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For my family









DEPARTURE


THE TRAIN ISN’T empty, although it certainly feels that way. Whole sections currently sit unused. Coach cars. Dining car. Sleeper. All are vacant and silent save for the echo of the train itself clickety-clacking over the tracks. This train that can hold dozens, even hundreds, is occupied by only eight people.


Seven are alive.


One is dead.


That wasn’t the case a minute ago, when the whole lot of them were very much alive. But unexpected things happen when traveling by train, and this, apparently, is one of them. It certainly took Anna Matheson off guard. Her reaction makes it clear this isn’t the plan at all. She seems honestly distressed by the body now splayed flat-backed on the floor of the first-class lounge.


A strange reaction.


Anna has every reason to want the others dead.


Those others, by the way, are the six people aboard this train at her invitation. One that, had they known who was doing the inviting, all would have declined.


Your singular presence is requested on an overnight 
rail journey from Philadelphia to Chicago 
beginning the evening of December 14 
aboard the Philadelphia Phoenix


Departing Philadelphia at 7 P.M. EST
Arriving in Chicago at 7 A.M. CST


Not particularly compelling, as invitations go. It’s 1954, after all. No one wants to spend thirteen hours on a train when United Air Lines can get you to Chicago in just under three. Anna knew this, of course, which was why she added a handwritten message on the back, specific to each recipient. Although their misdeeds are the same, their secrets are different.


Those individualized notes were all it took to get the six of them here. They didn’t care that they had no idea who the invitation came from or why it was extended to them. Nor were they bothered by the lack of a way to RSVP. They all showed up at the scheduled departure time, invitation in hand. Now here they are—five guests, one hostess, her accomplice, and a corpse.


Not enough time has passed for color to drain from the dead person’s face. Their eyes are wide open and aimed at the ceiling, and flecks of crimson stain the foam still bubbling at the edges of their mouth.


This, it’s clear, was not a natural death.


Nor was it painless.


At least it was quick, the time between the first sign that something was amiss and sudden death totaling less than a minute. The victim didn’t even have a chance to let go of the white linen yanked off a cocktail table as they fell. One end of the tablecloth remains gripped in lifeless fingers. The rest of it still clings to the table, soaked through with gin spilled from an overturned martini glass.


In another minute, someone will have the good sense to use a dry tablecloth to cover the corpse. Until then, everyone stares at it in combinations of shock and disbelief, none more so than Anna, over whose face ripple a thousand emotions. The biggest of them, though, is fear.


Because now that one of the passengers has been murdered—by someone else in that very car—she fears it’s only a matter of time before it happens again.









7 P.M.


THIRTEEN HOURS TO CHICAGO





ONE


ANNA MATHESON CLEARS her throat, straightens her spine, and steadies her trembling hands. She pictures herself as a statue, rigid and impenetrable. Anything to make her look like she’s not afraid, when in truth she’s been scared for so long that fear has seeped into her marrow.


Still, when she begins to speak, her voice is firm and clear.


“You know who I am. Just as you know why I’ve gathered you here. If you haven’t figured it out yet, you will very soon.”


Anna pauses, just as she’d rehearsed, the length timed to the millisecond to allow any unlikely stragglers to catch up.


“By now, you’ve recognized each other. Maybe you’ve even had a chance to chat a bit. Likely long enough to suspect that you’ve been brought here under false pretenses. That suspicion is correct. The reason for this journey is simple. I’m here to—”


Just then, the train lurches, sending Anna off balance. In the tiny bathroom of her room, she watches her reflection sway in the equally tiny mirror. The first time she’d been on the Philadelphia Phoenix, everything had felt enormous. Not just the room, but the train itself. Every car seemed endless, as if walking the entire length of the train constituted a journey of miles.


Then again, Anna had been eleven at the time, and trains loomed large in her life. Especially ones run by the Union Atlantic Railroad. Unlike most rail lines of the day, Union Atlantic had been privately owned. Her father had inherited the family business when her grandfather passed away. In another bit of unconventionality, it hadn’t relied on an outside company like Pullman to build its cars and locomotives. Union Atlantic designed and manufactured its own in-house at a facility in Philadelphia, including the Phoenix. Anna’s mother had even designed the interiors, filling them with her favorite fabrics and colors. Velvet drapes, chenille upholstery, damask walls. All in shades of peacock blue, emerald green, and rich ivory surrounded by walnut and gold leaf and bronze.


After her mother, her brother, and Anna herself, the Philadelphia Phoenix had been her father’s pride and joy. Debuting in 1937, it wasn’t the first streamliner train, nor was it the fastest or the most famous. But those superlatives didn’t matter. The Phoenix was still a gleaming marvel that offered both jaw-dropping speed and unparalleled luxury.


Plus, her father loved it, which is the main reason Anna chose it for the night’s journey. It serves as a reminder to the others of all that had been taken from her.


The train lurches again, this time with purpose. A moment later, someone raps four times on the door.


Seamus.


Here to tell her what she already knows.


The train is in motion.


There’s no turning back now.


Anna hurries to the door, feeling the train picking up speed beneath her bare feet. A strange sensation that, for a second, wreaks havoc on her balance and makes her reach for the wall to steady herself. No matter how many times she travels by train, it always takes Anna a moment to navigate that unwieldy combination of standing on solid ground while also being in motion. “Train legs,” her father had called them.


Removing her hand from the wall, she stands in the middle of the room, waiting for her legs to learn how to absorb the gentle rocking of the train. Once they do, she’s able to reach for the door, unlock it, and pull it open.


As expected, Seamus is on the other side, filling the narrow corridor that runs the length of the car. The windows behind him show nothing but blackness. They are now in the tunnel on their way out of the city.


“Everything going as planned?” Anna asks, unconcerned that she’s standing at the door wearing only her slip. Seamus has seen her in far less.


“So far.”


“And the engineer? Is it still Burt Chapman at the controls?”


Seamus responds with a nod. “Yeah. Watched him climb into the locomotive myself.”


A relief. Burt Chapman has been guiding the Phoenix since the very start. He is, Anna knows, a good man. He sent a condolence card when her father died. It was the only one Anna and her mother had received. That act of kindness made her think Burt could be trusted to take them to Chicago without any hiccups. The massive amount of money she paid him certainly helped.


“You’re certain he’s capable of doing it by himself?” Seamus says. “Thirteen hours is a long shift without any breaks.”


“Burt will be fine. He’s run this route so many times that he could probably do it with one hand tied behind his back. What about the rest of the crew?”


“They’ve been taken care of,” Seamus says. “Every conductor, cook, porter, and brakeman. Here’s hoping they still have jobs after this.”


Anna lets the comment pass. Seamus had made clear his concerns that the night might ruin the livelihoods of the innocent men who work on the train. Anna had considered it, too. Concluding that there was no other choice, she provided all of them with ample compensation. Three months’ salary, in cash, with a little extra going to those most vulnerable to punishment from their boss.


But the fates of the train’s workers are the least of Anna’s worries. She’s more concerned about its passengers.


“And the others?” she says. “Did everyone come?”


Seamus scowls, which worries Anna. Although he rarely smiles, Seamus’s scowl is equally elusive. Without it, she would have assumed the answer was yes. She knows these people. She knows what they can and cannot resist. But the look on Seamus’s face suggests something has already gone wrong.


And this is a journey during which nothing can go wrong.


“Yeah,” Seamus says, hedging. “But there’s a wrinkle.”


“What kind of wrinkle?”


Just then, a voice rises from the door at the end of the car. A man. Clearly impatient and self-important. Jack Lapsford, Anna guesses.


“Can I get some goddamn help over here?”


Anna ducks back into her room. He can’t see her. None of them can. Not yet. She nods to a still-scowling Seamus, reminding him that, for now, he needs to keep pretending he works for the railroad.


“Coming, sir,” he says, forcing an obsequious smile.


Anna closes the door and presses her ear against it, listening to Seamus make his way to the end of the car.


“How may I be of assistance?”


“You can start by telling me where all the damn porters went.”


With that comment, Anna knows with certainty that the man is Lapsford. The entitled cretin.


She locks the door, this time also using the dead bolt. She needs to be extra cautious now that she knows everyone is onboard. When she returns to the center of the room, her legs remain unsteady. This time, the culprit is Jack Lapsford’s voice. Hearing it reminds Anna of the enormity of this journey. What she intends to do. What she needs to do. How, after so much planning, it is now underway.


Anna picks up the manifest sitting atop the bed, reviewing the names and assigned room numbers of the six passengers invited onboard.


Sal Lawrence, Car 12, Room A
Lt. Col. Jack Lapsford, Car 12, Room B
Kenneth Wentworth, Car 12, Room C
Herb Pulaski, Car 13, Room A
Edith Gerhardt, Car 13, Room B
Judd Dodge, Car 13, Room C


Each name ignites a flare of rage in Anna’s chest. These people—these six rotten, repulsive, evil people—are on this train at this very moment. If she wanted to, Anna could go down the line, moving from door to door, killing them all one by one.


And she very much wants to.


Which is why she and Seamus occupy Rooms A and B in the train’s eleventh car, leaving the third room there vacant. It serves as a buffer of sorts, protecting everyone from her worst instincts.


Anna drops the page and looks to the window, surprised to realize they’re out of the tunnel and moving steadily away from the city. For so long, she’d thought this night would never come. Now that it has, it seems to be going by faster than she ever expected.


The lights in the room flicker out for a moment. Not an uncommon occurrence on the Phoenix, which requires more power than most trains because of its luxurious trappings. Still, the moment of darkness is a concern, especially when it provides Anna with a clearer view out the window. The train now moves under a dark sky punctuated by large flecks of snow.


Anna had followed the weather reports and knew they’d likely be encountering snow. She just didn’t expect it to be so early, assuming instead that the first flakes wouldn’t be seen until the train was halfway across Pennsylvania. Now she worries about how large a storm awaits them as they move west—and if it will be enough to stop the Phoenix.


Because under no circumstances can the train stop.


To do so, even for thirty seconds, could completely ruin Anna’s plan.


The lights flash back on, obscuring the view out the window. Forcing her legs into motion, Anna dresses quickly, assembling the look she’d worked so hard to cultivate.


Red dress.


Demure yet curve-hugging. Tailored to fit her like a suit of armor but with just enough give that she can run in it, if it comes to that. She suspects it might.


Red mules.


A necessary evil. The advantage is that the heels make her look taller, more formidable. The downside is that they could become a problem if she does need to start running.


Red lipstick.


Just because.


Blond hair pinned into a vaguely unflattering bun, a choice made with function and not fashion in mind. Anna doesn’t want her shoulder-length hair getting in the way. It’s the same with her jewelry. That means no necklaces, bracelets, or anything else that someone could latch onto. Other than diamond studs in her ears, the only accessory she wears is a single lapel pin that belonged to her father.


A tiny silver train engine pinned at her bodice, closest to her heart.


Then there’s the knife. Flat-handled and boasting a four-inch blade, it’s hidden beneath her dress, slid into a sheath strapped to her upper thigh. Anna thought it necessary, just in case she reaches a point when running isn’t even an option.


As she studies her ensemble in the bathroom mirror, Aunt Retta’s voice rings through her thoughts, bright with satisfaction.


Now that, my darling, is how you dress for revenge.


That was always Anna’s intention. But even she’s surprised by her appearance. She looks resplendent. One of her mother’s favorite words, probably because it described her perfectly. Margaret Matheson had possessed an elegant grace most women only dream about, Anna included. Her mother had that magical ability to make everything—from the most expensive of gowns to jeans and a flannel work shirt—look like it was fresh off the Paris runway, designed specifically for her.


Her parents’ courtship had been brief but intense, with a mere two weeks between first meeting and being wed by a justice of the peace. The speed in which it happened prompted rumors of a shotgun marriage. Tommy’s birth eight months later did nothing to quell them. The reason it didn’t become a society scandal was twofold. Most of Main Line Philadelphia didn’t openly engage in such gossip, and the few who did could see how besotted Arthur Matheson was with his new bride.


Oh, how Anna’s father had gazed at her mother. Everyone did, of course. They couldn’t help it. Anna, in particular, found herself frequently awestruck by her mother’s sheer loveliness. But no one looked at his wife quite like Arthur Matheson. Every time he saw her, his face would go slack for a moment before lighting up with joy. And her mother would beam right back.


For a few months when she was very young, Anna had become convinced her mother was a movie star, for only people in the movies glowed that same way. Her friends’ mothers certainly didn’t. More often than not, they just looked dour and sad. But her mother? She positively shimmered. Which is why every time Anna went to the movies, she expected to see her mother’s face flickering across that silver screen.


Even when that childish notion left her, Anna still believed her mother could have been a star, had she chosen to pursue it. Tommy, too, who had inherited her good looks and dazzling smile. He carried himself with the ease of a matinee idol.


It never bothered Anna that she took after her father, a man of unremarkable appearance. She grew up pretty but plain, displaying none of the sparkle her mother and brother possessed. To Anna, it didn’t matter. She knew her family shared a charmed life.


For a little bit anyway.


Soon it was all gone. Tommy first. Then her father. Then her mother, whose light at that point had long been extinguished.


Anna forces herself not to think about all of that. She knew the journey would dredge up all those awful memories. She just didn’t think it would happen this quickly. There’ll be plenty of time to dwell on the past later. For now, she has to finish getting ready for her grand entrance, an act she anticipates and dreads in equal measure. In the mirror, she flicks her gaze to the reflection of the open bathroom door behind her and the room beyond it. A chair sits by the night-shrouded window, designed to swivel so the passenger sitting in it can properly take in the passing scenery. Right now, though, the chair is turned to the bathroom, holding not a passenger but a black leather briefcase.


Inside it is Anna’s past.


And, she hopes, her future.


Turning back to her own reflection, Anna quickly applies a second coat of lipstick. As her lips gleam crimson, she mouths the part of her speech that had been cut off by the train’s sudden lurch into motion.


“The reason for this journey is simple,” she says, staring into the mirror but picturing the men and women she has lured onto the train. “I’m here to get justice. Because I have irrefutable proof that the six of you are responsible for destroying my family.”





TWO


INCLUDING THE LOCOMOTIVE, the Philadelphia Phoenix consists of fourteen cars. Judd Dodge counted them as he paced the platform, debating if he should board. It’s the same number of cars the Phoenix had during its heyday, when folks clamored to ride the most luxurious train this side of the 20th Century Limited. Thirteen cars of unlimited comfort, all pulled by an engine that could handle twice that many.


Judd knows because he designed it that way.


That was his job, once upon a time. Building engines for the Union Atlantic Railroad, which was peanuts compared to some of the other train lines in the nation. Its reach was small, limited to places in close proximity to Philadelphia. One line to New York City, another to Washington, D.C., a third shuttling riders to Atlantic City. The Philadelphia Phoenix was built with expansion in mind. A gleaming streamliner that traveled nonstop to Chicago.


Judd had beamed with pride the first time he saw the Phoenix gliding down the tracks. Sleek as a silver bullet, it moved fast, appearing speedier thanks to a flame-orange racing stripe that ran the length of the train on both sides. Not being a parent himself, Judd imagined it was the same feeling as watching your child take their very first steps. Something stationary had been put into motion, and he’d made it happen.


While every car on a train is valuable in its own way, with each one serving a distinct purpose, Judd knows that none are more important than the locomotive. Without one, the rest of those cars would remain useless atop a set of rails, on their way to nowhere. A train can only fulfill its destiny with a sturdy engine at the helm.


Judd made sure that his engines were sturdy.


Until the one time he was told to do the opposite.


After that, he no longer had the stomach for the job, so he quit and became a professor. He certainly looks the part, with his tall, rigid posture and wire-rimmed eyeglasses. Those glasses now slip down Judd’s nose as he leaves his assigned room.


Because of the spaciousness of the first-class rooms, the corridor that leads to them is especially narrow. Standing in that cramped strip of hallway, Judd finds himself face-to-face with a wall sconce that has a loose bulb. It buzzes like a housefly while casting an unnerving flicker over that end of the corridor.


The cramped hall, the strobing bulb, even the car he’s been placed in—unlucky number 13—makes Judd reconsider the wisdom of boarding. Fifty-three years old, he’d always been considered intelligent. A genius, some said, especially with machines. Yet he didn’t need to be a rocket scientist to know this wasn’t going to be a leisurely journey. The handwritten note scrawled on the back of the invitation said as much.


I know what you did. 
If you don’t come, others will know, too.


That message, alarming enough to get him to the station, also kept Judd from immediately boarding the Phoenix. While the note was clearly a threat, he remained uncertain about its seriousness. It could be nothing but a cruel trick by someone who thinks they know what happened. Or it could be a reminder to keep quiet from someone who does know the truth. Either way, Judd understood that he couldn’t simply ignore it, which is why he eventually hopped onto the train at the last minute. He preferred to face the threat amid the hustle and bustle of the Phoenix. After all, no harm could come to him when there were others around.


“Ticket?” a gray-haired conductor asked as Judd moved deeper into the first of the train’s two coach cars.


“I-I don’t have one.” Judd showed the invitation, making sure the conductor could only see the front of it. “Just this.”


The conductor nodded. “Of course. But you’re all the way on the other end of the train. In first class.”


A porter was summoned. One whose smile faltered slightly as he took Judd’s overnight bag and began to lead him to the back of the train. Because of his familiarity with the Phoenix—and because of his preboarding tally—Judd knew exactly what lay both ahead of and behind them. First, naturally, was the locomotive, which had once been his pride and joy. When he saw it for the first time in more than a decade, it felt like being reunited with a long-lost love. He couldn’t help but admire his handiwork. The train, despite running for many years over many more miles, was still a beaut.


Behind the locomotive was the baggage car, followed by two coach cars. Back in the day, the Phoenix had the best coach seats in the country. Wide and comfortable, they reclined farther than most, allowing for easier sleeping on overnight trips.


Because of this, the coach cars were usually the most crowded on the train. That night, though, Judd saw few passengers occupying them. Those who did either gave him a cold stare as he passed or avoided eye contact altogether.


The next car was a sleeper, designed for those who wanted more than the bare minimum. It consisted of bench seating during the day that got converted into rows of curtained bunks at night. There were even fewer people in that car, which caused a nervous flip-flop in Judd’s stomach. He’d been counting on safety in numbers.


His stomach did another somersault in the lounge, which sat completely empty. While it was nothing fancy, there were normally at least a couple people from the coach and sleeper cars inside stretching their legs or flipping through one of the newspapers and magazines fanned out across the end tables.


“Please keep up, sir,” the porter said when he noticed Judd pausing to take in the vacant room. “We need to get to your room before the train departs.”


Judd quickened his pace, following the porter into the club car, the first of four on the Phoenix devoted to food service. Like the lounge, the club car was also empty, save for a bored-looking cashier manning the counter where coach passengers should have been lined up to buy sandwiches, soda, and beer. With no one to serve, the cashier eyed Judd warily and asked the porter, “You’re taking him through the galley?”


“It’s faster this way,” the porter said before pushing into the galley car, where all food aboard the Phoenix was prepared on-site. But instead of cooking, those inside the galley stood before empty counters and unlit stovetops, as if waiting to be told to begin. None of them looked at Judd and the porter as they carefully picked their way through.


The galley, Judd knew, was the line of demarcation between the haves and the have-nots. After it, the rest of the train was the domain of first-class passengers, starting with the dining car, where passengers who could afford it normally feasted on prime rib, lobster thermidor, beef Wellington, and the Philadelphia Phoenix’s world-famous red velvet cake. When Judd entered with the porter, he saw workers in formal attire setting the tables with white linen, china from Villeroy & Boch, and Chambly silverware.


The extravagance continued in the adjoining first-class lounge. Only top-shelf alcohol sat behind the oak bar, poured into Baccarat crystal glassware. The white-jacketed bartender gave the porter a single nod as he hurried Judd past plush seats and cocktail tables to the rear of the train.


After the lounge came three cars of first-class accommodation, each containing three spacious rooms. A hotel on wheels!, ads proclaimed when the Phoenix first went into service. A boast to be sure, but one that contained some truth, for the rooms on the Phoenix were among the biggest on rails. Judd’s own room boasted a full bed, a swiveled easy chair in addition to a love seat, a closet, and a private bathroom.


The porter pointed it all out before hurrying away so quickly that Judd didn’t even have time to give him a tip. The fifty-cent piece remained gripped in his hand as he surveyed the room. Who, Judd wondered, had summoned him here? When his gaze landed on a vellum card sitting atop the bed’s pillow, he hoped it would provide at least a partial answer. Instead, it was only another invitation.


Your presence is requested at a cocktail reception in the first-class lounge at 8 P.M.
Please be on time.


Judd reached into his jacket for the pocket watch he always carried with him. Snapping it open, he checked the time. Seven o’clock. Right on schedule, the train lurched into motion. And so the mysterious journey began.


Too nervous to wait in his room for longer than fifteen minutes, Judd moved to the narrow hallway, where he now stands. As the loose bulb still buzzes in the wall sconce and the snow-dappled sky passes outside the window next to it, Judd thinks about the strangeness of that journey from the front of the train. It seemed both fraught and frantic, almost as if everyone he encountered was eager to leave.


As for the first-class cars, he’s seen or heard no one since the porter’s abrupt departure—a realization that roils Judd’s already dyspeptic stomach. While certainly not the most crowded part of the train, he expected to see someone else around, even if it was only a conductor making sure no one from coach snuck into the train’s more elegant back half.


He turns to his left, facing the entrance to the observation car at the very back of the train.


A sleek cylinder of glass and steel, it boasts floor-to-ceiling windows that offer a panoramic view of the passing scenery. Overhead is a glass window that provides an equally grand view of the sky. One journalist aboard the Phoenix’s maiden journey had likened the observation car to “being in a fantastical spaceship where the outdoors feel like they’re indoors and nothing but thin panes of glass separate you from earth and sky.”


The observation car delighted those who could afford access to it, and over the years it had attained an almost mythical status. It was even rumored that Clark Gable and Carole Lombard, riding the Phoenix to a Chicago movie premiere in 1940, became so enamored with the observation car that they asked to spend the night there.


Because of its popularity, Judd assumes the observation car will be the place to spot a fellow passenger. But when he peeks inside, he sees that it, too, is empty.


Odd.


And, Judd has to admit, more than a little unnerving.


Through the observation car’s yawning windows, he sees the outskirts of the city. Dingy one-story homes, empty factories with broken windows, crooked fences with gaps in the pickets. He’d grown up in a place just like this, his family crammed into a shotgun shack so close to the tracks that the whole house shook when a train rumbled past. As a boy, he stared out the window as they went by, marveling at how those iron behemoths could be propelled over a set of rails by something as simple as steam and human ingenuity. He wondered about the men who made it happen. He wondered what it felt like to harness such power.


Judd eventually learned, building and tinkering first in his backyard, then in a garage when his family moved to a slightly bigger house. His education continued at a series of factories similar to the ones zipping by the observation car in decrepit streaks. Despite never having gone to college, he was a smart young man. A quick learner, too, and not just about train engines. He was a whiz at chemistry, math, even magic, using his long, narrow fingers to perform sleights of hand that amazed his co-workers. Ultimately, he got a job at the Union Atlantic Railroad, doing well enough to catch the eye of its owner, Arthur Matheson.


The two hit it off immediately. They were, Judd liked to think, cut from the same cloth. Just two big kids playing with the ultimate model train, eager to make it bigger, faster, stronger. Not to mention sleeker.


“I want a train that looks and moves like liquid mercury,” Art told Judd one day over lunch. “Think you can make that happen?”


“Yeah,” Judd replied. “I think I can.”


And he did.


That, Judd realizes now, is when the trouble began, ultimately leading him to do the unthinkable. Even now, he can’t quite believe he played a key role in something so horrible. Nor can he shake the feeling this train ride is all about paying the price for his past sins.


As he stands in the empty observation car he helped design, Judd longs to be anywhere but here. He wants to be sitting in coach, enjoying the comfort of strangers, knowing they have no idea what he’s done—or what he’s capable of.


He leaves the observation car, gripped by a feeling of apprehension he can’t shake no matter how much he tries. Moving through the narrow hallways of the first-class section, Judd notes how the Phoenix’s interior has grown shabby since he’d last been onboard. In addition to the buzzing wall sconce, he spots tears in the upholstery and a threadbare streak in the blue carpet where hundreds of passengers have trod.


Maybe that explains the noticeable lack of riders. Word has gotten out that the vaunted Philadelphia Phoenix is now a shell of its former self. More likely, the sparse ridership is the result of changes taking place outside the formerly grand train. Interstate highways have spread like ooze across the country, choking a once-pristine landscape with traffic. Meanwhile, the sky is quickly filling with planes. If a major city doesn’t yet have an air terminal, it will soon. With options like that, no wonder few people choose to ride by rail.


Yet Judd sees no one as he rushes toward the front of the train. Each car he traverses contains the ghostly chill of something recently abandoned.


In the first-class lounge, the bartender is nowhere to be found.


In the dining car, there’s nary a waiter around, even though all the tables are set for passengers who haven’t yet materialized.


In the galley, pots sit on cold stovetops and knives glisten from racks on the wall. His footfalls rise from the tiled floor, echoing off the appliances, impossibly loud. When Judd accidentally elbows the handle of a pan, sending it clattering to the floor, it sounds like a gunshot.


The eerie emptiness continues into the coach quarters. The club car’s tables are bare, its banquette seats empty. Coffee cups sit neatly stacked next to a silver samovar on the counter, with no one behind it to fill them.


And so it goes with each car he enters. In the coach lounge, issues of that day’s late edition of The Philadelphia Inquirer lie neatly fanned out across end tables, untouched. In the sleeper and coach cars, every seat is vacant. No one dozes in their chairs. Or gazes out their windows. Or shuffles to the lavatories in the back of each car.


As Judd moves through them, his worry hardens into outright fear.


Every single person he saw earlier—from conductors to porters to passengers—is now gone, leaving the Philadelphia Phoenix completely empty.





THREE


FOR THE JOURNEY, Herb Pulaski chose a dark green Brioni suit that—like Herb himself—has seen better days. Both man and clothes are frayed at the seams, although for different reasons. The suit’s condition is Herb’s fault. He wears it all the time. Having grown up in his big brother’s hand-me-downs, he enjoys showing off in a pricey suit.


As for his own wear and tear, Herb chalks that up to bum luck. Some men are born lucky, and he’s not one of them. Even when fate does sometimes smile on him, it comes with a catch.


And it never lasts very long.


That’s why Herb arrives at the first-class lounge twenty minutes early, clutching both the card he’d found in his room and the original invitation he received in the mail. He worries he won’t be let in without them. He’s accustomed to not being allowed into places, both before he had money and after. Now that he’s on the verge of having no money again, Herb thinks it’s important to not just be present but to be the first to arrive. That way, everyone who comes in after will see him and know he belongs here.


If anyone else shows up.


The lounge is empty when Herb enters, making him feel foolish about bringing along the invitation. No need to worry about being let in when no one else is there to stop him. There’s not even anyone behind the semicircular bar at the rear of the car. Just a gleaming oak bar top and, behind it, several mirrored shelves cluttered with liquor bottles. Herb considers hopping behind the bar and pouring himself a drink to steady his nerves, but he fears someone else might enter at last and mistake him for the bartender. Determined to avoid such indignity, he sits in one of the plush armchairs scattered throughout the car, lights a cigarette, and looks around.


The lounge reminds Herb of his suit. Fancy but faded. Between the chairs are small round tables covered with white linen frayed at the edges. The curtains at the windows are blue velvet, similar to those in Herb’s room, but so long they brush the floor. Catty-corner from the bar, at the front of the car, sits a baby grand piano.


Herb continues to wait in solitude as his cigarette becomes a smoldering butt in the ashtray and a thin sheen of sweat has formed on his brow. Nerves, he knows. He needs to make a good impression.


He examines that first invitation, fixating on the note written across the back.


It will be to your financial benefit if you come.


Herb doesn’t know anything more than that, but he’s eager to find out. It’s probably an investment opportunity. Not that he has any money to invest with. Not anymore. But he’ll find some, if necessary. He just hopes that this time it’s on the level.


That wishful notion leaves Herb’s head the moment the door at the front of the car swings open and someone else finally enters the lounge.


Someone, it turns out, Herb used to work with.


He feels a fresh sheen of sweat on his brow as Judd Dodge stares him down and says, “Are you behind all this?”


“What do you mean?” Herb asks while using a handkerchief to mop his brow. “Behind what?”


“There’s no one else on the train,” Judd says. “There used to be, but they’re all gone now. No conductors. No porters. Even the goddamn passengers are gone. Yet here you are, sitting in the very lounge where I was instructed to be by eight.”


“But ain’t you the one who invited me here?”


“No, I am not,” Judd says, overenunciating his words to make it clear he’s smarter than Herb. A rude move, Herb thinks. Snobbish, too. He knows they both come from identically humble roots.


And it’s likely the reason both of them agreed to do something terrible.


The two hadn’t been close when they both worked for the Union Atlantic Railroad. Judd had headed up the design team, located in a section of the company jokingly known as the Brain Train. Herb spent his time in the manufacturing plant, the factory foreman who made sure the engines Judd designed got built, including the one pulling the very train they are on.


Their paths collided one fateful day when Herb received Judd’s design for a train commissioned by the U.S. Army. An old-fashioned workhorse of a steam engine. While it was intended to be built quickly and cheaply, Herb saw immediately that the design was flawed. Things were out of balance, with the engine too big for the train and too powerful for the kind of iron Judd wanted to use to build it.


Herb took the plans back to him and said, “Something about this isn’t right. This engine won’t last a single trip.”


“I didn’t come up with it,” Judd replied. “The boss man did. And he demanded it be built this way.”


Herb knew he was lying, and not just because there was no way Arthur Matheson could have designed an engine by himself. That was Judd’s job, and everyone knew it. No, what tipped Herb off was the fact that his boss would never in a million years cut corners like this, even with a war going on.


“This stinks to high heaven,” he told Judd. “And I think you know what’s causing the smell. So, this engine of yours won’t get built until you tell me what it is—and what’s in it for me.”


Judd indeed told him everything, bringing Herb into a deal that would have disgusted him if he hadn’t been in desperate need of money. He’d grown up with nothing, a trait that followed him into adulthood, even though he’d spent years working at Union Atlantic. It was a job he hated, although Herb knew he should have been grateful. He could have been overseas, dodging bullets on the front lines. A fate he’d avoided only because his work was considered valuable enough to snag him a Selective Service deferment.


That hadn’t made the work any easier. It didn’t cool the plant, which got hotter than a furnace. It didn’t make his muscles ache less or keep the stink of grease from following him home. When he slept, clanging machinery and white-hot steel filled his nightmares.


Herb agreed to take part, ethics be damned. And for the first time in his life, he felt like a winner. Finally, he had all the money he needed. More than enough to pay off his debts, quit his job, move out of his crummy apartment, and find a house in a well-to-do development outside the city. He bought a new car, new clothes, new everything. He even got himself a wife—no small feat for someone like Herb, who didn’t have much in the looks department. With his thick arms, squat frame, and embarrassingly hairy knuckles, he looked half-gorilla. His wife didn’t mind as long as she had money to spend. She liked the finer things even more than he did.


Which, it turned out, was too much.


Now the money is all but gone. Herb knows that only another big-time score will keep his wife from leaving and him from being forced back to the heat, noise, and stink of the manufacturing plant.


“Wait,” he says. “You got an invitation, too?”


“I did,” Judd says.


“What do you think it’s about?”


“Beats me.” Judd starts anxiously pacing the car, which makes Herb feel a little jumpy himself. “But something’s not right here. Those people I saw when I boarded. Where’d they go?”


“They probably got off the train,” Herb says.


“But why? Someone had to tell them to do it.” Judd suddenly stops pacing. “And the only person I can think of with that much power is the man who owns this train.”


God, Herb hopes not. He doesn’t want to be forced to think about what they’d done. How innocent men had died, including that Matheson boy. How their charred, mangled bodies have replaced noise and steel in his nightmares.


“Do you think he has something else planned?”


“If he does,” Judd says, “I don’t want any part of it.”


“Maybe it’s something on the level,” Herb says hopefully. Because even if it’s not, he knows he’ll still go along with it. He has no other choice. Desperate times and all that. “Or maybe it wasn’t him who brought us here.”


Judd resumes pacing, crossing the car twice, a finger pressed to his chin. It makes Herb wonder if this is how he came up with the design for the Philadelphia Phoenix. Even more, he wonders with a shudder if it’s also how Judd thought up the train engine that enriched their lives while destroying so many others.


“Of course it’s him,” Judd says. “Even so, something’s not right. Do you have the invitation on you?”


Herb does, having slipped it into a jacket pocket when Judd entered the lounge.


“Take a look at it,” Judd tells him. “See anything strange?”


Herb examines the invitation, noticing nothing out of the ordinary. There’s a starting point, a destination, and the assumed time it will take to get between them. Thirteen hours. At first, Herb thinks Judd is confused about the listed arrival of seven A.M. because he forgets they’ll be changing time zones somewhere in Indiana, thereby gaining an hour. Only after staring at the card a few seconds longer does he realize what Judd’s referring to.


The invitation only details the trip to Chicago.


There’s no mention of how they’re supposed to get back home.





FOUR


SALLY LAWRENCE HAD noticed the lack of information regarding the return to Philadelphia. She came anyway. She knows a shakedown when she sees one. And the note on the back of the invitation made it clear this one would be foolish to ignore.


Remember the old you? I do.


Sally now stares at the handwritten message, thinking not about who sent it—she’ll find that out soon enough—but the answer to the question it poses.


Yeah, she remembers.


Despite all the great lengths she’s taken to forget.


The first big change was her name. She goes by Sally now, abandoning the nickname used by everyone from her sister to her boss to her dates.


Sal.


As in “Keep your expectations low, Sal. That way you won’t be disappointed.” And “Fetch me another cup of coffee, Sal, and close the door behind you.” And “Gee, you’re a great gal, Sal, but I’m looking for someone different.”


Well, someone different is what she became. The moment she was officially rich, Sally marched into the city’s ritziest beauty parlor and said, “Turn me into Veronica Lake.” The beauticians tried their best. After hours of bleaching and plucking and spackling her face with makeup, Sally looked in the mirror and hardly recognized herself.


The transformation had continued. She whittled down her figure through a combination of crash diets, pills, and calisthenics. She bought new clothes to wrap around her new body. Gone were the frumpy knits and tweeds that made her look twice her age. Sally now wears only the latest, most expensive fashions. Her current outfit is an ivory wool bouclé suit with mother-of-pearl buttons and a matching handbag. Even though the salesgirl who sold her the ensemble swore it makes her look younger, Sally begs to differ. She thinks she looks like a rich spinster, which is closer to the truth than she cares to admit.


Sally now studies herself in the mirror, wondering if she should change. The options are plentiful. Because she’ll be winging it once she reaches Chicago, she packed for every occasion. Two suitcases, one trunk, and a makeup case.


She roots through one of the suitcases, finding a flask glinting like a polished nickel at the bottom of the bag. She uncaps the top, tips it back, and takes a deep swallow. The sweet burn of whiskey spreading through her chest brings with it a sigh of relief.


God, she needed that.


Not just to get through whatever the journey is going to bring but to help her deal with being on the train itself. She has a lot of memories of the Phoenix, all of them tainted by what happened. Before boarding, she feared they would come back to haunt her. Dozens of memories, spinning around her like phantoms and eating away at her conscience until she could no longer take it.


When she eventually did step onto the train—after steeling herself with a stiff drink at the station bar, of course—Sally felt . . . nothing. No memories, good or bad, and definitely no guilt. She hopes it will stay that way—and that the journey won’t be something she later regrets.


Looking back on it, Sally sees her life as a long series of regrets, starting with the night she entered that bar twelve years ago. She’d been so young then. So foolish. Just a woman searching for something primal and forbidden. She’d found it all right, leading to still more regrets.


She remembers staring at the photographs of that night, wanting to both weep and throw up and flat-out murder the unctuous man showing them to her.


“I can make these go away,” he said. “In exchange for a favor.”


Sally told him yes, that she’d do anything, just please end this.


Another regret, for he’d made her go through with it. Still, he kept his word—and made Sally ridiculously wealthy in the process.


And that’s her biggest regret of all.


Sure, she’s rich, but it came at the expense of so many others. All those boys dead. A family ruined. One that, if she dares to think about it, had treated her better than her own.


A memory arrives, sudden and uninvited. Her riding the Phoenix on its maiden voyage, in a room just like the one she currently occupies. It might even be the same room. They look identical. Bed. Chair. Bathroom. Curtains at windows that can be slid open by pulling down on them. There are two windows in the room, one by the swivel chair and the other by the bed. Only the window by the chair is open in her memory, letting in spring air that cools her and the girl next to her as they pass a crowd gathered along the tracks.


Wave to all the people, Annie.


Sally washes the memory away with more whiskey, noticing her watch as she tips back the flask. Almost eight.


She needs to be in the first-class lounge, presumably to find out who the hell invited her here.


Sally drops the flask into her handbag and leaves the room. Outside, she sways from one side of the corridor to the other. While she wants to think it’s from the rocking of the train, she knows the cause are the sips of whiskey and the drink—okay, drinks—she’d consumed before boarding. Still swaying, she vows to drink less while in Chicago. But seeing how she’s not there yet, there’s no harm in taking one last sip from the flask.


One sip turns into two as Sally moves through the accordion-like tunnel connecting her car with the one in front of it. After drifting down another tight corridor—and one final gulp of whiskey—she returns the flask to her handbag, squeezes through another accordion, and pushes into the first-class lounge.


Two men are inside, both of whom she once knew—and had no desire to ever see again.


“Well, shit,” she says.


Judd Dodge gives her a sarcastic nod. “Nice to see you, too, Sal.”


In that moment, Sally realizes all her attempts at transformation were for nothing. Even though she lost thirty pounds, elevated her style, and went from mousy brunette to cool blond, there are still people who see her for who she truly is.


Rotten to the core.





FIVE


IN CAR 13, Edith Gerhardt leaves Room B and is stopped short by what she sees in the thin strip of corridor. There, directly opposite her door, is a wide window darkened by the nighttime landscape passing outside. And in that darkness, she sees her own grim reflection.


Gray dress under a gray coat. Gray hat atop gray hair. Even Edith’s skin is an ashen shade, her pink lipstick its only spot of color.


I look like a ghost, she thinks with alarm, suddenly recalling her grandmother’s tales of the grand estate that had once been in the family but was lost long before Edith was born. According to her grandmother, it had been haunted by a spirit known as Grauer Geist.


Gray Ghost.


Family lore was that his presence foretold impending doom, making Edith even more perturbed by her spectral appearance. Is she the doomed one or merely the messenger? She suspects it’s a little of both, considering how everyone she had ever loved is now dead. Yet she keeps on living, a fact she acknowledges with a slight nod to her ghostly reflection, which nods back in unison.


Edith continues to the end of the car, feeling slightly foolish for interacting with her reflection. Almost as foolish as she feels for being on the train in the first place. She shouldn’t be here, she thinks. No good will come of it.


The invitation had almost gone into the trash. Edith had no idea who sent it, after all. Nor did she have any desire to travel, even just for a day or so. Born in Bonn, raised in Munich, and widowed in Berlin, she immigrated to the United States in 1936. That was enough travel, as far as she was concerned. But when she saw the note on the back of the invitation, Edith understood that this was a journey she had to take.


How much will you pay to keep your secret?


The answer, Edith has already decided, is as much as necessary, even though she abhors spending money. She’d grown up poor and remained that way through her marriage and beyond, scraping by right up until she reached America. Now sixty-nine and wealthy beyond her wildest dreams, Edith treats money as something delicate that must be preserved. She lives frugally, spending little, giving less. Her biggest expense is tithing to her church. Ten percent, as the Bible instructs.


Wasting money, she thinks, is a distinctly American trait. And despite living in the United States for almost twenty years, she remains resolutely German. For example, her outfit for the journey—gray wool dress, matching coat and pillbox hat, sensible shoes—is the same one she wears to church each Sunday. If it’s good enough for God, she thinks, it’s good enough for a train trip.


Especially one she fears will end up costing her so much.


While Edith doesn’t know who’s behind this obvious case of blackmail, she has her suspicions. As for what she’s being blackmailed about, well, it could be one of two things—and both have to do with her life in Germany.


Edith hadn’t wanted to leave her homeland. Unlike many German émigrés, she didn’t flee to escape Hitler’s rise. No, she left because her husband died, as had the rest of her family. Faced with building a new life without them, Edith realized it was better to do it elsewhere. She was pragmatic that way. She knew that Hitler sought too much, too fast. His ambition would ultimately lead to Germany’s ruin, especially once the United States got involved. America, she understood, would be the inevitable victor, and so she moved there.


Edith loved Germany, yes, but she loved survival even more.


Survive she did. She even thrived, quickly getting a job as a housekeeper for a rich Philadelphia family. Her employers treated her well, but with indifference. She was just a worker to them. One of many. Their children, however, were a different story. They adored her, and she adored them right back. They were, in many ways, the children she never got to have, and she showered them with affection.


Still, Edith understood it wouldn’t last. She never let emotion cloud her thinking, especially as Hitler’s quest for world domination started playing out exactly as she predicted. She knew a moment would come in which she’d have to choose between her new home and her old one.


The moment to finally pick a side came in 1942.


Edith did—and is now rich because of it.


But that doesn’t keep her from expecting to see Grauer Geist at any moment. If family history is any indication, his appearance is inevitable. That’s why Edith keeps giving fleeting glances to the windows as she moves through the train. Satisfied that it’s her ghostlike reflection keeping pace with her and not a different, more dangerous specter, she pushes into the first-class lounge.


Three other people are there. Two men—one in a garish green suit made for someone half his age and half his weight, the other in more appropriate black—and a woman in ivory. Despite their clashing styles, Edith assumes they know each other. They stand close together next to the piano, whispering, oblivious to her presence.


“Edith Gerhardt,” she announces in a German accent all her years in America have done nothing to tame. “I am expected.”


The three others stop whispering and look her way. To Edith’s surprise, she recognizes all of them. They do the same with her. And if Judd Dodge, Herb Pulaski, and Sally Lawrence aren’t happy to see her, Edith is even more displeased to see them.


Because there, right in front of her, is another ghost.


But it’s not Grauer Geist coming to haunt her.


It’s her past.





SIX


LT. COL. JACK Lapsford gets things done.


That’s his specialty.


A military man through and through, he ascended to his current rank by demanding answers, making tough decisions, getting results. Now seventy-two and retired, he heads to the first-class lounge ready to get this—whatever it is—over with.


Along the way, he thinks of the questions he plans to ask whoever summoned him here. The first concerns not just this train but all of them. Why do they make the passageways so narrow? Lapsford isn’t a small man by any means. But he certainly isn’t the largest. He’s seen bigger in his day, which makes him wonder how those fellows navigate trains. Because he’s having a terrible time of it, proceeding slowly, both shoulders brushing the sides of the corridor. If someone were to approach in the opposite direction, there’d be no room to let them pass.


Not that Lapsford has seen another passenger since boarding. That’s his second question: Where is everyone? The only other person he’s seen is the conductor, which makes Lapsford uneasy. Normal trains—embarking on normal trips—are filled with riders, porters, waitstaff. This train seemingly has no one.


Minutes after departing Philadelphia, he’d gone to the dining car, hoping to at least get a decent meal out of the trip. No such luck. All nine tables—one for each first-class room—were set for dinner, but no one was seated at them. Nor were there any waiters working the car. On the way back to his room, he saw it was the same in the lounge. Empty seats. Empty bar. Empty car.


While Lapsford has no desire to bump into someone in the train’s cramped passages, it would at least put him slightly more at ease. At that moment, he feels like the only person onboard. A preposterous notion, yet there it is.


Next to that in Lapsford’s thoughts is a third question—Why am I here?


Technically, he understands why. Someone knows something about him that they shouldn’t. Now he needs to mitigate the damage, monetarily if necessary. At least that’s his interpretation of the message scribbled on the back of the invitation.


How does it feel to have blood on your hands?


What continues to bedevil Lapsford are the logistics surrounding the situation. Who, exactly, is privy to this information they shouldn’t have? How did they acquire it? What do they want from him, other than money?


The one question he doesn’t have is what it’s regarding.


This is about what happened twelve years ago.


Of that, he has no doubt.


Lapsford was still in Washington at the time, part of a group charged with the logistics of warfare. Getting troops and equipment where they needed to be, when they needed to be there. And to do that, the military needed trains. Big ones. Powerful ones. Which is how Lapsford found himself having a steak and scotch dinner with a man connected to an entire railroad.


Only the man wasn’t lobbying for a big military contract. He wanted Lapsford to give one to someone else—for the most nefarious of reasons.


“What you’re suggesting is sabotage,” Lapsford said then, red-faced and flustered. “Why do you think I’d go along with such a scheme?”


“Just hear me out,” the man said. “Look what happened after Pearl Harbor. America finally woke up. It sure as hell got FDR’s attention. Support for the war skyrocketed. Thousands of men enlisted. But that was six months ago, and we’re still playing catch-up to Hitler even though we’re now in the thick of the fight. You know that better than anyone. The only way to get the military up to speed is by giving the country another reason to rally around Uncle Sam.”


Lapsford knew the man was right. Roosevelt’s foot-dragging had cost them greatly. America should have been readying for war months before actually joining it. Now they needed more men, more resources, more everything. Even though a smaller version of Pearl Harbor might be just the kick in the pants the country needed, there were ramifications to consider.


“But men are going to die,” he said. “Innocent ones.”


“They’ll probably die anyway.”


Although a cruel reply, Lapsford appreciated the man’s bluntness, for that was indeed the likely outcome. That’s all war was, really. Masses of innocent, expendable men being tossed into the meat grinder of battle. The key to victory was to lose fewer than your enemy.


“But those men are needed elsewhere.”


“If it finally gets America truly ready for war, then their sacrifice will not be in vain.”


“And as an added bonus, you get to destroy the competition,” Lapsford said.


His dinner companion leaned back in his booth, a glass of Macallan in one hand and a Davidoff cigar in the other. “That’s not why I’m doing this. But since you brought it up, if this goes according to plan, I will be reaping the financial rewards. As will you. From what I hear, Jack, it wouldn’t be the first time.”


At that moment, Lapsford knew that the choice presented to him wasn’t really a choice at all. So he made it happen, because getting things done was what he was good at. And he doesn’t regret it. Regrets are for the weak. The strong never look back. They only stare forward.


Lapsford does just that as he enters the lounge. Eyes on the door, chest puffed so much it strains his shirt, heart thrumming in anticipation just beneath the fabric. But once he pushes his way inside and Lapsford’s gaze lands on the four other people in the lounge, his chest deflates and his heart briefly stops.


He recognizes these people.


And he’s not pleased to see them.


“What the hell are you doing here?” he says to the two men and two women, who clearly don’t have an answer.


“We could ask you the same thing,” says the younger of the women. Lapsford can’t remember her name. They’d only met briefly, passing each other on their way to and from giving testimony that damned the reputation of an already dead man.


“One of you didn’t organize all this?”


“No,” says the taller of the two men. This time, Lapsford can place a name to the face. Dodge. Judd Dodge.


“Then why are we all here?” he says, adding the biggest question of them all: “Who’s responsible for this?”





SEVEN


UNLIKE THOSE GATHERED in the lounge, Dante Wentworth knows without a doubt who’s behind the trip.


Ironic, considering how he’s not even supposed to be on the train.


The invitation had been addressed to his father, Kenneth Wentworth, along with a handwritten message on the back that was as vague as it was ominous.


You and I have unfinished business.


That note is what piqued Dante’s interest when he spotted it on his father’s desk. Even after twelve years, he still recognized the handwriting. Those elegant curves and swoops were impossible to forget. Seeing them again after all this time compelled Dante to pocket the invitation and attend in his father’s place.


Not the first time he’s shown up uninvited. In fact, it’s a bit of a habit for Dante. One he always gets away with. He’s young, handsome, charming, and rich—four characteristics that allow those who possess them to do practically whatever they please.


In this instance, it also doesn’t hurt that his father owns the Philadelphia Phoenix. Not originally, mind you. A dozen years ago, the Phoenix—and the company that had built it—belonged to Arthur Matheson. But it’s now his father’s property, and Dante suspects he could drive the train all the way to Chicago if he wanted to. His father does it all the time. Never one to resist playing with his toys, he likes to climb into the front of the locomotive whenever he rides the Phoenix, taking over the controls and guiding it into the station.


Dante isn’t inclined to do the same. Unlike his father, he has no interest in the trains and railroad lines that built his family’s wealth. At thirty, he’s still young enough to see the future, and it sure as hell doesn’t involve trains. Dante knows they will soon become dinosaurs, replaced by fast cars, jet engines, and whatever new technology everyone but his father is developing.


But for now, the Phoenix still rumbles down the tracks, and he’s one of the few people on it. By Dante’s count, there are at least five others onboard, not including the shifty-looking conductor he spotted skulking around earlier. In the past thirty minutes, he’s heard people exit the two other rooms in his car and listened to the footfalls of three others as they passed on their way to the first-class lounge.


Before heading there himself, Dante studies the invitation that had arrived exactly two weeks ago. While intended for his father, the message on the back could also extend to him. He and his hostess definitely have unfinished business. And Dante, for one, is very much looking forward to seeing how it plays out.


He slips on his jacket, adjusts his tie and pocket square in the bathroom mirror, and leaves the room. As he makes his way through the car, he practices how he’ll greet his hostess after such a long absence.


It’s good to see you, Anna.


No, Dante thinks. That’s too weak.


I’m pleased to see you, Anna.


Dante shakes his head. Too formal.


I’ve missed you, Annie.


Now, that might work. It all depends on the way he says it. Too much emphasis will make him sound desperate. Not enough might make it seem like he doesn’t mean it, when he absolutely does.


No matter what he says, Dante has the feeling it will be lost in the shock surrounding his presence. After all, Anna is expecting his father. Dante hopes she’ll eventually forgive the intrusion.


When he at last bursts into the first-class lounge, Dante expects all eyes to turn his way. That’s normally what happens when he enters a room. Part of it stems from his reputation as Philadelphia’s most eligible bachelor. Dante Wentworth, dashing heir to a railroad fortune. The rest has to do with his formidable good looks, which are routinely admired by women and envied by men.


That hadn’t always been the case. As a boy, Dante was gangly and ungainly, with a chin too sharp for his cherubic face and eyes that were too large, too wide. He eventually grew into his features, puberty righting all those physical wrongs. The rest of his body caught up with his too-long limbs, and his face lost its baby fat, revealing a square jaw that was just right. As for his eyes, they became sapphire pools so arresting it prompted his mother to say, “You’re going to break a hundred hearts, Dante. Be gentle about it.”


She was right. Between then and now, Dante has broken many hearts. And he has been gentle with all of them except one.


Rather than stop everything when he enters, the five other people clustered inside the lounge are too busy speaking in hushed tones to notice his presence. Dante uses the rare moment of anonymity to size them up. To his surprise, he recognizes all of them. Judd Dodge and Herb Pulaski. Sally Lawrence and the dour Edith Gerhardt. And, of course, the esteemed Lt. Col. Jack Lapsford, who’s as much of a blowhard as Dante’s own father. Seeing them all together like this gives Dante a kick of excitement. Anna is definitely up to something.


“I’m telling you, it’s not a coincidence,” Judd Dodge says, hissing the word.


Lapsford scoffs. “So you do know why all of us are here.”


“I know why,” Dante says.


This finally gets their attention. All eyes turn to Dante, who reacts with a satisfied nod. Now that is what he’s accustomed to.


The others recognize him as well, of course, and most of them seem surprised by his presence. Apparently, they also expected his father.


“Dante Wentworth,” Sally Lawrence says. “Is this your father’s doing?”


“I’m afraid not.” He continues deeper into the car, passing the others on his way to the piano. There, he sits and starts aimlessly tickling the ivories. “But I know who is behind it.”


Jack Lapsford steps toward him, impatient. “Then what’s this all about? If you know who brought us here, tell us.”


“This is the work,” Dante says as he bangs out a fanfare on the piano, “of someone none of us—especially me—thought we’d ever see again.”


What Dante doesn’t say is that, other than himself, no one is going to enjoy seeing Anna Matheson again. This, he’s certain, won’t be a happy reunion.
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