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Chapter 1: Rails and Revelations
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The year was 1878, and the Michigan Central Railroad cut through the Michigan wilderness like a steel serpent, carrying dreams and destinies westward. Jeremiah Washington gripped the brass rail of the freight car as it swayed around a bend, his dark eyes scanning the forest that stretched endlessly in all directions. At twenty-two, he was already a veteran of the rails, having worked his way up from track layer to freight conductor in just three years - no small feat for a colored man in the years following Reconstruction.

But today felt different. Today, the very air seemed to hum with possibilities he couldn’t name.

“Jerry!” called out Harvey Burl, the train’s engineer and one of the few white men on the crew who treated him as an equal. “Come see this!”

Harvey was a good man, fair-minded in ways that were rare for the times. He’d grown up in Ohio, where his family had been part of the Underground Railroad, and he carried that spirit of justice with him to his work on the Michigan Central. More than that, he understood that good railroading required trust between all crew members, regardless of color.

Jeremiah made his way carefully along the swaying train to the engine car, where Harvey stood pointing ahead to something that made no sense. In the distance, where there should have been nothing but trees and sky, a city rose from the wilderness – not the rough lumber towns they were used to, but a gleaming metropolis of impossible architecture that seemed to shift and breathe in the late afternoon light.

“What in the Lord’s name is that?” Jeremiah whispered.

“Been trying to figure that out for the past ten minutes,” Harvey replied, his voice thick with confusion. “It’s like it just... appeared out of nowhere.”

The other crew members had gathered now – Samuel the fireman, Old Pete the brakeman, and Marcus the cargo supervisor. All of them stared at the impossible city with a mixture of wonder and unease.

“Could be a mirage,” suggested Samuel, mopping sweat from his dark brow. “Heat playing tricks on our eyes.”

“In October? In Michigan?” Old Pete spat tobacco juice over the side of the train. “That ain’t no mirage, boys. That’s something else entirely.”

As they drew closer, details became clearer and more disturbing. The buildings seemed to be made of materials that caught and reflected light in ways that regular stone and wood never could. Bridges spanned impossible distances without visible support, and towers spiraled into the sky with geometries that hurt to look at directly.

“We should stop,” Jeremiah said suddenly. “Whatever that place is, it’s not natural.”

“Can’t stop,” Harvey replied, but his voice was uncertain. “We got a schedule to keep, cargo to deliver in Grand Rapids. Besides, Jerry, you know what they’d say if I came back with a story about a mysterious city that appeared out of nowhere. They’d think I’d been drinking on the job.”

“Harvey, look at the tracks.”

They all looked ahead and saw what Jeremiah had noticed – the railroad tracks led directly into the strange city, though none of them could remember any scheduled stops between Detroit and Grand Rapids. The Michigan Central’s route was well-established, and there was definitely no city where they were seeing one now.

“That’s impossible,” Marcus muttered. “I’ve ridden this route since the war ended. There’s no city here, no tracks leading anywhere but straight through to Grand Rapids.”

But the evidence of their eyes said otherwise. The rails gleamed ahead of them, leading inexorably toward the impossible metropolis.

“We’re going to have to go through it,” Harvey said finally. “Can’t exactly turn a freight train around in the middle of nowhere.”

As the train approached the city’s outskirts, Jeremiah felt a strange sensation in his chest – as if his heart were keeping time to a rhythm that wasn’t quite his own. He reached into his vest pocket and pulled out the railroad watch the company had issued him, a simple brass timepiece that had never failed to keep accurate time.

Now, impossibly, its hands were moving backward.

“Boys,” he said quietly, “I think we’re in trouble.”
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Chapter 2: The Station Master
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The train pulled into a station that shouldn’t have existed, its platforms bustling with passengers dressed in clothing from what seemed like a dozen different eras. Jeremiah saw men in clothes that looked medieval standing next to women in elaborate gowns, children in simple frontier clothing playing alongside figures in strange, silvery garments.
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