,” Lincoln admitted.

“Necessary growth,” Vale corrected gently.

That word lingered.

Necessary.

Everyone in Washington used it lately.

Necessary authority.
Necessary expansion.
Necessary security.
Necessary sacrifice.
Vale continued walking beside the president through the crowded station.

“The nation’s changing, Mr. Lincoln. Faster than anyone expected.”

Lincoln glanced toward the rail lines stretching endlessly westward beyond the city.

“Yes,” he said quietly.

“That is precisely what concerns me.”

Vale smiled faintly, as though amused by the answer rather than troubled by it.

“Growth always frightens old systems before it replaces them.”

Grant’s eyes narrowed slightly at that.

But before he could respond, shouting suddenly erupted beyond the station barricades.

A crowd of railroad workers pushed against Protection Corps officers near the freight entrance.

“Federal thieves!”

“Rail profits—starving workers!”

“Washington protects corporations—not citizens!”

The tension spread instantly.

Several officers raised rifles.

Too quickly.

Grant reacted immediately.

“Lower those weapons!”

The command cut through the station like cannon fire.

Some obeyed.
Others hesitated.
That hesitation frightened Lincoln more than the shouting itself.

The workers continued surging against the barricades while snow whipped through the station arches overhead.

One young laborer climbed onto a cargo crate waving a newspaper above the crowd.

“Look around!” he shouted. “Factories grow richer while workers freeze in the streets!”

Cheers erupted.

Protection Corps officers tightened formation.

Lincoln watched the scene carefully.

Anger looked different now than it had during the war.

Less desperate.
More organized.
A labor movement.

Not rebellion.
Not yet.
Nathaniel Vale remained strangely calm beside the president.

“Economic transition always creates unrest,” he said softly.

Grant turned sharply toward him.

“Those are citizens.”

Vale met his eyes evenly.

“And citizens panic whenever nations modernize faster than society can absorb.”

Another shove against the barricades.

A rifle lifted again.

Lincoln stepped forward immediately.

“Stand down!”

The command silenced both workers and officers alike.

Snow drifted through the sudden stillness.

Lincoln moved toward the barricade without waiting for his guards.

Grant followed instantly.

Stanton looked furious.

The president stopped only a few feet from the crowd.

Close enough now to see exhaustion in the workers’ faces.
Hunger.
Cold.
Resentment.
Not insurgents.

Americans.

The young laborer still stood atop the crate clutching the newspaper tightly.

“You build railroads across the continent,” he shouted toward Lincoln, “while families can’t afford coal to survive winter!”

Murmurs spread through the crowd.

Lincoln studied the man quietly before answering.

“The nation is rebuilding itself.”

“And who exactly is it rebuilding for?”

That question settled heavily over the station.

Even the wind seemed quieter afterward.

Behind Lincoln, Nathaniel Vale watched with careful interest.

Grant watched the officers.

Stanton watched the crowd.

But Lincoln watched the workers.

Because somewhere beneath the anger, he recognized something dangerous beginning to form.

Not secession.

Not insurgency.

Class resentment.

Industrial resentment.

A nation growing wealthier while trust eroded underneath the growth itself.

And unlike war, this kind of fracture would not divide North from South.

It would divide Americans standing on the same street.

Lincoln answered slowly.

“For everyone,” he said.

The laborer laughed bitterly.

“That’s what Washington keeps saying.”

No one moved.

Steam hissed across the station tracks while snow blew through the iron rafters above.

And for the first time since the insurgencies began fading, Abraham Lincoln felt the country shifting toward a different kind of conflict entirely.

Not rebellion born from defeat.

But unrest born from transformation.

Somewhere beyond the station, factory whistles began screaming across Pittsburgh.

The sound rolled through the smoke-covered city like warning sirens.
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​Chapter Two

​The Steel Men
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Washington City
February 1866
Snow melted slowly along Pennsylvania Avenue beneath black carriage wheels and military boots.

The capital no longer resembled the uncertain wartime city Lincoln first entered years earlier. Construction crews crowded entire districts now. Government buildings expanded block by block beneath forests of scaffolding while telegraph lines stretched overhead in every direction like iron veins feeding the nation’s growing heart.

Washington had become louder.

Faster.

Richer.

And far more dangerous.

By nightfall, gas lamps illuminated long rows of carriages arriving outside the Willard Hotel, where senators, industrial magnates, railroad executives, military officers, and financiers gathered beneath crystal chandeliers for what newspapers were already calling the most influential private dinner in America.

Officially, it celebrated national reconstruction.

Unofficially, it celebrated power.

Inside the grand ballroom, servants moved through clouds of cigar smoke carrying whiskey and champagne while conversations about rail contracts, western expansion, steel tariffs, and federal appropriations flowed louder than the orchestra itself.

Politics and industry no longer occupied separate rooms.

That was the future Nathaniel Vale understood before most men.

Nathaniel Vale stood near the ballroom balcony overlooking the crowded hall below, one hand resting lightly against a crystal glass while wealthy men competed quietly for his attention.

Railroad presidents.

Banking financiers.

Weapons manufacturers.

Governors.

Even generals.

The war had created fortunes.

Peace was creating empires.

“You’ve built quite a court here tonight,” a voice said behind him.

Vale turned slightly.

Ulysses S. Grant stood nearby in full dress uniform, cigar smoke curling faintly beside
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