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1 A HACIENDA - OUTSIDE LAREDO, TEXAS, JANUARY 1867
"THE WEATHER HERE IS QUITE PLEASANT,” Smythe remarked as he fanned himself. “Much more so than this time of year in Richmond. We'd be freezing up there."
The man across from him smiled, white teeth in sharp contrast to the coppery brown of his ancestral Spanish skin. “Yes, Presidente Smythe. The climate here is much more pleasurable than in your capital. She can be traitorous, though. You will see, come summer.”
General Augusto Santiago stretched his long, snow-white trouser-clad legs beneath the small table. The general leaned back in his seat and took in the magnificent view of the countryside. It was as though he had not a single care in the world. The two stone-faced Imperial Guardsmen, both similarly clad in white trousers, black leather riding boots, and scarlet jackets may have had something to do with the general's easygoing manner. If they alone didn’t, maybe the pistols and razor-sharp medieval halberds, the customary weapons of Emperor Maximilian’s guard, could explain it. That, or the several thousand gleaming clockwerks and Mexican Imperial soldiers camped in front of the hacienda.
Smythe sensed the tension flowing from behind him where his bodyguard stood, the ever-present and ever-vigilant Marsh Wagstaff. From the corner of his eye, Smythe noticed Trevor Primm, his personal assistant, studying the ream of papers General Santiago had brought along with him.
They sat beneath the tiled roof of their host's desert manse, the blocks of the building carved from the living, sand-colored stone that comprised the hills above the Rio Grande river. The arched openings they gazed through were cut straight from that same stone, just like the patio they sat upon. The arches framed a perfect view of the valley and the river far below.
A riot of reds, browns, and purples covered the hills around them. Sagebrush grew wild here, dotting the boulder-strewn mountains across the river, the summits of which appeared close enough that, if you were of a mind to, you could hop from mountaintop to mountaintop. Smythe looked over at the grinning Mexican General, emissary of the emperor himself, and grinned back.
The Rio Grande marked the southern border of Texas. Just across it lay the Empire of Mexico. Smythe took in the majesty of it all-the river, the valley, and the sunset, a bright orange ball of flame dipping low over the mountains to their right.
He breathed in the desert air.
Not a bad place to begin my own empire anew.
They'd arrived in Texas mere days ago, as part of a last-ditch contingency plan he'd cooked up long ago. Primm, the Healer bless him, had proven to be one of the best investments Smythe had ever made. Thanks in no small part to the young man, they’d escaped Richmond intact, and Smythe lived to fight another day as it were.
Not that he’d ever do any of the actual fighting himself.
Smythe had given up all he'd worked so hard to achieve-his presidency, his estate, much of his wealth-in order to avoid the persecution of the Confederate States. Now, thanks to a fortuitous turn of events, there was a chance he could get it all back, with interest and more. If Smythe had his way, it would be much more.
“Is everything in order, Primm?”
Primm nodded over the paperwork for Santiago’s treaty. “Everything is in order, Mr. President.”
Smythe turned back to Santiago. “And your emperor is in agreement, General? He will supply us troops and clockwerks, which we will then use to take Richmond. Then, once I have control of my own country again, we’ll take the Union as well. Together.”
General Santiago beamed. “Of course, Señor Presidente.”
Smythe had seen the man’s type before-too damned handsome for his own good and not nearly as clever as he thought he was.
“And in exchange,” Santiago said, “you will cede to us the American lands west of the Texas, Wyoming, and Dakota Territory borders.”
“Keepin' in mind that part about ‘west of the Texas borders,” Martin Crawford added.
Crawford took up most of his chair. He had already been a big man to begin with, but Smythe heard told his belly had increased to profound proportions in the past few years. Smythe supposed one could afford to add a few pounds when one found themselves the owner of the Crawford Double-O ranch and sole heir to the enormous cattle empire that came with it.
Smythe smiled. “Yes. Of course Martin.”
“Of course,” Santiago agreed.
“Good,” Crawford patted his pistol. “Long as we’re all in agreement, then.”
“Still,” Santiago added, “the question yet remains. Your Confederacy has many airships, Presidente Smythe, but the Union has even more. In all of the Mexican Empire there is only one, his majesty's imperial airship. She is being refitted for war as we speak.” The general paused. “It seems so little. How will we defeat the Union's air superiority?"
Smythe acknowledged Santiago's concerns with a nod. “You leave that to me, General.”
Santiago gave a slight shake of his head. “Forgive me, Señor Presidente, but that is not good enough to take back to my emperor. Your plans have been thwarted before, no?”
A single twitch of the eye was all the rage Smythe would allow himself to show. The general was correct. His plans had been thwarted. Twice now, in matter of fact. Much of the fault rested with only a handful of people and one person in particular.
Montclair.
The man who'd been responsible for the Union still existing at all. The man who'd stopped his plans every single time. First, there was the dark aether bomb, which Montclair and company had disarmed before it reached its target of Washington, D.C.. Not to mention Montclair’s killing of General George Washington Horton, one of Smythe’s most valuable chess pieces, in the same stroke.
Then, most recently, Montclair’s destruction of the alliance with the dearly departed senate candidate Therese Truveaux in New Orleans. Montclair had ended the woman by murdering her within the halls of her very own manse. He’d somehow ended up killing his own brother in the process, but even that small victory was of little consolation to Smythe.
Julius Montclair - the hero of the Battle of the Potomac and the bane of his existence. He could lay the entire demise of the Cabal at the feet of Montclair and his damnable DSI allies. First Horton then the murder of Worthington, the Cabal’s financier and then the Gambler taken into Strategic Intelligence custody.
Smythe’s mouth twisted in disgust. Once placed in irons, The Gambler, alias Maurice Legree had sang like a canary to save his own skin.
Never should have trusted that criminal in the first place.
Now, Smythe was the only member of the Cabal who was both breathing and free.
Montclair and the DSI agents had all but destroyed his network and most of his assets. They’d even managed to send his most valuable and highly placed set of eyes and ears, Strategic Intelligence Vice Chairman Rudholfe McCormick, on the run, but at least McCormick remained loose. The corpulent bastard was set to meet them here any day now, just as soon as he could slip the DSI net and make his way down south.
Smythe grinned to himself. His plans had been ruined, but a cunning politician never had just one plan. He still had more up his sleeve, more cards he was sure would give him another chance to taste sweet revenge, like when he’d heard confirmation the redheaded trollop's minder lay dead, rotting in some graveyard in Maine according to his sources.
“Certainly there have been. . .hiccups,” Primm chimed in, addressing Santiago’s concern. “But there are still those who are loyal to President Smythe. Without giving away too much about the assets at our disposal. . .you can rest assured, General Santiago, that they will act when called upon.”
Smythe wasn't quite ready to show all his cards to his new allies. Not just yet.
“Suffice it to say, General,” Smythe began, “that there are many who are still loyal to me as the duly elected President of the Confederacy. They'll see to my needs, and they’ll do what's right when the time comes. If not for me then for their country."
Martin Crawford nodded once, as if the matter was settled. “Good.” His chair creaked out a warning as he leaned back in it. He turned to Santiago. “So you’ll see to the Emperor's armies, General?”
Santiago's eyes shifted left and right. “I-I will. In a few weeks' time, five-thousand clockwerks and fifteen thousand soldiers of the Mexican Empire will march onto Texas soil, and we will not stop until we reach the streets of Washington.”
Smythe grinned. He still had his Confederate back channels and not a few loyalists. With those resources, he could prepare a nice surprise for Grant, his lapdog Montclair, and the Strategic Intelligence thugs. And now, with the addition of thousands of Mexico’s Imperial troops and clockwerks at his back, the tide was finally turning in his favor.
“A toast, then?” Smythe held up his glass. “To the Confederacy.”
“To the Empire,” Santiago said.
“To Texas,” Crawford added.
Primm leaned down, refilling Smythe’s wineglass. He whispered into the exiled president’s ear.
Smythe grinned. That boy was truly worth his weight in gold.
“To new alliances,” Smythe offered, “and to the victories and success that lay ahead.” He raised his glass a second time. “To conquest.”
“To conquest,” they echoed.
The three men drained their glasses as the sun dipped below the mountains above the Rio Grande.



2 DAKOTA TERRITORY-NEAR THE CANADIAN BORDER, JANUARY 1867
THE WINDS ROARED down from the north, loud as a locomotive engine. They snaked their way through the mountain passes to rage, full force, into the valley. The gale had blown the drifts to a depth of several feet and even deeper in some places. The snow blinded them, so dense Scarlet could barely see through her goggles.
She was warm enough in thick fur gloves, boots, and pants, all underneath an even heavier hooded bearskin cloak. She wouldn't freeze to death anytime soon, but becoming lost in the zero-visibility snowstorm was a genuine concern. To alleviate it, Scarlet and her companions rode together in close proximity so as not to lose one another in the whiteout.
To her left was Colonel Gregory, heartsick over how he'd left it with Colonel Montclair the last time they'd spoken.
Ayita rode in front. Scarlet had only met the warrior and future chieftain once the year before, outside a barn in Greenville North Carolina, when Ayita and her people had come thundering to their rescue. Scarlet thought Ayita to be an amazing woman. She was heir to the Croatan nation and perhaps the only woman ever to have truly captured Colonel Montclair's heart.
Ayita’s presence in his life only added to the mystery of why Montclair had disappeared so suddenly. Weeks of searching had given Scarlet some much-needed time to think, and during that time she’d formed a theory.
When Montclair had run, he’d run hard, fleeing as far north and as far away from the events of New Orleans as he possibly could. He’d run until he was no longer able to, finally ending up here, in the desolate winter wilds of the Dakotas. He’d fled so far so fast, Scarlet assumed, in order to ensure he would never be found.
But Ayita had never given up looking for Montclair, even after his own country had, and thanks to her tenacity, after weeks of searching alone, she’d finally gotten a break.
Someone at one of the trading posts remembered a rough-looking group also asking about a man matching the colonel's description. The trading post clerk had told them he’d seen such a man, reeking of strong drink, come through for supplies weeks before. He’d purchased what he needed and then struck out alone. The clerk had then given the group the man’s general direction-the same direction Scarlet, Colonel Gregory, Ayita, and Ueda now desperately rode.
Recognizing an unknown band hunting for Montclair as the ill omen that it was, Ayita contacted Colonel Gregory immediately. He'd then asked Scarlet for any help she could provide, either in her official Strategic Intelligence capacity or otherwise.
Scarlet, although still hurting from the loss of her minder and hunting down the traitor responsible for his capture, agreed without hesitation. She’d wanted-no, needed-to help. If nothing else, the frigid Dakota territories might serve to cool the flames of vengeance raging inside her.
At the rear rode Kenshin Ueda, fearless exiled samurai and Colonel Montclair's friend and mentor. He’d searched alongside Ayita almost since the moment Colonel Montclair disappeared. The samurai shrugged off the ice and snow, seemingly the only one unaffected by the frigid temperatures. He rode, stoic, sitting ramrod straight, sword on his hip, thick furs sticking out from underneath his robes. He’d eschewed the goggles the rest of them wore. His eyes, squinting against the storm but hard as flint, burned with a fire that seemed to penetrate the pure white of the blizzard.
“We’ll have to stop soon!” Colonel Gregory shouted, his voice almost lost to the wind. “We need to seek shelter! The brutes weren't made for these conditions. They’ll freeze up if we stay out here much longer!”
“The cabin should be close!” Scarlet shouted back.
They’d secured a crude map from the trading post earlier that morning and had shot their azimuth from there. The heading was due north. They'd skirted the very edge of the mountain range the whole way, just as the old trapper had instructed them to do. The sun had been out then, against a backdrop of softest powder blue. Those clear skies existed only as a distant memory now, obscured behind a curtain of steel-gray and whorls of snow.
The color had bled from the sky before morning was even halfway done, just as fat, wet snowflakes began to fall. Then, the wind had picked up. Less than a turn o' the clock later, it screamed down from the north like a vengeful banshee, and it had railed against them ever since.
Colonel Gregory nodded. “This place better be close!” He frowned under a broom of a mustache crusted in ice. “’Else we're in trouble!”
Scarlet saw Ayita spur her brute into a dead run. “Look!” she shouted, pointing straight ahead.
The Croatan warrior wouldn't break away from them in the middle of a storm like this one unless she'd seen something. Still, they had to catch up to her or risk being separated and losing her in the blizzard.
Ueda, already having kicked his brute into action, surged past Scarlet, thick clouds of snow spraying in his wake.
“Follow!” he shouted as he passed.
Not wanting to lose them, Colonel Gregory and Scarlet charged ahead, following into the blinding white on nothing more than faith.
Scarlet saw only emptiness up ahead. Then, slowly, trees materialized as they forged farther ahead. Through the trees, white, snow-capped mountains appeared, suddenly towering above them. Scarlet’s breath caught in her throat. Dead ahead, at the foot of the mountain range, the blurred outline of a tiny cabin became visible. Charging toward the cabin was Ayita astride her brute, bow drawn and arrow nocked, her aim pointed squarely at a group of men fighting to chop down the door. She let fly, striking one in the chest.
Scarlet swore aloud, not waiting for Colonel Gregory before firing her brute's engine full blast and galloping up a nearby embankment.
Even in Scarlet’s desperation, Ueda beat her into the fight. She watched as he vaulted from the saddle, attacking the men as they dropped the heavy axes they’d used on the door and picked up their rifles and sidearms.
Ueda’s blade flashed in the midst of the storm as he drew and slew in a single, swift motion, sending the head of an attacker flying before the man could even draw his pistol. Another of the men, little more than a walking pile of fur in thick coat and hat, raised his axe and leapt at the samurai.
Crack.
A trail of aether blue and the second attacker flew past Ueda to land, dead and still gripping his axe, against the cabin door. The side of the hill above the cabin made for a perfect vantage point, even in the harsh weather conditions. Scarlet quickly shucked her spent cartridge and shifted her aim, sighting in on another target.
From her peripheral, Scarlet saw Colonel Gregory had the same idea she did.
He skidded to a halt just below and to the left of her, yanking his brute back around to face the cabin on the floor of the small valley below. He took aim with his Matheson Model number four, or 'M4' for short, and squeezed.
Nothing happened.
“Damnation!” he roared, cursing the frozen trigger mechanism.
He slung the useless rifle and transitioned to his Colt, kicking the brute into action again as he did so. Gregory charged down the hill, drawing the fire of two more members of what could only be hired killers. Gregory thundered into the midst of their gunshots, ducking low in the seat of his brute. Unlike his rifle, the trigger mechanism of the colonel’s pistol worked exactly as advertised. His Colt ended another of the men-this one a tall, slim figure, bundled and shrouded against the cold and a half-second too slow on his draw.
Ayita had put arrows into another pair of mercenaries before several of their fellows fought through blistering winds and knee-deep snow to join them. Even in the blizzard, they’d been thorough enough to send men to cover both the front and rear of the cabin. Anyone with that level of attention to detail had to be professionals. Sending professionals this far north would not have come cheap.
“To your right!” Scarlet yelled to Colonel Gregory and Ueda as she whipped the Chassepot back into her shoulder. Without her shouted warning, almost lost to the winds, the killers would have flanked them.
The DSI agent sighted in on the rearmost in the group of four and squeezed the trigger. She watched him clutch his chest and fall, face-first, into the snow. Ueda and Colonel Gregory charged the remaining men before they turned the corner, robbing them of the opportunity to seize the advantage by striking first.
Scarlet sighted in again then swore a second time as gusts of snow obscured her vision. She let her rifle hang. Without a clear shot, she’d have to get in close. She spurred her clockwerk draft horse and raced down the hill.
The drifts subsided long enough for Scarlet to catch a glimpse of Ayita. Having dispatched the last of the attackers closest to her, Ayita went catapulting from her brute then hurdling through the drifts and snarling like a woman possessed. She pulled long, bone-handled blades from twin scabbards-one strapped to her heavy buckskin trousers, one shoved deep into her fur boot. With Gregory and Ueda locked in struggles of their own and with Scarlet hurrying but still too far away to help, Ayita charged into the last remaining attacker.
A Croatan war cry escaped her lips as Ayita tackled the larger man, sending his pistol flying and them both rolling into the snow. Through their struggle, Ayita never lost the grip on her blades, wrestling with the man and at last coming up on top. She then straddled her enemy, pinning his arms tight under her knees. With fire in her golden eyes and a blood-curdling shout, Ayita plunged both blades deep into the man’s chest.
He was still in his death throes, body twitching and bloodied hands clawing the air when Ayita bounded from his chest and fought her way through the snow.
“Julius!” Scarlet heard her scream.
The pleading sound of Ayita’s voice still rang in Scarlet's ears as she hit the valley floor. She slipped from the back of her brute, just in time to see the Croatan woman kick in the weakened cabin door.
Scarlet waded through the drifts of snow with furious speed, clearing the space between her mount and the open door in three strides. She burst into the cabin.
The stench hit her like a stone wall, the smell of vomit, fever-sweat, long-stale wood smoke, and rotten food. Ayita was on her knees, Colonel Montclair's head cradled in her lap, his hand still gripping a pistol. As tears streamed down her face, she repeated his name over and over. She seemed oblivious to the putrid stink of the place.
A gasp escaped Scarlet's lips. The Colonel Montclair she knew was a proud, capable fighter. He was the handsome hero of the Battle of the Potomac, an elite union soldier and airship commander. The man on the floor of this cabin was none of those things. Seeing him in such a state. . .the person Ayita held onto now was a shell of what that man had been, a mere shadow of the Montclair Scarlet knew.
His clothes, soiled and reeking with the sharp odor of filth and bad whiskey, hung from his frame. His hair had grown wild, and a wiry beard covered his face in intermittent patches. His eyes fluttered, the whites rolling back, the lids drooping and half-closed. Montclair clung to consciousness but just barely. He mumbled something about the men who’d been attacking.
Scarlet carefully peeled his fingers away from the pistol. Perhaps some part of Montclair had been ready to face his attackers? But the efforts of that part of him would have been futile against the effects of the heavy drink coursing through his veins. If they hadn’t arrived when they did. . .
“Let me help,” Scarlet said, her training kicking in even before the shock of seeing him wore off.
Scarlet knelt, unslinging her pack to get at the medical supplies inside. She nudged Ayita aside as gently as she could. She'd seen the Croatan woman in battle and knew she could more than handle her own. Ayita was a War Chieftain's daughter with a well-earned reputation of her own as a warrior of renown.
Scarlet thought back to when her own minder, more a father than a mentor, had died in her arms last year. Strange how things affected you when it was someone you truly cared for.
Scarlet pushed those thoughts aside and checked the colonel's pulse. She breathed a sigh of relief. His heartbeat was shallow, but he had one.
Colonel Gregory coughed as he entered, recoiling from the smell and covering his mouth in the crook of his elbow.
"Christ the Healer," he swore. "What in hell have you done to yourself, Julius?"
Then he saw the colonel lying, half-conscious. He had the presence of mind to stand back while Scarlet continued her medical checks.
Scarlet looked underneath Montclair’s soiled rags and checked him for injuries. Some superficial wounds-from a saber, if she were any judge-were healing poorly, but otherwise, there were no outward signs of injury. She noted the drawn gray pallor of the colonel's skin. He'd lost weight too. That much was obvious. Some flesh had evaporated from what had once been solid slabs of muscle.
Colonel Montclair groaned as Ayita stroked his forehead. Scarlet leaned in and listened. His breathing was labored and shallow.
“How is he?” Colonel Gregory asked.
“The Healer knows when was the last time he’s had water,” Scarlet said. “Other than that? A few cuts that haven't healed correctly. He's lucky they didn't fester.” She looked down at the colonel, tossing and turning in his troubled stupor. “But he's sick from whiskey poisoning. That's what worries me most.”
The door flew open, ushering in a gust of frigid wind and a dusting of powdered snow. Ueda walked inside, katana in hand. The samurai sensed the energy of the room and froze. He glanced down at the prostrate Montclair, frowned, and then turned and shut the cabin door behind him.
His eyes fell back down to Montclair, shuddering in his restless sleep as Ayita struggled to comfort him. Ueda stared for a moment then retrieved a cloth from inside his furs. The samurai wiped the blood from his blade and sheathed it in a single, smooth motion. He walked over to stand next to Scarlet.
She watched as the samurai said nothing but knelt by Montclair and checked the colonel's pulse for himself. Ueda crinkled his nose at the stench. His eyes narrowed, his mouth becoming a hard line. A single twitch of his lips, drawn tight, the only sign of the emotions roiling beneath the surface.
Colonel Gregory stood against the far wall, fumbling with his holster. The search for Colonel Montclair had been taxing for all of them both physically and emotionally. Everyone, even those as capable as Scarlet and her companions, had their limits. What they needed now was something to keep them occupied.
“Colonel Gregory,” Scarlet said. “Could you melt us some snow for water? And, Ueda san, would you please start a fire? It’s freezing in here.” Scarlet put her hand on Ayita’s shoulder. “Once we have a cook fire and water, we can prepare some of the rations we brought.” She looked down at the colonel, who was moaning. She looked up, met Ayita's eyes and smiled. “We’ll get him cleaned up. He’ll be back to himself in no time.”
“Yes,” Ayita said, strength already returning to her voice. She sat up straighter, her spirit returning. “I will stay with him until then.”
“I think that’s a fine idea.”
A turn o’ the clock later the cabin was warm. Scarlet, Colonel Gregory, and Kenshin Ueda made a meal of the salt pork and hard tack they’d brought along. Only Ayita did not eat, insistent on holding the colonel as he recovered. They'd moved him onto a pile of clean furs, where he now lay in the Croatan warrior's arms.
They'd cleaned him as best they could, using hot water and a wash bin they found in a corner. Ayita did most of that work, but Scarlet, no longer so worried for his life, had stolen a glance or two. Christ the healer, he was a beautiful man even in his current state.
After collecting the snow and melting it for water, Colonel Gregory stepped out into the blizzard a second time. It wasn’t long before he returned, brushing the snow from his fur overcoat, his beard thick with ice. He closed the door behind him, securing the hastily repaired latch as best he could. He glanced at Colonel Montclair before quickly looking away.
“Ueda san and I were just about to come check on you,” Scarlet said.
The samurai stood by the cabin window, his back to Scarlet and Colonel Gregory. He stared out into the deepening twilight, his hand on his sword. He hadn’t turned at the sound of Colonel Gregory’s entrance.
“No need for that,” Gregory said. “I can generally take care of myself. Storm is finally starting to die down.” He shrugged. “Thought it might be a good idea to move those bodies away from the cabin, what with all the wolves in these mountains. Better they feast on the flesh of the dead than that of the living.”
“Good thinking,” Scarlet said. And better to keep you busy and out of this room, rather than have to see the state your friend is in. “Any clue as to who those mercenaries were?” she asked.
“Funny you should ask,” Gregory said. He pulled a folded piece of paper from inside his fur overcoat. “They were definitely hired guns. Former soldiers from the looks of them. Nine men and a woman. Here,” he said, handing her the piece of parchment. “I found this on one of the bodies.”
Scarlet studied the document. “It’s a contract for a sanction.” She read further down. “With specific instructions to put the Colonel’s body in salt and bring it back to New Orleans upon completion of the job.”
Gregory nodded. “Yep. Anyone you can think of who hates Julius enough to have him killed, salted up like a spring ham, and then drug all the way down to New Orleans? And who also has the resources to hire professionals to do it?”
Scarlet’s brow furrowed as she thought back on a report she’d read, detailing the events that had transpired at the Montclair estate last year. “From what I’ve heard? I can only think of one person.”
Colonel Montclair’s stepmother, Sadie Montclair.
“We should keep a watch through the night,” Gregory said. “In case there are more where those poor bastards outside came from.”
Scarlet nodded. “Agreed.”
Colonel Gregory busied himself, first making sure the cabin was as secure as it could be then squaring the space away as much as he was able. He took the first watch. Ueda sat quietly on the floor, legs crossed, deep in meditative thought. A cob pipe he'd acquired someplace in his travels hung from the corner of his mouth. Things seemed to have settled for the time being. Scarlet leaned back into her own furs and closed her eyes, slipping into a semi-alert state, someplace halfway between sleep and wakefulness. Outside, the wind howled as the light faded. Night was fast approaching.
Darkness fell, seemingly of a sudden. Scarlet woke. She got up and went to sit next to Ayita, who was still holding the now-unconscious Colonel Montclair. Some color had returned to his skin, and his breathing seemed to have eased. Then, together, they did the only thing they could do.
They waited.
The wind and snow stilled, and the night grew quiet as footsteps on the softest velvet. No one spoke, the only sound the oddly out-of-place cheerful crackling of the flames and the occasional shift of an uncomfortable sleep.
A turn o’ the clock after she'd waken, Scarlet watched Colonel Montclair open his eyes.
Ayita cradled his face in her hands. “My love,” she whispered.
Scarlet picked up a canteen she’d had at her side, ready to hand it to Ayita so Colonel Montclair could drink. Colonel Gregory leapt to his feet. Ueda stood slowly, placed his hand on Colonel Gregory's chest as if to say wait.
“Is this a dream?” Colonel Montclair croaked.
Ayita shook her head. “No,” she said. She kissed his forehead.
Colonel Montclair closed his eyes and turned away. “Then I am ashamed,” he said.
“No,” she uttered, her voice soothing. “There is no shame. We have found you. You live, and that is all that matters.”



3 A SMOKEHOUSE-BOSTON, MASSACHUSETTS, FEBRUARY 1867
“WHERE IS HE?” Blackjack asked, his breath coming in frozen clouds.
Abe looked at his minder. More specifically, he looked at the blood spattered across the older man's fists. A few drops of spray had found their way onto Blackjack's royal blue waistcoat and otherwise immaculate white shirt. The blood was startlingly bright against the pure white of the fabric, like tiny rubies on a field of pure snow.
Abe watched as fat beads of sweat popped out on his minder's forehead. Blackjack should have been shivering in the clutches of the brutal Boston winter, but beating information from a man was hard, labor intensive work.
Blackjack struck the man again. A fresh splash of blood spattered, instantly congealing on the rough hickory floorboards.
The thug-a tough bastard, to his credit-sat still, hogtied to the wooden chair in the old smokehouse. The stench of cured meat, salt, smoke, and rancid ham lingered. It clung to wood, cloth, and skin. Now, a new scent co-mingled with the old-the coppery stink of blood.
The Irishman smiled through a raw and bloodied mess of flesh, torn lips, and a battered mouth. He gazed at them with a twinkle in his one eye, the other swollen shut, purpled and bruised like an overripe eggplant. A trail of crimson liquid trickled from one nostril to drop and pool beneath feet tied to the legs of wooden table chair.
Blackjack's eyes narrowed, the brown skin around them creasing. “I'll ask you once more politely. Then I'm going to have to get mean.”
The hooligan laughed. “If yer thinkin' I'll give up Dublin, then yer sadly mistaken ya' filthy nig-”
A thunderous blow from the back of Blackjack's fist preempted the end of the sentence, sending one of the Irishman's teeth flying in the process.
Blackjack leaned in. “There’ll be none of that bullshit. Are we clear?” He didn't wait for the Irishman to answer. “Don't let it be said that I didn't warn you. You know, I'd really hoped to handle this with some civility.”
The Irishman chuckled, showing a fresh new gaping hole in his red-smeared smile.
“All right,” Blackjack said. He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his knuckles. “Just remember that you asked for this.” He turned to Abe. “I'll take those files now.”
Abe handed his minder a thick packet of papers bound with twine. Blackjack unwound the string, opened the packet, and began to read to himself. A moment later, he looked up.
“Clery Flanagan,” Blackjack said, addressing the Irishman. “First of your family to come over to America. Got off the boat right here in Boston harbor. That's interesting.” Blackjack looked down at the papers then back at Flanagan. “You came on a boat, then? Not an airship? That's an odd choice. What was the matter. Couldn't afford to fly?”
The smile had faded from the Irishman's face. He stared daggers at Blackjack but kept his mangled mouth shut.
“Says here your occupation was listed as 'day laborer.’”
Flanagan chuckled then, now seemingly amused. “You think you're scare'n me, boyo? DSI knows I work the docks, eh? So what? That's not so frightenin', is it now?”
Blackjack walked a slow circle around the man.
“I'm not trying to frighten you, Clery. I'm simply reading aloud.” Blackjack smiled. He kept going. ”Fionola Flanagan, aged thirty-two years. Your wife, I believe. Isn't that right?”
Abe watched the hired thug's face collapse at the mention of his wife's name. He could almost feel the wind leave the man's sails. It had been good thinking for Flanagan to try to keep his wife a secret. Better thinking than they’d have expected from a low-level thug like him, but even the lowliest criminal knew it never paid to make knowledge of your loved ones public, especially knowing their safety might one day be used as leverage against you.
“Have to give it to you, Clery.” Abe’s minder looked up from the file he held. “This information wasn’t easy to come by. She’s not listed as your wife in any official records.” Blackjack hooked a thumb over his shoulder at Abe. “My protégé here had to do some real digging to find this.”
“H-Hold on a minute, now,” the man stuttered. “Now just hold on!”
“What?” Blackjack asked. “Did you think that just because you were able to keep it from Dublin, you’d be able to keep it from me?” Blackjack read on. “Says here Fionola makes her living as a seamstress. Honest work. But that's a tough life for a woman here in Boston.” Blackjack pulled a daguerreotype from the file and held it up.
Abe was the agent who’d compiled the packet of information Blackjack held in his hands and had seen the daguerreotype before. Fionola Flanagan must have been a pretty Irish lass once. She’d retained some of that, curly hair and lines around her mouth marking where she smiled, but now the woman in the daguerreotype wore the look of someone who'd seen far more of the evils of the world than they'd ever cared to. It was in her eyes. They haunted Abe.
Blackjack whistled. “My, my. She's a beauty, your Fionola. I had no idea they grew them so comely on the Emerald Isle.”
“You leave her outta this!” Flanagan roared.
Flanagan began rocking back and forth, the only way for the bound man so used to violence to vent his rage. He rocked back and forth until the chair toppled over, taking him along with it. Abe walked up beside Flanagan and lifted the big man back to an upright position, the Irishman's face beet-red and spewing curses the whole time. Finally, Flanagan quieted. A hush fell upon the smokehouse. Soon, Flanagan's huffing and puffing was the only sound.
“You done?” Blackjack asked him.
Flanagan's eyes darted right to left, searching for any sign of help, any chance of escape. He growled, a low, guttural sound from deep within his throat. The bravado from before was gone, evaporated as if it were smoke before the wind. Now, there was nothing left, nothing but fear.
He's almost there, Abe thought. One more nudge should do it.
“Still not ready to talk, eh?” Blackjack tsked. “I have to admit I admire your loyalty. Rare is the man who'll choose his employer over his family. Even over his children.”
Flanagan's one good eye grew wide as a china saucer. “What!”
Blackjack walked over to Flanagan and pulled a second daguerreotype from the folder. “I didn't want to have to do this, Clery, but I'm afraid you've left me no choice.”
Blackjack bent down to Flanagan's level and held the daguerreotype in front his face. “You recognize this pretty little girl?”
Abe watched a look of horror bloom on the man's battered face. Flanagan was a bastard, to be sure, guilty of strong-arming, racketeering, and a dozen other sins. Still, Abe almost felt sorry for him, watching him look at the picture of his daughter.
Blackjack's face was an unreadable mask. “No need to answer, Flanagan. We already know you recognize her. She's living with your parents, isn't she? Beautiful little village back home in County Galway, right? I bet you've told yourself a thousand times she'll just be there until you and the missus can save enough money to bring her over, right? Maybe you thought that if you could just make a few extra greenbacks working for Dublin, you’d finally have enough set aside to quit and get out of the business? Just stop me if I say something that’s wrong.”
Flanagan was rocking back and forth in his bindings again, whipping his head from left to right. “No!” he wailed. “I-I can't! He'll kill me!”
“No, he won't,” Abe said, speaking up for the first time. “Not if we kill him first. Why don’t you help us do that?”
Blackjack stood and looked at the daguerreotype. “Such a lovely little girl. Moira, I believe her name is? Did I pronounce that right?”
“No,” Flanagan blubbered. “Please. Just leave her out a' all this...”
One more push.
“Be a shame if anything were to befall her.” Blackjack delivered the line with cruel, casual ease.
“No!” Flanagan screamed. “Please!” he begged, tears and snot mingling with the blood, both running freely down his chin. “I'll tell ya' whatever yer wantin' ta know! Just please leave my family outta this!”
The thought of touching a single hair on that little girl's head made Abe's stomach turn. He'd sooner die himself than harm a child. Abe knew his minder felt the same way, but Flanagan didn't.
Strategic Intelligence gave its agents a broad range of powers, allowing them to extract information by whatever means they deemed necessary. Not all the Department's agents possessed the same moral compass as Abe and his minder. Flanagan didn't know that, either. The Department’s reputation was leverage. It was something they could use.
Blackjack closed the file and handed it to Abe. “So you're ready to talk now?”
“Yes!” Flanagan howled. “Yes, damn ye! I'll talk!” He hung his broad head. “Whatever you want to know,” he whimpered.
Blackjack nodded and folded his arms. “Well, then, this'll be easy for you. I've only got one question, and I'll even say it slow, so you can follow. Are you ready?”
The beaten man nodded, staring at the floor. “Aye.”
Abe's minder leaned in close, fire burning in his eyes. “Where. Is. Dublin?”



4 STRATEGIC INTELLIGENCE SAFEHOUSE - (REDACTED) MARYLAND, FEBRUARY 1867
AYITA STOOD STARING out the window, her posture alert, her body taut as a drawn bowstring. Her eyes, with the sharpness of the red-tailed hawk who flew above her ancestral lands, scanned the fields surrounding the farmhouse.
Ordinarily, Montclair would take umbrage at the fact that he had to be “protected.” He could damn well take care of himself. But in his current state, he needed to be realistic, and if it was Ayita doing the protecting? He didn't so much mind.
Raven-black hair cascaded down her back like a river. He admired her backside in the buckskin breeches, the strength of the muscles as they played across her back and shoulders, the rise and fall of her breasts with each breath she took.
No. With Ayita, he very much did not mind.
She'd eschewed her deer hide top for a more practical long-sleeved jerkin and wrap of furs, both much more suited to the Maryland winter cold. Her long knife still rode astride one lovely hip, her fist curled around its bone handle. Her bow and quiver of arrows lay close by, within arm's reach.
“I do not like this place,” she said.
Montclair sat up on the bed. He’d slept for most of the past week. They told him the trek out of the Dakota territory had been treacherous. First, they'd sobered him enough to leave the cabin. Then, there'd been a full day of travel through the frigid north, him strapped to Ayita's brute and her holding onto his waist to keep him from falling off. The first day they stopped just before sundown and set up a snowy camp. A hellish night in the freezing wilds followed. When Montclair reached for the memories of that night, he was only able to grasp fragments. The jagged, nightmarish images came and went, shards of glass slipping through his fingers and slicing his flesh as they fell.
They told him it was close for a time. They told him he'd almost died that night. It hadn't been hard for him to imagine.
They made the trading post the next morning then Les Grandes Fourches or “The Grand Forks” by nightfall. From there, they boarded a waiting airship, made Baltimore the following morning, and then took a steam carriage to their current location.
At least that was what they told him. He remembered little of it, other than the nightmares and the fever dreams. He'd spent most of the journey either barely conscious or not conscious at all.
A shiver wracked its way through his body. Shaking the chill of the frozen north was proving difficult, even with a roaring fire, the blankets and furs piled high around him, and his love sleeping next to him. He pulled the furs tighter and sulked.
He loved her sleeping beside him, but to his deep disappointment, sleep was all they'd done. He was sharing his bed with such a magnificent woman, and the only thing he had the strength to do was slumber. He shook his head, disgusted with himself. The motion immediately set off a spell of dizziness.
This weakness was an entirely new sensation, but he deserved it, he supposed, sinking to the depths he had.
His brother's death. His self-imposed exile. His own brush with eternity, the third in as many years. The journey from the Killdeer Mountains of Dakota to this secluded Maryland farmhouse. Each event, individually, had taken its toll on his body, his mind, and his spirit. When taken together? The cumulative effects were compounded, the combined weight of each trial becoming almost unbearable.
He’d been resigned to the pain. Ever since he fled from what he’d done on the Montclair estate outside New Orleans. Fratricide. . .the death of his own flesh by his own hand. After having committed such a crime, not knowing what else to do, and seeming to have no other choice. . .he’d run.
He’d not sought death necessarily, but nor had he shunned it if that was where his path led. Hell, perhaps he’d run so far simply so that he could die. Maybe death was a kinder fate than facing up to his failures and to the deeds he’d done?.
But something had snapped him out of that resignation. Something began to shift within him as he’d lain on that cabin floor in a stupor, the hired killers sent by his stepmother hacking at his door. Their finding him was his own fault, really. They’d tracked him down only because he was too sloppy and too drunk to even do so much as properly cover his tracks. Another blame he could place on himself.
But as he wallowed there, helpless and unable to defend himself, with no choice but to lie and wait for them to burst in and end it all, something began to change. At some point, on the floor of that stinking cabin, he peered through a whiskey-induced haze and saw the beginnings of a clear truth.
If he lived through this, he wanted to be better.
He would be better.
When Greg, Ueda, and Scarlet arrived, their dedication to finding him so clearly evident, there was a perceptible shift within him. A marked movement from the darkness toward the light. And when Ayita-a woman of such caliber, having searched for him throughout the frozen wilds of the north-held him as he shook from want of whiskey. . .the change became complete.
He experienced a disgust for himself as he lay there, at times his teeth chattering with cold, at others sweat dripping from his every pore, craving the drink his body so desperately wanted but unable to answer its call. In that moment, he decided.
No more.
In that moment, he found a purpose. He recalled lifting his fevered head and gazing upon that purpose. In that moment, he swore himself an oath. He wanted to be worthy of her. And he would.
He wanted to live. And he would.
But then, there was the drink.
It still called to him, stirring up a longing powerful in its song. But there was no whiskey here. Ayita had forbidden it. Soon enough, he’d be strong again and would make his own decisions. Find his own damned whiskey. Or not.
“It’s not so bad here,” Montclair lied. “Nice of DSI to let us make use of the place, anyway. They don’t just go around letting anyone into their safe houses.”
Ayita kept her thoughts to herself, not answering. In the silence, Montclair thought of Scarlet and how she'd joined in the search to find him. Then he thought of Copperhead.
They broke the news of Copperhead’s death to him not long after he became lucid. When the words registered, the pain surprised Montclair, hitting him like a mule-kick to the chest. Eventually, the truth of that pain revealed itself to him.
Montclair's own father was long gone. Dead when he was still a young man. Dead before he graduated from West Point. Dead before Montclair served under his first commander, Colonel Hawkins. When a man lost his father at that age, he constantly searched for surrogates. It wasn't until he learned of Copperhead's death that Montclair saw the truth for what it was. Although they'd only known one another only a short time, Copperhead had been one of those surrogates, even if the spymaster himself never knew it.
Montclair cursed his own hide for not being there when the old assassin died. Maybe if he had been, he could have somehow prevented Copperhead's death. Maybe he could have been the one to make the difference. But instead, he'd fled from his own pain and numbed himself with drink, nearly killing himself in the process.
Ayita frowned. “What troubles you?” she asked, as if she could already read his thoughts.
He looked away, unable to meet her piercing golden eyes. “Nothing.”
Her gaze cut through him, as clean as the blade on her hip through fresh-killed game. “Perhaps when you are ready, you will share with me this weight you carry.” She looked out the window again. “I still do not trust your spymasters,” she said, shifting the subject.
“They’re not all as horrible as you think.” Montclair pulled the furs tighter against himself and tried to sit up. He paid for it with another wave of dizziness, moaned, and fell back.
“Julius,” she said, her sharp tone a clear warning to not push himself so hard.
“I know. I know.”
The anguish of his brother's death was still fresh in his mind, painful as the kiss of flame against strips of raw flesh. But damnation, the sight of her he couldn’t deny. If any one thing could distract him from his demons, that thing was standing right in front of him.
He flashed the most rakish smile he could muster.
She frowned. “You will not disarm me with your ways.”
A heartbeat passed then two before she lost the fight. A smile lit her eyes, transforming them to twin pools of molten gold. She walked over to him, the sway in her hips a sight to behold. She curled up on the bed next to him.
He held her tight to his chest. His mind raced with a thousand notions, all the things he wanted to do to her. Christ the Healer if I wasn't so exhausted. . . It was his last thought as he plummeted into a deep sleep.
Montclair woke with a start, his heart hammering in his chest, his clothes drenched in sweat. Tattered remnants of the dream fluttered through his grasp as he returned from slumber, an image of his brother's eyes as he died at the end of Montclair's saber, frozen in his mind's eye.
It was the same dream as all the other nights, the same one he'd woke screaming from since they'd been here, with Ayita the only thing keeping him from collapsing into a terrified, blubbering fool. At least this time, he woke without the screaming. That was progress, wasn't it?
As he’d slept, the clouds outside dissipated. The sun, a bright orange ball of fire, had returned for a final bow before shuffling off the stage and giving way to the night. It dipped low toward the hills of the Maryland countryside, black trees silhouetted against a thin strip of sky the color of dying flame. Outside, the wind rustled through the skeletal branches of an oak next to a wine-red barn. A few cattle grazed, lowing to themselves.
The Department sent someone out every week to feed the cows, restock the safe house and its armory with food and ammunition, and check the general security of the place. Except for the once-a-week visit, the place was mostly forgotten. It existed only when they needed it to protect someone or to make them disappear.
The smell of rich stew-venison, onions, potatoes, and spices from the wild places of the Croatan nation-wafted from the hearth in the next room. Montclair's mouth watered. There had been an alchemist here to see to his clockwerk parts and a physician to see to his human ones. Doctors and alchemists held to two very different schools of thought, but both agreed that an increase in appetite was good sign. Montclair's stomach rumbled as if to drive the point home.
They were safe here, as safe as people who lived the lives they lived could be. They were in a secure Strategic Intelligence safe house. He had a future War Chieftess of the Croatan watching over him, and there was venison stew. It didn’t get any better than that.
For the first time since he was a child, Montclair had resigned himself to allow another person to take care of him instead of the other way around. The feeling made his skin crawl, but there was no choice. He sighed.
He was safe from everything here, everything except his own regrets and a past that relished haunting him with merciless glee.
Here, he had what he needed. Ayita. A stocked larder. A cool, clean spring to drink from. For now, he would rest, eat, and regain his strength.
Underneath the fur, he flexed his arms then his legs then his clockwerk hand. He moved them in rhythm, testing each muscle. The whiskey begged him to lose himself in its amber depths again, but he fought the urge.
Suddenly, he itched to get back into the action, to take his vengeance on the one who’d set all this misery into motion.
He had to be ready when the call came.
And the call would come.
It always did. He imagined it was coming soon. Not yet, perhaps. . .but soon.
Which was why, he supposed, she insisted he be ready.
“Rest now, my love,” she whispered. She kissed his brow. “Tomorrow begins your journey forward, and you will need your strength.”
With her soft words, his eyes seemed to close of their own accord. For the first time in a long time, he rested. There were no dreams to trouble his sleep.
    
THE NEXT MORNING dawned bleak and frigid. The sun rose, and Ayita made certain he was there to greet it.
“Time to wake, Julius.”
Despite the sweetness of the voice delivering the words, the soldier in Montclair recognized a command when he heard one. He rose from the bed accordingly.
“Eat,” she said, handing him a bowl of thick porridge.
He did so quickly and with surprising appetite despite the weakness of his body. No sooner had he finished the meal than she ordered him to dress.
“Join me outside,” she said, slipping from the farmhouse into the yet-to-be day.
Minutes later, Montclair had done as he was told and met her outside, his breath coming in great frozen clouds. He stamped his feet and rubbed his arms as he fought not to shiver, the lingering chill in his bones yet another unpleasant reminder of his self-imposed exile in the frozen Dakota territory. The sun was on the rise, still only a streak of flame against a smattering of stars and the blackness of the far western sky.
“Wh-What are we d-doing out here?” he chattered.
“Today begins your journey back,” she said. “Back to the man you are meant to be. Back to the man I love.”
She wore only a light fur cloak and her buckskins, but the cold did not seem to affect her. She sat down in the frozen grass, her face toward the rising sun.
“Sit,” she said, inviting Montclair to do the same. She indicated the patch of frost-covered earth next to her.
All right,” he agreed, folding his legs underneath him. “Now what?”
“Close your eyes.”
He closed them. “And?”
“And listen.”
Then he understood. This was similar to the meditation techniques Ueda had shown him. He settled in, embracing the cold and letting it flow through him. He inhaled and exhaled, deep breaths in and deep breaths out. Just as he’d been taught, he centered himself and quieted his spirit.
He sensed rather than heard her stand next to him. How much time had passed he couldn’t be sure, but when he next opened his eyes, the sun had risen fully. Sure enough, she stood tall before him, her cheeks flushed, her golden eyes flashing in the morning light.
“On your feet.”
No sooner was he up then, without warning, she attacked.
“Whoa!” he shouted, barley getting his hands up fast enough to block. She kept coming, undeterred, her punches and kicks fluid and graceful, the blows blending into one another in the deadly, dance-like style of unarmed combat favored by the Croatan.
She struck him three times before he even had his bearings. The fourth blow took his breath away.
“Terrible!” she shouted.
Montclair gasped for air, his hurt pride more painful than the blow to his chest but only just so.
“Even first year Croatan braves fare better than this!” She spit on the frozen earth and took up her stance again. “Defend yourself, Julius!”
Movements that had once been second nature began, ever so slowly, to return that morning. It was as if the knowledge he’d hammered into his body over the years had been buried in deep soil, and he was having a devil of a time unearthing it.
That first day was the hardest, his body so battered and bruised he could hardly climb into the bed that night. Each day, he and Ayita rose together and greeted the sun. Each day, they fought, every strike, block, and parry bringing him that much closer to finding his way back. She led him in meditation, unarmed combat, and target practice with both the rifle and, to his delight, the bow-a weapon he’d had little to no experience with before. Soon, he became proficient enough to hunt with it, his arrows scoring venison for their supper on more than one occasion.
Each day, they trained until noon, ate, and then trained again until the setting of the sun. She would prepare a meal. He would eat, and then he would collapse into a deep sleep. The nightmares ceased altogether.
Each night, the bruises seemed to lessen, and a little more of his almost-forgotten strength returned. Eventually, he began to sense himself returning.
The days passed unbidden. Montclair never lost count of them because he’d never bothered to begin counting in the first place. It was several weeks later, by his reckoning, when it happened.
They rose just before dawn, as usual. They ate their porridge then meditated on the rising sun. They began to fight as Montclair had grown accustomed to, only this time something seemed changed. His reflexes were sharper, his movements crisper, his fighting spirit renewed.
When she kicked at his front leg, Montclair hopped above the strike, landed and spun on his opposite heel, and swept her legs from beneath her. She gave a shout, but he was already on the move, catching her in his arms as she fell.
He grinned down at her, but her eyes were molten pools of gold, staring up at him, defiant and ferocious.
“Enough!” she shouted.
Montclair’s smile evaporated. “What’s wrong?” he asked, suddenly very confused and very concerned.
Her eyes narrowed. “Put me down,” she ordered him.
He did as he was told.
“Our training is done for the day,” she said, standing to her feet and turning to walk away.
“What?” he asked. “So soon?” The sun had barely even risen.
“I said our training is done for today,” she replied without turning to face him. “You no longer have need of it.”
“What does that mean?” he asked.
This time, she did turn. The mischievous smile on her face, a smile he hadn’t seen in far too long, was a most welcome sight.
“What it means,” she said, “is that training is done for today.” She walked toward the cabin with a delectable swish of her hips. “Now come inside and claim the reward you have worked so hard to earn.”
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THE INCESSANT TICKING, that was what got to her. Of all the indignities heaped upon her since her return, that damned clock at the front of the room was what bothered Scarlet most.
The walls of the space gave the eternal illusion of closing in. They seemed specifically designed to engender within the occupant an irrational fear of suffocating.
The cage-like desk she sat behind, the dress she wore, even her damnable corset all served to conspire against her, both constricting and restricting her movements. How she longed for the clothes she was accustomed to—trousers, boots, iron body armor. How the hell was she supposed to act, even to move, in this space? When she assessed her surroundings, her every instinct screamed “tactical disadvantage.” Everything around her was an affront to her hard-earned tradecraft and hard-won skill.
She wanted the sharp tang of gunpowder, the feel of her rifle as it kicked into her shoulder, the flush of adrenaline as she squeezed the trigger. The pull of the field had never been stronger than the weeks she'd served in this drab office prison.
She felt naked, unarmed as she was. Her colt she'd left at home, per regulations. It lay locked up tight, right next to her Chassepot. As far as they knew, she’d carried not even so much as a knife in with her, but she still had her two-shot derringer hidden amongst her skirts. There were limits to how far even the Department’s security force was willing to search. The tiny firearm was illegal as all hell inside the walls of Headquarters but was an absolute last resort in the event her hands and feet weren't enough.
She looked around for wont of anything better to do. This was a soul-devouring place, full of misery and colorless color, full of dull ash-grays and washed out beiges. Even her dress was a lifeless shade of gray, the color reminiscent of smoke. The only splashes of color in the entire expanse of the room came from her own fire-red hair and her own eyes of deepest azure-blue.
She rose from her desk with a sigh, her stack of assigned papers in hand. She wrinkled her nose in disgust at the smell of the place — mildew on stone, old paint, and stale chicory coffee. This place was, officially, the “Analytics Section of Strategic Intelligence, Washington Headquarters Division.”
But the agents of the field simply referred to it as “the Dungeon.”
Scarlet had never been put to the question during her time with the Department, but they'd prepared her for the eventuality during Indoctrination. The beatings and simulated water-torture of her field training suddenly seemed not so bad compared to the agony inflicted on her in the offices beneath the ground floor of DSI headquarters.
She walked the papers through a long corridor of desks, the clicks of her heels loud as thunder. The only other sounds were the shuffling of an analyst's papers, a cough here and there, the occasional clack of a message sent or received on the telegraph machine. Pale, thin men and women sat hunched over their work, magnifying glasses poised above maps, examining daguerreotypes, compiling bits of data into what would, hopefully, become usable intelligence.
The small man at the commanding desk in the front of the room looked up from his work at Scarlet's approach. “Ah, Agent Alayne,” he said, pushing a set of rounded spectacles back up onto the bridge of his nose.
“I prefer ‘Scarlet.’”
“I'm sorry Agent Alayne. I’m afraid we don’t allow the use of monikers here in Analytics.” Agent Mitchell smiled, his eyes obscured by the astounding thickness of his spectacles. “Monikers are for field operatives only.”
A glint of murder flashed in Scarlet's eye. “I am a field operative, Agent Mitchell.”
Mitchell seemed tiny behind the huge desk, feet barely touching the floor, eyes obscured and half-blind in his spectacles. He reminded Scarlet of a mole, exposing itself to daylight for the very first time.
Mitchell looked around, as if searching the room for something. “Well, it doesn't look like we’re in the field right now, Agent Alayne.” He smiled at her, his mouth full of miniature teeth. The smile ended at Mitchell’s mouth, not reaching his eyes. There was little mirth behind it.
Scarlet’s eyes narrowed. Her nostrils flared. She leaned in close, angling her body in such a way that none of the other analysts could see her clutch Mitchell's throat.
His small hand clasped onto hers out of nothing more than reflex, his efforts futile against her iron grip. For the first time since she'd been on temporary assignment in The Dungeon, the snide look fled from Mitchell's face. His beady eyes went wide with fear behind the thick glasses. This was the closest he'd ever been to death, she supposed.
She grinned. Now, the cat had the mole in its grasp.
”You're right, Agent Mitchell,” she whispered. “It doesn't look like we’re in the field.”
The entrance to the Dungeon creaked open. Scarlet didn't bother turning to see who it was. She didn't care, preoccupied as she was savoring Mitchell’s fear.
The sound of heeled boots clacked along the floor. “Looks like you're enjoying your temporary assignment about as well as anyone would have thought.”
The corners of Scarlet’s mouth turned up at the sound of Athena's voice. She released her grasp on Mitchell's throat, dropping him back into his chair. The head of Analytics, choking and spitting, clutched at his trachea. He massaged his assaulted windpipe as he tried to coax oxygen through it.
The sight of Athena's golden curls and emerald green gaze made Scarlet’s heart glad. Her friend was stunning, as always, in a bright jade dress that brought out the green of those eyes. Fast companions since Indoctrination then rising stars together in the Department then on the run as wanted co-conspirators against the Department the year before, she and Athena had been through the best and worst that Strategic Intelligence had to offer. Through it all, their friendship had endured.
“I-I’ll be filing a complaint with the acting vice chairwoman!” Mitchell sputtered, still catching his breath.
Scarlet laughed then threw the papers in the man's face, watching them flutter to the desktop and floor like a hundred parchment pigeons. “See that you do that,” she said. She turned to Athena. “Please tell me you’ve come to get me the hell out of here.”
Athena shook her head, a mischievous twinkle in her eye. “My old minder should have known better than to send you down here. Come on, you. Let’s go.” Athena turned to Mitchell. “Apologies, Agent Mitchell.”
Scarlet strode out of Analytics without waiting for Mitchell's response. She felt a hundred keen, beady eyes on her back as she left. She pitied the poor souls behind her. DSI needed Analytics, but why anyone would ever voluntarily subject themselves to working for Mitchell she'd never know. When she walked across the Dungeon’s threshold and around the corner, the weight of the world floated away from her shoulders.
“Christ the Healer!” she swore as she and Athena walked along the lower stone halls. “I thought Mockingbird was going to damn me to that place forever!”
“The analysts do important work down here, Scarlet. You shouldn't be so negative. We need the intelligence they gather to do our jobs.”
Scarlet frowned. Athena was right. “I suppose.”
“And besides. . .it served you right, having to do some time down here.”
Scarlet stopped mid-walk. “Wait. What?”
Athena stopped, turning to face Scarlet “You heard me,” she replied, not backing down an inch. “I said it serves you right. Mockingbird ordered you to give up looking for Dublin. A damned direct order, Scarlet.”
The two women eyed one another, the silence uncomfortable between them.
“Listen,” Athena said, finally relenting and placing her hand on Scarlet's shoulder. “We know you’re still hurting from Copperhead’s death. We all are. But disobeying her orders? That’s an offense punishable by official reprimand. Fact is, you're lucky. Any other agent? Something like that would have spelled the end of their career.”
Scarlet sulked. It was rare she was humbled, but Athena had a point. Again.
“Maybe so,” was all Scarlet could concede.
They resumed their walk, climbing the stairs up to the ground level.
“But to be fair, Mockingbird should have known I'd keep looking. No way in hell was I just going to let that bastard walk free. Not after what he did.”
“Is that your excuse?” Athena asked. “That you disobeying orders was the acting vice chairwoman’s fault? That she never should have expected you to follow orders in the first place?” Athena’s voice softened. “Stubborn to a fault, aren't you?”
“He's just lucky I haven't found him yet.”
Had she not taken the time out to help search for Colonel Montclair in the Dakotas, Dublin would have already paid a blood price for what he had done. She was certain of it.
They walked through the crowded central entrance hall to the lifts. The guard at the door nodded as she waved them on.
“Four please,” Athena said, smiling at the lift operator inside.
A young man stood at the controls. He seemed barely old enough for the first whiskers on his chin, much less a security clearance. He blushed a deep shade of rose. Athena’s eyes and smile had always had that effect on people-men and women alike.
“Are we going where I think we're going?” Scarlet asked, suddenly suspicious.
“Exercise some patience,” Athena remarked. “You’ll see soon enough.”
“Damnation,” Scarlet swore. “We're going to see her, aren't we?”
Athena shook her head. “No. She hasn't called for you yet, but I expect she will soon.”
Scarlet relaxed a bit. She wasn't ready to meet with the acting vice chairwoman. Not yet. She'd fight that battle when she came to it.
They exited the lift, turned left at a suit of medieval armor, and headed down a corridor with purple carpeting and portraits of famous battles. Scarlet swore under her breath. She had an idea where they were headed, and she didn't know if she was ready for that, either. Being called onto the carpet by the acting vice chairwoman may have actually been preferable.
Athena picked up the conversation where they'd left off earlier. “To be fair. . .what else was she supposed to do, Scarlet? It's not like she could just give you free reign to run your own personal operation-and for a vendetta, no less.”
“And why not?”
Athena stopped and rolled her emerald eyes. “Scarlet. Please.”
“What? We're trained assassins, Athena. What else am I supposed to do?”
Scarlet realized how she was acting. Less than professional would be putting it in polite terms, but the anger was still so fresh and the pain so raw.
Nothing a few hours of hand-to-hand and range time won’t help.
They resumed their walk past more paintings and clockwerk sentries polished to a high shine, the Department of Strategic Intelligence crest stamped prominently on their chest plates.
“Any word on who your new minder will be?” Scarlet asked. They both needed a change of topic.
“They actually aren't assigning me one,” Athena replied.
“Oh, so you’ll be in the field alone?” It was unusual for an agent to operate by herself but not completely unheard of. “You in the market for a partner?” Scarlet said, only half-joking. “I just so happen to know of a good one if so.”
“No,” Athena said, something odd in the timbre of her voice. “Not exactly. They. . .they're assigning me a protégé’.”
Scarlet's eyes went wide. “A protégé’?” Her mouth curved into a smile. “Congratulations!”
She hugged the smaller woman, a rare bit of joy lifting her spirits, but something cold and unexpected-something surprising and something she couldn’t quite identify-slithered its way into that joy.
Scarlet had the same time in service at Strategic Intelligence as Athena. She had, arguably, completed more dangerous assignments than her friend. The truth hit her like an aether round from the barrel of her Chassepot. That thing. . .that feeling? The one she couldn't identify? She was finally able to put a name to it.
Jealousy.
“Thank you,” Athena said, for once demur. “I wasn't even sure this was something I wanted, but after all that's happened, and Mockingbird with her new duties and all. . .” Athena bit her lip. “She told me it was time, and when she did, I realized it was something I wanted.” Athena's eyes narrowed. “You’re not mad at me, are you?”
“Of course not,” Scarlet said, a bit too quickly. Was she angry?
Athena's smile returned, along with the twinkle in her eye. “Good,” she said.
Maybe it was Scarlet's imagination, but that twinkle now seemed a little less vibrant than it had a moment before.
Scarlet's heart leapt into her throat as they approached the entrance. For weeks now, she'd been dreading this almost more than being trapped down in Analytics.
They stopped outside the mahogany door of an office. The brass plate next to it, still polished to a brilliant shine, read Agent Nathaniel Faraday, Strategic Intelligence.
Athena pulled a brass key from a small pocket in her dress and placed it in Scarlet’s palm.
“I’m sorry to spring this on you,” Athena said, “but it was the last official order Mockingbird gave me as her protégé’.” Athena looked at Copperhead’s office door. “It’s time, Scarlet.”
Scarlet touched the brass plate with her minder’s name engraved on it. “I suppose it is,” she said.
She wasn't so sure.
“I have one other thing to give you,” Athena added. “I wasn't certain whether I should or not, given what we just talked about. . .but I don't think I have the right to keep it from you.”
“Something else?” Scarlet asked. “More than this?” She waved her hand, indicating her deceased minder's office door.
Athena handed Scarlet a letter. “Open this when you're ready then destroy it. Use the standard protocol.”
“All right,” Scarlet said, unsure. Standard protocol meant burn after reading.
She looked at the letter in her hand as if it were a snake about to strike. The initials on the envelope were AF.
AF. . .Abercombie Fluvelle.
Abe?
What could Abe have written that was so sensitive it warranted burning after reading?
“All right,” Athena said. “Time for me to go and time for you to go inside.”
“You're not coming with me?” Scarlet asked.
Athena shook her head. “No. I daren't intrude. This is for you and you alone.” She hugged Scarlet and gave her that smile that disarmed them all, from the toughest soldier to the smallest child. “Duty calls, but I'll be around later if you need to talk.” She turned to go. “And hey, next time you see her? Don’t be too tough on my old minder, all right?”
“Next time I see her?”
Athena smirked. “If I know you, and if what's in that letter is what I think it is, you won’t be following her orders, and that means you’ll be seeing her soon enough. Just go easy when you do.”
Scarlet snorted. “I’ll try.”
More like the other way around.
“One last thing?”
“Of course.”
“When you're burning that letter, do me a favor and burn that dress as well.” Athena crinkled her nose, giving Scarlet the up and down. “That color is atrocious on you.”
Scarlet made a most unladylike reply. They shared a laugh. Then Scarlet's friend was gone. The smell of Athena's perfume faded as Scarlet stood before the door, tears already forming in her eyes. She wasn't ready for this. Not by a long shot.
She took a deep breath. Then she inserted the key and turned it.



6 ROCK CREEK PARK-WASHINGTON, D.C., FEBRUARY 1867
A LIGHT SNOW FELL, blanketing squares of manicured grass and dressing the park's evergreen trees in fresh, white winter clothes. Montclair drew the collar of his pea coat closer against the cold, thankful for his thick woolen shirt, his heavy trousers and scarf, and the black Stetson that kept the snow from his face.
It was an odd feeling, meeting the president out of uniform. The sensation was not unlike being naked, despite the near excessive amount of clothing he wore. What really struck Montclair as odd was meeting the president here, in this park, of all places. He wondered if Grant had chosen this place for a reason. After all, it was only a glade over on a park bench two winters ago that he and Greg had forever turned away from the purity of the solder's path and murdered a DSI agent. That day, they'd both embarked on a dark journey, and neither of them had turned from that path since.
Thinking about Kincaid’s death led Montclair’s thoughts back to his past, back to when he'd first been given command of Vindication, and what he’d done immediately after.
He could argue with himself that he'd killed Case Early in fair combat. He could also argue that he went looking for that confrontation out of pure revenge. He’d even gone so far as to involve his old love, then-Union Major Ramona Christian—in his quest for blood. Although she’d refused to let him go alone, the truth was that he’d risked her career and her life in a reckless, unauthorized operation. Were those the actions of a good soldier? A good man?
Montclair was forced to ask himself if it was possible that the seeds of the rogue killer he'd so recently become had been there all along. Maybe he and Greg hadn’t turned away from soldiering that night. Maybe the darkness in his soul had been there, buried deep but biding its time, all along, and maybe it was just now worming its way to the surface.
A flake of snow fluttered under the brim of his Stetson to land, melting instantly, on his stubbled cheek. There was no snow in his home of New Orleans. Until his first year at West Point, he'd never even laid eyes on the stuff. He'd have thought he'd hate it, coming from the tropical climes of Louisiana, but he'd found he didn't mind it at all, even now, after almost freezing to death in the Dakota territories.
Since that first winter snow at West Point, he'd fought in frigid temps as far north as British Canada and as far east as the snows of Mount Mitaki in Nippon. The razor's bite of the cold kept him sharp, alert.
The snow seemed to absorb all sounds in the park, enveloping the place in a quiet more sanctified than the holiest of cathedrals. The first layer of the president's security- clockwerks armed with rifles and bayonets fixed-hinted that he was in the right place. The burly, stone-faced professional men and women in plain suits of clothes, coats and hats, confirmed that he was.
President Grant hadn’t eschewed security completely, but he’d insisted the soldiers of his newly formed Secret Service dress in plain clothing. In the president's opinion, uniformed soldiers walking the streets during the Stalemate, and so soon after open war with the South, would prove too unsettling to the general public.
Montclair could appreciate the need for keeping up outward appearances. There was something to be said for setting people at their ease, but not at the expense of security. He shook his head.
Politicians, he thought.
He’d been ordered to come to the park alone. A “quiet talk between two professional soldiers” was how the president had framed the meeting.
Montclair wasn't so sure.
The clockwerk, its punch card apparently well-programmed allowed Montclair to pass unchallenged. He approached the nearest man behind the iron soldier, Montclair’s footfalls silent in the snow.
“Colonel Montclair?” the man said. The slung Matheson Model 4 short rifle sat high in his shoulder, the telltale bulge of his Colt revolver visible underneath his greatcoat.
Montclair smiled beneath the brim of his hat, attempting to show more good nature than he felt. “Guilty as charged.”
“This way, sir,” the Secret Serviceman said.
Montclair followed him to a low wooden bench. President Grant, dressed similar to Montclair, sat alone. His back was to them.
“Mr. President,” Montclair said, walking around to the front of the bench.
The corners of the president's mouth turned up in a smile. “Montclair,” he said. “Good to see you.”
He believed him. The president looked well especially considering how he and Montclair battled against some of the same liquid demons.
President Grant stood, offering his gloved hand. Montclair gave it a firm shake.
“Glad you’re feeling better, Mr. President.”
“The brisk air does me some good.” Flakes of snow caught in Grant’s mustache and beard, melting to blend in with the much more salt-than-pepper of his facial hair.
Montclair found the ease with which they’d both found solace in the bottle surprising. Equally surprising had been the speed with which they’d lost themselves to the oblivion of drink. In both their cases, the women in their lives had been instrumental in seeing them on the path back from that oblivion.
President Grant looked Montclair up and down. He breathed in deep. “This winter air, it does indeed do me good. I could say the same for you.”
Montclair knew what he meant. The last few months had been hell. If his friends hadn’t found him in that cabin. . .
The president seemed to read his thoughts. “We’ve seen a lot, haven’t we, son?”
Montclair nodded. “Perhaps too much.”
The president put a hand on his shoulder. “Perhaps. But please,” he indicated the bench, “let's sit a moment and talk.”
Montclair waited for the president to sit down then swept his pea coat aside and joined him. He leaned back and placed an arm over the back of the bench. He tipped his hat to spill the accumulated snow and replaced the Stetson on his head.
“So,” Montclair said, grinning, “how's the wife?”
The president laughed, maybe for the first time in a long time. He laughed as if he'd forgotten how, the action so quick and loud and sharp that the outward facing Secret Service guards turned to investigate.
Montclair joined him in his laughter. It felt good to laugh at something. The experience was now a much more foreign sensation than it once had been.
“She'd have your balls in a vise if she heard you refer to her as ‘the wife,’” the president said.
Montclair grinned. “In all honestly, sir? She made a damned fine president in your absence.”
He meant it. She’d done an outstanding job while Grant was drying out.
President Grant nodded his agreement. “That she did-better even than me in many respects. You know, she thinks very highly of you, Julius.”
“I didn’t.” That caught Montclair off guard. He’d considered his dealings with Mrs. Grant to be professional. Maybe cordial, at best. “I think highly of her as well. She shouldn’t rule out a run at office herself one day. Please send her my respects, sir.”
Grant nodded. “You’re right. She shouldn’t, and indeed I will.”
The president gestured for a one of his Secret Service. The brown-skinned woman stepped over and produced a flask. She handed it to the president. He unscrewed the top and took a swallow. He offered the flask to Montclair.
Montclair raised a brow. He was tempted. “Sir?”
“It’s tea, Julius. The metal flask helps keep it warm.”
Montclair breathed a sigh of relief. A simultaneous twinge of regret tugged at him, regret that the president’s flask didn’t contain something stronger than tea.
He knew better, but fighting such a powerful urge was still a struggle.
“It’s Robert E. Lee,” the president said. “He’s made an overture of peace.”
A shock that had nothing to do with the cold rippled through Montclair. “Peace, sir? Can it be true?”
President Grant nodded. “I think it is, and it's the best chance we’ve had for it since this entire mess began.”
“And you think you can trust Lee?”
The president shrugged. “I respect him. There’s a distinct difference, but I believe he will be honorable in our dealings.”
“Honorable?” Montclair had a hard time with that. “He betrayed his country, sir. Lee fought for the cause of enslaving other human beings, human beings with skin the same color as mine.” Montclair gestured to the Secret Servicewoman who'd given the president his flask. “Human beings with the same skin color as hers, and he did it knowingly, sir, even after there was plenty of clockwerk labor available to pick their Healer-damned cotton. There's no honor in that, Mr. President.” Montclair spat in disgust. “He’s a traitor, and I’d like nothing better than to send a legion of Union clockwerks marching straight up his traitorous ass.”
President Grant folded his hands over his belly and sighed. He nodded. “When Lee chose to side with the secessionists,” the president began, “he abandoned his duty.” Grant turned to Montclair, not quite meeting his eyes. “We could all be accused of questionable action at least once in our careers, could we not?” He paused. “Even if that action was somehow justified?”
Montclair wondered at that comment. Was the president alluding to him running away after the death of his brother?
No, Montclair decided. That can’t be.
If Grant was alluding to him leaving New Orleans and fleeing to the Dakotas, then that would be desertion, and if that were the case, he’d be in irons this very minute, locked away in any number of military prisons. Unless. . .
Unless Grant still has need of me.
For a while, Montclair sat with that thought. Side by side, he and the president watched in silence as the snow drifted down.
“How will history judge any of us?” the president asked. “Will we be the patriots of our times? Will they see the reasoning behind what deeds we did? What choices we made? Lee is a traitor, Julius, along with every other man and woman who now name themselves citizens of the Confederacy. Did you know Lee struggled with his decision to leave the Union?”
“I’d heard such, Mr. President, not that it matters to me.”
“I have it from reliable sources that it was no easy decision for him, although I’m certain he had an easier time reconciling himself with the choice after the destruction of northern Virginia.”
Montclair acknowledged the president's point albeit begrudgingly. He'd forgotten how vast swaths of Virginia, including Lee's ancestral home, were now a wasteland. Now those lands were known as the Demilitarized Zone. They existed as nothing more than a blasted black desert, corrupted and scarred by aether-fueled warfare the likes of which Montclair prayed mankind would never witness again.
“You and I, Julius? We’re soldiers,” President Grant said. “And the question we must always ask ourselves is this: do the ends fit the means? Can we forgive the sins of treason and enslavement if it ultimately means peace? Can we forgive a man for abandoning his duties and ignore the punishment that is due if we have need of his services? If it means the Union is restored?”
“And Smythe?”
Montclair hadn't forgotten about Smythe who was responsible for the deaths of so many. He had to pay. That was an easy moral question, one which both soldier and assassin could get behind.
“Him,” Grant growled. “We've just brokered a fragile peace with the Canadians and at no small cost, I might add. As much as I’d like to see Smythe’s head on a pike for all he's done, I can’t divert resources from the negotiations with our northern neighbors or the chance for peace with Lee just to hunt down one man, even one as loathsome as Smythe.”
“All due respect, Mr. President,” Montclair began, "as long as Smythe is free, he will plot against us. Make no mistake. As long as he draws breath, he represents a clear and present danger to the Union.” Montclair had no idea how much the president did or didn’t know. He considered a moment before he shared what he did next. “Since I’ve been back, I've been briefed on Smythe's whereabouts. DSI places him in Texas.”
Grant nodded. "Your intelligence sources are good, Colonel, almost as good as mine. Smythe and a group of his loyalists have thrown in with Emperor Maximilian and a rogue faction of Texans.” Grant shook his head. “With the threat of British Canada barely behind us, we can't afford war with the Empire of Mexico, and to make matters worse, I've heard reports that there are some among Lee's Confederacy that still claim Smythe as their rightful president.”
Montclair swore in French and crossed himself.
“Indeed,” Grant replied. “Smythe has somehow managed to convince a fair number of the people of the Confederacy that the charges levied against him are false. If nothing else, it's sown discord among the ranks of the southern military. Lee doesn't know who to trust, but I’m hopeful we can use that to our advantage.”
“I understand, sir.”
“I’ve asked much of you, Colonel, but I must ask yet more.”
Montclair looked the president in the eye before he answered. “I'm ready, sir, whenever and wherever you need me.”
The president exhaled a sigh of relief, breath frosting in the cold. “I’m glad to hear it.” He clapped Montclair on the back. “We must now walk a fine line, Colonel, between strength and aggression. The Union faces threats and much hangs in the balance. We need you, and we need Vindication, now more than ever.”
“You have my loyalty, sir, and my word of honor I’ll do what's required of me. My airship and I are both at your service.”
“Good. Here’s what I need from you...”
President Grant explained what he required. It was something well within Montclair’s power to provide. Montclair agreed to it then stood to leave. He removed his Stetson and held it in front of him, letting the snow fall on his uncovered head.
“Sir,” he began. “About my. . .my leaving last year. I-”
President Grant held up a hand. “Let's not speak of it. We’ll deal with it another time.”
Montclair nodded. He thought he understood the gravity of what Grant had just said, but as the president directed, they would deal with it another time. For now, there was work to be done.
Montclair turned and left without another word. With his back to the president, he didn't see the sadness in Grant's eyes as he watched Montclair fade into the grayness of the falling snow.



7 DIAMOND STAR SALOON - TOPEKA, KANSAS, FEBRUARY 1867
SHE WATCHED the backs of the two men ahead of her. There was Abe, with quite a bit more bulk across his shoulders since the last time she'd seen him, and there was Blackjack, Abe’s minder, who was a part of the DSI old guard and one of the first of Copperhead's very own hand-picked recruits.
She'd gotten Abe's letter from Athena, telling her where to meet them. Then she'd requested a leave of absence and leapt onboard the next airship out of Washington.
For four days, they’d rotated surveillance, acting on a tip that the target was inside this saloon, but those four days of waiting behind the hotel window across the street had left them no closer to their goal than when they’d first arrived.
“Is there a possibility the information was wrong?” Blackjack had asked yesterday.
“That’s always a possibility,” Scarlet had replied, not taking her gaze from the saloon. It was well past midnight, but the lights of the place still shone bright, the music just as loud and the place twice as boisterous as it had been several hours before.
“So we could be wasting our time?” Abe had added. He'd just woken and was ready to relieve Scarlet and take his shift at watch.
Scarlet had shrugged. “Could be.” Something in her gut told her otherwise. “But I don’t think so.”
She had seen the look Abe and Blackjack had exchanged. She could guess what they were thinking, that maybe she'd grown too close to this. Maybe this was too personal.
Well, they were right but only half.
This was personal, but that didn’t mean she was wrong.
It would be just like the bastard they were hunting to run here and hide out, far away from “civilized” life back east. Kansa wasn’t lawless, not exactly, although it did lie on the outer fringes of what most good folks considered to be law and order.
Scarlet’s eyes had narrowed as she peered down at the saloon. Kansas may have been outside the reach of conventional law, but it wasn’t outside the reach of Strategic Intelligence.
She’d turned from the window to face Blackjack. As her senior, this was technically his operation, but she thought he might indulge her in light of the reason why they were here.
“Let’s give it one more day,” she suggested.
Blackjack had eyed her for some time before responding. Copperhead had meant a lot to him as well. “One more,” he had finally conceded, “since we’re the only ones who can identify him.”
“Exactly,” Scarlet had replied, “which is why if we don’t see him in one more day, we should go in.”
She grinned to herself at the memory of Blackjack swearing at that. They’d agreed to her plan eventually, as she’d suspected they would, and what was more, they’d also agreed to go in heavy, guns at the ready. Just in case things went south.
But, really, what were the chances of that happening?
Scarlet lowered the brim of her hat as she walked through the doors of the Diamond Star saloon. Her fire-red hair would mark her easily once they got down to business, but there was no need to tip off their quarry just yet, so she'd tied her unmistakable tresses back with a leather thong and secured it underneath the gambler-style hat atop her head.
The hat, with its wide brim and unpinched crown, served her well in the frigid Kansas temps, along with the heavy sheepskin coat, iron body armor underneath, trousers, and boots she wore. A matching pair of 1864 Navy Colts hung comfortably on each of her hips, and an English dagger rested in a sheath along her forearm.
“I know both of you are professionals and all,” Blackjack said, “but I'll need you to follow my lead. We're going to play this cool right up until we can’t. Understand?”
Scarlet nodded, eyes searching the area. “Understood, sir,” she said.
Abe echoed the sentiment.
The doors swung shut behind them as they entered the saloon. Smell of cigar smoke, liquor, cheap perfume, and sweat greeted them. The place thrummed with activities—men and women drinking, card tables, a clockwerk sitting at a piano in the corner. The piano was a player model. No musician was required, not even a mechanical one. So the clockwerk just sat, its cunningly engineered hands of iron and brass poised above keys that moved just fine on their own.
Scarlet noted the exits as soon as they were inside. There were the doors they came through, a stairway to the left leading to a second floor, and a corridor in back at the left side of the bar which lead, presumably, to the brothel rooms.
Seconds after they’d entered, she spotted him.
I knew it, she thought as she shifted toward a better fighting position.
He was seated at a table in the back, cards in his hand. He'd shaved his beard and dyed his blond hair a garish shade of black, but it was him all right. She'd recognize that murdering sonuvabitch anywhere.
An image of her friend Paladin flashed through her mind—tall, broad-shouldered, and handsome as if his features had been carved from ebony. He’d been at the top of his Indoctrination class. Now, she’d never see that flawless coffee-colored skin or that bright smile again.
Paladin was dead, by the traitorous hand of his own minder.
If Dublin hadn't chosen to become that traitor last year, Paladin would still be alive. Copperhead would never have ended up in that airship prison. And Scarlet would still have her minder.
There was blood on Dublin's hands, and she meant to make him answer for every drop of it.
Blackjack led them between the tables, wending their way through working girls, working boys, carousing cowhands, gamblers, and clockwerk men. A moment later, they stood before the target they'd been searching for.
Dublin looked up from his poker hand, the glint of recognition in his eye. “Is that you, Blackjack?” A flash of anger flickered. “Thought you were long dead.”
Blackjack smirked. “Naw. Not quite just yet.” His hand rested on his gun belt, inches from the handle of his Colt.
“And is that the Bookkeeper you have with you there?” Dublin smiled. “Shame about yer first minder, boy.”
“Kingfish was a piece of shit,” Abe said.
Dublin laughed. “That he was, lad. That he was.” Dublin's gaze fell on Scarlet. ”Ah, I see you've brought along a third. I'd recognize you anywhere, lass. Heavy clothes and hat pulled low or nah. Come to claim yer vengeance, have you?”
Scarlet caught movement in her peripheral. The way they'd positioned themselves throughout the saloon, movements barely perceptible as they formed a perimeter. . . Dublin’s hired muscle was good. So good that she'd only just noticed them. Things were about to get interesting.
Scarlet lowered her face. She pulled off the hat, shaking her flaming tresses free. When she looked up at Dublin, her azure-blue eyes gleamed like steel.
“Aye,” he said. "There you are. I knew you’d come lookin,' lass." Dublin nodded to himself. "Knew you would."
Conversation in the room ceased in an instant. Every patron froze in place. Every eye shifted, cautious, to the poker table at the back of the saloon. The clockwerk pianist, oblivious to what was about to happen, played on unabated. Over the sound of the cheerful tune of the mechanical player piano, Scarlet detected the unmistakable clank and whir of walking clockwerks.
Dammit! Mercs and clockwerks?
That was unexpected. Seemed Dublin had spared no expense for his security. Scarlet exchanged glances with Blackjack and Abe. This might be more complicated than they'd thought.
“I hoped you'd come quiet,” Scarlet said.
Dublin smiled. “No, lass. You didn't.”
Blackjack rolled his eyes at her. “What the hell happened to 'let me do the talking'?” he asked. “Lasted all of about three minutes, I’d say.”
Scarlet's eyes narrowed as she glared at Dublin. “You're right, Dublin.” Her hands inched closer to her sidearms. “I didn't hope you'd come quiet.”
Dublin moved first. Scarlet's mind and body shifted to tactical mode. Time slowed to a crawl. The barrel of the Irishman's pistol rose from underneath the table just as he flipped it forward. Whiskey, cards, and a rainbow of poker chips flew as Dublin's fellow card players dove for cover.
Scarlet drew and worked her guns as she backed away, bullets ripping into the thick wood surface of the card table. Abe and Blackjack fought to either side of her, covering their flanks and careful not to hit the patrons and saloon workers fleeing in droves.
With rounds headed her way, Scarlet twisted right and dove over the bar. Lead decimated the liquor bottles on the shelves above her, shattering glass and wood. Shards of sparkling shrapnel along with liquids of amber, turquoise, ruby, and every other imaginable hue rained down. Scarlet scrambled up from the floor. She slammed her back into the corner of the bar, both Colts out and up, knees against her chest, ready to move.
Quickly, Scarlet cracked both Colts open, dropping empty shells and speed re-loading. She steadied her breathing, focusing on pressing the rounds into the chamber. She flipped the Colt’s cylinders closed with a simultaneous clack.
Well, that went to shit quick.
A few more shots rang out then silence. The civilians were out of the way. The professionals were dug in now, their positions established. The next play would be critical.
The player piano plucked up a new tune, a song as sprightly as the first and just as oddly out of place with the violence that had just occurred. Over the music, she picked up the turning of gears. Dublin’s clockwerks were on the move, working though the saloon and scanning for targets.
“If you give up now,” Blackjack shouted, ”we'll make this peaceful.”
Scarlet could see Blackjack through the opening at the opposite end of the bar, holding position in a corner behind an alcove. A saloon girl, her makeup ruined and her red and black dress torn, cowered behind Blackjack, sobbing. He put his non-shooting hand on the girl's shoulder in an attempt to comfort her. He caught Scarlet's eye and winked.
Dublin laughed. “There's more of us than you, Blackjack. Should it nah be you giving up to us?”
Scarlet couldn't see him from her vantage point, but she made his voice in the same general area as the table where he'd been playing cards.
Good, Scarlet thought. Keep him talking.
By getting Dublin to talk, Blackjack had clued her, himself, and Abe in to the murdering former agent’s location.
But just as they were using the sound of his voice to get a fix on Dublin’s positon, Dublin and his hired guns were doing the same to them.
“I counted four shooters in the crowd and three clockwerks,” Blackjack shouted back. “Sound about right?”
That's right, Scarlet thought. Get him off his game, Blackjack.
“Maybe,” Dublin shouted back. “Maybe nah.” She could almost hear the shrug in his Irish brogue.
“Don't suppose the local marshal will be of any help here?” Blackjack asked.
“Wouldn't bet on it,” Dublin shouted back. Yes, he was definitely behind that table. “Marshal was in that first bunch that ran screamin’ away.”
Scarlet swore to herself. Figures.
There were seven of them—four well-trained, well-disciplined shooters and three clockwerks against Scarlet, Abe, and Blackjack. Not great odds.
But Scarlet had an equalizer.
She waved one of her Colts to get Blackjack's attention. When he looked over, she moved aside the flap of her coat to reveal, attached to her iron body armor, several pouches of grenadier's charges.
A flash of surprise registered in his eyes when he saw them, followed by a wrinkled brow, and a moment's hesitation to calculate the risks. Then he gave a wide grin and a nod.
The use of grenadier’s charges in close quarters could easily spell trouble, but one had saved her ass last year, back on a riverboat on the Mississippi. Hopefully, a well-placed charge here might serve to do the same.
“So what's it goin’ ta’ be, Blackjack?” Dublin asked. “Or maybe it's you who's calling the shots now, lass?”
That last, Dublin directed at her.
“I know you have a bone to pick,” Dublin continued. “If it eases yer pain any, I really do wish I didn't have ta' kill the boy. He would’a made a fine agent.”
Scarlet gritted her teeth at the mention of Paladin. Already, she could hear Dublin's hired mercenaries and clockwerks moving into their final assault positions. He was trying to distract her. The same tactic they themselves had deployed earlier. If the tightness in her chest was any indication, Dublin's version was working.
Scarlet holstered one of her pistols and pulled the small grenadier's charge from her armor. She and Blackjack locked eyes. He jerked his head up the stairs. Abe was up there. Scarlet spotted him. He was in a low crouch, peeking out from a corner. Abe saw the charge in her hand and nodded vigorously. He was pinned at the top of landing, but he was clear of the blast radius.
She clicked the charge’s built-in flint, sparking a fuse. Scarlet held the charge up with two fingers, the remaining three down, colt in her other hand and pointed at the floor.
“Last chance to come out now, lads and lass,” Dublin said. “Otherwise, it won't go well for you.”
I hope Abe's clear on those stairs.
She held up three fingers. Then two. Then one.
Scarlet tossed the grenadier's charge, screwing her eyes shut, covering her ears and opening her mouth as it flew. It landed with a ping, rolling in a slow, lazy arc across the plank floor.
“Shite!” Dublin shouted. “Grenadier's ch-”
The blast cut him off. The merc closest to the bar was thrown over, landing, broken and burnt, right next to Scarlet. She ended him with two shots. Then she was in a low crouch, on the move, shooting as she turned the corner at the end of the bar. Blackjack burst from the alcove in the corner of the room just as Abe charged down the stairs, both men's six-guns blazing.
Scarlet broke the corner low and at an angle, sweeping left to right as she sighted in on legs and feet of metal and flesh. A clockwerk dropped, its gears severed at the knee. A second shot through an aether-blue eye shut the automaton down. A mercenary got his rifle up as he struggled to recover from the blast. Two more shots from Scarlet's Colt and he joined his fellows in oblivion.
Abe and Blackjack were handling their own until Scarlet saw Abe blasted from his feet.
“Abe!” she shouted. She screamed her rage, turned, dropped, and took aim. Scarlet rewarded the mercenary who'd shot Abe with lead-one to the head, two to the chest.
She stood up, covering Blackjack as he dragged his protégé’ behind the alcove.
She watched in horror while Blackjack checked Abe for blood.
“Gah!” Abe gasped, writhing in pain.
“You're going to be feeling that for a while,” Blackjack said, relief evident in his voice.
Scarlet's body sagged with relief.
“Thank the Healer,” she whispered.
Abe’s bruising would be nasty, but he'd live to fight another day. His armor had taken the brunt of the rounds.
The tide of the brief gun battle shifted, thanks to the deployment of the handheld explosive. With two of his mercs down and two clockwerks remaining, Dublin played the highest card he had left. He ran. Scarlet glimpsed a head of shocking jet-black hair sprinting for the back corridor.
Scarlet gripped the handles of her colts tight. “Cover!” she shouted.
“Covering!” Blackjack bellowed, cradling Abe with one arm, his pistol spitting lead from the end of his other. “Go!”
She was already on the run, zigzagging through overturned tables and spilled liquor, the shards of broken glass from the bottles sparkling like crystal as they caught the glint of the evening sun. Scarlet gave chase, barreling through the back corridor, screams of the saloon boys and girls emanating from behind each closed door. Then she was through the hall, bursting out the rear entry and splashing into a mud-filled back alley. She spotted him just as he darted around a corner.
She'd counted his shots. Unless he had a hidden backup weapon or could reload a Colt navy on the run, she’d take her chances going after him.
Scarlet raced through the slop of mud, puke, filth, and the-Healer-knew-what all else that comprised the back alleyways of the Kansas town. She chased her prey heedless of the danger, blood pumping, heart thirsting for revenge. She came to an intersection and barreled straight through, her bloodlust and desire for revenge winning out over her training.
The barrels of her colt whipped up, just as a brutal elbow cracked her jaw. One Colt went flying, the other snatched from her grasp. She saw stars, stumbling backward.
Damnation!
He'd been hiding right at the edge of the corner. Not spacing it proper was a trainee mistake.
A split second later, she'd recovered enough to see the barrel of her own pistol pointed right at her.
“Would a' thought Copperhead taught you better than that, lass. Must be the rage makin' you careless, eh?” Dublin shrugged and grinned. “All the better.” He pulled the trigger.
The hammer hit on an empty cylinder, landing with a hollow clack.
“Oh,” he said.
Scarlet smiled, teeth covered in a thick, red film. She spat a gob of bright crimson then wiped her mouth with the sleeve of her coat. Dublin was once a man she trusted with her life, a mentor, a fellow Strategic Intelligence agent, a friend and compatriot to her minder. Now, he was nothing more than a traitorous, murdering bastard.
Dublin tossed the Colt away, the revolver landing with a sploosh in a nearby puddle. He put up his fists. Scarlet, ignoring the throbbing in her jaw, did the same.
“That’s the spirit, lass! One last go before I end you!”
Dublin swung a right hook. Scarlet slipped it, blocking a follow-through knee strike aimed at smashing her sternum. She broke contact and moved left, throwing a cross of her own. There was a satisfying crunch when it connected to his cheek.
Dublin spat a gob of blood of his own. His eyes burned. “All right, lass.” He wiped his mouth with his fist, leaving a red smear. “The time fer playin's done now.”
This time, he came at her for real, lefts and rights pumping like machine pistons, each blow aimed for devastation, each blow aimed at finishing her
Dublin had been a hand-to-hand instructor at the Department, but since her time with DSI, Scarlet had picked up a few tricks of her own.
Dublin came in, swinging with knockout blows. His final swing she ducked, grabbing him by the waist with both hands. She stepped in smoothly, shifting her back to his chest. She dropped her level and lifted him onto her hip. Then, with a force like a cracking whip, she snapped her hip around and slammed him to the ground.
Before the breath returned to his lungs, she was on him, her knee across his chest, all of her weight and pressure driving into him at that single point, threatening to crush his rib cage.
He gasped in pain as she switched her grip, slipping a hand into each of the collars of his coat. Then she slid forward, twisting and squeezing both collars into a choking grip. She twisted again, tightening the collar choke until his body began to jerk and twitch from lack of blood to his brain.
Images flooded her mind: Paladin dying, the hurt in his eyes as he went; her own minder, dying in the airship prison; how Dublin had betrayed them all for the likes of McCormick, another murdering turncoat. It would be so easy to strangle the life from him, to crush his windpipe. Only a shade more pressure on her choke was all it would take. . .
But no. They needed him. He had to tell them where McCormick was. Otherwise, it was all for nothing.
When she felt him go limp, she released the pressure, settling for choking him out versus killing him. She let go, exhausted, fire-red locks of hair plastered to her forehead with sweat. Perspiration dripped down her nose, despite the frigid Kansas winter air and even with her ass smack-dab in the middle of a freezing puddle of mud and muck.
“Your hair. . .looks stupid,” Scarlet panted. She struck the unconscious traitor again for good measure.
Sounds of splashing came toward her-running feet. She was up in an instant, ready to fight.
“Damnation, girl!” Blackjack shouted as he rounded the corner.
Relief flooded her body. She collapsed back down on her rump, right into the same puddle. “Where’s Bookkeeper?”
“Nursing a cracked rib or two and covering my six back at the corner.” Blackjack de-cocked and holstered the colt. “You all right?” He offered her a hand up.
“Yeah,” she said, accepting the offer. She looked down at Dublin. “More than I can say for this bastard.”
Blackjack pulled a set of irons from a pouch in his armor. “Looks like he picked a fight with the wrong redhead.”
Scarlet walked over to the nearest wall and leaned against it. “Looks like.”
She wiped the sweat from her face, smearing rancid mud across it in the process. They had him, and she could only think of one thing.
Back in the saloon, why had she lost it like that? She hadn’t even used Abe's moniker. She had shouted his real name. That was an egregious breach of trade craft. Why had she done it? Why the hell had she called out his name?



8 THE CRAWFORD HACIENDA - OUTSIDE LAREDO, TEXAS, FEBRUARY 1867
“DON’T KNOW that I much care for your terms, Mr. President.” Martin Crawford leaned his considerable bulk against the exterior wall of his hacienda.
The heavyset rogue Texas Ranger, six-guns at his side, spat a stream of tobacco juice onto the stone patio. Crawford was a large man and tall but not so much so that he still didn’t have to look up at Wagstaff. He had a thick forehead, heavy brows, and a long, dark mustache. Smythe had no idea what color the man's hair was or if he even possessed any. He'd never seen him without his blood-red hat, not even indoors at the man's own hacienda estate.
A group of rangers, all of whom had deserted with Crawford but still called him “Captain,” fidgeted behind him. They were his lieutenants. Each and every one had followed him. Each was still loyal only to Crawford, and each of them were, technically speaking, traitors to the duly elected Texas government.
They seemed out of place, standing outside near their captain's fancy table, a table where the former President of the Confederacy, several of Crawford's wealthy neighboring landowners, and the commanding general of the armies of the Mexican Empire sat.
Crawford himself looked perfectly at his ease given the company he was in. Being born to enormous wealth afforded one that luxury, Smythe supposed.
It was the second such meeting they'd held with General Santiago, only this time they'd included Crawford’s neighbors. To a person, the land owners were men and women as selfish and greed-filled as Crawford himself. They hungered for a piece of Smythe and the Empire’s expected spoils, loyalty to Texas be damned. They were smart enough to bide their time, watching how the winds of change shifted, ready to play either winning side or both against the middle if it suited their needs.
Their help was absolutely required if Smythe planned to take and hold the southwestern states for himself.
Assuaging subordinates and potential resources was second nature to a political master of Smythe's caliber. It was often an unpleasant task, but a necessary bit of housekeeping was needed from time to time.
Smythe used his best politician’s smile. “I assure you, Mr. Crawford—"
“Captain Crawford, if you please,” the ranger said, cutting Smythe off.
“Ah, of course. Captain Crawford.” Smythe stifled his smirk.
Captain Crawford, indeed.
Even though he'd surrendered that title when he’d essentially chosen to rebel against the Republic of Texas.
“As I was saying, Captain, I assure you we’ll guarantee the sovereignty of the acreage you and your fellow landowners receive as well as a place in the new government for you,” Smythe indicted the rough-looking men and women behind Crawford, “complete with pardons for you and your troops, of course, as soon as we’ve reclaimed the Confederacy and ended the Union.” Smythe inclined his head toward General Santiago. “And once we’ve returned California and the New Mexico and Nevada territories to our compadres.”
“That's a lot of technicalities, Mr. President.” The wealthy rogue Texas Ranger captain spat another stream of juice.
“I can vouch for the word of the Emperor, Capitán Crawford.” General Santiago puffed his cigar with a smile on his face, immaculate in his crimson jacket with gold trim, white uniform pants, and high, polished boots. “I am his excellency's voice here in Texas and will guarantee you and your men the lands you so desire, once the empire has what Présidente Smythe promised us.” Santiago puffed his cigar. “I am particularly excited for the seizure of some of your Union airships. As you know, the empire is decidedly lacking in air power. This is a fact we plan to remedy with this treaty and with the victories of this campaign.”
“And the natives?” Crawford asked, looking over the expanse of his family's lands below, peering out as if an army of Kiowa braves might appear at any moment.
Smythe took a deep breath. “One problem at a time, Captain Crawford.”
“Huh,” the cattle baron and disgraced ranger captain grunted.
The sun dipped toward the mountains behind them as the Rio Grande flowed quietly in the valley below. Crawford had agreed to harbor Smythe while he was on the run as well as provide troops from his own ranger company for Smythe’s protection and act as liaison to Emperor Maximilian of Mexico. All Crawford asked in exchange was governorship of Texas and a place for his ranger troops once their plans of conquest came to fruition. He'd even volunteered several thousand head of his own family's cattle for the military campaign ahead.
Smythe smiled on the outside but on the inside? He was cornered. This treaty with the Empire was his final play. By the look on Primm’s face and the young man's uncharacteristically quiet mood, Primm knew they were cornered, too.
“Good.” Smythe beamed. “Then it’s settled.”
He stood and extended his hand to Crawford, signaling the end of the meeting. Crawford took the offered hand, eyeing it as if it were an angry rattlesnake but shaking it nonetheless. General Santiago stood as well, shaking Smythe's hand and pumping with an enthusiasm Smythe swore couldn't be genuine. Behind the general, a contingent of brute-mounted imperial guardsmen waited by the riverbank below, no doubt eager to return to the Empire with their commander and themselves intact.
“I'll see the general and my fellow landowning friends out, then,” Crawford said. He looked from Smythe to Wagstaff to Primm then back to Smythe. “And I'll allow y'all some privacy.”
There were smiles all around the table as the big rogue ranger walked the general and the cattle barons from his patio.
Smythe waited until he was certain they were alone. “What are you thinking, Primm?”
“We've little choice, sir. We have to let this play out. In my estimation, it's a bad option among a plethora of terrible ones.”
Smythe nodded. “Agreed. Wagstaff?”
“Don’t like it one bit, sir,” Wagstaff said. “We should leave. Tonight.”
Smythe humored him. “And go where, Wagstaff? And what of Christina and my children? Would we flee to some hovel in Nevada or Wyoming, waiting for the Union to come for us? Or the Confederacy?” Smythe made a sour face. “Neither outcome seems particularly appealing.”
The big man shook his head. “I don't know, sir, but anywhere is better than here.”
“We wouldn't be in this mess had you done your job back in Richmond,” Primm snapped.
“I shot the gen-I mean Senator Lee,” Wagstaff growled. He moved toward Primm, hands already curling into ham-sized fists. “I thought he was dead. I was mistaken.”
Primm cowered back into a corner, hands raised in surrender.
“Stand down Mr. Wagstaff,” Smythe said.
Wagstaff stopped, obeying the order of his employer.
“We're all a bit on edge,” the exiled Confederate President commented. “Let’s just take a moment to steady ourselves.” He turned to Primm. “Had Lee died it wouldn’t have mattered, Mr. Primm. They would have still sent someone for us.” He looked from one man to the other. “Let's not turn on one another.”
As Wagstaff moved back to his post, uncertainty nagged at Smythe. Primm was at least partially right about Richmond. If Lee had been killed according to plan, then Smythe’s resources in the Confederate senate may have been able to stall the search for him. It might have purchased them some time. But Lee had survived, and now there was a price on their heads.
Wagstaff didn't make mistakes, but perhaps his conscience had gotten the best of him. That was something Smythe would have to keep in mind in the future. No matter for the moment. What was done was done. Other than this one incident, Wagstaff had been absolutely loyal. Loyalty was a scarce commodity, and one in short supply these days. Smythe needed all of it he could get. For now, he'd have to overlook Wagstaff's error, whether it had been intentional or not.
“We’ve made our bed, gentlemen,” Smythe told his bodyguard and his assistant. He looked out at the Mexican troops by the riverbanks, mounting up and riding toward the crossing into Mexico. The wheels of his mind turned. “We've made our bed, and now, we must lie in it.”



9 CONFEDERATE WHITEHOUSE - RICHMOND, VIRGINIA, FEBRUARY 1867
ROBERT LEE STRODE through the White House in Richmond, uncomfortable in his suit of clothes. He longed for his uniform and for the simpler times during when he'd worn it. Most of all, he longed for the simpler choices he'd had to make when he did.
“And what of the press?” he asked.
Congressman Cyrus Wallace, a full head shorter than Lee and fresh from another unsuccessful diplomatic trip to Europe, struggled to keep pace. “They're still asking.”
Lee winced.
“Something wrong, Mr. President?”
“No. I'm fine.” The shoulder still gave him pain when he turned the wrong way, even these months later. “Of course the press is still asking. It’s a miracle they haven’t uncovered the full story yet.”
“I don’t know how much longer we can keep them at bay,” Wallace said. “The story we've given them so far is wearing thin. It's only a matter of time before they find the real truth and learn what their former president had truly been up to. We still don’t know when James himself will be in our custody.”
Lee scowled as he held the door for Wallace. “Need I remind you that you serve at my pleasure, Congressman Wallace? The only reason you aren't rotting in the Richmond City jail is because of your unique relationship with the former President of the Confederacy. I’d hoped you could provide us some insight into Mr. Smythe's next play, but if you aren’t able to do that. . .”
Wallace hurried inside. “You needn't remind me, Mr. President.” He walked across the floor of the Confederate president's office. Wallace waited for Lee to sit before he took a chair in front of the desk. “I’m well aware of my. . .my predicament. And I can still provide you with the insight you need.”
“I certainly hope so,” Lee said. He shifted in his seat behind the desk, his backside still more accustomed to the saddle or the seat of a brute than a presidential office chair.
Stacks of papers covered the desk’s surface, each one nearer the top of the pile pertaining to matters more urgent than the one beneath it. Famine in Georgia. Freedmen and Native insurrectionists. Freezing temperatures destroying crops throughout the Confederate states. Even a Healer-damned epidemic raging through Florida like wildfire. The Confederacy was falling apart right before his eyes. Lee closed them and rubbed his throbbing temples.
“If I may be so bold, Mr. President?” Wallace ventured. “It seems the crown is weighing a bit heavy.”
“Not a crown I ever desired,” Lee said, weariness in his voice. “I only took this position because it was an emergency. The senate did what they had to do in electing me, and I've done what I've had to in attempting to run this country. I’d quickly be shed of the trouble of this office would the country not fall to utter ruin if I did.” Lee shook his head. "Our choices grow fewer with each passing day. And now this business with Smythe. . .” Lee looked up from his desk. “Well, Wallace, earn your damned keep, man. What's the bastard's next move?”
Congressman Wallace didn't hesitate. “He’ll come for the Confederacy, sir. He’ll come for you. He missed you last time, but it isn’t a mistake he’s likely to make again.”
“No. He had me dead to rights.” Lee massaged the shoulder where his bullet wound continued to heal. “Wagstaff pulled his shot. There’s still some of the soldier's honor in him.”
“Be that as it may, Mr. President, you have to get to James before he comes for you. I've heard the rumblings on the senate floor. People are becoming suspicious. There's talk he'll come back, and talk that if he does, there are those who would throw in their lot with him.”
Lee swore. “Bastard politicians! They shift whichever way the damned breeze blows.”
“You are one of those ‘bastard politicians’ now, Mr. President.”
“No. I’m doing only what I absolutely must. There's a difference.” Lee looked the congressman in the eye. “I’ve been pondering this for some time, Cyrus. I think I’ve a way out of this mess.”
“Oh?” Wallace asked. “Anything you'd care to share?”
“Not yet. But soon.”
“Well, you'd better make it very soon, Mr. President. As I said, you have to take him before he takes you.”
Lee nodded his agreement. “As you say but there’s little chance we’ll be able to do that without him getting wind of it. I know he still has ears in the military, and if our military splits, the Confederacy will be torn apart. We'd be ripe for the conquering.”
“You're right,” Wallace said. “But couldn't the Union do our dirty work for us? I’ve had some. . .some dealings with their agents before, back when I realized James was taking the nation in a direction I wasn’t comfortable going. The experience was an unpleasant one for me, but they did their work thoroughly. It would be in both ours and the Union's best interest if we enlisted their aid, and they could execute it discreetly.”
Lee shook his head. “No. We can't have DSI taking out a Confederate president, even a disgraced criminal like Smythe. This is our problem, Cyrus. We need to try and solve it ourselves before we involve Grant.”
Wallace huffed in exasperation. “Dammit, Robert!” He slammed a fist onto the desk. “That sense of honor is going to be the death of you. Are you going to take the nation with you when you go?”
Lee's eyes narrowed. “Watch yourself, Wallace.”
The congressman lowered his eyes, seeing embarrassed at his own outburst. “Forgive me if I’ve overstepped, Robert, but if you refuse to use the Union, and you can't use the military, you're left with precious little choice. Isn't there anyone you can trust? Anyone at all?”
“I hope so,” Lee said, his mind shifting to his last discussion with Grant. He never definitively refused to use the Union, especially if it was in the country’s best interest. If Wallace wanted to think that, he’d let him for the time being. “I certainly do hope so.”



10 STRATEGIC INTELLIGENCE HEADQUARTERS - WASHINGTON, D.C., MARCH 1867
SCARLET STOOD outside the door to the office. She'd dressed professionally for this morning's meeting. No field gear today but an actual, honest-to-the-Healer dress and a small matching jacket. Her flaming hair she’d pinned up. She'd even worn a hat. Not a touring hat but one of the smaller, more modest pillbox affairs.
For what she'd swear was the hundredth time, she adjusted the hat and smoothed the skirts of her dress. The material of the dress was a deep purple, the color of twilight, a more than welcome change from the drab grays she'd worn under the draconian dress code down in Analytics. Her Colt she'd left with the headquarter guards, checked in as per regulations. As usual, they'd missed the derringer on her inner thigh.
Scarlet bit her bottom lip. This standing outside office doors and being reluctant to go in was becoming something of a habit. She raised her fist and knocked three times. There was a long, uncomfortable pause.
“Enter,” a woman’s voice, stern and unmistakable, called from the other side.
Scarlet opened the door and walked through.
The office smelled of wood polish and lilac oil. It was a spacious yet tasteful room with dark oak paneling and windows overlooking the National Mall, the half-completed Washington Monument rising in the background. A pinewood desk dominated the far wall, a single chair in front of it. A severe-looking woman sat behind that desk. Her dress was a shade of dark wine, its high-necked collar as stiff and upright as the woman who wore it.
“Hello, Scarlet,” Mockingbird said. “Please.” She indicated the chair in front of her desk. “Have a seat.”
Scarlet gave a polite nod and took the chair, smoothing her skirts again as she sat. Mockingbird didn't look much the worse for wear from her ordeal the year before. That was saying a lot, considering she'd been held captive, beaten, and tortured in a secret DSI airship prison.
The only outward sign of her experience was the scar on her face. The scar, extending from her cheek to her lower jaw, was a bright, angry shade of pink where the flesh had healed. Mockingbird's had always been a cold sort of beauty, and now her scar only served to accentuate that beauty. The prominence of the mark doomed her anonymity, ensuring with certainty that Mockingbird would never see clandestine field work again.
A fully loaded Madison #4 repeater, or “M4” as the rank and file soldiers called them, leaned against the wall of Mockingbird’s office, within easy reach. Scarlet eyed the rifle. Its presence provided a clue. Maybe not all the scars from Mockingbird's time on that airship were visible.
Minutes passed in silence as the two women sat, eyeing one another.
Scarlet broke first. “You asked to see me, ma'am?”
A slight nod. “I did.” A pause. Mockingbird examined Scarlet as a naturalist might examine a butterfly with its wings pinned. The vice chairwoman’s gaze bored into Scarlet as the older woman looked her up and down. "There was a dust-up recently,” Mockingbird said, “out in Topeka, Kansas."
So she suspected her if she didn't already know outright, that was. Whether Mockingbird was venturing a guess, on a fishing expedition, or asking a direct question, Scarlet couldn't determine. She studied the acting vice chairwoman's face for any sign of a tell. She saw nothing. No surprise there. Mockingbird was old guard DSI, too experienced at the game of espionage to ever betray anything she didn’t want to.
The Vice Chairwoman waited for a reply. Instead, Scarlet let the words sit and fester as though they were an open wound, gone too long untreated.
"They found Dublin's body," Mockingbird offered.
Scarlet continued to hold her piece. A single bead of sweat trickled its way down her spine, coming to rest in a tiny pool at the small of her back.
“There were signs he was tortured,” the vice chairwoman added nonchalant, as if her statement was nothing more than a mere afterthought. Scarlet felt Mockingbird's eyes probing, searching for the twitch of an eye, the quiver of a lip, an errant drop of perspiration-any sign of a lie.
"Well. . .good riddance." It was all Scarlet was going to give her.
Mockingbird's gaze never faltered. "There were no witnesses, naturally. Dublin died face-down in a freezing puddle of mud, piss, and shit.”
Scarlet allowed herself the luxury of a single raised eyebrow. "You don't say, ma'am?"
Mockingbird shrugged. “A fitting end if you ask me. Still. . .there are questions that demand answers, loose ends that need to be tied up.”
Mockingbird locked eyes with Scarlet. Neither woman blinked.
“Several dead mercenaries and the remains of a few clockwerks were found at a nearby drinking establishment. Does any of that sound familiar to you, Agent Alayne?”
Scarlet gave a shake of the head. “No, ma'am.”
Mockingbird nodded to herself. “Fair enough. But it's standard protocol for our cleanup crews to investigate whenever an indecent involving one of our agents occurs, even if the agent had gone rogue.” Mockingbird gave Scarlet what she thought must have passed for a smile. With the scar tissue, it resembled more of a grimace. “But, of course, you already know all this, don’t you?”
“Ma’am?”
“From the reports, of course.”
Scarlet smiled back. “Of course. From the reports.”
“We didn't find much else during our investigation. But we did get something, though.” Mockingbird reached into a drawer and pulled out a dagger. She handed it to Scarlet. “Can you identify this weapon?”
Scarlet turned the blade around, examining it. Silver inlaid handle, curved quillions. A silver wreath engraved on the pommel-the mark of Her Majesty, Queen Victoria.
Scarlet's examination was mostly for show. It was the same dagger she'd carried with her to Kansas, and she'd wager it was found right where she’d left it.
She flipped the blade deftly. “Of course I can identify it, ma’am. This is a British Royal Marine dagger. You can tell by the wreath engraved on the pommel, and the mark of the Queen. They've have been having a bit of trouble over there, so I hear. I'd bet this is a message from Her Majesty. Retaliation for the Fenian uprising would be my guess. I knew Dublin's Irish roots ran deep, but I had no idea he was working for the Irish Republican Brotherhood's interests.”
Mockingbird’s face betrayed nothing. “Retaliation from the Queen. . .yes, one might think that. Dead DSI agent of Irish descent. A British Royal Marine dagger buried in his back. Would appear to be cut and dried on the surface.”
Scarlet knew there was more. She waited.
“Seems a bit on the nose,” Mockingbird said. “Don't you think?”
“Perhaps, ma’am, but I couldn’t be sure without a more complete investigation.”
“I would agree. Unfortunately, the local marshal has closed the case, and so, it seems, has the Department.” Mockingbird picked up a file and dropped it onto her desk. “This official report says that Dublin was murdered by an agent of the crown."
Scarlet looked Mockingbird square in the eye. "If you say so, ma'am."
“Well,” Mockingbird began, leaning back and folding her arms cross her chest, “whoever was responsible for Dublin’s death did an excellent job covering their tracks. . .if it wasn’t the English, that is. I’d even go so far as to say they did a better job of covering their tracks than they have previously.” The older woman's eyes narrowed. "That’s the kind of skill an agent needs to keep her in the field, Scarlet. And in the field is where we need those types of resources-not stuck in the Dungeon, analyzing intelligence for the rest of their career.”
Damnation if Mockingbird didn’t have her dead to rights. For once, Scarlet was at a loss for words.
Mockingbird sighed. “So that's you're story then, agent? You've been off the grid this entire time, then this,” she pointed to the file, “happens, and the best you can do is pretend that you don’t know anything?"
Message received, Scarlet thought.
Maybe this wouldn’t be a bad time for a change of subject.
"You've been off the grid a bit yourself, ma'am. . .so I've been told."
Mockingbird had disappeared for several days last week, presumably collecting the intelligence Scarlet hoped she was about to share. The Healer bless Athena for dropping that valuable nugget of information. This meeting was suddenly looking a lot more positive than it had several moments ago.
Mockingbird nodded, a single, curt, up-down movement, the acknowledgment of a well-played move. "Touché, Agent." Was that almost a genuine smile? “So how'd you find out?” Mockingbird held up a hand. “No, never mind. I'm sure I know. I'm going to have to have a talk with that former protégé of mine.”
Mockingbird somehow managed to look aloof, amused, and flustered all at the same time. She leaned across the desk and steepled her hands.
“I know what this means to you, Scarlet, and I haven't forgotten about what happened last year. . .you, Athena, and those sailors pulling my ass out of that place like you did. And I. . .I'm so sorry about your minder. He was a great agent, one of the best.”
“The best” Scarlet corrected.
Mockingbird nodded. “The best.”
Mockingbird looked down at her desk, as if collecting her thoughts. When her eyes met Scarlet's again, they were clear and focused. Controlled.
“All right, agent,” the vice chairwoman began. “Let's say someone who was recently off the grid did hear of a lead on McCormick's whereabouts. And if that someone was to- hypothetically speaking, mind you-forward that information to a second interested party to follow up on? I may be inclined to give that second party some investigative leeway.”
Scarlet chose her next words carefully. “That seems a sensible course of action, ma'am.” She felt a warm glow of pride for having resisted the urge to rub it in.
Mockingbird leaned back in her chair. “When I first joined the Department, I knew I would find myself in the midst of some gray areas, certain situations which only a fool would see as plainly black or white. 'Nest of vipers' and 'den of thieves' and all that. But I never thought I'd find myself here, breaking the rules I've worked so long to uphold. Of course, I never thought I’d back a coup against the Department’s leadership last year, either, but here we are.” She looked at Scarlet. “Seems we're at an impasse, are we not?”
"Seems so, ma'am, but that is the job."
Mockingbird nodded. "So it is. You have some more leave on the books, as I understand it?"
"I do, ma'am." Even though she'd just returned from leave. Off-the-books actions seemed to be taking up all her vacation time of late.
Mockingbird grinned that painful grin a second time. “Very good. I'd say it's time you started making some good use of it, then. Wouldn’t you?"
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"BEEN SPENDING a lot of time in the sky here lately," Montclair remarked. “Any chance of you transferring to the Air Corps?"
Greg shook his head. "I don’t think so. I like the arrangement we have now. After all,” he shrugged, “my Marines and I have got to get around somehow."
Montclair laughed. He had the wind in his face and the sun on his skin as they stood along the railing of the foredeck. Behind them, Vindication's crew went about their regular daily tasks. Montclair breathed it all in deep. These last months had been the most trying of his life. Worse, even, than during the war. He’d endured hurts of late that he suspected would never fully heal, but returning to his airship was just the medicine he needed.
He took a moment to appreciate the structure of life aboard his airship. The everyday ebb and flow of it all afforded him a peace he hadn’t known in some time. After leaving New Orleans, turning his back on his family, and all the trials faced by a young man at war, Vindication became his home. And now, after having the foolish, reckless hopes of regaining his family dashed in the most tragic manner possible, after his time in the Dakota wilds, after all that had passed with his brother. . .he'd returned. Through it all, this was the only true
home he'd ever really had.
His thoughts drifted back to President Grant’s parting words in the park and to what they might mean once his current mission was complete. What might he lose if suspicions of his fate were confirmed? He pushed those thoughts away for the present, instead choosing to focus on his airship.
Onboard Vindication, the ghosts of his past, both long-gone and recent, faded. The screams of his family in New Orleans, the eyes of his brother as he died. . . With the chill breeze of altitude, all those images and the raging pain that accompanied them numbed to a dull ache. Here, it seemed less difficult to put it all from his mind.
His lessons under Ueda had resumed. They helped immensely. The demons torturing his mind, body, and spirit were exorcised through the discipline of relentless training. He increased his grip on the katana that hung at his side, the Union army having granted him special permission to carry the weapon.
His return to Vindication had been surreal, but not where Ueda was concerned. There was never any judgment from the samurai, who mostly kept his thoughts, and what he’d seen in the Dakota territory, to himself. Vindication's crew knew little of what their commander had been up to for those months of his absence. “On a mission from the president” was all they were told. Something similar to what he'd done the year before was the official story. Other than his XO Major Vincent and the Sergeant Major, few members of the crew suspected the hell their colonel had just endured. Some strange looks from the more perceptive soldiers-quick, averted glances and the like-were the exception with everyone he'd encountered so far. He was grateful for that, the not having to answer their questions.
He'd regained much of the weight he lost in the Dakotas. A little more of the hard-earned muscle required to do his job returned every day. The training helped with that, too, but the thirst for whiskey lingered, and despite his return to beloved routine, things were not the same as they’d been.
He remembered something the old folks used to say, back in New Orleans.
You can't go home again.
He understood what that meant, now. It wasn't home that changed. It was you.
Greg leaned over the railing next to him. "I think we’re far enough along on this trip. You ready to fill me in on what all the president told you?”
Montclair stared out into the blueness of the sky. “I’m glad he let you to come along.”
The Marine colonel shook off the rare display of sentiment. “Someone has to keep an eye on you.”
“And your Marines?”
Greg smiled. “Well. . .someone has to keep an eye on me. So,” he continued, “other than the fact that Smythe's in Texas and we’re going after him, I don't know much. What else did the old man tell you? And don't leave out the details. Anything you can share might prove useful later on.”
Montclair frowned at the mention of those details-especially the one concerning where he and President Grant’s meeting took place. Rock Creek Park might bring up some bad memories for the two of them.
“As to what we met about, I can tell you-” Montclair held up a hand.
He and Greg turned around and stood up straight, returning salutes as several technists and an engineer passed. A chorus of “By your leave, sirs,” and salutes followed. When they were gone, Montclair waited a beat, looking around for any more unauthorized eyes or ears.
“As to what I can tell you?” he began again. “Lee’s suing for peace.”
Greg swore like the Marine he was. “Never were much for the foreplay, were you, Julius?”
“First off, I resent that. I’m a master of foreplay. And second, you can believe me when I say I was just as surprised as you when the president told me what Lee proposed.”
“So the replacement President of the Confederacy wants peace? About time they put someone sensible in charge down there. With all their troubles, was only a matter of time before the whole damned thing folded like a deck of cards. Peace isn’t such a bad move. May have come earlier if the damned rebs weren’t so stubborn.”
“They had some well-founded hope this would all turn their way, not so long ago. They almost won.” Montclair’s thoughts turned toward the pivotal battle on the Potomac and to the troops he’d lost there. “Besides,” he said, returning to the present, “you have to be stubborn to do what they did. Going to go to war just to enslave an entire race, even when you already have clockwerks to do the job.”
Greg nodded. “True. Either way, I’m not sad to hear of an impending peace.”
They leaned down on their elbows, watching the clouds move swiftly below them.
“So when are they coming back into the fold?” Greg asked. “And how does Grant expect to manage it?”
“Not sure on either account,” Montclair replied, “but right now, Smythe is the wild card. He'll need to be completely out of the picture before there's even a chance of reconciliation.”
Greg’s brow furrowed. “A schemer like that? He'll never let peace happen if he hears of it.”
“You're right,” Montclair agreed. He grinned. “Guess your time wasn't wasted at Navy school.” Greg was a hell of a lot cleverer than he sometimes let on. “They taught you something down there after all.”
“Annapolis is a stellar institution, Julius, a far sight better than that wet-nurse camp they call West Point.”
He was glad they'd managed to get back to the easy rapport they shared. There'd been some bad blood between them, a fundamental disagreement about the ends fitting the means. But maybe the one good thing from the events of last year was that they'd given him and Greg some measure of their friendship back. Not to mention his gratitude to Greg, Scarlet, Ueda, and his love Ayita for finding him in the Dakotas. It was a debt he'd never be able to repay to any of them.
“All jokes aside,” Montclair said, “that’s why we're here, to stop Smythe once and for all. If we can end the threat he poses now, then we clear the way for peace in the process.”
Greg nodded. “I get it. Not that I would have needed any convincing. But it’s a delicate matter, going after a president, even a disgraced, exiled one on the run, hiding in the-Healer-knows-where, Texas.”
“And being harbored by the Empire of Mexico.”
Greg whistled low. “All right. That’s a new detail.” He pulled off his Stetson, ran his hands through his hair, and placed the hat back on his head. “I’m guessing the Empire’s involvement is why such a tight lid's been kept on all of it. I haven’t heard anything about this assignment at all. Not a peep from any of my new contacts.”
Contacts. Strategic Intelligence contacts. Greg had gotten far cozier with the spymasters than Montclair could ever have imagined or that he himself was comfortable with. Not that it was his life. Montclair had only ever trusted a handful of the Department's agents and even that only within the last few years. Those few agents were the exception, not the rule, and with Copperhead's death, the number of agents he trusted fell even lower.
Montclair pivoted. “Part of the reason for the secrecy is that the president believes we’ve still got some Confederate rats running loose in the Union government."
Greg nodded his understanding. “Makes sense. Can’t figure how there wouldn't be spies. Best to presume they’re already in place and act accordingly. Grant wasn’t messing around, sending the mightiest airship in the fleet and her top commander to do the job.”
Montclair laughed. “The mightiest airship? Certainly. The top commander? Maybe not so much.” He shook his head. “I’m damaged goods, my friend.”
Greg looked out at the expanse of clear blue sky. “We're all damaged goods, Julius.”
They both went quiet at that, letting the air, the wind, and the silence do the talking for them.
“I'm thinking of leaving the Corps,” Greg said.
Montclair wasn't sure he'd heard correctly. “You're thinking of doing what?”
“I'm thinking of leaving the Corps.”
“For what, Greg? DSI?”
Greg sighed as if he were explaining something to a child who he’d began to run out of patience with. “I've been able to do more good these last months with the Department than almost any single year I was with the Union military. I joined the Corps to make this world a better place, Julius, but I’m beginning to see that we’ve been going about it all wrong.”
“But Strategic Intelligence?” Montclair shook his head. “Do you even realize what you’re saying?”
Greg turned away. “When Esmeralda died. . .when they murdered her. . .I thought it was all over. The Corps was all I had. Now, after I took my revenge on Kincaid. . .after all the evil I've eliminated from this world during my brief time working with the Department. . .I don't know if the Corps is enough anymore.”
That gave Montclair pause. He hadn’t thought of it in that light. He hadn’t considered Greg’s murdered wife Esmerelda, a Cubana revolutionary killed by a DSI agent when their operation went south. By Kincaid, the same DSI agent they’d taken out in Rock Creek Park, two years past.
“I won’t presume to tell you your own mind, Greg. Is the Marine Corps still enough for you? I think the only person who can answer that question is you.”
“Julius. . .what happened with your brother...” It was a deft change of subject. “I won't presume to tell you the same thing everyone else has. I won't stand here and say how it wasn't your fault, how he forced your hand, and all that other horse shit. You already know those things. But what I will tell you is this...the Soldier's Heart is a real condition. We all feel it, to some degree. When Esmerelda died. . .I-I wanted to give up.”
“So why didn’t you?”
“The only thing I can say.” Greg struggled for a moment. “The only way to keep from losing your mind is to take certain pieces of yourself-the memories and experiences that give you the nightmares-and lock them away.” Greg made a square shape with his hands. “As if they were in a compartment. Then, after the shooting's done, you can come back to them. You open that compartment. You get help if you need to, and you deal with what's inside.”
“Has that worked for you?” Montclair asked.
“It's all that keeps me sane, Julius. Look at it like combat. If there's a fortified position you need to take, you call in reinforcements, right? There is no dishonor in seeking help if you need it.”
The warning claxons cut through their reverie.
“What the hell!” Montclair whirled and dashed back across decks toward the bridge, dodging between crewmen rushing to their positions.
Greg, having been on enough airships to know those claxons meant trouble, raced right alongside him. Less than a minute later, Montclair burst through the command deck hatch.
“Status report!” he bellowed.
The bridge was a flurry of barely contained chaos. It was kinetic energy, barely restrained under the calmest of circumstances, finally unleashed.
The helmsman's hands flew over his console. Hennings was his name, Montclair recalled, a replacement for Montclair's regular helmsman, who was on leave with her first child.
“Airships spotted, sir,” Hennings said. “Approaching at attack angle on our starboard side.”
Airships? Meaning more than one? That caught Montclair off guard. “Attack angle?”
The helmsman nodded. He seemed like a good soldier, from what Montclair knew of him. “Looks that way, sir. We'll know more soon as they’re in range.”
“We're well outside the commerce routes, helmsman. No airship would be this far away from that thoroughfare.” Montclair's eyes narrowed. “I think we know enough.”
Greg's hand rested on the Colt at his leg. “My boys and girls and I are at your disposal, Julius. Where do you want us?”
Montclair turned, his mind already shifting to offensive and defensive maneuvers. “The best place for Marines is above decks.” With two airships against one, he’d need every Marine he could get. “That's where the close fighting will be. You can coordinate with my captain of the airship's guard. You'll be in charge, of course, but she's an outstanding officer, and she knows the Vindy inside and out. If it comes to battle, use that to your advantage.”
“You've got it, old friend.” Greg clasped Montclair’s shoulder. “The Healer be with you.”
“And with you.” Montclair turned and peered through the tall, triple-thick glass of the bridge viewport. “Helm,” he growled. “Turn about. Bring us around to face the threat head-on.”
Montclair snatched the loudaphone from the wall and gave the order.
“All hands,” he said, his voice reverberating through the airship. “Battle stations.”
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COLONEL HIRAM TURNER had that feeling again, that strange sensation, the one that only existed in that place somewhere between heightened awareness and uncertainty. It was a whisper in his heart, a gnawing in his gut, telling him something wasn't quite right. It had been his true north through all his years of service, even back before the War of Northern Aggression. It had certainly served him well after his beloved Alabama split from the north and pledged her allegiance to the Confederacy.
Colonel Turner shook thoughts of the past away as the Confederate Airships Valiant Grace and Fairfax hurtled toward the dipping sun.
"Status, helm.”
“We’re good, sir,” the helmsman drawled. “All gauge needles are in the green, and the Fairfax just signaled all ready.”
The commander of the Fairfax was competent, Turner supposed. A command appointment made due to familial connections. . .the very worst kind, but today it would have to do.
“Thank you, helm. Signal the Fairfax and tell them to stay out of my damned way until I say otherwise.” They were like as not to make matters worse by rushing in. “Weapons check on the Grace?”
“Guns report all ready, sir, just waiting for a target. And of course for your order,” he quickly added.
“Repair and reinforcement squads?”
“Technists are all set, sir. Clockwerk division is punch card primed and ready.”
Turner nodded to himself. “Good. And the infirmaries?”
“Matrons are standing by, sir. We’re ready.”
Colonel Turner nodded again. “I know we are, helm. Never doubted it. Not even for a second.”
Turner wished the confidence in his voice would inform the rest of his body on how it should behave. On the outside, he was the picture of assuredness, but inside, confusion and uncertainty were locked in a life-and death struggle, each vying for supremacy over the other.
The orders the Fairfax delivered two days ago were vague, little more than a heading really with instructions to intercept the first Union airship they saw.
In other words, a declaration of renewed war.
He gripped the envelope in his hand, inspecting the Confederate presidential seal for the hundredth time. It hadn’t changed nor had the signature of James Smythe, the only duly elected president of those same Confederate States. Lee was a good man and an even greater general by most accounts, but an appointment by the senate absent a free and fair election did not a true president make, in Turner’s opinion.
Turner signaled to his first officer. The least he could do was consult with his second-in-command before he rekindled the War Between the States.
“One more time, XO, walk me through how we got these orders.”
“Well, sir. . .like I said before, they didn’t come through the official channels, exactly.”
Turner had to look up at Ezekiel Acker, the lanky major who stood at least a good six inches taller.
“They came last minute, sir, delivered by the Fairfax.” The major cleared his throat. “But she’s been in dock for repairs and to my knowledge hadn’t officially been cleared for service in the CSA fleet. Pretty irregular way to receive orders. . .but you already know that though, sir. And as we discussed, both the official seal and President Smythe's signature checked out.”
“But no dispatch from acting President Lee?”
The XO shook his head. “None, sir.”
The Confederate armed forces had been in the dark for weeks now. First, the strange disappearance of President Smythe. Then, former General and former Senator Lee becoming acting president by senate decree. Even the highest-ranking Confederate military officers were at a loss as to who exactly to follow. And Turner now found himself smack-dab in the middle of it all.
Not a word from or about President Smythe since his disappearance and now this? An official correspondence asking him to renew a shooting war with the Union?
Turner frowned. “I don't know about this XO. All the figures don’t quite sum, if you take my meaning. Let's review it again.”
The major pulled out his spectacles and studied the order for the second time. “This is right odd, sir. Nothing but coordinates and orders to attack the first Union airship we see. We’re to take it intact if possible and have the commander brought-“ Major Acker paused, brows knitted in confusion, “in
chains to Texas, of all places.” He looked up. “Texas? What the hell, sir?”
“What the hell, indeed. I've a poor feeling about this, Zeke, but as you said, the letter bears the official seal. And-”
“Sir!” the helmsman shouted. “Enemy airship spotted!”
“Location and bearing?” Turner asked, already moving toward his command station.
“We make her at our three o’ the clock sir-bearing due south.”
“Any markings or indications?”
“Coming in now, sir,” The helmsman held the loudaphone in a death grip. “Lookout says the markings show her as the USS Vindication.”
A chill raced down Turner's spine. “Did you say the Vindication?”
“That's affirmative, sir. Lookout confirms it.”
The Vindication? Holy hell.
He'd never forget that name, not for as long as he lived. It had been four year at Antietam. He'd only been an Executive Officer on the Valiant Grace then, but Vindication, then under the command of the legendary Colonel John Hawkins, had handed them their asses. Colonel Hawkins died that very same day, slain by the hand of a Confederate sniper stationed onboard the Dixie Pride. Later on that night, the Dixie Pride had succumbed to an accident, exploding while moored at her berthing. Antietam and the actions of that day had set in motion the events leading up to Lee’s brilliant attack up the Potomac and, eventually, to the Stalemate itself.
But what the hell was Vindication doing way out here? How had President Smythe even known she, or any Union airship, would be here?
No matter. He set the thoughts aside. Turner licked his lips at the thought of avenging the Valiant Grace's humiliating defeat at Antietam.
“Who's commanding Vindication now?” Colonel Turner asked.
“One moment, sir,” his helm said. “Just need to check with the intelligence folks below decks.”
The helmsman placed the loudaphone to his mouth. A second later, a look of surprise flashed across his face. He looked at Turner then back to the loudaphone. He nodded once and placed it back in its cradle.
“Well?” Turner asked. “Who commands her? Out with it, man.”
The helmsman swallowed hard. “According to the Union rolls, the current commander of the Vindication is listed as. . .as Colonel Julius Montclair.”
Christ the Healer. The Butcher of the Potomac.
A chance to avenge the Grace's loss at Antietam and end the Butcher of the Potomac in a single stroke? The president's disappearance, the secrecy, the irregular protocols around the delivery of the orders. . .now it all made sense. Turner had been chosen, specifically, for this.
What an honor it was. Surely it was the Healer’s providence that brought him here to this place. The chance to right two great wrongs-the Grace’s one and only defeat in air to air combat and bringing the Butcher of the Potomac to justice-in one fell swoop? Those were orders he would leap at the chance to follow. No matter who was issuing them.
“Helm,” Turner said. “Signal the Fairfax then take us in.” A smile split Tuner's face. “Attack angle and speed.”
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THREE WEEKS.
For three weeks, they'd been on the hunt, on his tail, dogging him at every turn like wolves on the scent of a most elusive prey. They just missed him in Kentucky then again, by mere hours, in the Nebraska Territory. Days and nights of hard riding in the fickle weather between late winter and early spring, two separate hops aboard airships.
It had all lead them here, to the aether-rush city of Boulder, Colorado.
Scarlet pulled her scarf tighter against the frost-like chill. She gazed out over a river of people, streams of them flowing both to and from the docks. An airship rose from the wooden landing platform with grace, turned and departed, passing another as it came in for a landing. Behind the platforms and docking stations, a panoramic view of the majestic, snow-capped Rocky Mountains reached toward the heavens.
Scarlet shifted in the seat of her brute, a beast of a clockwerk draft horse painted storm cloud-gray. It was one of three Blackjack purchased with greenbacks from a Strategic Intelligence slush fund. Her back shouted in protest when she moved. Her body complained, stiff from the weeks of hard travel, weeks spent tracking, questioning, and grabbing sleep only where they could. Looking back, it had been rather a lot, even for a Strategic Intelligence agent. She shifted in discomfort one final time. Without hope of finding a more comfortable position, Scarlet gave up with a resigned sigh. After all she’d put it through, she supposed her ass had earned its right to be sore.
Somehow, Blackjack still managed to look dapper. Even his five o' the clock shadow, scruffy on any other man, had somehow grown in perfectly against his beautiful brown skin, this despite the hard chase. And Abe? He'd held up like a dream.
Abe was worlds away from the boy McCormick had saddled Scarlet and her minder Copperhead with two years ago. He was a trained agent now. Still green as spring corn, for a certainty, but also still one hell of a shooter.
She studied him now-his sharp eyes scanning the crowd, him watching his minder's back as Blackjack returned from a discreet inquiry at one of the ticket booths. Abe was an asset to the Department. They were lucky to have him, and she was glad he’d come along.
“He's coming back,” Abe said. A fresh buzz cut, broad shoulders, his beard growing out. He looked. . .delicious.
What?
She shook her head, trying to rattle the image of Abe loose. What the hell was wrong with her?
Blackjack returned just in time, it seemed.
Scarlet cleared her throat. “What did you find out?”
Blackjack's jaw tightened. “I've got good news, and I’ve got bad news.”
“Good news first, sir.” Abe piped up.
Ever the optimist. An interesting choice, that. Scarlet always wanted the bad news first.
“A man fitting McCormick's description was seen disembarking an airship just yesterday. Only reason the ticket booth remembered was because of the man's sheer size. And the smell. ‘Like shit and perfume.’ Her exact words.”
“That’s him,” Scarlet said.
“Yeah, she also mentioned the security entourage he had with him.”
“That is good news.” After an exhaustive search, they had the bastard. “Now what about that bad news?” Scarlet asked.
“The bad news is that he got into what sounded like a diplomatic steam carriage judging by the ticket booth's description.”
“That complicates things,” Scarlet said. “What nation?”
Blackjack shrugged. “Not sure? She didn't notice the flag.”
“This city isn't that big,” Abe said. “It's mostly aether-mining outfits and the new money that comes with them. A small military outpost, a few trading junctions, some frontier businesses. How many consulates could it have?”
“Several,” Scarlet replied, her breath coming in frozen clouds. “Officially, that is. But how many buildings might be foreign government owned, established for trade and only conducting politics on the side?” She shrugged. “Who knows? There are numerous international ties to the gold businesses here, and another sizable aether deposit was just discovered. They do a fair amount of overseas trade, so it stands to reason that official consulates wouldn't be the only foreign presence in town.”
“So he could be anywhere,” Abe said.
Scarlet frowned. They couldn’t have come this far, through all this, for nothing. There had to be something. “What else did the ticket counter say, Blackjack?”
Blackjack’s brow furrowed in thought. Then his eyes lit up. “There was one detail. The security. She said they weren’t like the normal diplomatic guns for hire. She said they looked and moved like real soldiers.”
“Hmmm,” Scarlet said, thinking. “Not much to go on but that’s something at least.”
“She also mentioned those diplomatic steam carriages come and go pretty frequently,” Blackjack added. “She said they don’t come every day, but she does see them from time to time.”
“All right,” Scarlet said. “So maybe we take shifts then? Soon as one of those black diplomatic steam carriages rolls up, we wait. We check out the security squad that escorts it. Then, if they fit the bill and everything smells right, we follow.”
“It’s a long shot,” Blackjack agreed, “but it’s a shot. We'll use standard DSI protocols-follow, observe what you can, get the location, and then bring that intelligence back to the group.”
“I'll take first watch,” Scarlet volunteered.
Blackjack nodded. “Bookkeeper and I will secure us some lodgings. One of us will be back to spell you in, say,” he pulled out his pocket watch and held it in a gloved hand, checking the time, “two turns o' the clock?”
Scarlet nodded her agreement, eyes already on the landing platform below. Blackjack turned his brute-decommissioned Union military model of polished bronze, with the gun mounts removed-and trotted away from the airship docks. Abe went to follow but stopped his brute and turned it around.
“Be careful Scarlet,” he said.
She smiled. “You too.”
Then he was gone. She turned her attention back to the incoming airships and settled in to wait.
    
ASSASSINATION. Field work. Wet work. It all sounded exciting and dangerous on the surface, but the fact of the matter was that much of it was just like good old-fashioned constabulary work.
Copperhead had reiterated this to her many times. He himself had come from the constable ranks before being recruited by the Department. Surveilling targets, reading people, recruiting them as sources of information-those jobs took up most of an agent's time. Killing was only a part of what they did, albeit a critical part, but the job itself consisted mostly of watching and waiting. Lots of watching and waiting. In this case, it was two days' worth so far.
She rubbed her hands against the cold, her breath a frozen cloud. She pulled a canister from her pack and unscrewed the lid. Aromatic steam wafted from the opening.
Bundled in a thick bearskin coat and hat, she pretended to wait. Just another gold rush businesswoman, impatient for someone to arrive on the latest airship. They'd been working the surveillance in four-hour shifts, long enough for someone to be on watch while the others wolfed down food or snatched what sleep they could.
Just then, something caught Scarlet’s eye. A tall man with several armed guards walked down the gangplank of a just-landed airship. The guards, dressed in plain great coats and suits of clothes, shifted into a standard patrol pattern, walking ahead of, behind, and beside the tall man. Something about the way they moved revealed that these men and women had keen eyes. They were grim-faced, fit, and alert.
Scarlet’s pulse quickened. This had to be them.
Several more guards trailed the main security force, carrying large bags and wheeled trunks of what appeared to be luggage. The tall man looked the part of someone important, but was he important enough to rate one of the jet-black diplomatic steam carriages? That would make all the difference. She resisted the urge to cross her fingers.
When a black steam carriage chugged up the street alongside the docks, Scarlet's heart leapt into her throat. She clamped her mouth shut, stifling the triumphant shout that longed to escape.
They had one.
Scarlet quickly dumped the contents of her canister onto the frozen ground, the hot coffee melting into the snow and steaming as it landed. She leapt from her brute nimble as a cat, her sore rump forgotten in the rush of adrenaline. Scarlet moved through the crowd of people, careful not to draw too much attention. She kept one eye on her surroundings and one on the tall man as she headed in for a closer look.
Just then, one of the platform attendants opened a gate, allowing the passengers of the latest arriving airship to disembark. The crowd multiplied into a crush of bodies, all in a rush to greet loved ones or return to homes or businesses. The crowd became too thick. She lost sight of her target.
Damnation!
She hurried back to her brute and swung up into the seat. Wasting no time, she fired up the clockwerk horse's engine, impatient for the beast to whir to life. She pointed it in the general direction she’d last seen the target heading then trotted out into the cacophony of boom town traffic. As she blended into a massive flow of steam carriages, horses, and brutes, she caught sight of her target.
The tall man was in the process of entering the black steam carriage she’d spotted before. She froze, ignoring the curses of the traffic around her, waiting for the steam carriage to pull away. She watched the black diplomatic carriage as it sputtered off and waited several beats before she followed.
The black carriage slogged through the muddy streets of Boulder. Scarlet was careful to maintain her distance at three carriage-lengths behind. No more, no less.
Thanks to the aether rush and the gold rush before it, the population of Boulder had exploded. The wave of prospectors and those who made a living from them, not to mention all the accompanying families, had overwhelmed the infrastructure of what had been a small town only a decade ago. Despite the river of money that had rushed into the city, the population had increased too quickly for the engineers to lay even so much as a single cobblestone on the streets. Thoroughfares of mud and muck were all they had.
Scarlet followed the aether-powered vehicle through several turns. Trade craft would have dictated a revolving tail of two to three agents, presumably on some combination of brutes, live horses, and steam carriages in order to throw off suspicion, but there’d been no time. She, Blackjack, and Abe were on their own for this mission. This time, she alone would have to tail the target. She could only hope she wouldn't be spotted.
A sharp turn down a blind alley, followed by another, and then straight ahead onto a main thoroughfare. Scarlet noted the direction the carriage was headed. She thought they’d identified all the known consulates in the city, but this was a new location. A growing sense of dread began to creep in.
The carriage rolled up to the sole building on the street that was not made of wood. Iron fencing with spiked tips surrounded it. Huge blocks of stone, cut from the living mountain, comprised its walls. The structure itself buttressed against one of the famous Flatirons, the mountains like ridged, monolithic, sentinels at its back. The place was a damned fortress.
This had to be it.
Through several inches of semi-frozen mud and slop, the black steam carriage ploughed to a stop. Uniformed armed guards stepped out from behind the building’s front gate. The target’s security detail exited the black steam carriage first. Then, only after securing the area, did they help the tall man out. The waiting uniformed guards wasted no time in quickly escorting him inside. Having deposited its passenger without incident, the black steam carriage rolled into a carriage house next door.
Scarlet had seen those guard's uniforms before. She now suspected what country McCormick had gotten protection from, although there was still a slim chance the guards she’d seen were only hired guns. She hoped to the Healer that was the case. Otherwise, Blackjack was definitely not going to be happy.
The city bell tower rang out eight o' the clock. Two more guards, their uniforms the same as the gate guards, marched out and raised the consulate flag.
Oh, shit.
The colors flapping in the morning breeze confirmed all of her worst suspicions.
Two turns o' the clock later, Scarlet, Blackjack, and a sleepy-looking Abe stood on a chilly rooftop across from the three-story stone building.
Blackjack scowled, showing his displeasure at the news she’d just shared. It was uncharacteristic of the man who'd spent years in a Spanish dungeon, all with a stylish flair to his prisoner's rags and something almost akin to a smile on his face. His calm anger was unsettling. She’d almost have preferred he shouted.
“The Healer-damned Hessian consulate.” Blackjack shook his head. “McCormick's a guest of a nation allied with the Union on Union soil. Not to mention a country that boasts one of the world’s finest mercenary corps in the entire world. He's basically untouchable.” Blackjack looked her in the eye. “What the hell are we going to do with you, girl?”
She knew he wasn't going to like it.
“Why in the hell would McCormick even be here in the first place?” Blackjack asked, more to himself than anyone.
Good, Scarlet thought. Questions meant he was warming up to the idea.
“It doesn't make any sense,” Blackjack continued, rubbing his chin. “The man’s a known traitor on the run from the Union government.”
“He could be using a false identity,” Scarlet offered, going along with it. “Word of McCormick’s treason would be a huge black eye to the Department. The highest ranks of the spymasters, infiltrated by a double agent? They won’t let something like that get out. Most likely the local constables and marshals haven’t even been notified of McCormick’s presence...much less who he really is.”
Blackjack nodded. “I can buy that. Still begs the question why come here of all places?”
“Laying groundwork for Smythe with a European military power?” Abe suggested.
Scarlet shook her head. “Smythe wasn’t on the best of terms with Europe before his ouster from the Confederate presidency. Now that he’s a wanted criminal, he’s most certainly persona non grata.”
“Maybe he’s not working with Smythe at all on this?” Blackjack said.
Abe’s eyes lit up. “Maybe he’s setting himself up for a comfortable retirement in Hesse? I hear the foothills of the Rhone Mountains are beautiful.”
Scarlet nodded. “Wealth, a breathtaking view, and a country full of mercenaries to protect him? Sounds like an excellent backup plan.”
“That’s what I’m thinking,” Blackjack added.
Scarlet agreed. “Selling secrets to the Hessians to fund his own escape, all behind his employer’s back? Sounds exactly like something a snake like McCormick would do.”
“All right then,” Blackjack said. “So we have a theory as to why he’s here, and knowing a target’s motivation is always helpful. The question becomes-”
“How do we get to him?” Abe said, completing his minder’s thought.
“That’s the thousand-greenback question,” Blackjack replied. “Any building occupied by the Hessians is probably sealed up tighter than Strategic Intelligence HQ, and don't even get me started on the building’s layout,” Blackjack continued. “Healer-damned Hessian security forces. Not to mention the mercenaries McCormick's paying to keep him breathing long enough to crawl down whatever hole he plans to next.”
"We could wait for him to leave,” Abe offered. “Maybe hit him then.”
Blackjack shook his head. “Think it through, son. If he leaves, it'll most likely be in an armed convoy. No way the three of us alone can ambush an armed convoy."
Scarlet fumed. Abe must have sensed the waves of frustration emanating from her.
“Scarlet?” Abe asked.
Then her blue eyes turned from azure to sapphire as the seeds of a plan took root.
Blackjack frowned. “Our choices are stark but simple. Either we storm the Hessian consulate-again, an allied nation, although that alliance is admittedly a little shaky. Or we attack a fully armed convoy. Suicide, either way.” He shook his head. “As senior agent here, I'm calling it. We have to abort. We can't take him."
The seed of Scarlet's idea took root, sprouted, and blossomed.
A dangerous smile crept across her lips.
“The hell we can't," she said.
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THE DECK SHIFTED beneath him as Vindication moved into a defensive posture. Even if the other airships were positioning themselves for an attack, no way was Montclair pulling the trigger without knowing exactly what lay behind his target.
Tension, like a rabid beast breathing down their necks and poised to strike, hung heavy in the command center. The claxons had gone silent. The only sound was the measured breathing of the crew, the clack and whir of the consoles and instruments, and the iron steps of the clockwerk being relieved of steering duty in favor of tried-and-true, battle-honed human reflexes.
“What are the lookouts telling us?” Montclair asked.
“Waiting on the reports now, sir.” The helmsman, Lieutenant Hennings, held the loudaphone to his ear. Nervous seconds passed. “Word’s coming in now, sir. No information on the smaller of the two airships. But markings identify the larger vessel as...the CSS Valiant Grace.”
“Name sounds familiar,” Montclair said. “Who commands her?”
“That's Colonel Hiram Turner's ship, sir,” Major Vincent said, out of breath as he raced onto the bridge.
“Good to see you, XO. We'll need that sharp mind of yours in this fight.”
“We’ve just got identification on that second airship, sir. That’s the CSS
Fairfax.”
“Jasper?” Montclair asked.
Montclair’s first officer shook his head. “Sorry, sir. I’m not familiar with who commands her.”
“They’re in range and closing, sir,” the helmsman interrupted. “Heading our way at twenty-five knots and closing in fa-the Valiant Grace just fired a volley, sir!”
Montclair’s eyes grew wide as they followed the smoke trails from the barrels of the Valiant Grace’s sixteen-inch guns.
“Evasive maneuvers!” he shouted.
Vindication surged upward, putting her armored belly between the topside bridge and the Confederate guns. Montclair leaned forward against the sudden incline, almost on hands and knees making his way to the command rail as the massive airship soared to avoid the brunt of the enemy’s fire. Dull booms echoed from bottom of the envelope, reverberating throughout the airship.
“Take us about, helm,” Montclair ordered. “Get us outside the range of their forward guns. What’s the status on that second airship?”
“She’s hanging back, sir.”
That seemed an odd choice. Why weren’t they executing a coordinated attack? Perhaps the commander was inexperienced or, better yet, inept. Either way, Montclair would take any luck he could get.
“Relay my orders to the gun crews as follows,” Montclair said. “Keep an eye on that second airship. Have the starboard side and forward guns hold fast. Port side guns hold fast as well. Just until we get abreast of the Valiant Grace. Then stand by for my mark.”
Vindication leveled and wheeled about, trying to catch the Valiant Grace on her broad side. His heart beating like a steam hammer, Montclair watched through the viewing glass as the Grace twisted in an effort to match their trajectory. The Confederate airship was fast, but Vindication was faster.
Any second now…
Montclair grabbed the railing on the command deck. His mouth went dry.
“Now, helm!” he thundered. “Weapons free! Portside guns mark!”
The report of the Vindy's guns reached the bridge as they strafed the Valiant Grace along her starboard side. Rounds bounced off the enemy's iron envelope, but several found their marks. Satisfaction flooded Montclair as he watched a sizable crack appear in the hull of the Valiant Grace.
There was little time to enjoy the minor victory as Vindication canted hard to port to avoid Turner's answering volley. A yell went up from every throat on the command deck.
Every throat except one.
No one noticed Hennings slip his hand underneath the dials and levers of his console. No one heard the sharp click as he flipped the hidden switch.
The explosion shook Vindication from stem to stern, tossing Montclair against the bulkhead like a ragdoll. The claxons started up again, wailing like banshees. Seconds passed that felt like hours. Colonel Montclair drug himself up, straining to hear through both the claxons and the ringing in his ears. He struggled to regain equilibrium until he realized his airship listed maniacally to starboard.
“What the hell just happened!” he shouted. He could hardly hear his own voice through the alarms and the whining inside his head, even screaming at the top of his lungs.
“We've lost the starboard engine!” Major Vincent shouted, his voice sounding hardly above a whisper to Montclair.
Lost the starboard engine? That made no sense. The engines were among the most heavily armored sections of an airship. Iron plating inches thick protected them from damage. Nothing short of an aether-tipped shell should have even dented them. Not to mention the Valiant Grace hadn't been in position to fire on their starboard engines. She was on their port side.
No matter. The damage was done. Now to deal with the consequences.
“Casualty reports are flooding in, sir,” Major Vincent said, his voice sounding a little less distant this time.
An injured crew member lay slumped over his console. Major Vincent handed the hurt crewman over to a clockwerk troop then grabbed the man's seat as the clockwerk carried the injured crewman clunking off toward the infirmary.
He snatched up a loudaphone and spoke into it. Then he listened, and his expression turned sour. “Chief Maddern says we've lost the entire starboard engine, sir. It's. . .it’s gone. Blown clean away.”
“And the crew?” Montclair asked, staggering over. If only that damned ringing would cease.
“Starboard side engine crew are all. . .” The major swallowed hard. “They’re all unaccounted for, sir. At this point we-we have to assume them lost.”
Montclair slammed his clockwerk fist into the bulkhead. “Damnation!” He swore. Then he swore again in French.
The faces of the men and women who'd crewed that engine room raced through his mind. He banished them just as quickly as they appeared. Those faces would visit him later if he lived that long. The ones he’d lost today, along with all the others he’d lost or killed. His brother would be right there leading them.
“All right,” he growled, rage burning in his eyes. “They started this fight, but damnation if we won't end it. Helm! Bring us around as best you can. Set course straight for that rebel airship.” Montclair leaned uphill to the port side and made a grab for the weapons rack.
Major Vincent spared a glance from the consoles, every gauge and dial showing in the red. “Sir, you're not going to do what I think you're going to do? Are you?”
“Hennings!” Montclair barked. “Why are we not yet faced about? My orders were to bring us around. Then take us in. We're boarding that Healer-damned reb airship!”
“No need for the maneuver sir,” Hennings replied. “Looks like Colonel Turner had the same idea. Both the Valiant Grace and the Fairfax are making right for us. I think they aim to board us, sir.”
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“FIRE, DAMN YOU!” Montclair bellowed. “Keep them off our backs!”
His eyes burned with rage. They were down but not out.
“Security crews and airship's guard, man the deck guns! And prepare to repel borders!”
Montclair grabbed a rifle and a set of iron body armor as he clawed his way toward the hatch, which now resided at a much higher angle than it had just moments ago.
“You have the bridge, Jasper!” he called over his shoulder on the way out, his mind already focused on the coming fight. This was going to be a rough one.
Claxons blared and crew members shouted as Montclair emerged onto the deck, throwing his armor over the Union-blue jacket of his command uniform. A severe blond crew-cut and a pair of storm-gray eyes greeted him as he exited.
Captain Vanessa Shaley, commanding officer of his airship's guard, was shouting orders and rallying her troops. The captain managed to cease barking commands long enough to render Montclair a crisp salute.
“Good to see you, sir,” she said.
Montclair returned the salute and nodded. “Good to see you as well, Van.”
He walked with a purpose toward the upper decks, with Captain Shaley and two of her guardsmen falling in beside him.
“Have you seen Ueda?” Montclair asked as they moved. A master samurai would prove a powerful asset in the coming close-quarters battle.
“No, sir, but if you're heading toward the fight, my guard and I would be honored to stand at your side.”
A grin appeared on Montclair's face. “The honor would be mine, Captain.”
It was the same grin he’d once worn before the responsibilities of command weighed so heavy, when his only concern was the next training evolution, or the next fight, or the next woman. The same grin he’d worn in a time long before the golden eagles rested on his shoulders.
“Form ranks on the colonel,” Shaley ordered.
Guardsmen and crew members flooded the deck, dressed in a mixture of combat uniforms and the more formal Union blues. Montclair stood with them, offering a word here, a whisper of encouragement there.
The Valiant Grace had ceased firing, and both airships were making toward them. Evidently, the Confederates had seen Vindication was crippled. Now they would move in to take her intact. It was what Montclair himself would have done in their place.
The mightiest airship in the Union fleet would make quite a feather in Colonel Turner's cap. Taking The Butcher of the Potomac, as the confederates called him, would be a white feather in that cap.
Since she’d been christened at the airship yards of Vermont, Vindication had only had the displeasure of being boarded once-the battle of Antietam, while she was still under the command of Colonel Hawkins. She’d been boarded, yes, but she’d never tasted defeat. Montclair wondered if today would be her first time. He set his jaw.
Not on my watch.
There was the sound of iron beams squealing in protest then giving way and snapping. Montclair slid right as Vindication listed hard to starboard.
“Steady!” he shouted, encouraging the small boarder-repelling force at his back.
His heart sank as he surveyed his airship’s angle. Tilted this far starboard, their Gatlings and deck guns would be useless.
Colonel Montclair got his air legs under him and stood in front of his crew. The Valiant Grace drew closer. He saw the rows of troops in Confederate battle gray clinging to the Grace's rails, ready to deploy their grappling hooks.
“On my ready!” Montclair shouted. “Stand by to repel boarders!”
Grappling hooks flew from the confederate airships, attaching themselves to the Vindy's railings like so many leeches. The Valiant Grace, in the lead, killed her engines, allowing momentum to carry her closer, closer until the two airships met in a slow, violent collision. A thrum reverberated throughout the two vessels with force enough to shake both crews and cause some to lose their footing.
A second's pause as the crews of both airships steadied their legs, like the calm before the storm, then a bloodcurdling chorus of rebel yells ripped from the throats of the Valiant Grace's crew. A flood of gray heaved onto the sacred ground of Vindication's decks.
Montclair shouldered his rifle, sent rounds down range, and watched the attackers split apart in their haste to avoid his fire. Return fire pinged off the Union airship's iron maintenance sheds and masts as the two opposing forces scattered for cover.
From across decks, a second rumble sounded. The deck of the Vindication shimmied as the Fairfax made contact.
One boarding party at a time, Montclair thought.
He let his rifle hang then drew his katana and held it aloft. He eased the blade down until it was level to the deck, the diamond-hard point facing toward the enemy.
“Repel boarders!” Montclair thundered.
Then he charged at them.
Montclair held his sword in his right hand, his clockwerk left grasping the rife slung across his back. A Confederate officer, either very brave or very foolish, rushed at Montclair with only his saber drawn. Montclair gripped the hilt of his katana, eschewing his slung rifle in favor of meeting the enemy soldier sword to sword. The reb came in swinging, going right for the killing blow.
Montclair slipped below the Confederate's wide slash, rising up and answering with an upward two-handed stroke of his own. His blade opened the graycoat from hip to ear. The rebel soldier fell and died alone, Montclair having already sheathed his blade and shouldered his rifle before the corpse hit the deck.
Colonel Montclair got back in his gun's sights, moving low, eyes sweeping left to right. He spotted a torso clad in gray. Crack-crack. Dropped him and forged ahead.
Battle-honed senses screamed at him to move. Rounds sang against metal as Montclair squeezed in behind one of Vindication's main masts. A squad of rebs had gotten him in their sights and opened fire. He was pinned down but alive and intact. He dropped an empty rifle magazine and slammed a fresh one home.
“Gimme two!” Montclair shouted. He needed three, himself included, to execute what he had in mind.
An instant later, a Union Army Air Corps ranger and one of Shaley's guardsmen were as close as they could get to his side, having moved up and positioned themselves behind the nearest cover.
He looked from one to the other. “I want a flanking maneuver,” he said, addressing them both. He pointed to a pile of pallets several yards away. “That's our checkpoint.”
Both nodded their understanding.
Montclair placed his non- shooting hand on the mast, as big and thick around as an ancient oak. “Stack up behind me. Whoever's last in line, we move on your go.”
The heat from a round buzzed past his ear just as Montclair darted left. As they moved to their next point of cover, the ranger and the guardsman split off, firing from the right and left and collapsing in on the Confederate squad. Under their covering fire, Montclair darted straight up the middle.
Once they'd made the checkpoint, Montclair clapped the ranger on the back. “Nice work,” he told her. He locked eyes with the airship guardsman, covering behind the strapped-down pallet of crates. “You!” he yelled. “Cover! Then move on me!”
The guardsman nodded once, chose his side, and got his gun working. Under the hail of friendly lead, Montclair and the ranger moved out.
Montclair went left, squeezing the trigger even as he stalked ahead, his shots ripping into the embedded Confederate squad. He heard shots from his right, the ranger holding her own as the three of them advanced. Montclair counted two Confederates remaining, the rest of the enemy squad either dead, covering, or in retreat. Montclair got one as the other opened fire.
Ignoring the incoming rounds, Montclair shifted his aim. The rebel soldier became perfectly framed in the rifle's front sight post and rear sight aperture. Montclair squeezed the trigger.
A chilling cry sounded from his right just as the last Confederate dropped. Montclair turned to see his ranger on the deck, a ragged hole in the back of her shoulder.
“Matron!” Montclair shouted.
He rushed back and grabbed the ranger by the collar of her armor and drug her behind a nearby maintenance shed. Rebel corpses littered the space, some of the first boarders to die in the attempt to take his airship. On the other side of the shed, Montclair heard the rebs moving to fully secure their attack positions. He shoved the dead soldiers aside and whipped his injured ranger around the corner, just in time to miss the hail of rounds that slammed into the space they’d just occupied.
“You all right, soldier?”
“I-I'm good, sir,” she hissed through clenched teeth.
Montclair looked around, desperately hoping to see a matron. When he didn't, he ripped the uniform jacket from his back and pressed it over the ranger's wound.
“Hang in there.” Montclair smiled.
A dark stain spread across the Union-blue of his coat as Montclair applied pressure to the injury, desperate to staunch the flow of blood. He ignored the crimson covering his hands, instead focusing on his wounded soldier.
“We'll get out of this,” he said to her.
He turned away to make a quick check around the corner. His smile faded. A second wave of rebel uniforms was headed their way. A man with his own set of golden eagles on his shoulders marched in front of them.
Montclair swore in French. If the commander himself was leading the push, it could mean only one thing.
The equation was simple. Two enemy airship’s worth of boarders plus one defending force equaled a single, inevitable outcome.
They were being overrun.
Damnation, man! he scolded himself. Think!
He needed more guns, but his forces were scattered. Where the hell were Greg and his Marines? And where had his own captain of the guard got off to? Here they were, in the battle of their damned lives, and some of the best fighters in his arsenal were missing in action.
So much for “standing at my side.”
Montclair took in the battle raging around him. Near the aft deck, a squad of soldiers fought back against the tide of Confederate troops. They huddled behind one of the small deckhouses, popping out and firing when the opportunity presented itself. Farther down, a lone soldier fired her rifle from behind a capstan, the thick ropes wound around the iron wheel doing little to stop the enemy’s incoming fire.
Rebel soldiers poured over Vindication’s railings. They moved like a raging river rushing around stone as they flowed between the rope cleats and mooring bollards, headed toward the tall structure of the bridge. Several Air Corps rangers defended the stairwell leading to the bridge entrance, making good use of the air vent cones protruding up from the deck.
Montclair gazed upward. Even the bridge crew, dressed as he himself had been in the more formal Union-blue coat and trousers, had snatched rifles from the arms racks and joined the fight. They fired down from the railing around the bridge itself, providing the troops below with what precious little cover they could, but the wave of rebel soldiers rushed on, unimpeded.
The remainder of his crew was scattered, separated, and cornered. They'd taken covered positions and were mounting a defense, but with these numbers, it was only a matter of time. They were too few to mount a counterattack against the boarders. They'd never be able to hold.
He couldn't let himself fall into Confederate hands, and he couldn't let them have Vindication. Greg and his Marines had to be somewhere close. Even as bleak as things seemed, Greg and his troops just might be enough to turn the tide in their favor. If only he could manage to hold out long enough, if only he could buy them enough time. . .
“Stay put,” he told the wounded ranger. “I'll get a matron over here for you as soon as I can.”
Recognition lit her eyes when she realized what Montclair planned to do. ”No, sir!” she tried to get up, drawing her sidearm. “Aaah!” she gasped, falling back to the deck smeared with her own blood.
“Stay put, Sergeant. That's an order from your colonel.”
From what little he'd seen of him so far, Turner had conducted himself with honor. Montclair had no intentions of leaving his airship to the enemy, but if his people survived this, he prayed to the Healer that Turner would do right by them.
Montclair stood and adjusted the uniform jacket under his armor. He slung his rifle behind his back and gripped the hilt of his katana tightly. He flexed his clockwerk hand open and closed, open and closed. He took a long look around the deck, lingering for a second on each man and woman-the wounded, the dead, and those still fighting.
“Those of you within the sound of my voice!” he shouted. “The following is not an order!” He paused, fighting the sudden lump in is throat. He was gambling with more than just his own life. “If you so choose, you may stay where you are. I can only hope Colonel Turner will offer you honorable terms of surrender, but if you would not choose surrender. . .then form on me now!”
All of a sudden, the enemy fire ceased.
“Wait!” Montclair ordered, holding up a clockwerk hand. “Hold your fire!”
“Colonel Julius Montclair!” a voice, stern and firm, shouted. “I wish to parley!”
Montclair waited a beat before he stepped out from behind cover. He was already cornered and still needed to try and buy Greg some time. By agreeing to parley, he had nothing to lose. He held his rifle firm, the barrel at the low ready. The sight of a wave of gray combat troops arrayed across his decks greeted him. A man who could only be the commander of the Valiant Grace stood at their head.
He was a fair amount older than Montclair. Late fifties were he venturing a guess. Long, sandy-brown hair with streaks of gray, thinning and tied back underneath his storm-gray cavalry Stetson. A drooping mustache. Of middling height but broad shouldered and straight-backed. He held his Colt in one gloved hand, his cavalry saber in the other. A squadron of troops in Confederate combat uniforms stood ready behind him.
Montclair looked to his left and his right. Slowly, his remaining troops had come forward to stand with him. A hasty tally told him there were maybe twenty. Twenty against an enemy force at least three times that size.
Lieutenant Hennings appeared beside Montclair, his rifle in hand. Hennings, as helmsman, should have been on the bridge until the very end, so what in hell was he doing here? Eager to stand next to his commander and defend the airship to his last, Montclair guessed. A noble gesture. If the Healer saw fit to see them through this, he'd forgive the lieutenant's dereliction of his assigned duty as a reward for his bravery.
Twenty feet away, Colonel Turner and the troops at his back stood, unmoving.
“Colonel Montclair,” Turner said, his gaze focusing in on Montclair.
Montclair lowered his rifle but stood his ground. He did some hasty calculations. If he needed to move, twenty feet was a fine cushion of space.
“Colonel Turner, I presume?” Montclair was a ball of kinetic energy, ready to explode at the first sign of a wrong move from Turner or any of his troops.
Turner nodded by way of greeting. His eyes were a mask beneath the brim of his hat. “You're surrounded, Colonel Montclair. However. . .as much as my crew would relish the chance to get a crack at the Butcher of the Potomac, I'll have them stand down. Just tell your troops to lay down their arms and come peacefully. They'll serve time in a Confederate prison camp, but their lives will be spared. You have my word.”
Montclair laughed. “Your word? You've attacked us without provocation,” he said, trying to buy time. Time for what, he had no idea, but maybe he could still find a way out of this. “What good is your word? You've broken the Stalemate, Colonel Turner. You must realize this will mean war?”
“No,” Turner said. “We acted under orders from our duly elected President. If he orders us to war, it’s our duty to go.”
The sounds of battle resumed, only this time more distant. Montclair hadn’t forgotten about the Fairfax attached to Vindication’s aft deck like some massive, blood-sucking leech. Was that where Greg and Ueda were? Sporadic rifle fire faded into the background. Turner seemed to pay it little heed. Montclair guessed the Confederate colonel already thought the battle won.
“Your duly elected president?” Montclair asked, still stalling for time. “You mean Smythe? Colonel, surely you know that Smythe is no longer your president.”
Turner shrugged. “So some say, but others say different. Until someone who outranks me tells me otherwise, I'll follow the orders I’ve received, and those orders are to bring you and your airship in.”
Montclair shook his head. “No. Smythe is a fugitive from Union justice, Colonel Turner, as well as a traitor to the Confederacy. Right this very minute, he's in hiding, holed up in a hacienda in south Texas.”
Turner paused. Montclair had hit a nerve when he’d mentioned Texas. Montclair seized on the opening.
“Surely you see it, don't you?” Montclair asked. “You appear to be a fine soldier, sir, but you've been duped. I'll wager you aren't the only one.” Montclair looked around, sensing a chance however slim. “You strike me as an honorable man, Colonel. It's not too late. Take your airship and your crew. Fly home. Tell your government what I just told you. You'll see I'm right.”
For a moment, Turner seemed to consider it. Then the moment passed. “You’re right, Colonel Montclair. I am a soldier. Same as you. And you make a fine argument.” Turner’s eyes were unreadable. “But a soldier follows orders. You know it as well as I, and that's just what I aim to do.”
“Wait,” Montclair said.
Still no sign of his friend. His chances were fading by the second. He felt a sudden pang of sadness, dismissing it just as quickly. If things went badly, then Ayita, daughter of War Chief Tooantuh of the Croatan nation and heir to the title of War Chieftess, would understand.
“Before you follow your orders, Colonel, just answer me one thing...how did you manage to cripple my airship?”
“I think I can answer that Colonel Montclair,” a nearby voice said.
Montclair almost didn't recognize it. He turned to see Hennings unslinging his rifle.
Montclair watched in disbelief as the lieutenant set the weapon down, placed his hands in the air, and walked toward Colonel Turner's forces.
“What the hell are you doing, Hennings?” Montclair asked.
Hennings remained stone-faced as he walked past. “Sorry, Colonel, but if it's any consolation, even my own country had no idea.”
Hennings, unarmed, marched up to a surprised Colonel Turner. He raised his hand in salute. “Lieutenant Sam Kelly, sir, 3rd Alabama, Confederate Intelligence.”
Montclair bared his teeth. “You're a damned reb.” His clockwerk hand curled into an iron fist. His human one shifted toward his sidearm.
“Easy, Montclair,” Turner said. The Confederate colonel's eyes were sharp beneath the brim of his hat. “Let's not do anything foolish.” The rebel colonel locked eyes with Hennings. “You’re the one who sent us Vindication’s heading?”
“I am, sir,” Hennings said. “Fired off a telegram when we stopped for resupply.”
Turner looked to one of the soldiers at his side. “Check Lieutenant Kelly here for weapons. Take him into custody until we can verify his story.” He looked at the man who, until a moment ago, had been Lieutenant Hennings. “No offense, lieutenant.”
“None taken, sir,” Hennings now Kelly said. “Soon as you send a courier, they'll verify my story.”
Montclair stared daggers at his turncoat helmsman.
Kelly met his gaze, his eyes level. “I'm the one set the explosives in the engine room, Colonel. It’s because of me Vindication lies crippled.”
Montclair bared his teeth. “You won't live to see tomorrow,” he growled. “Good soldiers died because of you.”
“At ease, gentlemen,” Turner warned. “I’d prefer to keep this peaceable.” He turned to two of his soldiers and jerked a thumb at Kelly. “Get him out of here!” he hissed.
Kelly turned back to Montclair as he was being led away. “Good soldiers died on both sides, Colonel.”
Montclair moved before he thought.
“No!” Turner shouted “Don't-”
An explosion from behind cut Turner off mid-sentence as a bright ball of flame enveloped the far side of the Dixie Pride. The cries of dying Confederate soldiers went up from the rebel airship, while Union bullets and blades slammed into the rear of Turner's boarding party.
Greg, his Marines, and Vindication's own airship's guard had finally chosen to make their presence known.
Montclair watched gray uniforms part like the Red Sea. There was a scream as each reb fell, unable to bring their weapons to bear in the chaotic crush of bodies. Rebel soldiers fled or died until a bloodstained samurai, hair wild and sword singing, appeared from the carnage.
The former Lieutenant Hennings wheeled about, shoving Colonel Turner to his knees and yanking a Colt from the holster of a nearby fallen soldier. Montclair acted on instinct, diving for cover and shouldering his rifle mid-air. He fired as he hit the deck, the impact throwing his shot wide. He pulled the trigger again, waited for the satisfying kick as the rounds pumped into the turncoat Kelly.
Only there was nothing but a hollow click.
Empty.
Kelly smiled and took aim. “Was a pleasure serving under you, Colonel.”
Montclair stared down the barrel of Kelly's colt and into his own death.
A shout emanated from behind Kelly.
No, Montclair thought. Not a shout. A battle cry.
Ueada's blade sang as it sliced through air, flesh, and bone. Kelly's head flew, landing with a thump and rolling across Vindication's deck. The next stroke brought Ueda's blade within a hair's breadth of Turner's neck. The entire episode, from explosion to sword-stroke, had lasted only a moment.
Turner, still on his knees, grimaced. Montclair smiled. Turner dropped his pistol.
Ueda stood above the Confederate colonel. Ueda was bathed in sweat and blood, chest heaving, eyes wild with the joy of battle. “We will accept. . .your sword in surrender,” he said. Ueda used the tip of his katana to persuade Turner to look up and meet his gaze. “Or not if you so choose.”
The fighting around them ceased as the realization of what happened set in.
“Either way,” Ueda told the defeated colonel, “this battle is over.”



16 CRAWFORD HACIENDA RANCH - NEAR LAREDO, TEXAS, MARCH 1867
A WARM BREEZE blew across the waters of the Rio Grande below, wafting its way up the hills and onto the hacienda porch. Here in the temperate lands bordering the Mexican Empire, the sultry breeze was the only indication of winter's cooler weather.
A sea of blue uniforms on horse and brute-back rode up from the Texas republic’s southern, riverine border. Interspersed within the blue were splashes of white-white uniform trousers for the officers, combat-blue uniforms for the troops. The column wound its way up from the valley like a snake slithering up from the banks of the river. Elite troops dressed in crimson jackets comprised the snake’s head.
And at the forefront of the carmine jacketed-Imperial Guard, Smythe knew, rode General Santiago.
General Augusto Santiago. His uniform was spotless, no doubt, saber at his side, eagle atop his helm, and his brute polished to a brilliant shine. The man was as slimy as an earthworm, but he was also the voice and hand of Emperor Maximilian and thus a bothersome but entirely necessary inconvenience.
The column of troops from the Mexican empire seemed to stretch to infinity. Along the fringes of their column, the rough men and women of Crawford's rogue ranger regiment trotted their brutes at irregular intervals. The Texans' mechanical war horses, specially crafted for rangering, clawed great clods of damp earth as they stepped.
Smythe fanned himself as he sat on the porch, watching the approaching procession and sipping from a glass of wine so sweet he’d swear it was candied. Who needed the life of a president anyway? Judging by the size of the force headed up the road, the life of an emperor seemed much more appealing. Smythe breathed in deep. Yes, controlling an empire seemed a lifestyle much more suited to his tastes.
An earthen jar sat on the porch, just to the right of Smythe's chair. The jar held several small cacti that just so happened to be in bloom. The flowers were circles of sunset-orange, surrounded by gorgeous, blade-shaped petals of deepest ochre.
Coryphantha Sulcata, Smythe thought. The Pineapple Cactus.
Smythe remembered with longing his greenhouse at Rosetree. Someday, he would return there. He was certain of it, but until then, he would continue to plan. Plan and wait for his opportunity. He would enjoy the beautiful scenery and the delicious winter weather of Laredo. He would soak in this perfect breeze, his wine, the views of the Sierra Madre Oriental mountains to the west, and the timeless river below.
The only things out of place on this wonderful evening were the scowling Wagstaff and, at his back, an equally scowling Primm. Usually an eternal pragmatist, Primm in particular seemed uncharacteristically glum.
It was the first time he recalled both Wagstaff and Primm ever being of a similar mind or mood. Smythe's curiosity got the best of him.
“Not enjoying the parade, Primm?” Smythe indicated the columns of advancing Mexican troops.
The young man frowned and pushed his spectacles higher on his nose. “It isn't so much that Mr. President. It's just that. . .”
“Well, what is it? Spit it out, man.”
“Well, sir. . .when I signed on with you? I-I thought I would be doing something more...I don't know-meaningful?” An errant horned lizard had ventured too close to Primm’s shoe. He kicked it away.
Smythe leaned back in his chair and took another sip from his glass. “Is serving your country not meaningful enough for you, Primm?”
Primm shook his head. “I'm as much a patriot as the next man, sir, but this. . .” Primm looked at their surroundings and the approaching Mexican Imperial army. “This was not what I had in mind.”
Smythe gave him a knowing smile. “Bear with me, Mr. Primm. You shall see.” Smythe turned to his bodyguard, the former Georgia infantryman. “And what about you, Wagstaff? What's your opinion? Come now. I know you have one.”
The big man brooded a moment before he spoke. “I serve at pleasure of the Office of the President, sir. Where you lead, I follow.”
Smythe breathed a sigh. “I appreciate your sense of duty, Wagstaff, but I do require your actual opinions from time to time. Now is one of those times.”
Wagstaff shifted uncomfortably. “Permission to speak freely, Mr. President?”
“I believe I've already given you that, Wagstaff. Now I'm growing impatient.”
“I don't like it, Mr. President,” Wagstaff said, shaking his massive head. “The Mexican Empire. And this man Crawford, rich as Croesus but acts like he's just a common soldier. He and his rangers jockeying for their own state.” Wagstaff made a face as if he’d swallowed something sour. “And us raising our hands to our own countrymen, sir? Fellow men and women of the Confederacy?”
“Ah,” Smythe uttered. He knew what Wagstaff was getting at. “What happened with Senator Lee was. . .regrettable.” Smythe eyed Wagstaff with suspicion. “Even more regrettable that he lived through it.” Smythe noted that Wagstaff chose not to meet his stare. “But I'll ask of you what I just did of Primm. Bear with me a bit longer.” Smythe waved a hand, encompassing the sweeping vista that surrounded them. “I’ve gotten us this far, haven’t I?”
Wagstaff seemed unconvinced but held his piece. Smythe hoped the giant's loyalties were still in place. He had enough to worry about as it was, without adding Wagstaff’s uncertainty to the list.
“And what of your plans, Mr. President?” Primm asked.
“My plans?” Smythe chuckled. “My plans haven't changed, Primm. We'll march back into Richmond, right down the center of Broad Street with my loyalists at my back. Along with ten-thousand troops from the Empire of Mexico behind them, of course, just in case anyone wants to argue the point.”
Smythe nodded to himself, took a sip of the saccharine-sweet wine.
“They'll accept me as their rightful president again. Then, once we've consolidated our forces in the south, when we finally have enough power. . .we march on the Union capital.” Smythe could see it, clear as day in his mind’s eye. “And after we seize it? Europe will have no choice but to recognize us as a legitimate, unified nation, a unified nation under the Confederate flag.”
Smythe looked at the river and the approaching troops.
“Under my flag,” he added, almost to himself. “And from there?” He shrugged. “What man can say what lies next?”
“You paint a compelling picture, Mr. President,” Primm said, sounding livelier than he had a moment ago. “You have vision, sir. I'll give you that.” He sat up a bit straighter. “It's one of the reasons I joined you.”
“Of course it was.” Smythe said. “Back in Richmond. . .that whole ‘arrest’ business,” he said, referring to Lee’s attempt to take him into custody. He dismissed it with a wave of his hand, “It was nothing. A slight hitch in my plans. A bump in the road, if you will. But men like myself do not fall so easily. We regroup. We return to the drawing board. We rebuild. And we return both stronger and better for it. And now? Now everything is, again, within my grasp.”
Smythe surveyed the array of gathering troops spreading out before his host's hacienda. A smile crept across his face.



17 DESERT - THE REPUBLIC OF TEXAS, MARCH 1867
“BUT YOU'VE JUST RETURNED, SIR!”
The look on Major Vincent's face put Montclair in mind of a lost puppy dog. He denied the urge to laugh.
“I'm leaving her in the most capable hands I know,” Montclair said. He strapped into his armor and checked his sidearm a final time before sliding it into the holster at his leg.
“Yes, sir. You are leaving her in good hands. Again.”
“Easy, Major,” Montclair said, his voice leaving little room for argument. “I know you're frustrated, so I'll let that one go, but I'm still in command here.”
Major Vincent lowered his gaze, sufficiently chastised. “Sorry, sir. It's just that. . .well, you've only just returned.”
“You already said that, Jasper.” Montclair stuffed several magazines into the pouches on his armor, slung his rifle, and then threw on his pack. He took a last look around his stateroom before ushering Major Vincent out and exiting behind him.
The major fidgeted as they walked up the ladderwell. He opened his mouth to speak several times, each time seeming to think better of it. As they moved through the narrow corridors of the airship, Montclair decided he'd had enough. He stopped walking.
“All right, Jasper. I know you've got something to say, so out with it.”
The major fixed his CO with a stare. “You’ve spent a lot more time on the ground than in the sky of late.”
Montclair sighed. Hadn't he just said something like that to someone else himself?
“I know it, XO, and I'm not certain what that means. I don't always know where the next step leads, but I do know I must follow the path ahead of me.”
The major furrowed his brow. All due respect, sir. . .but what the hell des that even mean?”
This time, Montclair laughed. “It means I have to go, so I’m going.”
They stepped out onto the deck, the sun blinding. Montclair squinted against the brightness. When his eyes regained focus, he saw nothing but arid desert surrounding them, stretching on unbroken and seemingly endless to the horizon. Above them was a blue, cloudless sky. Being both morning and early spring, the heat was subtle, but it was there.
Montclair had seen worse temperatures. The Demilitarized Zone-the black, blasted lands between Washington D.C. and Ruther Glen, Virginia-came immediately to mind.
Vindication sat, half hovering and canted. Her starboard side hung in the air. Her port side slouched into the sand. Montclair walked alongside his Executive Officer, mindful of the deck's thirty-degree tilt. Her port engine was a study in destruction—metal, shredded like parchment paper; forged iron mangled as a set of gnarled, jagged teeth; and nothing but a gaping hole where the engine was once moored.
Thoughts of those who'd died manning the engine room haunted Montclair. His crew felt it as well. Daguerreotypes, lockets, scraps of paper with handwritten notes, and dozens of heartfelt mementos littered the area around the destroyed engine room where an impromptu memorial had sprung up.
Montclair gritted his teeth.
Damn you to hell, Hennings.
The traitorous reb was nothing but a headless corpse now, courtesy of Ueda's blade. He'd been returned to the Confederacy he had given his life for, along with Turner's airship. As much as Montclair's anger burned, and as much as he wished Hennings were alive again so he could continue to make him pay for the lives he’d taken, the man was less than nothing now. Just a sack of meat packed in salt to keep it from rotting on the trip back to Richmond.
“Is that why you let them go, sir?” Major Vincent asked, breaking into Montclair's thoughts.
Lost in his own mind, Montclair missed the first part of what the major had said. “Sorry, XO. Say again?”
“The chance for peace, sir. Is that why you let Colonel Turner and his crew go? Even after all they'd done?”
Montclair didn’t know, honestly. He sighed. “What else was I to do, Jasper? Take them all prisoner? The Vindy doesn't have space enough in her stockade for an entire airship crew. Nor do we have enough people to hold them all or to fly the Valiant Grace home, if we'd taken her. Besides, if there's ever to be peace, it must begin somewhere. I think Turner is as good a place to start as any.”
They headed aft, returning crew member's salutes as they went. At last, they reached the ladderwell leading down into Vindication's belly. When they were just outside the main hatch to her cargo bay, Montclair stopped. He handed the major an envelope.
“Send a messenger to relay this. I need it telegraphed as soon as possible.”
“We're miles from anything, sir. We don't expect the troops we sent with our distress call to reach Kansas for another day, at least, and that's pushing the brutes through the night. It may be a while before this message is sent.”
Montclair nodded. “I understand. Send someone anyway. I want a rider mounted and on the gallop within the hour.”
Major Vincent eyed the letter. “May I ask what this is, sir?”
“You may,” Montclair replied. “Let's call just call it 'insurance’ for now. Is the repair party all set?”
“Yes, sir. Could be a week or two before we can get that motor airshipped out here, but the chief and his people will be ready to get it installed as soon as it arrives.”
“Good. How are we set for provisions?”
“Hunting parties will leave at dusk. They'll search for water while they're out. We've preserves, canned food, and dry goods enough to last us a few weeks if we ration.”
“And security?”
“Standard watch shifts. All the Gatlings, launchers, and cannon are operational.” Major Vincent nodded toward the cargo bay. “We have the brutes and the armored steam carriages, of course.”
Damnation, he's good.
Montclair had to admit, the major would make a fine airship commander one day. He thought of Major Stephens and the new stealth model airships with majors as their commanders. He found himself surprised Jasper hadn’t already put in his bid for a commander’s slot.
“Outstanding work, Jasper. Stand by until that motor arrives. When the chief gets the airship repaired, move as quickly as you can to meet us.”
“What about you, sir?”
He dismissed Jasper’s concern with a swipe of his clockwerk hand. “I'll be fine. I've got twenty-five of the best the Union has to offer at my back, all brute-mounted and armed to the teeth. Nothing to worry about. When we reach our point, we'll reconnoiter the area and hold position until you arrive.”
Jasper raised a brow.
“Don't look at me in that tone of voice, Major.”
“No disrespect meant, sir, but. . .”
It was Montclair's turn to raise an eyebrow. “But what?”
“Arriving and holding position isn't exactly your style, sir. And-And things have a way of. . . happening with you, sir. That's all I'm saying.”
Montclair shrugged. “Well, I can't argue with you there.”
“Again, sir. . .with all due respect, we have no idea what to expect out there.”
“Do we ever really know what to expect, Major? We have the rendezvous point. For us, that should be good enough. When we get there, I'll telegraph word back as soon as I can. With Vindication delayed a week for repairs, we can’t miss this meet. We can’t let the Texans think something’s happened and not show up. We have to move on this now, before it's too late.”
“I understand, sir.” Major Vincent stood up straight and saluted.
Montclair returned it. “Not seeing us off?” he asked.
“No, sir. I've called a meeting of Vindication's junior officers and senior enlisted.” Major Vincent checked his pocket watch. “It's set to begin shortly.”
Damnation, he was good.
“Very well, Jasper. Take good care of her while I'm gone.”
“You know I will, sir.”
The conversation done, Montclair turned and entered the cargo bay alone. The bay was a cavernous space, bending over the rear of the envelope and dipping down between the starboard and what used to be the port engine. Two smaller hatchway entrances flanked a third, the one Montclair had just entered. The center of the bay bustled with sand-brown Union combat uniforms. Cavalry Stetsons completed the uniform, ensuring the troops' protection from the harsh desert sun.
The soldiers heaped packs, supplies, and munitions onto the withers of iron-skinned brutes. The clockwerk warhorses weren't polished like ceremonial mounts or their sometimes more decorative civilian cousins. These were painted a light shade of brown, something akin to the soldiers' combat uniforms. This was in order to more readily blend in with the native Texas landscape. Fourteen soldiers-airship's guard, standard infantry, and Army Air Corps rangers worked alongside eleven Marines, all making ready for the small force to move out. Greg stood next to two of his Marines and a ranger, helping them strap down equipment.
“We almost ready?” Montclair asked.
“Almost,” Greg said, fastening a buckle.
“Everyone here good?”
“Yep. All good.”
“And you?”
Greg looked around at the belly of Montclair’s airship. “I’m a far sight better than the last time I sat astride one of these things inside this cargo bay. I can tell you that.”
Montclair chuckled at the memory. “Christ the Healer, your ass was sweating bullets.”
Gregg’s eyes went wide, thinking back on that night they’d saved Washington. “Damned right I was! I'm not afraid to admit it. Leaping these things out of moving airship thirty feet above the earth?” Greg shook his head. “Sometimes I marvel at my own foolishness.”
“I thought Marines weren't afeared of anything?” Montclair said. “What happened to 'eating nails and shitting iron' and all asked?”
“There's a difference between bravery and insanity.” Greg nodded at one of the Marines, signaling him to ready the troops to move out. “What we did above the blasted lands outside Washington last year? That was insanity.”
Montclair cinched his final strap and mounted up. “Insanity for a good cause.”
“Sure,” Greg said. “I’ll grant you that.”
Greg mounted and flipped the switch that fired his brute's engine. Montclair did likewise, feeling the thrum of power reverberate through the iron beneath him.
“You giving the order, Colonel?” Montclair asked.
Greg bowed and held out his hand, like an expectant maitre d' showing Montclair to his table. “The honor is all yours, Colonel.”
A smile split Montclair's face. He gave the order of “forward march” then walked his brute down the cargo bay ramp toward the waiting desert sands below.
    
TWO DAYS.
Two hot, dusty, uneventful days of riding through the dust and sand.
The troops, their uniforms, and their brutes all blended together, of a color with the never-changing, ceaseless desert landscape.
They'd ridden under the relentless daytime sun, breaking only at dusk to set camp for the night. Montclair had seen no need to press on through darkness. Greg, his fellow colonel subordinate only by the date of his rank, had agreed. They'd devoured the miles over the past forty-eight turns o' the clock, pushing south toward the Rio Grande and ever deeper into the southern territory of the Texas Republic.
Since setting out from the crippled Vindication, they'd seen not a single soul or at least not a single soul that wanted to be seen. Montclair swore at times he could feel eyes on him. The indigenous tribes, he figured. Kiowa the first day, likely Comanche today.
Ayita had told him what she knew of the native peoples who inhabited the lands to the far southwest of the Croatan nation. Most of the indigenous tribes had chosen to sign treaties with Texas. The vast majority were peaceful unless provoked, aside from the occasional raiding of a settlement that encroached too far into indigenous lands.
The native people were shrewd trading partners and fierce warriors. According to Ayita, they were hunters with skills that rivaled those of the Croatan themselves-strong, fast, and deadly with a bow or rifle. They were stealthy to beat the devil when there was need.
The thought did little to assuage Montclair’s sensation of being watched.
It was high noon of the third day when they stumbled upon the abandoned encampment. Montclair and Greg, riding in the lead, spotted it first. A circle of ragged tents, packs and gear strewn about. Remnants of a campfire, long gone cold. The hairs on Montclair's neck stood up straight.
He whipped up a clenched fist.
“Halt,” he commanded.
There was the whining of cables and gears as twenty-five clockwerk horses whirred and clanked to a stop. Only the muted sound of the beast's engines turning broke the silence. Montclair exchanged a look with Greg.
His eyes narrowed. He took in the camp, and the rock formation beyond it. He sat completely still.
“Something's not right,” Montclair uttered.
Greg nodded. “Energy feels off.” The Marine's hand drifted to his sidearm.
Movement from the ground at the corner of his peripheral. Montclair's eyes flew wide open. “Retreat!” he shouted, yanking his brute in a tight circle, ready to feel the surge of the aether-fueled engine as they charged away from the edge of the abandoned camp.
Then, all around them, the ground erupted.



18 HESSIAN CONSULATE BUILDING - BOULDER, COLORADO, MARCH 1867
THE SERVANT'S line into the Hessian consulate building stretched back to the street, at least eighteen people deep. Late march snow fluttered down from a steel-gray sky. The frigid air cut through cloth, leather, and flesh, freezing to the bone. Day workers clutched threadbare coats and matted furs tight to chests and necks in a futile attempt to fight the chill. Grumbles and curses of how spring was taking its sweet time spilled from shivering lips.
Soldiers in pea-green uniforms manned the iron gates, the spikes atop them like the teeth of dragons from a children's fairy story. The Hessian soldiers, seemingly impervious to the bitter cold, scowled at the day servants as they scrutinized their work passes. Only when the gruff professional soldiers were satisfied did they allow the workers entry. Above them, the Hessian flag-lion, crown, and sword on a field of white with two red stripes-hung limp against the gray morning sky.
Abe, warm in his exquisite clothing, sat next to his minder, taking in the scene from the window of their steam carriage. There would be no waiting outside in the servant's line for them. Instead, they would wallow a while in the luxurious interior cabin of their vehicle. Then, as soon as they were cleared for entry, Abe and Blackjack would be riding into the consulate as honored guests of the nation of Hesse.
Blackjack's cover, a minor aether baron from California accompanied by Abe as his secretary, was as tight as an airship envelope. So far, it was holding steady with help in no small part from some well-forged paperwork and a bit of telegraph sleight-of-hand. Their clothing, consisting of handmade suits of clothes, silk neckerchiefs, and mink fur coats, along with their ridiculously well-appointed steam carriage, completed the illusion.
Abe looked down at his gold pocket watch.
Half past nine o' the clock.
They were scheduled for lunch in the consul general's private quarters at noon, followed by a series of meetings to discuss Hessian investment in the aether mines.
If all went well, they would never make it to that lunch. Or any of the afternoon's meetings.
Abe looked out the window at the people waiting to enter the consulate for their daily work. A group of young men and women stood out from the rest of them. They were dressed just a bit better, seemed to shine a bit brighter, and stood just a bit apart from the cooks, cleaners, mechanists, and technists who kept the consulate functioning. They were a rainbow hue-a woman from Nippon, skin translucent in the winter light and a young freedman, tall, with eyes the color of chestnut. The group of men and women had only one thing in common. Al of them were strikingly beautiful.
One in the group, in particular, caught Abe's eye. He smiled. He watched her there, haughty and shivering in the cold while she waited for the soldiers to check the common servants' papers. She wore a bearskin coat of good quality, warm gloves of the same material. A shock of white-blond hair slipped from underneath her matching fur hat. Underneath the hat and the blond locks, Abe knew her hair was a shade fiery red, and that the haughtiness and the shivering were all an act.
“You’re worried about her.” Blackjack said. It came across as more statement than question.
Abe turned a shade of pink but held his piece.
“I've known that girl since she was a child,” Blackjack said. He pulled off his leather gloves. “If there's one thing I'm certain of, it is this. She can damn well take care of herself.” He shrugged. “The fact that you're in love with her won't change that.”
Abe's stomach dropped. His face burned from pink to full-on red. “I-I'm not...” he stammered.
Blackjack rolled his eyes. “Please. For the love of the Healer, son. . .spare me. A blind man could see it.” He pointed out the window at the blonde in the servant's line. “Even if she can't. Or wont.”
Abe screwed up his face. “What-What should I do?”
“You're a trained DSI agent, Abe, a natural, from what I can see. You're a spy well on his way to becoming a spymaster. You're a killer. As your minder, it's my job to guide you, to train you, but that girl is one thing I'm not able to help you with. That you'll have to figure out on your own.”
Blackjack rapped on the privacy divider, and the steam carriage began to move. They were headed toward the consulate winter entrance, an area reserved only for diplomats and guests of the consul general herself.
Blackjack turned to Abe. “May I offer you one word of advice, though?”
“Yes, sir. Of course.”
“Get that damned blushing under control. It's unseemly.”
Abe blushed deeper. “Yes, sir.”
Blackjack grinned. “Good. Now let's do this.”
The steam carriage rolled forward to a second gate. Abe had to give it to the Hessians. Already some of the finest mercenaries in the world, they’d also mastered the art of layered security. No matter, though. Their plans had taken that into account.
A clockwerk with red and white piping along its limbs and the Hessian lion stamped on its chest compartment swung open the second iron gate. They rolled into an open space, the carriage wheels crunching into snow and gravel. Two more clockwerks, their markings similar to the first, were standing by. They opened the barn-like doors of a carriage house, which sat adjacent to the consulate building itself. Abe stole a last glance at the servant's line. He saw Scarlet getting her forged work pass back and heading for the day servant's door.
Abe and Blackjack's steam carriage pulled inside, the driver parking next to several other carriages, all with the same diplomatic markings they'd used to track McCormick. Abe stepped out first, turning to help his “employer” exit. Inside the carriage house, a fire burned in a massive hearth. The flames popped and crackled, smell of fragrant red cedar permeating the space. The fire provided the carriage house's only light, lending the place a dark, smoky air. The interior of the building was as warm as a summer afternoon.
With Blackjack out of the carriage, Abe went back into the cabin and retrieved several rolling trunks, which he handed off to a waiting Hessian attendant. Just then, someone emerged from the shadows, flanked by two clockwerk soldiers. He was a small man, close-cropped gray hair, keen eyes, and a broach of red rubies and white diamonds-the stripes on the flag of Hesse, Abe realized-at his throat.
“Greetings, Herr Carlton,” the man said, his accent thick. He shook hands with Blackjack. “My apologies. We had not expected you for at least another hour.”
“No apology is necessary.” Blackjack's eyes crinkled in a smile. “If anyone should apologize, it is I. It's always been my preference to be early.”
“Of course,” the man replied. “I am Herr Schmidt, secretary to the consul general. I welcome you to the consulate of Hesse-sovereign nation and home of the finest professional soldiers money can buy.”
“Guten morgen, Herr Schmidt,” Blackjack said. “And thank you.”
“Ah!” Schmidt said, delighted. “Your Hessian is quite good!”
“Thank you,” Blackjack replied. He turned to Abe. “Herr Schmidt, may I introduce you to my own secretary? This is Mr. Fortenberry.”
Abe shook Schmidt's hand. They exchanged pleasantries for several minutes before Abe caught Schmidt eyeing the rolling trunks.
“I see you've brought along the samples we discussed, Herr Carlton?” Schmidt's voice trembled with barley contained greed.
“I have.” Blackjack said. “I can't expect your nation to pay for the aether from my mines without a sample of what I have to offer, now, can I?”
“Of course, Herr Carlton,” Schmidt said, his eyes still locked on the trunks.
The engine of the Hessian economy was military services, combined with the nation's readiness to sell those services to anyone willing to pay top dollar. The small European country's main export was death, and the deadly men and machines needed to keep those exports running required aether. A lot of it.
“The consul general will be most pleased to view your samples,” Schmidt continued. “I'm quite certain you and the nation of Hesse can come to terms that are. . .mutually agreeable.”
“And you're prepared to test the samples here?” Blackjack asked. “Today?”
“Of course.” Herr Schmidt made a face as if he were offended. “We have our own geologists and alchemists on standby.”
Blackjack nodded. “Very good.”
“But I'm afraid you're quite early for your luncheon, Herr Carlton, and the consul general is busy with meetings until then. You have two hours yet. May I suggest you relax and avail yourselves of our amenities?”
Blackjack shot the consul general's secretary his best grin. “Why thank you, Herr Schmidt. That would be lovely.”
It was going just as they'd planned.
“Excellent!” Schmidt said. “We can even speed the process if you'd like? All that would be required is us taking possession of your samples ahead of time-” Schmidt stepped toward the trunks in the attendant's hands.
Blackjack moved, placing himself between the consulate secretary and their baggage. “I'd prefer that we keep these in our possession until an alchemist can open them. We had them sealed by the guild in California, and as you know, the element can be quite volatile. Perhaps it's best if we wait?”
“Of course,” Schmidt said. “As you wish.” Abe didn’t miss the disappointment in the man's voice. “If you will both follow me, please?”
The consulate was, indeed, a fortress. Stone walls, marble floors, monolithic hallways, and the best mercenaries in the world patrolling them. Abe took note of the building's layout as they walked. The first floor of the consul building bustled with foot traffic. Suited dignitaries rubbed elbows with the people who kept the place running day to day-the ones who chopped the firewood, cooked, kept the water closets clean, who programmed and repaired the clockwerks. It took all types to keep the consulate in order.
Including, of course, the entertainment.
Scarlet's plan was brilliant. She'd be among the men and women brought in for the pleasures of the consulate's senior staff and special guests. She'd have the run of the place. Blackjack, utilizing an old cover he'd created, would come in with Abe posing as his employee.
Herr Schmidt showed them to a well-appointed third floor room. Books lined ceiling-high shelves along the walls. A comfortable sofa chair and table sat in front of a roaring fireplace. Outside, through double-thick, iron-barred glass windows, a breathtaking view of the frozen city spread out before them. Abe spotted two clockwerk sentries in the corners of the room.
“Here we are, gentlemen,” Herr Schmidt said. He walked around the room, directing the attendants to set the trunks containing the samples down. “I hope all is to your liking.”
Blackjack stood in the center the room, taking it in with a practiced eye. He shrugged. “Smaller than what I'm accustomed to, but this will do, I suppose.”
“Very good,” Schmidt said, seeming satisfied. “Can I get you anything before lunch, Herr Carlton? Refreshments? A girl? Or a young man, perhaps?”
”Whiskey,” Blackjack said. “And something in a nice blonde would be acceptable. A woman, if you please.”
Herr Carlton bowed. “Consider it done.” The Hessian turned to leave, taking the two clockwerks with him. “I'll station these uhrwerks outside your door.” Herr Carlton turned back and grinned, no warmth in it. “For your safety, of course.”
Blackjack smiled back. “Of course.”
The city bell tower rang ten o' the clock as the cedar wood door swung closed on oiled hinges.
Blackjack stretched out and collapsed onto the sofa. “Bet you a greenback it's locked.”
Abe smiled, knowing better. “That's a sucker's bet, sir.”
Blackjack laughed. “Why don't you check on those aether samples?”
Abe cracked open the chests. Inside the first were two Matheson model 4's, or “M4's,” along with ammunition and three daggers. Inside the second were backpacks and enough ammunition to choke a mule. Inside the third were two sets of iron body armor, three holstered colts, and the pièce de résistance-two grenadier's charges. One standard black iron for the charges with shrapnel, one black iron with light blue paint for smoke only. The smoke charges were something from the new line of non-lethal DSI arms. There was also a fourth trunk, smaller than the rest, which Abe left alone.
Blackjack raised up to get a good look inside the trunks. He whistled low at what he saw. “Someone's aiming to misbehave.”
“You said pack for anything. Besides, dressed like this, we were like as not liable to get hijacked for our gold before we even got here.”
Blackjack took a second look inside the trunks. “Best no one tried, I s'pose.” He chuckled. “Herr Schmidt's going to be very disappointed when he finds out there aren't any aether samples.”
“Aether samples
are going to be the least of Herr Schmidt's worries before this day is over.”
From outside the door, Abe heard two loud pops, one after the other in quick succession, followed by the clatter of metal.
Abe pulled out his pocket watch again, checked the position of the hands, and smiled.
Right on time.
There was the scratching of iron on iron, followed by a loud clack of tumblers. The engraved cedar door swung silently open. A gorgeous blonde backed into the room rump-first, dragging a Hessian clockwerk as she came.
Blackjack turned over on his side. “Are you the blonde I ordered?” he asked her. “They certainty are growing them strong these days.”
Scarlet stopped long enough to offer Blackjack a middle-finger salute. When she'd drug the clockwerk in, she stood up and smoothed her skirts.
“Well, don't just stand there,” she said to Abe. “Get the other one inside!”
“Oh, sorry.” Abe burned red and rushed into the hall, dragging the other clockwerk, along with a bottle of premium Hessian whiskey, inside.
He'd been growing stronger ever since Indoctrination. He enjoyed the increased layers of muscle he'd earned. Even so, the clockwerks were fairly heavy. He marveled at Scarlet's strength, pulling one of those things in by herself.
“Shut that door,” Blackjack ordered, standing up from the couch. Abe noticed he grabbed the whiskey and stuffed it into his pack. “Won't be long before someone notices those two clockwerks that were outside our door are missing. We are now officially on the clock.”
Scarlet threw her blond wig onto the flames. The smell of burning hair filled the room. “Got some news from a dead drop this morning after you left,” she said. “There was some trouble above Texas.”
“Oh?” Blackjack asked. He shed his overcoat, slipping into iron body armor. “What kind of trouble?”
“Vindication was attacked.”
Ice water rushed through Abe's veins. “Colonel Montclair's airship?” The vessel where he'd had his first taste of airborne combat. “What happened?”
“Details around the attack are vague.” Scarlet slipped off her heeled shoes and shimmied out of her skirts. Her corset and sleeves she kept on. She was already dressed in pocketed trousers underneath. “The airship went down for repairs in the middle of the desert. They're shipping an engine out to them as we speak. In the meantime, Vindication is on standby, but the colonel himself struck out on his own.”
Abe felt relief at the mention of Colonel Montclair's name. “The colonel lives? Thank the Healer.”
“Quite the soldier, your Hero of the Potomac,” Blackjack said, directing the comment to both Scarlet and Abe. “I'm looking forward to my chance to meet him.”
“We'll see that you get that chance,” Abe said. “Maybe sooner rather than later.”
“First, let's see to this mission.” Scarlet slipped into her own armor and buckled it in place. When she was done, she looked up at Abe. “So. . .where is she?”
Abe grinned. “In the last trunk. Safe and sound, just like you left her.”
Scarlet almost squealed with delight. She walked over to the trunk and popped it open. She pulled the subdued black rifle from inside, the iron cast so dark it seemed to drink in the light. Designed by the master French gunsmith Antoine Chassepot, the weapon now bore his name. Intricate silver scrollwork ran along its length, the runes alchemist-blessed. He'd seen her do amazing things with that rifle. Together, the two of them were nigh unstoppable.
He watched her hold it up to the window, inspecting it. She checked the action and nodded to herself, satisfied.
“See?” he said. “I told you. Just like you left it.”
“So you did. And I thank you. Just needed to know for myself.”
“Were you able to secure a map of this place?” Blackjack asked. He strapped one of the colts to his leg then picked up an M4.
“Yep,” Scarlet said. “They gather the singvögel together as soon as they come in. Then they give out the day's entertainment assignments. They're even nice enough to hand out maps for the new ones. The map, along with the scehmatics you two managed to snag, should give us everyhting we need to navigate this place.”
“Sorry,” Abe interrupted. “My Hessian's a little rusty. . .singvögel?“
“Singvögel means 'songbird,'“ Scarelt said. Her eyes narrowed. “Not only does Hesse traffic in merenaries, but you can also add pleasure house slavery to their list of state sanctioned crimes.“
“Gotta love that Hessian efficiency,” Blackjack said.
“As soon as they handed out the maps,” Scarlet added, “we got word that someone had asked for a blonde. Seeing as how it was so early in the day, they only had the one blonde on hand. Me.”
”Any trouble getting here?” Blackjack asked.
“None. They escorted me here and dropped me of, and the rest, as they say, is history.”
Blackjack nodded. “Copperhead taught you well, Scarlet.”
“That he did,” she said. “All right. Let's finish gearing up and move. We're burning daylight.”
    
ARMORED UP, rifles slung, revolvers and bowie knives on their hips. His expensive jacket he'd given to Scarlet, exchanging it for a length of rope curled over his chest and shoulder like a bandoleer. There was more rope in his pack.
Scarlet and Blackjack concealed their slung rifles and assault gear under thick outer coats, but that would only get them so far. The rest of the way in, they'd have to operate on skill and attitude alone. In the brief months spent under his tutelage, Abe had learned from his minder that half of blending in was merely acting as if you belonged there.
“I stroll in like I own the place, and no one gives me a second look,” Blackjack was fond of saying.
And that's just what they did.
“Halt,” the taller of the two men said, his accent thick.
The accent wasn't Hessian. Empire of Mexico if Abe had to place it. He'd hung back around the corner, his iron body armor, exposed rifle, and the length of rope across his torso dead giveaways as to their intent. A quick peek around the wall and the man's russet, reddish-brown skin backed Abe's theory about him being from the Empire.
Mexican mercenaries in the Hessian consulate? It seemed to back the connection between McCormick, Smythe, and Smythe's current, suspected location. Abe filed the information away for later.
The professional Mexican soldier's partner was broad-shouldered and thick-necked, mouse-brown hair cropped short. Without a closer look, Abe couldn't tell where he was from.
Scarlet turned to the Mexican merc. “My employer and I are lost. We-”
“You there!” the second guard bellowed.
Abe swore to himself. The guard had caught a glimpse of him.
“You can't be up he-”
The blade flew like a bolt from Abe's hand, striking the thick-necked guard in the throat. The guard clutched at the hilt as he fell, choking on his own blood, to the floor. The Mexican mercenary's eyes opened wide as Scarlet thrust her dagger up and between his jawbone. Blood gushed, crimson, over her hand, soaking the sleeve of the coat Abe had given her. The merc slumped to the floor.
“We've got minutes until the next clockwerk patrol wanders through,” Scarlet said. She pulled her dagger from the dead man's throat and wiped it across the sleeve of Abe's coat. “The Hessians will be all over us if they find us here.” She shrugged off the coat and flung it away, revealing combat gear, rifle, and full armor underneath. She shouldered her Chassepot.
“Guess the cat's out of the bag now,” Blackjack said. He dropped his own outer coat to the floor. "Damnation. I liked that coat."
“You should,” Abe said. “Those coats cost more than some clockwerks I've seen.”
“Sorry,” Scarlet apologized. “It'll be easier for us to move without them.” She favored Abe with a smile. “Not that I didn't appreciate the chivalry.”
Abe looked away, taking the opportunity to adjust the sling on his M4 and hide the pink that rose to his cheeks.
Abe shifted his gun to the low ready. Scarlet was right. The freedom of movement was far better without a coat. He watched as she stooped down and studied the door the two men had been guarding. She wiggled the handle.
“Guess they didn't see need to lock it with a double guard posted.” She shrugged. “Saves me the fifteen seconds I'd have needed to defeat it.”
She stood and looked at Blackjack then met Abe's gaze. There was a half-smile on her lips, and her eyes were aflame with post-kill intensity.
Abe's stomach leap to his throat as he fell and drowned in gorgeous depths of azure-blue.
“You calling this, sir?” Scarlet asked, breaking the spell she didn't even know she'd woven.
Blackjack shook his head. “No, ma'am. It's your call. Bookkeeper and I are just here for support.” Blackjack's eyes darted toward the end of the hallway, alert for the next clockwerk patrol. “This is your show, Scarlet, but we'd best get it on the road.”
Scarlet nodded, initiating the stack on the door. Blackjack took the second position, with Abe bringing up the rear. Abe crouched low behind his minder, conscious of where his rifle barrel pointed. When Abe was set, he gave Blackjack's shoulder a pat. Blackjack passed the signal up to Scarlet, and they were on the move.
The same thoughts as every other time he'd hit a door entered Abe's mind. They were ingrained within him now, a part of him. Muzzle awareness, clearing the corners, banging the door into the wall on entry to make sure no one was behind it-all those details ran through his brain at once, coalescing into a perfect symphony of tactical movement, ending in a beautiful crescendo of speed, surprise, and overwhelming force of action.
They’d made entry into a nice, square room, sparsely furnished and with little cover. A second door stood on the room’s far side. Scarlet broke right with Blackjack clearing left, leaving Abe to own the center. Abe put two rounds into the surprised guard across from him. He advanced without breaking his stride, kicking the guard's gun away, stepping over the body, scanning left and right. The crack of Scarlet's Chassepot resounded from his right. He turned just in time to see a second merc go down. With her threat eliminated, Scarlet transitioned, smooth as glass, from her rifle to her colt.
“Clear left,” Blackjack said, his rifle still up.
“Clear right,” Scarlet said, her sidearm poised.
“Clear center,” Abe confirmed.
He looked at the two dead men. No green uniforms. That made sense. The Hessians would never have gone down that easy. These were hired guns. Someone's private security.
Abe, his blood up from the battle, jumped ahead and took point. He threw open the far door, revealing a narrow hallway. Abe focused over his gun sights and moved, low, along the hallway and around the next bend. A split second later, Abe launched himself backward, reflex and instinct taking over. He swore to himself.
Training allowed him to keep one hand on his gun as he fell, a hail of bullets ripping into the wall above him where, a mere second ago, his head had been.
Abe scrambled backward, crab-walking across marble floors in search of cover and bumping into Blackjack. Together, Abe's minder and Scarlet grabbed the back of his armor and dragged him back around the corner.
“What's wrong with you?” Scarlet screamed over the explosions of gunfire. In her eyes was a mixture of anger and-something else?
No. . .that 'something else' was probably just wishful thinking on his part.
“She's right,” Blackjack said. “I taught you to take a corner better than that.”
Blackjack hadn't raised his voice. There's been no need. The disappointment hurt worse than the yelling.
“Yes, sir,” Abe managed, his face burning with shame.
“Idiot!” Scarlet hissed, her blue eyes boring into Abe like steel daggers. She took a deep breath and exhaled. “Hand me the grenadier’s charge,” she demanded, her tone a bit more subdued.
Their anger at Abe's rashness seemed to have dissipated. There was no time for regret in combat, only action. He was thankful for tha, but he knew he'd hear about it later.
Abe did as he was told, pulling the heavy charge from a pouch at his waist.
Scarlet drew a piece of flint and sparked the charge's fuse.
“I believe I see where you're going with this,” Blackjack told her. “I like how you think.”
She held the charge up. “Since taking down a riverboat last year, these have kind of become my 'thing.’”
Scarlet let the five-second fuse burn for a count of three. Then she sliced the corner at a wide angle and threw.
“Cover!” she shouted.
Abe pressed himself against the wall, plugging his ears and opening his mouth to relieve the pressure of the concussive force. In the enclosed space, the boom was like an aether bomb, the force reverberating through his ears, down his spine, and shaking him to his core.
Before the smoke had cleared, Abe was up, this time clearing the corner the right way. He had to act before the survivors could recover.
“That's a damned sight better,” he heard Blackjack shout from behind him. “Cover his six,” he heard his minder tell Scarlet. “I'll barricade the entrance to that last room and then catch up. If the gunfire didn't bring those green jackets running, the sound of that blast damn sure will.”
Abe moved through the smoke, the sound of his minder's voice trailing off behind him. He put three into the first downed merc he saw, just to be sure. Abe coughed through a cloud of dust, plaster, and gunpowder. He kept going, careful to keep his pace measured and clear the corners at the proper angle, the way he'd been taught. He felt Scarlet arrive at his side and heard her reloading the Chassepot and making it ready.
“Door ahead on our left,” he said. He registered Scarlet's acknowledging nod in his peripheral vision.
He moved along the narrow corridor then positioned himself by the entryway and covered it.
She grasped the handle and gave him a look. Unlocked.
He nodded. Ready.
Scarlet flung the door open, and Abe stepped in the room, hooking right. A crack and a flash of aether blue as her round snapped into the hired gun hiding deep in the opposite corner.
“Thanks,” Abe said. She'd just save his life. Again.
“Don't mention it.” She worked the bolt, ejecting an aether shell and seating a fresh round. “You ready?”
They moved through the space, a small anteroom of some sort, together. Then they exited into another corridor, this one slightly less confined than the others had been. They each took a side near a wall, walking low, guns up.
“This place is like a maze,” Abe said.
“According to the map, it's a modified safe room,” Scarlet replied. “We build them into our own embassies. They're usually reserved for dignitaries.”
“McCormick is a dignitary now?”
“Something like that, I guess. Stay sharp.”
They cleared a hard corner, Abe going high and Scarlet going low. They rounded the bend just in time to see a rotund man, his hand on the knob of a door, turn and face them.
“McCormick!” Scarlet shouted.
Abe's eyes narrowed. Speak of the devil.
McCormick laughed as the door slammed shut.
“Damnation!” Scarlet swore.
A second later, an ear-splitting claxon shrieked through the consulate building.
“Looks like our time just ran out,” Abe growled.



19 SITE OF THE AMBUSH - REPUBLIC OF TEXAS, MARCH 1867
THEY'D EXPLODED from the sand and rock, covered in strips of cloth intertwined with brush. Each fighter blended perfectly into the landscape. It was as if the ground itself had risen up against Montclair and his troops. Moving mounds of earth, shifting and morphing until suddenly Montclair found himself staring down the barrels of rifles. His instincts had warned him of danger but too late. And now? He’d walked his forces right into the teeth of some strange new enemy's trap.
No one moved. No one spoke. Montclair and his soldiers sat astride their brutes. Still, every sinew tensed, ready for fight or flight, whichever was more warranted. And this new enemy stood, unmoving, surrounding them.
Montclair studied their new adversaries, every one of them covered in an ingenious layer of dirt and vegetation. The only unnatural-looking thing about them were the iron rifle-barrels protruding from their fronts.
Montclair ground his teeth until his jaw hurt. They were caught. Now his only move was to wait and see what the enemy did next.
“Any chance we can talk this over?”
His own voice surprised him, loud and clear over the desert wind. Not even so much as an armadillo stirred. He tensed, ready to flee or drop from his brute and use it for what little cover it might provide.
“Are you Colonel Montclair?” one of the moving piles of dirt and brush asked. It was a woman's voice and, unless Montclair mistook the tone, not overly threatening.
The tension in his jaw eased. “Who's doing the asking?”
“Captain Wynonna Loving,” the walking pile of sand and brush said. “Ranger Company E. Begging your pardon, Colonel.”
Captain Loving lowered her rifle and pulled back her hood. Montclair could see it now-the strips of sand-colored cloth and brush were part of a cloak. Cleverly woven netting, intertwined with scrub brush and native vegetation, covered the hooded garment. Underneath the hood, Captain Loving wore a wide-brimmed hat. Her face was covered in brown paint, the same tan color as the desert around them.
“The Union sent word you were headed our way.” Captain Loving glanced to her right and left, directing her attention to her similarly garbed troops. “Lower those rifles, ladies and gents,” she ordered. “These are the folks we were expecting.”
Montclair knew from his Catholic upbringing that pride went before a fall, yet he still retained a sufficient measure of it not to sigh with relief when Captain Loving’s soldiers lowered their guns.
”Stand at your ease,” he ordered his own troops.
Greg leaned over and spoke low enough so only Montclair could hear. “Christ the Healer, Julius, I thought we were done for.”
“You and me both,” Montclair mumbled.
Another of the cloaked shapes moved forward, pulling back its hood. This one was man. Large ears underneath his hat. A weathered face and a long, thin neck. He approached Montclair's brute with an easy stride. He grinned, showing a set of white teeth bright against a face painted the color of dust and sand.
“Don't fret none on walking into that ambush,” he said. “Most never even see it comin’. Even fewer have the good sense to try and stop and turn about like you did. Almost slipped us.” The man let his rifle hang and stuck out a hand. “Name's Jake Solomon. Captain of Ranger Comp'ny F. We're sister Comp'ny to my pard Wynonna over there.”
Montclair reached down and shook the offered hand. “Pleasure to meet you, Captain Solomon.”
“Friends call me Rip.” Rip’s grin widened. “I’d be right honored if you did the same.”
Montclair managed a weak smile of his own. “Pleasure to meet you, Rip.” He jerked his thumb at Greg. “And this is Colonel Aldan Gregory, Union Marine Corps.”
Rip nodded up at Greg. “Marine, huh?”
“That’s right,” Greg said, note of caution in his voice.
“Heard a lot of stories about Marines.”
“Oh, really?” Greg puffed out his chest.
“Yep.” Rip looked Greg and the Marines with him up and down. “Thought you all might be taller, though.”
Greg swore under his breath.
“Sorry for the harsh welcome, gents,” Captain Loving said. “Threw us off when we saw soldiers on brute-back. This is the only good route for traveling down our way, so we keep a close eye on it. We were told you'd be arriving with an airship?”
“We ran into some trouble on the way here,” Montclair replied. “My airship will be arriving later.”
“Shame,” Rip said, shifting his slung rifle to his back. “An airship woulda been a sight to behold.”
“Oh?” Montclair wondered what he meant by that.
“Don’t see many airships around these parts,” Captain Loving explained. “Texas don’t have much in the way of her own air power. We’ve always depended on Richmond for that.”
“If a major airpower ever invaded, you’d be sitting ducks,” Greg said.
Captain Loving shook her head. “Nah. The Empire of Mexico’s the only one’s ever been interested in invading Texas, and the Emperor’s only got the one airship himself.” She shrugged. “That’s his luxury barge, though. Lack of airships is one of the main reasons why Emperor Maximillian needs Smythe.”
Montclair raised a brow. “So you know Smythe is working to ally himself with the Empire of Mexico?”
Captain Loving laughed, the sound like music in the empty desert. “Better question might be who doesn't know?”
Loving must have seen the confused look on his face.
“You all must be tired from your trip,” she said. “Follow us.” She pointed to the rocks behind her. “Our mounts are just behind that rock formation. We'll head back to our bunkhouse. Get y’all fed and rested and cleaned up. Then we’ll talk.”
    
“BUNKHOUSE MY ASS,” Greg said.
A wide-eyed Montclair surveyed the layout as he and Greg walked from their quarters. “This place is a damned fortress.”
La Paz. The Peace. That was what they called this place, the Rangers’ base of operations. The ranch compound spread easily over an acre and a half. A large main hall dominated the area. Several rows of long, low buildings, comprising the actual bunkhouses where the rangers quartered, sat at even intervals throughout the space. Fencing surrounded the entire compound.
Scattered patrols of armed Texas rangers, alongside beaten, tan-painted clockwerks, and a third group of soldiers who looked to be of Mexican descent, patrolled the grounds. Several other clockwerks, all in disrepair, waited outside what had to be a mechanist’s shed. The few clockwerks that were running looked to be held together with little more than bandages, spit, and prayers. Several yards away, a collection of brutes stood still as statues underneath a second covered shed, and behind the covered shed was a corral, filled with just as many horses as there were brutes.
Montclair couldn’t recall the last time he’d seen so much live horseflesh in one place. Stallions and mares, playful colts and fillies, aged horses and newborn foals, each animal seemed more beautiful than the next. Muscles rippled beneath lustrous coats glistening chestnut brown, midnight black, and white-silver in the Texas sun.
Julius Montclair studied the ranch with a practiced tactical eye. A fenced perimeter surrounded by acres of open land ensured it would be difficult for anyone to mount an attack unseen. Gatling emplacements on swivels sat at regular intervals, forming intersecting fields of fire. He hadn’t forgotten about the tactic the rangers had employed when he’d first encountered them. Who knew how many were out there right now, camouflaged around the perimeter, ready to strike from nowhere or warn the compound of an imminent attack?
Montclair turned away from the ranch defenses and took a moment to savor the mild Texas weather. A gentle breeze blew up from the south. It had felt good to shed his iron body armor and long overshirt, and it was only early spring.
Christ the Healer, he swore to himself. I can hardly imagine how the heat is in summer.
As a native of New Orleans, Montclair knew the hot, wet embrace of a tropical clime. Here, he imagined the summer air as something akin to a baker’s oven. He offered up a silent prayer of hope that he would miss it.
Greg rubbed his thick mustache and scratched at the brown stubble on his face and chin. “You know. . .we’re lucky they didn't ventilate our asses back there in the desert.”
“Don't remind me.”
“Hell, Julius,” Greg spat. “No one ever told us this would require being an expert at desert warfare.”
“They didn’t,” Montclair agreed, “but I’m hoping these Texas rangers can see to handling that part of the operation.”
“Amen to that,” Greg said. “Did your messenger already leave?”
“He did,” Montclair said.
Montclair had asked for volunteers as soon as they’d reached La Paz. They had to get word of their status and exact location back to the airship.
“He's a good soldier. I tried to convince him to rest a bit, but he took some chow and turned right back around.”
Greg nodded. “Let's hope they can make it back quickly.”
Rip and Captain Loving had been kind enough to loan Montclair a couple of their rangers to send with his volunteer.
“The rangers know the shortest, cleanest route to get there,” Montclair said, “and they’re on the fastest brutes we have. He’s green, but he’s good. With the Texans’ help, he'll make it.”
They rounded a corner and entered the largest structure in the compound. Once inside, they saw that the space served as a combination mess hall and meeting area.
Montclair’s stomach rumbled, reminding him he hadn’t eaten since the night before. The place smelled of sweet mesquite smoke, meat grease, and cookfires. Long tables with benches filled the center of the building. At its front was a massive hearth, the embers still hot. At a table near the hearth sat the two Ranger captains, Loving and Rip, and an older man Montclair didn’t recognize. Brown skin, slight build, dark hair. An aquiline nose spoke to his Spanish heritage. Eyes, tired but kind. Alert. He was dressed like the rangers in work shirt, trousers, and boots. A six-gun rode his hip. Montclair filed away the man’s details before his eyes drifted back to the female ranger captain.
“She cleans up pretty nice,” Greg said, seeming to read his thoughts.
Montclair nodded. “That she does.”
Greg was right. She was a tall Texas drink of water, long and lean. Few curves but the ones that she did have seemed to fall in all the right places.
“Welcome to the table, gentleman.” Loving smiled. “Glad y'all could make it. We’d like you to meet someone. This is Capitán Carlos Cortez, leader of the Tejanos here at La Paz.”
“Tejanos?” Montclair asked.
“Yes,” Cortez answered for himself. “Tejanos are Texans of Spanish and Mexican Empire descent. Our roots may be in the Empire, but we have just as much claim to the Republic of Texas as anyone else.”
“That’s right, Carlos,” Captain Loving added. “And these gentlemen are Union Colonels Julius Montclair and Aldan Gregory,” she said, completing the introductions.
Cortez stood and extended a hand, first to Greg and then to Montclair. “Pleased to make your both your acquaintances.”
Montclair clasped the offered hand. “The pleasure is ours, Capitán.”
“Carlos and his people got the same stake in this fight as anyone,” Rip said. “If the Empire of Mexico wins, they'll be hung as traitors.”
“And what if we win?” Greg asked.
Wynonna looked at Cortez. “Then Texas will do right by them.”
“I hope so,” Montclair said.
Experience had taught him that the promises of those in power weren’t always so easily fulfilled.
A delicious scent wafted its way through the open windows of the dining hall, the mouth-watering smell preceding the food itself. The compound cooks had been gracious enough to prepare a meal for them, which several of them now carried in. Bowls of pinto beans cooked with pork fat. A tray of flatbreads. And last of all, delectable cuts of beef, onions, and peppers grilled over the open flames of outdoor adobe stoves, still sizzling in their iron pans. It all set Montclair to salivating. The cooks placed the wide earthen platters of food on the table before taking their leave.
“What’s this?” Greg asked, pointing to the platter of flat bread.
“These are tortillas,” Cortez said. “A thin, flat bread made of corn. We eat them with many of our meals.”
“Tortilla? I’ve heard of the dish before, in Cuba, but the word for it means something else there.”
“I’m not familiar with Isla de Cuba,” Cortez said. “Have you spent time there, Colonel Gregory?”
“Some,” Greg said. A look of sadness flashed across his face.
Montclair thought it best to change the subject. “These look delicious,” he said, picking up a piece of the flatbread and raising it to his mouth.
“Y'all usually pray before you eat?” Rip asked.
Montclair froze. He laughed and put the tortilla back on the platter. “Of course we do. My apologies.”
The priests of his diocese in New Orleans would be so disappointed if they could see him now. When was the last time he’d been to mass? He wasn’t sure he could recall.
They bowed their heads as Rip offered up a few words to the Healer. Montclair crossed himself after and to his surprise saw Cortez do the same.
“You’re of the Catholic faith?” he asked the Tejano commander.
Cortez smiled. “Yes. Our forefathers came here from Spain, bringing their faith with them. They intermingled with the native peoples, but some of their traditions have remained.”
With the blessing said and the table set, they were free to dig in to the beef, beans, and tortillas. The rangers had provided the food, along with clear, cool spring water to drink. Montclair gulped it down, not realizing how parched he’d been. The water tasted pure and was a balm to his dry throat. Still, he found himself yearning for something stronger.
He grit his teeth. He'd acquired a taste for spirits during his time alone in the wilds, and it was proving harder to shake than he cared to admit. Instead, he decided to focus on the delectable meat.
“I've lived in New Orleans,” he began before a sudden pang of ache at the thought of his brother robbed him of his words. He wondered what his nephews and niece and sister-in-law were doing now.
Probably grieving for the man I killed.
“Pardon me,” Montclair said, getting a hold of himself. “I-I’ve lived in New Orleans, where the food is world renowned, but this steak is like nothing I've had before.”
“Some of the finest beeves in Union or Confederacy come outta Texas,” Rip said. “Best you’ll find in either country’s right here.”
“And our chiles are also very special,” Cortez added.
Montclair coughed, suddenly aware of the fiery spice tickling the back of his throat. “I see.”
“You mentioned New Orleans, Colonel?” Captain Loving said.
“You can call me Julius.”
“Only if you’ll call me Wynonna,” she said, smiling. “We only just recently slipped the grip of New Orleans. You already know this, but the Crescent City has long held sway not just over Texas but the greater territories north of her as well. Sure, Texas has had our share of cattle rustlers, fights with the Native tribes, scraps with the Empire. . .those problems were local, but the gambling, the protection money, the prostitution-all of it answered to someone in New Orleans. Then it was, what, Rip? Late last year?”
Rip nodded slow. “Thereabouts.”
“Late last year, something changed. Used to be we’d round up one gambling cartel and there’d be another right there to replace it. But recently, when my rangers have shut one down, nothing’s come in behind it.” She shook her head. “We can’t figure it. We’d been subject to the whims of the New Orleans crime syndicates for decades. And now? All of a sudden, it’s like they’ve gone telegraph-silent.”
“Almost like somebody cut the head off the snake,” Rip said.
“Our intelligence says DSI might’a had something to do with it,” Wynonna added. “Y’all know anything about that Colonel?”
Montclair exchanged glances with Greg. The briefest of looks still spoke volumes. “When we’re done here, we’ll see what we can dig up on that for you. In the meantime, what we can tell you is this. . . Smythe is here, gathering his forces, attempting to forge an allegiance with the emperor of Mexico, and we’re here to stop him. That’s our mission. Smythe’s been in our crosshairs for some time. He’s the king in this game of chess, and we mean to topple him.”
“Freedom for Texas is our mission, Colonel,” Rip said. “If the likes of Smythe and Marty Crawford win, they'll crush us all under their boot heels.” Rip looked at Cortez. “Texan and Tejano alike.”
“Who’s Crawford?” Greg asked.
Rip nodded, another slow movement, taking his time. It was a stark contrast to the speed at which he’d moved when they were caught in the rangers’ ambush. “Someone we rangered with, once upon a time.”
“He was a...a trusted fellow ranger.” Wynonna said.
Montclair took note of the quiver in her voice and the shine in her eyes. He suspected this Crawford may have been something more to Wynonna than a trusted fellow ranger. To Montclair, he already seemed a fool to have turned his back on both his country and a woman like Wynonna.
“Marty came from a wealthy cattle family,” Rip continued. “We couldn't see his ambition for what it was then, but now he’s split off from us. Took more than half the ranger companies with ‘im, and he’s partnered up with Smythe and the Empire. All for the promise of ruling over Texas himself.”
Greg’s eyes narrowed. “Sounds like we are aligned, then.”
“Yes,” Cortez agreed, “and laughably outnumbered, I am afraid.”
“Damnation,” Montclair growled.
They’d sorely underestimated Smythe’s power. The fugitive former Confederate president now commanded not only forces from the Empire of Mexico but also who knew how many rebel soldiers. Now he’d added several hundred turncoat Texas Rangers to boot.
“If Smythe manages to get his armies out of Texas, the Union is in trouble. From there, he’ll head through Louisiana and on to Richmond, swelling the ranks of his army as he goes. As we saw on the flight down here, there are those still loyal to Smythe in the Confederate ranks. It won’t take much for them to fall in behind him.”
“Not to mention commandeering every airship, rhino tank, and piece of artillery they can get their hands on,” Greg added. “By the time he hits Richmond, he’ll be damn near unstoppable.”
“Exactly,” Montclair said. “Which is why we have to hold him.” He tapped the wooden tabletop with iron fingers. “We have to hold him right here.”
“That’s a mighty fine thought, Colonel,” Wynonna said. “Not much chance of it succeedin’, though.” She looked at the men seated around her. “Even with Carlos and his fighters and the troops you brought along, we just don’t have the numbers.”
“You’re right,” Montclair conceded. “But we have reinforcements on the way. We only have to hold long enough for those airships to arrive. We can stop Smythe’s conquest before it even begins.” Montclair rubbed at his chin, thinking. “As a matter of fact. . .I may already have a plan.”
“I'll bet you do, Colonel.” Rip chuckled. “Ain’t every day you get a genuine hero in your midst, and of the Battle of the Potomac, no less.”
“I'm a lot of things, Rip. But hero isn't one of them.”
Cortez’ mouth turned up in amusement. “I've heard of this Battle of the Potomac, Colonel, and if what I have heard is true, then I would beg to differ.”
“Then maybe what you’ve heard isn’t true,” Montclair replied.
Cortez frowned. “Perhaps not,” he said. Cortez gazed out the window of the hall. They’d all eaten, but Montclair noticed the Capitán’s plate of food sat untouched. “But I have also heard your Union is in possession of a great weapon, one powerful enough to end this war. Maybe to end all wars?”
How the hell could Cortez know about Telacivic’s device?
Montclair played it calm, not letting his surprise show. “I’m not sure what you’re talking about.”
“Come now, Colonel. Your DSI is not the only group with its own intelligence resources. Word of your trials outside Washington D.C. has spread through many circles.”
Wynonna wiped at the corners of her mouth and put her napkin down. She glanced at Rip, who looked equally concerned. She turned to the Tejano commander. “Sounds like you haven’t been one-hundred percent straight with us either, Carlos. If we’re to be allies for a free Texas, we need to know everything you know.”
“Please,” Cortez said. “Wynonna, Rip. . .you must forgive me. I will share what we know with you, all in good time. You have my word, but first, perhaps the two colonels will share what they know.”
Wynonna turned to Montclair. “What’s he getting at, Julius?”
Montclair hesitated, weighing his choices. After withholding the information about Truveaux’s killing in New Orleans last year, could he then turn around and share what was perhaps the Union’s biggest secret with these people? Potential allies whom they’d only just met?
“There’s been some experimentation recently,” Montclair said. “Up at the Union weapons labs in Watervliet, New York.”
“What type of experimentation?” Rip asked.
“With a new technology,” Montclair replied. “Dark aether technology.”
Cortez crossed himself, and Wynonna swore.
Rip blinked several times before he seemed to trust himself enough to speak. “Wynonna’s from north Texas. The alchemists have a bit more of a presence there.” He waved his hand, encompassing the lands around them. “But here’s where I grew up. Ain’t a guild house within two-hundred miles of here. Heat's too much for their robes, I reckon.”
“Rip-“ Wynonna began.
Rip held up a hand, as if to ask her to let him speak his piece. “I never much trucked with the guilds,” he continued, “so their tales about dark aether don’t bother me too bad, but if such a weapon did exist might be we could put it to some good use.”
Montclair shook his head. “If such a weapon existed, I would be against its use.”
"But, Colonel,” Cortez argued, “with this weapon we could end the Empire in a single stroke. We could put this fighting behind us. We could-"
"No,” Montclair said. “Even if there were such a weapon, I would not condone it. I’m of the opinion that the Healer never intended something that powerful to ever be used."
“What good is a weapon that is not used?" Cortez asked.
“It’s a deterrent!" Montclair said, slamming his iron fist onto the table.
Damnation.
The words had come louder and faster than he’d intended.
His brother’s death. The memories of Washington. The projected casualties Scarlet had told them about when they’d first learned of the device. . .all those figures on a sheet of paper that represented so many lives. Everything was hitting him at once.
“Something like that should only be used as a deterrent,” he repeated, this time with far less venom.
Silence fell. A battered clockwerk whirred by, bringing water and refilling their earthen cups. One of the cups spilled, rolling onto the floor.
“And what gives your Presidente Grant the right to have that decision for himself?” Cortez asked.
Loving and Rip didn't speak, but Montclair felt their eyes on him.
“I don't know.” Montclair answered, ”but that kind of power was not meant for the hands of mortal men. I’ve seen some of the destruction a weapon like this can cause, and that’s something I’ve got to live with.”
His words hung in the air, and the group stared at the Hero of the Potomac, a new understanding in their eyes. What remained of their meal had gone cold, the food all but forgotten.
“All right, boys,” Wynonna said, breaking the tension, “that’s enough parley for today. We got watches to set, clockwerks to tend to, and troops to rally. How's about we all get some rest? Tomorrow we can reconvene and hear more about this plan of yours, Julius.”
Everyone seated at the table agreed. A moment later, the same rickety clockwerk ambled by, clearing away their half-full plates.
They exchanged pleasantries before heading to their respective quarters. Cortez seemed amiable enough as they parted, but Montclair felt the Tejano’s gaze on him as he walked away.



20 HESSIAN CONSULATE BUILDING - BOULDER, COLORADO, MARCH 1867
THEY’D PLACED them at five-foot intervals throughout the entire damned structure judging by the ear-splitting shrieking. The ring of what had to have been at least a thousand alarm bells screamed through Scarlet’s skull.
Sweat dripped from her face, her legs pumping as she cradled the Chassepot and sprinted down the corridor. McCormick was leading them on an honest-to-the Healer chase. Just how the hell he managed to move that tremendous bulk of his the way he did, she couldn’t begin to guess.
Scarlet stopped short at a dead mercenary, slung her Chassepot across her back, knelt, and stripped the corpse of its rifle. A quick glance and she’d assessed the weapon-an Enfield repeater.
It would do nicely.
She snatched the rifle’s magazine from its well, checked the number of rounds, and then shoved it back home.
Abe eyed her Chassepot. “Single-round bolt action. . .may not have been. . .the best choice,” he said, chest heaving from the exertion. A grin played at the corners of his mouth.
Scarlet smirked. “Don’t remember asking your opinion.” She reached over and gave the Chassepot across her back a pat. “You’ll soon see how good a choice it was, and it’s not a single shot. It happens to have a five-round magazine, thank you very much.” Scarlet peered around Abe’s bulk and saw they were down a man. “Where’s Blackjack?”
“He ordered me ahead. Said he’d be right behind us.”
Scarlet nodded, pointing to a turn in the corridor ahead. “If he isn’t with us by that second point of cover, we go back. Agreed?”
Scarlet hefted the Enfield and moved out. She and Abe maneuvered through the gray stone of the hallway in a low crouch, moving only as quickly as prudence and training allowed. In their world, slow was smooth, and smooth was fast. Anything else could get you killed.
Rock and shards of masonry exploded in a spray just as Scarlet rounded the first corner, the stone shrapnel and enemy rounds sending her scrambling back for cover.
“More mercs!” she hissed.
Abe swore. “How many of these bastards did McCormick hire?”
A hail of enemy bullets snapped into the wall as if in defiant answer to Abe’s question.
“Wouldn’t happen to have any more of those grenadier’s charges left?” he asked.
Scarlet shook her head, slowing her breathing. “You were carrying the only two we had. They were all I could get for us on short notice. I used the lethal one back at the entrance to McCormick’s chambers. All we have left is smoke.” She snap-peeked around the corner, seeing nothing now but empty corridor. “Those mercenaries are covering McCormick’s retreat. Unless there’s a secret tunnel somewhere, there’s nowhere to go but up to the roof.”
“Isn’t that what we wanted?” Abe asked.
“Yeah. It is. Let’s just hope those stolen schematics for this building were up to date.”
Abe checked his own round count and frowned. “I’m running low. We can’t stay here. We clear to move?”
Scarlet let their next movements play out in her mind. With Abe covering, she would go first. Then they would leapfrog, each covering the other as they went.
Scarlet performed a second snap-peek. “We’re clear. We go on your ready.”
He smiled at her. “On my ready,” he repeated, shifting his rifle into position. “Move.”
Covering fire blazed above her as Scarlet darted, low and fast, toward the next turn in the labyrinthine series of hallways.
She moved into position and spotted a mercenary covering at the next bend. She braced the Enfield against the wall.
“Covering!” she shouted. Her finger worked the trigger, forcing the mercenary to hunker down.
Abe sprinted to where she was, taking a knee at the corner below her and sighting in.
The sound of booted feet running on stone reached her ears. She whirled, stolen Enfield at the ready.
“Whoa!” Blackjack said, Matheson rifle model No. 4 in hand. “Easy!” He smacked his shoulder against the blocks of granite that comprised the wall, posting the barrel high on the corner.
“We thought you got lost,” Scarlet said.
“Somebody had to stay behind and reinforce that barricade, but I couldn’t let you two have all the fun up here, could I? Situation report?”
“We got multiple mercs covering McCormick’s retreat,” Abe said. “No reason to suspect he’s not heading for the roof.”
“Good,” Blackjack said. “Just like we thought. If he can’t make it down to the ground level, the roof’s his only means of escape.”
“Yes, sir.” Abe eyed the corridor ahead. “But we can’t be one-hundred percent certain. This place is a maze.”
“We’ll have to take our chances. Here.” Blackjack handed Abe a magazine. “Figured you might be getting low. What’s the next move, Scarlet?”
“We follow the plan. We pursue.”
“We better make it fast,” Blackjack said. “My Hessian’s not quite what it used to be, but I’m pretty sure they’re moving a Gatling into position to blow those doors I just barricaded.”
The unmistakable sound of two-hundred rounds per minute ripping into iron-bound Hessian oak echoed through the twists and turns of the passageway.
Blackjack nodded behind them toward the sound. “I think that's our cue.”
Scarlet agreed. Wasting no time, she broke cover, spotting two mercs at the intersection as she went. Her commandeered repeater spat lead, sending them scattering.
A T-shaped intersection waited ahead of her. Rifle up and ready, she slowed her walk until Blackjack caught up to her. They locked eyes and nodded, both knowing exactly what to do. They stalked down the torch-lit corridor, side by side. As they approached the intersection, Scarlet cross-checked left with Blackjack doing the same on the right. Together, they cleared one another’s sectors before simultaneously breaking left and right. Scarlet worked the trigger as she turned, the mercenary’s attempt to hold the corner a failure. She heard yelling behind them.
Abe, who’d hung back covering the rear, quickly moved in alongside them. “The Hessians have broken through,” he said. “They’re already in the corridors.” More yelling sounded-inaudible but the accents clearly Hessian. “We need to move. Now.”
Blackjack cast an anxious eye back the way they’d come. “Got a talent for stating the obvious, don’t you, son? Which way, Scarlet?”
“We go right,” she said, on little more than a brief glance at some stolen schematics and a hunch.
She hoped to the Healer she was right. Otherwise, they’d soon be fighting their way through consulate security forces, and the Hessian’s weren’t known for their kind treatment of captured combatants.
Scarlet raced right, Abe and Blackjack following close on her heels. She slowed as they approached yet another turn, slicing the corner at an angle. The corridor was clear. She breathed a sigh of relief as she spotted a stairwell, carved from blocks of Rocky Mountain granite, at the end of the stone hallway. The passage to the roof. That had to be it.
“On me!” she shouted, doubling her speed.
Scarlet stayed in the point position when they reached the stairs.
“Clear these with me,” she said to Abe.
Abe nodded and moved into position, placing his back against hers. Scarlet took the lead. For every step forward and up the stairs she took, Abe took one up and backward, never breaking physical contact, ensuring her back was covered as they made their way up.
Scarlet cleared the stairs and the flagstone landing at the top with no enemy resistance. On the landing opposite the stairs was a wooden door.
“Move it!” Blackjack shouted as he ran up the stairs. “We got seconds before they’re on us!” A pause. “You two, get through the door! I’ll hold them as long as I can!”
“No, sir!” Abe roared.
“Damnation, boy! Do as your told! I said I could hold them!“ He pulled something from his armor pouch. “Now go! Cover Scarlet!”
Scarlet, Abe close on her heels, moved across the landing to the door. Scarlet pulled rank and ordered Abe into the breacher’s position. She was going to be the first one through that door, come hell or high water. She signaled ready. Abe, his displeasure at not being first through evident, yanked the handle open.
The frigid air bit deep as she broke right. Scarlet dropped to her belly, soft powdered snow breaking her fall, the rounds eating into the wall behind her. A stone chip, sharp as a razor, flew from the building to slash her across her cheek. Scarlet low-crawled through the snow, ignoring the numbing wet and cold, she fought her way to cover. Where her cheek brushed the drifts, she left streaks of blood, bright crimson against purest white.
When she was safe with her back against the solid iron of a steam pipe, she wiped her wound with the back of a gloved hand, got out her hand mirror, and checked around the corner.
McCormick was on the far side of the roof. He bent over the side, bracing himself against the low wall. His face was beet-red as he heaved up what must have been a rich breakfast. He was obviously not a man accustomed to running for his life.
His vomiting done, she watched McCormick wipe his mouth and stand, coughing. His breath came in great gasps of frosted clouds. Only one of his hired mercenaries remained. The same one who’d almost got her when she came out the door.
“Moving!” Abe shouted from inside the consulate building.
Sound of gunfire from the stairwell landing. The Hessians had reached Blackjack. She got her rifle into position, prepared herself to cover Abe as he made his sprint.
“Move!” she shouted back, now letting the stolen Enfield repeater do the talking. The lone merc shoved McCormick down and went for cover as Abe ran and slid behind a stack of lumber.
Scarlet looked around at the rooftop. Storage sheds, a ventilation shaft housing, piles of cut stone from a construction project halted because of the late spring snows. She ran the calculation in her mind. The odds were as good as any, and with the Hessians only seconds away from overrunning them, she had no other choice. Scarlet dropped the Enfield, unslung her Chassepot, and chambered a round.
“Moving!” she shouted with only the vaguest idea of the merc’s position.
The sound of repeater fire from the stairwell intensified. No matter if she knew exactly where the merc was hiding now. They were out of time. This had to work.
A boom thundered from inside the consulate. Then it went quiet. She hoped with everything she had that Blackjack was all right.
“Move!” she heard Abe shout, indicating he was ready to provide cover.
Scarlet launched into a sprint. Moving left, she found herself skidding in the fresh powdered snow, just as the mercenary was coming into view. Scarlet dropped to her rump, spun, and slammed shoulder-first into a storage shed, sliding in fast and hot. Her rifle, more an extension of herself than a weapon, rose seemingly of its own accord.
Crack.
The aether-round split the air like a pioneer splitting wood. A trail of bright blue faded, having traced its way from the barrel of her rifle through the mercenary’s skull.
He hung, suspended, for a long, terrible second before he hit the roof. The look of shock on his face was rivaled only by the one on McCormick’s.
“Y-You...” McCormick stammered.
Even at this distance she could smell McCormick’s usual stench combined with something new. The fresh scents of puke and fear were unmistakable.
“Yes,” she growled. Scarlet rose and ejected her shell casing, chambering a fresh round in the process. She kept her barrel trained on McCormick. “Me.”
McCormick smiled. “S-Surely you realize it was nothing personal between your minder and I? It-It was just business! This job-it was, well, you know-it was playacting. Stories inside stories. All a p-part of the work.”
Scarlet smiled. “Of course.” An image of her minder, on the floor bleeding, dying in that stinking-ass cell at the DSI black site prison airship. She struggled to keep her voice even, struggled to keep her hands steady. She fought back tears of rage and anger, of hate and loss. “It was just the job.”
McCormick breathed a sigh of relief. “I'm so happy you understand that.”
“Certainly.”
“Scarlet!” Abe shouted from the door.
She circled around to an angle which would allow her to both keep an eye on the rooftop door into the consulate and keep McCormick in her line of sight.
Blackjack had joined Abe. The relief at seeing him alive was like a weight lifted from her shoulders. He and Abe were scrambling, hauling construction stones from their piles and building a makeshift barricade in front of the door.
Blackjack had somehow managed to stop the soldiers in the stairwell, but reinforcements couldn’t be far behind. Against trained Hessian soldiers, a hasty barricade made of builder’s stones wouldn’t last long.
It was time to play their last card.
“Send it up, Abe!” Scarlet shouted
Abe stopped what he was doing and drew a fat, snub-nosed signal pistol from a pouch in his armor. He pointed it skyward. A boom and whoosh went off as the flare, burning orange as the setting sun, rocketed skyward. As Blackjack covered the door, Abe pulled a quick-inflating aether bladder and a length of rope from his pack. He activated the bladder, sending it and the rope rising into the gray afternoon sky.
“I don’t know what exit strategy you have planned,” McCormick said, “but you'll certainly need my help getting out of here.”
She could sense his hope, naïve as it was.
“You'll help us?” she asked.
“I will! Yes, of course!” McCormick almost fell over himself offering his assistance. “Just let me go, and we’ll all stroll out of here. . .free and clear!”
Scarlet slung her Chassepot. She smiled. “I'd like that.”
McCormick actually smiled back, the bastard. It wasn’t until she put her arm around his sizeable shoulders that he began to sense something was wrong. He gasped as she leg-tripped him, landing in the snow with a poof, his struggles futile as she drove her knee into his sternum and pinned him to the roof.
She watched his eyes go wide as cake saucers when she slipped the blade from her arm sheath. McCormick began to whimper.
Scarlet heard the Hessians beating at the rooftop door for all they were worth. She heard Abe, shouting his defiance to the Hessians and urging her to hurry all in the same breath. Her back was to him now. She imagined him standing, rifle at the ready, waiting to open up on the first green jacket he saw. She could almost sense Blackjack’s calm in the face of danger.
In the distance, she heard a strange buzzing hum, a familiar sound, something akin to the whir of airship rotors.
But strangest of all? In that moment, she cared not a whit for any of it.
Not for Abe and Blackjack. Not for the Hessians. Not for the strange hum overhead, growing closer by the second. Her entire focus was on McCormick and on avenging the wrong he’d done.
All that mattered was the business at hand.
She gripped McCormick’s throat and leaned in close to his ear. “For what you did,” she whispered, “to my agency, to my friends, to my minder. . .for all that you’ve done. . .you're going to die. Right here, on this Healer-forsaken consulate roof. But,” she paused, waiting for his struggling to cease, “you can answer me one question, a single, simple question, and in doing so, maybe you’ll restore some measure of honor to your death. Or,” she shrugged, “your death can be meaningless. Your choice.”
She looked into his eyes as she slipped the blade in. He whispered into her ear as he died, and she nodded.
Suddenly, she was yanked to her feet, losing her grip on the dagger still protruding from between the rapidly cooling McCormick’s ribs.
“We’re almost out of time!” Abe said as he ran.
With Blackjack at his side, the two of them half carried and half-dragged her along. As they fled, Abe hooked her into a loop in his rope, securing it with an iron lock.
Behind them, a squad of Hessian soldiers burst through wood, iron, and stone.
Blackjack turned. “No, son. We are out of time.” He threw out the last grenadier’s charge on the run. It exploded with a pop then began spewing thick, gray smoke. Blackjack dropped to a knee and started sending off shots into the noxious cloud.
Abe ran with Scarlet. The length of rope attached to them stretched up into infinity, like a stairway to the heavens. She turned, relieved to see Blackjack had hooked into the rope as well, its length snaking out behind him. The overhead sound, so much like airship rotors, grew louder.
“Right on time!” Abe cheered.
The USS Intrepid dipped over the Rockies and low into the valley. Her markings had been obscured, but the cut of her bow and the purple glow of dark aether from the “gills” of her nodules were unmistakable as she buzzed the Hessian consulate building.
Abe grabbed Scarlet’s hand and raced toward the edge of the roof, rounds snapping past them. Together, they leapt from the building, twisting in midair. It was then Scarlet realized that Abe had never hooked in.
“Shit!” she swore, hooking him into her own loop as they plummeted toward the street below.
Having snagged the rope on a specially designed Y-frame attached to its bow, the Intrepid roared upward. Its slack gone, the rope thrummed tight as a bowstring and jerked Scarlet and Abe toward the sky.
Scarlet unslung her Chassepot, sighting in and working the bolt as they ascended. She was death incarnate dangling from a string, lightening-blue aether trails ripping into the Hessians emerging from the smoke screen on the roof below. Blackjack now hung suspended beneath them, firing steadily. He dropped an empty magazine to the earth far below, reloaded, and began firing again.
Scarlet’s rifle sang until it ran dry. The last of her adrenaline spent, she watched the Hessians shrink to the size of ants as the consulate and the city fell away beneath them. Soaked through with sweat and snow, the chill wind set her teeth to chattering, cutting deeper than the keenest of blades.
But for the first time in a long time, a sense of peace settled in her heart.



21 SEVERAL MILES OUTSIDE THE CRAWFORD RANCH - REPUBLIC OF TEXAS, APRIL 1867
THE SKY at their backs was a wrathful gray, the color of dark hickory smoke. A lick of lightning flashed across the horizon, a peal of thunder chasing right behind it.
“Storm's gettin' close,” Wynonna said.
She wore iron body armor underneath a duster that extended almost to the ankles of her boots. A bandanna adorned her neck, and a pair of thick glass goggles rested atop the brim of her cattleman hat, both the bandanna and the googles for use in case of dust storms.
“Smells like rain,” Rip drawled. “Might put a damper on yer plan, Colonel, if you'll pardon the pun.”
Montclair checked the wind direction. “If we move in fast enough, it won’t.” He looked toward the horizon and tugged at the bandanna around his neck. The sensation of the cloth felt new and was unfamiliar. “The outriders left a while ago. We should start seeing the results of their handiwork soon.”
The desert took on a surreal quality. A rock formation lay ahead like a claw reaching for the heavens. Brown sand and red stone surrounded them. A slate gray sky hung above them. The wind was dead still as Montclair’s forces-two companies of Texas rangers, their Tejano compatriots, a few soldiers, and a handful of Marines-rode three abreast. Montclair himself rode at the front. To his left were Greg and Wynonna.
“How far out from expected contact?” he heard Greg ask.
“Less than half a mile, Colonel Gregory,” Wynonna replied.
“Just Aldan’s fine,” Greg said to her, “if you’d prefer.”
Montclair wondered at that. Aldan, is it?
Must be serious.
Wynonna smirked. “First name basis? Same arrangement I have with Colonel Montclair?” She paused. “That might be all right. I’ll let you know.”
Greg hadn’t cared for anyone since his wife’s death. Was about time he got back up on the brute if that was what this was.
Montclair’s combat-sharp senses intruded upon his thoughts. He whipped up a hand and yanked his brute up short, causing Rip to nearly run his horse into him from behind.
“Halt!” Montclair hissed.
The troops rolled to a stop.
“Anyone else hear that?” Montclair asked.
One-hundred and twenty-five hands inched toward sidearms and rifles as twice that many eyes and ears strained for sight or sound of trouble.
The noise Montclair heard grew louder, steady and rhythmic, setting the desert ground to trembling. The horses among them, trained for battle, stayed calm for the most part, resigning themselves to a whinny here, a nicker there.
A single man rode from around the rock formation. Taller than Montclair with wide shoulders and a prodigious belly that hadn’t missed many meals. He wore a long, dark mustache and a wide-brimmed cattleman the color of dried blood. A tarnished star sat upon his chest-the same stars Wynonna, Rip, and every one of their rangers wore. He sat astride a jet-black charger, the horse huffing and pawing the earth as it trotted toward them.
Several others appeared and rode at the man’s back. Some were dressed like rangers, some wearing the uniform of Emperor Maximillian’s personal guard. Marching behind them was the source of the noise Montclair heard. A legion of clockwerks thundered around the bend in tight formation, the colors of the Mexican empire hanging loose in the windless afternoon above them.
“How the hell did they know we were coming?” Greg asked.
“No idea,” Montclair said, his mind racing to calculate exactly how screwed they might really be.
“They could have found out in any number of ways,” Cortez said. He and Rip had ridden up next to Wynonna, Greg, and Montclair. “They can have eyes all over this desert just as easily as we can.”
“They ain’t attacked us yet,” Rip said. “Looks like they’re wantin’ to parley.”
“Hold your fire,” Wynonna ordered through gritted teeth.
A young ranger at her six o’ the clock made sure the word was passed back through the ranks.
As one, the Mexican Empire clockwerks ceased marching. Montclair studied the man in the lead again. Judging from his appearance and Wynonna’s reaction when he came into view, Montclair deduced the big man with the blood-colored hat was Martin Crawford. Crawford prodded his charger forward, accompanied by a Mexican soldier and two of his turncoat rangers.
Crawford being here to greet them did not bode well, but now it was too late to retreat and form another plan. Now there was only way to go.
Forward.
Montclair looked to his companions. “What say we go have a chat?”
“Ain’t seeing as we have much choice,” Rip said. “You up to doin’ this, Wynonna?”
“I’ll have to be,” she said, her jaw clenched.
Montclair activated his brute and trotted out to meet his newest set of enemies. The ranger captains, Cortez, and Greg rode with him. When only a few feet separated Montclair and company from Crawford and his cohorts, Montclair stopped. They met there, between the two opposing forces-soldiers, Texas rangers, and Tejanos on one side, rogue Texans and the troops of the Empire of Mexico on the other. A flash of lightening lit the sky, and the boom of a thunderclap echoed across the desert.
Montclair was about to open his mouth when Rip, the normally stoic ranger captain, beat him to it.
“You wished to parley, Martin?” the ranger said, sitting up straighter in his saddle.
Crawford smiled. “I do, Rip. How ya’ been, pard?”
Rip spat. “We ain’t been pards in a long time, Martin.”
Crawford shrugged, greeting Cortez with a nod. Then Montclair saw his eyes shift to Captain Loving.
“You're looking well, Wynonna. Lovely as always.”
Loving held her piece. Montclair sensed the hatred emanating from her, like waves of heat from a brick oven. Crawford couldn’t have missed it. He laughed.
“Ornery as always, I see.” He turned to Montclair and Greg. “And who’d y’all bring with you? Union soldiers, is it?”
Greg grinned next to Montclair. “Close. I'm a Marine, actually.”
“Careful with him, Aldan,” Wynonna warned, her rage barely contained. “He’s mean as a snake and clever as the devil himself.”
Crawford shrugged. “Soldier. Marine. Don’t rightly see the difference.” He leaned his bulk over and spat in the sand. His eyes never left Montclair and Greg. “Didn’t know Grant had deigned to stick his nose down this far into the affairs of Texas.”
Montclair had heard about as much as he’d cared to from Crawford. He’d seen the type before. Big, born into wealth and power. Nothing more than a bully. In his experience, bullies only understood one thing—force—but he’d at least try civility first.
“It's ‘Crawford,’ isn’t it?” Montclair asked.
Crawford looked at Montclair, as if seeing him for the first time. “It is, and who night you be, soldier boy?”
“Colonel Julius Montclair of the Twenty-First Union Army Air Corps. Surrender your forces now, Crawford. Tell the soldiers of the Empire to turn around and go home. We can still end this peacefully. For the rest of your people, certainly. . .and maybe even for you.”
Crawford laughed again. “Well, this one’s got a mouth on him, don’t he?” He rubbed his block-like chin. “Montclair, was it? Seems I’ve heard that that name before.”
One of the outlaw rangers next to Crawford leaned over and said something into his ear. Crawford’s eyes went wide, and a grin split his face.
“Well, I'll be! A genuine Healer-damned hero right here in our midst! I was wondering why Wynonna and Rip deferred to you so. Reckon I should too, then.” Crawford took off his blood-red hat and executed a horseback bow that any Texas gentleman would envy. “Welcome to Texas, Colonel Montclair.” He and the men and women with him chuckled.
“I'll make my offer one more time,” Montclair said. “Surrender now, and your rangers will receive a fair trial.”
Crawford’s smile faded. “Let's cut to the chase, Colonel. You talk like a man who’s expectin’ some backup to arrive, maybe in the form of a Union airship?” Crawford frowned. “Well, I’m afraid I got some real sad news for you.”
A sinking feeling clawed its way into the pit of Montclair’s stomach. “What are you getting at, Crawford?”
“Your troop?” Crawford’s eyes went dead. “The one you sent out the other day with them two rangers? I'm afraid they didn’t quit make it to San Anton.”
Montclair’s eyes narrowed. His knuckles cracked as he gripped the hilt of his katana. “If anything’s happened to them. . .I promise you. You’ll pay.”
Crawford shook his head. “Not likely.”
If what Crawford said was true, Montclair and his forces were in trouble. The only chance of salvaging this was the diversion they’d planned, but where the hell was it?
“Here’s how this is going to go,” Crawford said. “You'll lay down your arms and come along quiet, or you won't. Makes no difference to me. Wynona, you’ll-”
Crawford sniffed and looked at man next to him.
“Does that smell like. . .” He sniffed again. ”Mesquite?”
The sharp tang of burning wood reached Montclair’s nostrils.
Christ the Healer, it’s about time.
He resisted the urge to cross himself. Montclair turned his eyes west where a cloud of rapidly approaching black smoke drifted skyward to mingle with the storm clouds.
“Brushfire!” Crawford yelled. His stallion whinnied and reared. “Get behind the clockwerks!” Crawford got the horse under control and turned, the rest of his parley party right on his heels.
Captain Loving drew her Colt and took aim at the fleeing man’s back. The wall of smoke slammed into them just as she pulled the trigger.
“All of you, fall back!” Montclair shouted at the rangers, Cortez and Greg. “I’ll cover you!” he yelled. “Get everyone out of here!”
Montclair dropped from his brute, unslinging his rifle in one smooth motion as he fell. He posted the barrel against the clockwerk horse's left shoulder, laying down suppressive fire while his companions retreated.
Keeping his rifle enemy-facing, he coughed and drew his bandanna up and around his mouth. He squinted as he brought the goggles down over his eyes, already tearing up from the acrid haze. He couldn’t see anything through the smoke, but neither could the enemy. He’d intended the brushfire to be nothing more than a delaying tactic, but now, with no airship in sight and maybe none coming at all, he’d need every tactical advantage he could get.
One crisis at a time, Montclair.
The stink of smoke crept through his bandanna. Sounds of rounds impacted the dirt, snapping past and pinging off iron horseflesh behind him.
Behind him?
Montclair turned.
“Damnation,” he swore.
Not a single soldier, Marine, ranger, or Tejano he’d ordered to retreat had done so.
Meanwhile, a legion of emperor Maximillian’s clockwerks marched forward through the choking, sweet-smelling smoke.
Montclair nodded to the troops behind him, acknowledging their massive display of insubordination. He turned to face the mechanical onslaught, no time or ability to counter his troops’ rebellious yet loyal decision. Here was as good a place to die as any, he supposed.
“Cut em' down!” he shouted.
They came by the dozens, row after row of automaton soldiers falling as soon as they materialized through the smoldering burn. From out of the smoke, the clockwerks sent a withering hail of fire at Montclair’s forces. Sparks flew from the flanks of their brutes, the pinging of rounds on iron amidst the cries of the wounded and dying. Still, the automatons marched ahead, but Montclair, his Union troops, the Texas rangers and the Tejanos destroyed them as fast as they came into view.
Christ the Healer, these Texas rangers can shoot!
Not a round from the ranger’s rifles seemed to miss its mark. No clockwerk made it in closer than thirty yards. The mechanical bodies piled up, high enough to create some small measure of cover. At the sight of the havoc they’d wreaked, a reckless idea formed in Montclair’s head.
He slung his rifle and leapt up into the seat of his clockwerk draft horse, quickly ducking down and hanging low from the side. He activated the machine and urged it ahead at a cautious, deliberate pace.
“Forward!” he commanded.
The beast lumbered ahead at an inexorable walk. Smoke choked Montclair and stung his eyes, clouding his vision despite the goggles. He felt the air crack as the poorly aimed clockwerk rounds pinged off the brute’s head, neck, and withers.
The brute’s body made for a fine iron shield.
When Montclair reached the pile of shot-through clockwerk soldiers, he dropped from his brute and got prone. Someone followed him and leapt down from the smoke above to land beside him.
“Greg?”
“Can’t see a dammed thing though all this mess.” Greg coughed.
“I think that was the point, Greg.”
“Still.”
From the left and right flanks came the clarion call of bugles. Montclair grinned. The small reserve force he’d saved moved in, attacking the rogue rangers and their Mexican and automaton allies from the rear, cutting off their escape.
The clash of arms echoed through the smoke, and then the guns fell silent. A stiff wind whipped the brushfire on the horizon to a frenzy, blowing the smoke to the east and mercifully away. Montclair and company advanced over the pile of shattered automatons, rifles at the ready.
The sight of a defeated force greeted them. A collection of mounted troops-several of Montclair’s soldiers, a handful of Loving and Rip’s rangers, and a few Tejanos-had them surrounded. Montclair’s reserve force had set the brushfire as he’d directed then circled back through the covering smoke to flank Crawford and his forces.
Crawford himself sat on the ground, bleeding from his shoulder, his stallion nowhere in sight. Several soldiers of the Empire sat around him, weapons abandoned in the dirt, their hands in the air. Dead imperial troops and rogue Texas rangers, having decided to go out fighting Montclair guessed, lay scattered among the demolished clockwerks. Crawford’s remaining living rangers sat apart, hands and feet tied, too dangerous to trust unbound.
Montclair stared down at Crawford. “What you said earlier about my troop and his ranger escorts, are they alive?”
Crawford shrugged, wincing as he did. “Mebbe. Can’t rightly say.”
Montclair fingered the hilt of his sword. “For your sake? You’d best hope they are.”
Captain Loving had come up to stand beside Montclair during his brief interrogation of Crawford. She glared down at the man as if he were something she’d just as soon scrape from the heel of her boot.
Crawford chuckled, still arrogant even in his defeat. He looked up, face smudged with smoke and blood, and met Wynonna’s disgust with defiance.
“Aw now, Wynonna.” Crawford began. “No need to be sore over what passed between us. Was a time you loved me.”
Wynonna whipped the back of her fist across Crawford’s face with a crack. The turncoat ranger landed face-first in the dirt. He laughed, and sand caked around his mouth. He sat upright again and spit out a saliva-filled glob of blood. He wiped his mouth, looked up at Wynonna, and smiled.
“Sick sonuvabitch!” she hissed. “That won’t love! That was a girl too young to know better. Love,” she spat. “Weren’t nothing short of abuse!”
Montclair abhorred killing in cold blood. With his own hands, he’d only done it the once and then on the orders of the Office of the President for his country. For a man like Crawford, exceptions could be made, provided Wynonna didn’t get to him first.
Thunder rumbled in the distance. It faded, but the vibrations seemed to remain as if the earth itself trembled.
Crawford grinned through bloody teeth. “You feel it, don’t you?”
An unsettling sensation hit Montclair’s gut. Something was wrong. Montclair looked over his shoulder at Greg. The Marine stood sock-still, listening. He felt it too.
Wynonna looked down at Crawford, her hand at her sidearm. “What in hell have you done, Marty?”
The rumbling, distant at first, grew closer, now accompanied by the sound of bugles. Confederate bugles.
Crawford was laughing now, full-on and deep from his belly. “Y’all walked right into it.” The disgraced ranger took in the battlefield with a wave of his hand, wincing at the pain in his shoulder. “Gotta admit, though. That was right clever with the smoke from that brushfire. We lost almost the entire advance force because of it.”
Montclair’s stomach leapt into his throat. Advance force?
Crawford brushed the dirt from his blood-red hat and placed it back on his head. “What? You thought a few soldiers and a measly legion of clockwerks was all we had? Sorry to disappoint you, soldier boy. We weren’t nothing but just the welcome wagon.”
The bugles in the distance grew louder, the notes of the tune now distinct over the rumble of engines. Cavalry charge.
A single thought echoed through Montclair’s head, a thought to which he quickly gave voice.
“Retreat!”
They turned and mounted, getting the wounded on horse or brute back and riding hell for leather. The laughter of their previously captured foes faded behind them.
Montclair ordered everyone ahead, leaving him and Greg as the last to retreat. Their position in the rear afforded Montclair an excellent view. He watched it all unfold in front of him like some hellish nightmare.
The rangers leading the retreat hadn’t gone five-hundred yards when the first Confederate rhino roared in from behind them, gears spinning and spraying dirt and debris as it blocked their way. The lead ranger reigned her stallion hard enough to make him rear, throwing her from his back.
A squadron of the armored, steam-powered contraptions followed suit, engines snarling as they encircled Montclair and his troops. Montclair walked his brute to a stop. By the time the rest of the Confederate tanks arrived, fading notes of the bugle calls blaring triumphant as they rumbled in from the deep desert, Montclair and his allies were completely surrounded.
“They got rhinos," Greg uttered. “How the hell did they get rhinos?"
They’d stolen a page from the Texas ranger tactical manual, hiding the rhinos out among the desert sands no doubt with the help of Crawford and his troops.
"This had to have been planned days ago," Montclair said. He slammed his clockwerk fist into the brute’s iron withers. "Smythe's always been two steps ahead of us!"
Banks of angry storm clouds moved in from the north, dark and ominous. Lightning split the desert skies. A peal of thunder, loud enough to rattle teeth and shake bone, followed right on its heels.
A Confederate-gray cavalry Stetson emerged from the hatch of the nearest rhino. Major’s clusters adorned the collar of the man’s uniform. “Drop yer weapons,” he said. “Hands in the air.”
Christ the Healer.
The rumors were true. Smythe still had genuine Confederate army support.
A whole rhino division at least, by the looks of it. Turner had only foreshadowed what was to come. As Montclair feared, they’d severely underestimated Smythe. Again. And now they would pay the price.
“Surrender peaceable,” the Confederate rhino commander said, “and no harm will come to you, this on the word of the rightful and duly elected leader of the Confederacy, President James Smythe.”
No harm.
A lie if Montclair had ever heard one.
At best, they’d starve his troops until they were walking skeletons in that hell-hole known as Andersonville Prison Camp. If he were being honest with himself, the rebs were just as likely to cut them to pieces as let them go, especially when they found out they had the Butcher of the Potomac in their grasp.
So to fight and die? Or surrender and at least give his forces a chance to live? It was a question commanders had been forced to ask themselves since war itself began, and it seemed there was still no reasonable answer.
“It's all right, Julius,” Greg said, noting the anguish on his friend’s face. “This is what we do. We fight for our country, and if we must, we die for it. If it’s our time to go, we go as warriors.”
Wynonna and Rip, who’ also sent their troops ahead of them during the short-lived retreat, rode back to where Montclair and Greg sat.
She held her chin high, eyes resolute. “The Texas rangers ride with you, Colonel Montclair, no matter where the trail leads.”
“No matter where the trail leads,” Rip echoed.
Montclair nodded, deciding. “So be it,” he said. “Pass the word.”
From Union soldier to Marine, Marine to Texas ranger, Texas ranger to Tejano, the order was passed.
Ready weapons. Prepare to fight.
Every man or woman who could still hold a gun made their peace. Montclair crossed himself and gripped his rifle tight.
“If don’t get a chance to say it later, Wynonna, Rip, it’s been an honor. And, Greg-“
“We’ve both been at this a while now,” Greg said, cutting him off. “We’ve long since said our goodbyes.” Greg grinned. “And the honor has been mine.”
Montclair nodded. A thousand thoughts ran through his mind-his troops, his friends, Ueda, his brother. . .Ayita. He seated the butt of his rifle snug into his shoulder.
Then all those thoughts disappeared, and instinct took over.
“On my ready. . . “
He felt it before he heard it, the sound descending from the sky, drifting down from the storm bank behind them. A low thrum and a rumbling that was not the sound of thunder.
Could it be?
“Hold!” Montclair shouted.
He smiled wide, and his heart soared as he lifted his gaze to the skies.
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LIGHTING FLASHED SO close on their port side Abe caught the stench of ozone. A resounding peal of thunder cracked the sky like the Lord himself striking down with His hammer. One final gust of torrential rain soaked them all to the bone, and then they were through.
With the storm now at their backs, Abe expected sunlight, but the sky remained a smoky gray. He looked down. A broad swath of fire ate at the brush below them, dark plumes of smoke rolling off it like clouds, and to the west of the flames, he spotted trouble.
“Look!” Abe shouted, loud enough to make himself heard over the gale behind them and the plugs of cotton stuffed inside their ears.
On the ground below was a large group of riders, some dressed in Union combat colors, some dressed like what Abe guessed were local fighters or militia. It had to be Colonel Montclair and his forces. From the looks of it, they were completely surrounded. Confederate rhino tanks encircled them, cutting off any chance of escape, and approaching from the south was a sea of clockwerks, followed by a battalion-sized force of Mexican Imperial soldiers.
“They’re done for if we don’t get to them!” Scarlet yelled. She’d analyzed the same battlefield Abe had and had come to the same conclusion.
Abe set his jaw. We'll see about that.
He racked the charging handle on his Gatling with a satisfying chunk, seating the first of many hundreds of death-dealing rounds. The specially designed aether-tipped slugs were capable of defeating up to several inches of thick iron. Today, the bullets would be Rhino killers.
It was the second time he’d been on this same gun with Scarlet. The last had been in the skies above the wastelands of the Demilitarized zone over a year and a half ago, but this time, their roles were reversed. This time, Abe sat the controls of the big gun with Scarlet acting as the “A,” or “assistant,” gunner. She was strapped in tight against the maelstrom they’d just rode through, her Chassepot slung snug to her chest. Behind them, that same storm chased them again, dark sky at their backs, licks of lighting and peals of thunder threatening to engulf them a second time.
“Attention all hands, all airships.” Major Jasper’s voice boomed over the airship’s loudaphone, echoing across decks. “Prepare to dive.”
“Hang on!” Scarlet shouted.
Suddenly, Abe leaned over and kissed her, quick but passionate. He reveled in the look of shock on her pretty face until finally he mouthed the words, “For luck.”
A smile from her then and a nod.
There was only one way Vindication and the rest of the small fleet would be able to save the colonel, and that was through direct action. There was only one way they could get into position in time.
“Dive,” Major Jasper ordered.
The airship lurched, dipping her nose toward the deck. Abe’s stomach climbed into his throat, his guts flattening as gravity pinned him to his seat. Earth, hungry to greet them, opened her arms wide. The airship plummeted like a hawk diving toward its prey, the sensation akin to, Abe imagined, riding down a waterfall.
Abe surrendered to pull of gravity, working to steady both his breathing and his palpitating heart. He grimaced against the pressure and sighted in on the tanks surrounding Colonel Montclair. His fingers inched toward the Gatling’s newly updated trigger mechanisms.
“All hands, all airships,” Major Jasper’s voice, calm and clear with only the slightest hint of strain from resisting the gravitational forces, boomed. “Weapons free.”
Abe wasted no time.
The thoom thoom thoom thoom of the gun shook Abe’s arms as he engaged. The rhino-killer rounds snapped into the Confederate tanks surrounding Colonel Montclair’s forces, punching through iron armor like needles through cloth. Under the aerial assault, the rhino lines collapsed. Flames leapt from the metal seams of several, growing into full-on fires. Tiny iron toys, set ablaze with firecrackers. The enemy scattered, desperate to escape the deadly hail of fire.
The guns of the motley airship fleet thundered, rattling Abe’s bones, reverberating deep within his chest. He silently thanked the regulations that forced him to stuff pieces of cloth into his ears. They’d probably saved him from going deaf.
With the rhino ranks decimated, Abe turned his attention toward the approaching enemy ground forces. He lined up the sights of the Gatling’s twin barrels and fired, mowing down Emperor Maximillian’s clockwerks like chaff before the scythe. Next to him, he heard the steady crack-crack-crack of Scarlet’s Chassepot. She worked the rifle as if it were a surgeon’s blade, rails of aether-blue slicing into any man or machine that dared march within a hundred yards of Colonel Montclair’s surrounded troops.
But the colonel hadn’t just hunkered down to wait out his rescue. Abe watched as the brutes below formed a defensive perimeter around the Colonel’s men, women, and horses. From the relative safety of the three-hundred sixty-degree defensive circle and bolstered by the newly arrived airship support, the surrounded troops were giving as good as they got. With enemies on all sides, it was a target-rich environment, and Colonel Montclair was taking full advantage.
“All hands,” Jasper’s calm, collected voice sounded again. “Initial attack run complete. Standby to pull up.”
Vindication leveled off, buzzing the enemy troops less than a hundred feet below. They were close enough now to make out individual clockwerks, and Abe kept up his rate of fire until the considerable muscles in his arms burned from absorbing the recoil. Then the mighty airship veered starboard, gaining elevation as she turned, her armored envelope shrugging of the pitiful small arms fire from the rifles of the ground troops beneath her.
Abe twisted in his seat to watch as the Intrepid-one of the new, secret class of airships with dark aether technology-darted in behind them to commence her own strafing run. The Confederate airship Dixie Pride waited in the wings, ready to follow on Intrepid’s heels. The Pride was slow and laborious but brought an avalanche of firepower to bear. Last of all, the U.S.S. Gryphon hung suspended in attack position. She hovered above the Dixie Pride, chomping at the bit to get into the fight.
Four unlikely members comprised the miniature airship armada, but all flew united in a single cause-annihilation of the combined Empire of Mexico and rogue Confederate ground forces.
The laws of gravity asserted themselves, tugging at Vindication’s massive bulk as she turned about. With the rhino ranks largely reduced to smoldering scrap iron, the Vindy had the luxury of flying high, rearming, and prepping for a second run.
The mighty Union airship rose and leveled off. The deck crew poured out like ants, busying themselves with reloading and rearming. Scarlet and Abe wasted no time. They dashed to the armory shed together. Each grabbed two cans of ammunition apiece and lugged the heavy bullets back to the Gatling platform. By the time Vindication wheeled about, they were locked, loaded, and strapped in.
Vindication dove a second time. The same sensation hit Abe, the wave of nausea that came only from falling from the sky and hurtling, unbidden, toward the ground below.
Abe spun the gun platform toward the mechanical vanguard and pulled the triggers. The familiar rapid chug vibrated up his arms and shoulders, shaking his body as the twin barrels opened up. Rounds ripped into the clockwerks. Multiple rows of the automatons erupted in a spray of gears, iron, and liquid aether. The guns sang loud and terrible, the only sound to best them the deep rumble of thunder from the storm at their backs.
Next to him, Scarlet hung suspended, working like a machine herself. Crack of the rounds. Five on target. Change magazine. Repeat. For every five shots, five enemy officers or cavalrymen dropped.
With their final strafing run complete, Vindication pointed her nose upward and soared anew, reaching for the heavens, iron screeching and threating to buckle from the tremendous strain.
“All hands,” Major Jasper announced just as they leveled off. “Prepare for landing. Make ready for ground assault. Airship’s guard and non-combat crew, report to ready stations.”
They’d made two runs now—one to take out the immediate threat of the rhino tanks and one to thin the enemy’s considerable ranks. Now, with a weakened enemy force and three other airships providing close support, there would be no need for a third strafe.
“Secure from your gun,” Scarlet said, removing her cotton earplugs. She stepped down onto the deck.
Vindication, graceful as a dancer, spun a slow one-eighty and began her descent.
Abe acknowledged Scarlet with a nod and stowed his own earplugs. He unstrapped himself from the seat and shouldered his rifle then jumped down onto the deck to join her. Together, they headed aft toward the cargo bay.
“’Bout time you two showed up,” Blackjack said when they arrived. He was dressed in full combat gear. His face split into a grin, revealing a set of perfect teeth. “I was beginning to worry.”
The cargo bay was full to capacity. A company of Union clockwerks stood ready at the front with rows of Vindication’s own troops behind, all eager to disembark and enter the fray.
“Didn’t see you above decks on those strafing runs,” Scarlet said with a smirk to Blackjack. “Where were you? Safe inside the command center?”
“Hey, now,” Blackjack said. “There was plenty of danger in that command center. Someone almost fell out of their chair during that second run.”
“I'll thank you not to disparage the command center,” Major Jasper said. He’d made his own way to the cargo bay and appeared behind them.
Blackjack seemed surprised. “Major Jasper? The acting airship commander doesn’t normally disembark for combat operations.”
Jasper shrugged. “I’m leaving Vindication in the Sergeant Major’s capable hands. Not much left to do but mop up down here. I’ll be fine. Besides,” Jasper grinned, “you think I’d miss the chance to tell my commanding officer 'I told you so'?” He shook his head. “Not in this life.”
    
VINDICATION SETTLED on a cushion of air. The cargo master held the loudaphone cradled to his ear with one hand, and with the other, he gave a thumb’s up. He strained to pull a lever. The rear cargo bay door yawned open with a hydraulic whine and the grind of iron hinges. Gray light sliced into the darkened bay. Not so long ago, Abe knew Scarlet had ridden a brute out this same hatch, leaping out on the back of the machine from over thirty feet in the air. Abe hoped the remainder of this day would prove easier than that one had been.
The door landed with a puff of dust. The Union clockwerks marched forward with the sound of iron feet clanking on iron decking plates and the whir and clack of gears, heading to face their punch card-programmed enemy.
Major Jasper moved to the front of the cargo bay, the assembled troops parting to allow their acting commander to pass. “Platoon!” he shouted, addressing them all when he reached the front. “Forward march!”
Union soldiers stepped, two abreast, from the belly of the mighty airship. Abe, his mentor, and Scarlet formed up behind them and followed.
“Where are your friends?” Abe heard Blackjack ask Scarlet. “We flew all the way to Illinois to get them. Least they could do is show up for the fight.”
“They’ll be along,” Scarlet replied. “They had to go aft. Picking up a couple of things from the armory I think. Said they’d met us in the field.”
The three of them marched along behind the Union troops, Abe and Scarlet’s clothes still damp from flying through the weather. They walked through the desert, sky storm cloud-gray overhead. The smell of sweet burning wood and thick smoke from the massive brushfire enveloped them. It mingled with the scent of coming rain.
The U.S.S. Gryphon appeared behind them, followed by the Intrepid, who landed with a hiss and a flash of purple light from the “gills” of her engine nodules. The C.S.S Dixie Pride settled down next to Intrepid. Abe bristled at the appearance of an allied Confederate airship in such close proximity to Union forces. He had to remind himself that, at least for today, they were allies.
Three groups of troops led by the three commanders spilled from the airship’s cargo bays. The Union and Confederate troops studied one another as one might eye an errant rattlesnake.
Abe stood with his minder and Scarlet, the only three DSI agents amidst a veritable ocean of Union and Confederate combat troops and clockwerks. The hair on Abe’s arms and neck stood on end. There was an electric crackle in the air and not just from the oncoming storm. The air grew thick with tension as recent enemies, Union and Confederacy, joined together on the plains north of the Rio Grande.
The smell of rain grew stronger. The black clouds they’d just flown through were rolling in heavy now. The storm had almost caught them again. Abe, Scarlet, and Blackjack hastened their speed until they caught up with Jasper at the front of the vanguard. Behind them, three platoon’s worth of troops, a third of whom should have, by all rights, still been enemies, marched in silence.
Soon, they reached a circle of brutes, iron armor bullet-pocked and riddled with holes, surrounded by destroyed Confederate rhinos and pieces of Mexican Empire clockwerks. The bodies of Emperor Maximillian’s soldiers and what, to Abe, looked like Texans lay strewn about the perimeter.
The combined force of Union and Confederate troops came to halt. Two badly shot up brutes ambled aside, forming an opening in the makeshift wall. Colonels Julius Montclair and Aldan Gregory, uniforms torn and bloodied, faces covered in soot and sand and blood, strode through.
Colonel Montclair grinned. “Glad you all could make it,” he said. “Your timing was impeccable.”
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IF HE’D EVER SEEN A MORE welcome sight than the approaching friendly faces dressed in combat gear and Union blue, Montclair was hard pressed to remember it. The assassin with the flame-red hair ran up to him and Greg and squeezed them both until they were like to burst.
“Good to see you both again,” she said.
Montclair squeezed her back. “It’s good to be seen,” he replied. He wasn’t lying. This one had been close.
Over Scarlet’s shoulder, a familiar face caught Montclair’s eye. He nodded at the young man who appeared more and more dangerous every time he saw him. “Bookkeeper,” Montclair said with a nod.
Bookkeeper nodded back, a half-smile on his lips. “Colonel.”
Next to Bookkeeper stood a brown-skinned man Montclair did not recognize. His alert eyes and relaxed bearing in the midst of a battlefield full of carnage indicated to Montclair that here was a man who could handle himself. That clue, taken together with his lack of a proper uniform, practically screamed “DSI agent.”
The man stepped forward. “Well met, Colonel Montclair.”
The corners of his mouth turned up as he clasped Montclair’s hand in a strong, firm grip. Montclair noted how the trigger finger of the man’s glove had been cut-a shooter’s glove.
“Name's Blackjack,” the man said. “I’ve heard a great deal about you.”
Montclair returned the smile. “Afraid I can’t say the same, sir, but I’ll judge you by the company you keep.” Montclair looked at Bookkeeper then Scarlet. “And that’s good enough for me.”
Montclair watched Greg introduce himself to Blackjack, just as the two ranger captains moved over to join them.
“Allow me to introduce some friends,” Montclair said. “These are Captains Wynonna Loving and Jake Solomon of the Texas rangers.”
Both rangers tipped their hats, but Rip spoke up first.
“Given name’s Jacob,” he said. “But muh friends call me Rip,and anybody who pulls my skinny hide outta the fire like ya'll just did? Well, I'm inclined to name them ‘friend.’”
“Much obliged to y’all for your coming to our aid,” Wynonna added.
“Don’t thank me,” Blackjack said. He pointed at the airships hovering low in the distance. “Thank those airship commanders. That was a textbook rescue operation if ever I saw one.”
Greg nudged Montclair and indicated the Union clockwerk vanguard just outside their defensive perimeter. Already, matrons were making their way through the frozen ranks of clockwerks, headed inside the defensive wall of brutes to render aid to the wounded.
Then Montclair noticed what Greg was pointing out. Several of the matrons were in Confederate battle dress.
“What’s going on here?” Montclair asked the gathering of soldiers who’d come to their rescue.
“Maybe I can shed some light on that, sir.” Major Jasper stepped his way through the clockwerk’s ranks. He came to attention before Montclair and saluted.
A surprised Montclair returned the salute and shook his XO's hand. “Good to see you Jasper, but you should be with the airship.”
Jasper gave him a serious look. “All due respect, sir. . .but you should be with the airship.”
Montclair nodded, soldier enough to take his medicine when it was given. “I deserved that. You told me to wait. And I didn’t listen. Go ahead. You can say it if you like. You don’t need my permission.”
“I told you so. . .” Jasper grinned. “Sir,” he added.
Montclair laughed. “So you did, and you were right.” He clapped Jasper on the back. “I made a mistake, but you did exactly what you should have., and we’re all alive because of it.” Montclair looked around at the gray-coated rebs administering first aid to Union soldier, wounded ranger, and Tejano alike. “But I see you’ve brought along some strange company.”
“Union and Confederate troops on the same side?” Greg asked. He shrugged. “Can’t even say that’s the strangest thing I’ve seen today.”
Three airship commanders-two Union uniforms, one Confederate-picked their way through the clockwerks to join the impromptu reunion. One of the Commanders Montclair was happy to see. One he could have cared less if he’d never seen again. And the third he’d recently sworn an oath to himself to kill if ever again he laid eyes on him. Now, it seemed circumstances had changed. He would have to belay that oath.
A petite brunette, hair drawn up, iron body armor over service uniform jacket of midnight Union blue. Rifle slung across her chest and saber on her hip, she stepped right up to him.
The major’s gleaming eyes lit up the dark afternoon. “Colonel,” she said, shifting her rifle to the left and saluting. Montclair returned it. She extended her tiny hand for a shake. “Been a while, sir.”
“That it has.” Montclair shook the offered hand. “Good to see you again, Major Stephens.”
“You too, sir.”
“I demand a word with Colonel Montclair,” a tall, pale man interrupted.
He looked particularly cadaverous under the best of circumstances and appeared even more so here in the open desert. He’d eschewed body armor and a combat uniform in favor of traditional Union blues. He didn’t even bother to carry a rifle. He was armed only with a saber and an old service pistol still in its holster.
“Christ the Healer,” Blackjack said, recognizing him. “Is that Hiram Levington? I can’t believe they let your ghoulish old ass retain command of an airship, especially after all the laws of war you’ve broken.”
“Blackjack,” the colonel spat. “Last I’d heard you were dead, rotting in a dungeon beneath Barcelona.”
Blackjack laughed. “You heard wrong, Hiram.”
“Too good to be true I suppose,” Levington said. “DSI is like a contagion we can’t seem to rid ourselves of.” Levington glanced to his left at the man dressed in Confederate gray. “Bad enough we were forced to share sky with this rebel scum.”
Colonel Turner turned beet-red, somehow managing to hold his composure.
Jasper stood to his full height, his eyes ablaze. “Here now, Colonel Levington,” he said. “You may outrank me, but I'll not stand for this. We're under explicit orders from the president. We will cooperate with Colonel Turner.” Jasper shot Turner an evil look. “Even as much as we all hate it.”
“Enough!” Colonel Turner snapped, the surprising vehemence in his tone putting an end to the back and forth.
Turner approached Montclair, looking him in the eye. “I know it won’t mean much to you, but I-I beg your pardon.” He looked around at the assembled soldiers. “I beg all your pardons.” Turner shook his head. “I'll not apologize for the war. We were fighting for what we believed in, and we conducted ourselves honorably. We did as we were ordered, but that business with Vindication. . .we were acting under unlawful orders, though we did not know it at the time.”
Montclair raised an eyebrow. “And now?” He flexed his clockwerk hand open and closed.
“And now things have changed,” Turner said. “Smythe is no longer the rightful President of the Confederacy. We know that now for a fact, and President Lee has issued new orders. As a show of good faith, he’s dispatched us to aid you in any way we can.” Turner bowed stiffly. “The Dixie Pride and her crew stand at your disposal, sir.”
Montclair studied his Confederate counterpart before he spoke. “You’ve shown yourself to be an honorable man, Turner.” A rumble of thunder sounded in the distance. The wind picked up, and with it, the first drops of rain fell on the desert. “Back on the deck of my airship. . .when we were betrayed, you could have slaughtered my entire crew, but you chose not to. Because of that I'll trust you. For now.”
“Enough of this drivel.” Colonel Levington spat. “Never thought I'd see the day,” he mumbled. “Insolent pups and little girls as airship commanders. . .and now working with both rebs and spymaster filth.”
Scarlet opened her mouth to speak. A look from Blackjack and a subtle shake of the head stilled her. Not so with Major Stephens.
“Pardon me, Colonel Levington?” the minuscule major growled. “Perhaps I misheard that remark about ‘little girls’?”
Montclair almost swore he could see the hackles rise on her neck. Time to step in.
“Stand down, Major Stephens. We'll excuse Levington this time. He’s not as young as he once was and particularly prone to feeble-mindedness, it seems. We should leave him be. Poor bastard’s already got one foot in the grave as it is.”
Stephens laughed, ignoring the protocol of rank.
Levington turned an apoplectic shade of purple but seemed to let Montclair’s comment go. Montclair wished he hadn’t. He’d have relished the opportunity to teach the old colonel some manners. “It seems I find myself delivering orders to you again, Montclair, directly from President Grant.”
“Oh?” Montclair said. “And those orders are?”
“To apprehend Smythe as an enemy of the state and bring him back to Washington. There, he will stand trial on charges of murder, conspiracy to commit murder, and treason. . .among other things. The charges are to be leveled by both the Union and the Confederacy.”
“Damnation,” Montclair uttered.
“Quite,” Levington said. “And now you may consider the message delivered.” He turned to leave.
“Wait,” Scarlet said. “You not joining us?” Incredulity dripped like venom from her voice.
“My orders were simply to deliver the message,” Levington said. He eyed Montclair. “The President has ordered you to bring Smythe in, Colonel. He said nothing about me remaining behind to assist you.”
“What about your help with the rhinos?” Montclair asked.
Levington shrugged. “I couldn’t very well deliver a message to a dead man, could I? Consider my role in your rescue a favor, one which I fully expect you to someday return. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have an airship to see to. I'll leave you to your task.” Levington turned to walk away.
“What in hell?” Greg muttered. “We've got half the Empire of Mexico over there and almost a full company of rogue Texas rangers, not to mention whatever Confederates Smythe’s managed to lie to and get down here to fight for him, and Levington’s just going to leave?”
“If it makes you feel any better,” Turner said, “Smythe didn’t get more than a few Confederate companies to follow him.”
Greg’s blank stare spoke volumes. “That doesn’t make me feel any better.”
“We’re going against a damned army,” Montclair said to Levington’s back. “And you and your troops turn tail and run?”
“Why not?” Levington said from over his shoulder. “A single army shouldn’t prove too difficult a challenge for the Hero of the Potomac.”
There was a commotion from the rear of the Union forces as men and clockwerks parted like the red sea. A samurai, his back ramrod-straight, his topknot perfectly coiffed, strode through the ranks as if he commanded all he saw. He carried no gun, but a magnificent katana rode at his hip.
A wide smile split Montclair’s face. At Ueda’s back were ten sailors, nine men and a single woman, her skin the color of rich coffee. The sailors were dressed in combat uniforms the colors of brown desert sand and green scrub brush.
To hell with Levington, Montclair thought.
He’d have gladly traded the self-righteous Colonel Levington and all his troops for the samurai and the ten sailors he’d brought with him.
The group marched straight past Levington, all except Ueda, who Montclair would swear actually growled at the disagreeable airship commander as he stalked by. Levington quickly moved aside and made his retreat.
Montclair grasped the hilt of his own katana, gifted to him by the man in front of him. His chest swelling with pride, Montclair bowed deep. “Ueda san,” he said.
The ronin samurai from Nippon retuned the bow. “Julius san.” Ueda surveyed the destruction of the battleground, the circle of brutes, the massive enemy body count. He raised a single brow and uttered two words. “Not bad.”
“I'll take that as the highest of complements coming from you, Ueda san.” Montclair bowed again.
Then he turned to the big man directly behind Ueda. Tall, broad-shouldered and deep-chested, a trim brown beard, and a tremendous gun at his side.
Montclair extended his hand with a grin. “You're a helluva long way from water, sailor."
"And you weren’t on your airship, sir,” Carlyle said without missing a beat. “And in my defense. . .there's water in our canteens."
Montclair’s smile widened. "So there is. What took you so long to get here?"
“I’m afraid that's my fault, Colonel,” Scarlet said. “We needed Major Stephens here to give us a lift from someplace. We took her out of her way then had to swing up by Illinois to pick up Petty Officer Carlyle and his crew. We thought they might come in handy.”
“Are those handheld Gatlings?” Greg asked, pointing to Carlyle and the other sailors’ guns. Montclair could almost hear the Marine salivating beside him.
“That they are, sir,” Carlyle said, holding the gun up.
A string of rounds ran from the gun’s crank to a large pack on Carlyle’s back. Montclair counted no less than four of Carlyle’s crew carrying the portable, single-barrel guns.
“I need one,” Greg uttered, an envious look in his eyes.
Montclair looked around, taking stock of his forces. He had Greg and his Marines. The DSI agents. The samurai. The sailors of Carlyle’s crew. Wynonna and Rip’s rangers, along with their Tejano allies. He had troops from his own airship and the Union soldiers of the U.S.S. Intrepid. He even had a Healer-damned company of Confederates.
The corners of Montclair’s mouth turned up. Fortified hacienda and forces of the Empire of Mexico be damned. . .Smythe didn’t stand a chance.
“To hell with Levington and his troops,” Montclair said to the assembled group. “We've already got all the army we’ll need.”
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THE WIND HOWLED, whipping the storm at their backs into a frenzy. The mechanical draft horse beneath him didn’t seem to mind, and neither did Montclair. A fresh uniform, more rounds for his rifle and sidearm, a hasty assault plan, and he was off-leading the charge straight into the teeth of what remained of Smythe’s forces.
“We flew through this same storm coming to save you,” Scarlet said, yelling to be heard over the driving wind and the thunder of thousand mechanical hooves. “It’s hounded us ever since we crossed into Texas. Now it’s coming for us again.”
“We’re famous for em' down here,” Rip said, urging his magnificent blue roan stallion to greater speed and exhibiting a level of horsemanship many aspired to but few ever achieved. “Should pass us over soon enough.”
Montclair had offered the rangers and Tejanos the choice to come along. To a person, they’d all chosen to accompany the motley crew of Union and Confederate soldiers and Strategic Intelligence agents to apprehend Smythe.
Montclair rode forward. He glanced over at Colonel Turner and shook his head. Montclair was known for thinking outside the ordinary, but the idea of riding alongside the rebs was. . .difficult, even for him to grasp. They’d just fought the Union to a standstill after all and for reasons Montclair found unconscionable.
But a compliment of his own airship’s crew rode with him, both elite troops and regulars. He glanced down the line, taking stock of them. On his left, Scarlet, Bookkeeper, and Blackjack rode close together. Behind them were Petty Officer Carlyle and his sailors. The stern but beautiful River galloped right at the petty officer’s side. Ueda rode with them. Carlyle and his group of Union sailors seemed to have taken a shine to the samurai and he to them. An unexpected pang of envy stabbed Montclair in the gut. He quickly pushed it away.
To Montclair’s right, Greg rode with his Marines. And next to him was Major Stephens, Intrepid’s airship guard at her back. Then came the Texas ranger captains and their ranger companies, battered but not beaten, behind them. Last of all, there was the Confederate airship commander, complete with a complement of rebel soldiers, the same soldiers who, less than a month past, had tried to take Vindication by force and put Montclair himself in irons. Had tried and failed.
Montclair eyed the horizon, on the lookout for outlying enemy troops. Politics really does make for strange bedfellows, he thought.
The battalion-sized force, all having agreed to follow Montclair’s commands, thundered down the trail. Ahead, around a final rock formation, lay the hacienda estate of Martin Crawford.
“Signal the troops to ready,” Montclair told Greg. “Pass it along. We stick to the plan.”
“All plans go to shit in the face of the enemies’ guns,” Greg replied, “but you already knew that.”
“I already knew that,” Montclair agreed. He urged his brute on to greater speed as they thundered around the rock.
The Mexican emperor’s invasion force, minus the vanguard they’d dealt with earlier that day, was spread out on the grounds of Crawford’s estate like a deadly parade. When the airship strikes began, some of the Mexican soldiers and the rogue faction of rangers including Crawford himself, had escaped. They’d warned the troops camped out on his front acreage, and those troops now stood ready.
At the sight of Montclair’s attacking force, the Empire’s bugles sounded.
In modern warfare, clockwerks were always the first line of offense or defense. Iron could be replaced more easily than flesh and was cheaper to train. This time was no exception. Automaton soldiers of polished brass, emblazoned with the colors of the Empire, sprang to life. The machines closed ranks in front of their human counterparts and began a steady march toward Montclair’s charge.
The hum of machinery and the buzz of a thousand angry hornets overhead heralded the arrival of the first part of Montclair’s plan. There was a flash of purple as the form of the Intrepid streaked across the sky above them.
A shout went up from the Union forces when the Intrepid dropped her payload. Where the earlier munitions they’d used were heavy guns with rhino-killer rounds, this was strictly a bombing run. Montclair watched clusters of the aether explosives fall through the sky. In his mind, they seemed to slow just before impacting and detonating amongst the enemy ranks. For each of the small bombs that hit, a ball of blue flame erupted, sending parts of clockwerk, soldier, and Texan alike flying. The enemy ranks broke and scattered, scrambling for cover.
The Intrepid’s bombing run complete, she veered upward and raced into the sky. Mexican Empire artillery on the hills above sounded but in vain. The Intrepid put on a burst of speed and left the artillery shells far in her wake.
Then, right on the heels of the Intrepid, the powerful lines of Vindication were suddenly soaring above them. A cheer sounded from every throat at the sight of the mightiest airship in the Union fleet, the sound loud enough to drown out the surrounding chaos.
Montclair’s heart swelled with pride at the sight of his airship. He almost wished he himself were onboard instead of having ordered Jasper back onto the bridge, but he was needed more here.
These last couple of years, his most important work had been done on the ground, not in the sky. It was something to which he would have to give some serious thought once this battle was over.
Vindication made a slow pass over the ranks of enemy troops, finishing what Intrepid started. Her aether bombs and cluster explosives ripped a swath through the Empire’s troops, accomplishing just what they’d set out to do-clear a path straight to Crawford’s hacienda.
The rains caught them finally, the intermittent drops transforming into a downpour. To the west, the brushfire was extinguished in plumes of steam that reached to the skies, like the death of some great dragon in a children’s fairy story. Lightning struck, illuminating the sky in a monstrous flash. Thunder boomed.
Montclair stood up in the stirrups of his brute. His katana slipped the confines of its sheath. The blade was never to be drawn unless it were in practice or in combat and could not be sheathed again until it had tasted the sweat of training or the blood of battle. This time, it would see plenty of the latter.
“They've cut us a path!” Montclair shouted over the sound of rain and thunder and war. He pointed the sword, saber-like, toward the hacienda. “To me! We ride through!”
Union and Confederate soldier, Union sailor, Texas ranger and Tejano, Union spymaster, and samurai alike-they blasted and sliced to their left and their right. Together, they galloped through a gauntlet of smoke and dirt, explosions and shrapnel, mud and blood. The cluster bombs, some of their explosions delayed, resounded around them. Smoke curled, and blue flame burned even through a near-solid sheet of rain. The screams of dying men and women pierced the afternoon. Pieces of clockwerks, now mostly scrap iron, lay strewn about the battlefield, the remaining mechanical soldiers still firing their weapons in haphazard fashion.
“Woohoo!” the yelp of Carlyle and the sailors reached Montclair’s ears. The sound was the purest expression of the joy of battle.
Their handheld Gatlings, temporarily mounted to their brutes, cut through the troops on either side of them like mill saws through fresh pine.
Montclair grinned a death’s-head grin, the blood singing in his veins. He leaned down and separated a clockwerk head from its iron neck, slicing clean through, aether-blue eyes dying as the metal, head-shaped orb went flying in his wake. Relentless, Montclair and his assault force drove on.
“I'm afraid my girl’s spent her payload with that last run!” Stephens shouted.
The major had caught up to him. She was soaked to the bone. The smoke and mud smudged on her face somehow made her look even more beautiful. If things were different, and he weren’t so far above her in rank . . .
Not the time, Montclair. Focus.
“Understood, Major,” he said to her. “Vindication’s in the same boat.”
The rain lessened to a drizzle, the storm clouds seeming to have spent their payload in much the same way Intrepid and Vindication had. They found themselves in a lull of the fighting. The hacienda itself now lay less than a quarter mile ahead.
Stephens reached up to wipe the rain from her face. “With the Gryphon gone and the Dixie Pride rounding up the stragglers from the earlier battle, that's all the airship support we'll get, sir.”
“It's all we'll need,” Montclair said.
He caught sight of a Union bugler and swung his katana on the gallop, circling it around his head to get the soldier’s attention. “Form up!” he shouted.
The bugler nodded to the colonel, slung his rifle, and placed the instrument to his lips. The notes of “Rally on the Officer” belted from the end of his horn.
Montclair’s forces coalesced on him, forming a wedge with him as the apex. Somewhere ahead, the fiercest fighters in the Mexican Empire-Maximillian’s personally dispatched Imperial Guard-waited for them. They would be held in reserve for Smythe, Crawford, and Santiago’s own personal defense and were all that stood between Montclair and the walls of the hacienda.
The grounds of Crawford’s estate lay spread before them, a lush green nurtured by the waters of the nearby Rio Grande. The polished helmets of the Imperial Guard peeked above the tops of the earthworks that surrounded the compound itself. The Mexican Imperial artillery that wasn’t destroyed in the bombing runs peeked through the gaps.
“Steady!” Montclair shouted, hand on the hilt of his katana.
Someone thundered up next to him-the samurai, Kenshin Ueda, naked blade in hand. Still no gun but a smile on his face unlike any Montclair had ever seen. Ueda had no nation, no family, no clan, and only a few he would call “friend.” All that remained for him now was the way of Bushido, the samurai code, and the thrill of battle.
He locked eyes with Montclair. A single nod all that as required, a glance exchanged between teacher and student, now comrades in arms.
Montclair’s bugler played “Charge.” Montclair surged forward.
And the onslaught began.
Rounds snapped past, striking in on the brute’s heaving iron flanks. Montclair and his troops hunkered low in the saddle. Artillery exploded as they charged ahead, spraying dirt and debris into their path, the brutes flowing around the resulting craters like rivers around stone. Montclair and his force thundered toward the hacienda, and within seconds, the earthworks lay before them.
“Now!” Montclair shouted.
He flipped the switch on his brute’s withers, and the beast leapt skyward. Together, they cleared the earthworks, and his katana sang as it slid through the neck of a Mexican Imperial soldier, sending his shining helm spinning. A shout sounded from behind him as Ueda's brute smashed head-on into the earthworks, blasting straight through instead of going over and sending defenders spiraling. Carlyle and his sailors covered the samurai with their handheld Gatlings, shell casings bouncing like rain off iron horse-flesh and pinging a merry tune. Ueda expertly dodged, blocked, and parried the Imperial soldiers’ halberds. His blade became a whirling, three-foot razor of death, leaving ribbons of Imperial Guard flesh in its wake.
Montclair didn’t spare another glance back as he raced ahead. His forces would catch up. He sheathed his katana and unslung his rifle, guiding the clockwerk horse with his knees. Using the beast’s great iron head and neck for cover, he sighted in on an embroidered coat of Imperial crimson and squeezed the trigger.
Crack-crack-crack-three shots to the body. Even if he wore iron armor underneath that crimson coat, that would put him out of the fight.
Fire from his left and right-Greg, several Marines, and the DSI agents fought at his three and nine o’ the clock. Stephens, her guardsmen, Turner and his confederates fought at his six.
“We’re clear the first layer of defense!” Greg shouted. He put two rounds into the hacienda wall to make sure the guards kept their heads down. “We need to assault the main house!”
Montclair nodded, eyes scanning the battlefield, the walls, and the wide hacienda porch behind its gates. The size of the place alone would make it a nightmare to clear.
He turned to the commander of the Intrepid, the Confederate Colonel, and Scarlet. “Major Stephens, I want a company of Union blue securing this battlefield. Take prisoners, see to the wounded, and secure the grounds around this hacienda. Colonel Turner, lend as many of your troops to the major and her guardsmen as you can. Scarlet, find Carlyle and his sailors. I want them with us when we assault.”
Scarlet nodded, wheeling her brute around and galloping off. Stephens and Turner followed.
“Greg, you and your Marines are with me, but I need you to dispatch someone to find Wynonna and Rip. The battlefield’s so spread out now that they didn’t even hear the assembly call.”
“Or didn’t know it,” Greg replied. “Texas rangers may not know our cavalry signals.”
“Maybe not,” Montclair conceded, “but Rip and Wynonna are the only ones familiar with the layout of this place. We'll need them with us when we hit it.”
Somewhere, they’d lost the rangers, but if anyone could find them it was one of Greg’s' marines.
“Done,” Greg said. He pointed toward a Marine at his side. “You heard the Colonel.”
The young woman saluted, yanking her brute around, shouldering her weapon, and racing off at a gallop toward the still-raging perimeter fighting.
Greg nodded toward the hacienda gate. “The more time we have to wait to assault, the deeper they’ll embed in there.”
Montclair nodded. “We’re burning daylight. Time to get this show on the road.”
    
LONG MINUTES PASSED before they’d all assembled.
“This place is huge,” Montclair said to the gathered force. “It would take forever for a single squad to clear it. Lucky for us, we’ve got enough here for at least four squads.”
There was murmured agreement and nods all around.
“I know we haven’t all trained together,” Montclair said. He looked at Turner and his gathering of Confederate troops. Turner met his eye, unflinching. “And in some cases, we’ve even been enemies, but I’m assuming we all know how to clear a building?”
“We have much of the same training,” Turner said. “It’s only been six years since secession and Fort Sumpter, though it seems like so very much longer.”
Montclair nodded. “That it does, Colonel, that it does. All right then, I'm designating us as four squads. Per operations protocols, we’ll use the standard Greek alphabet. Alpha squad will consist of myself, Scarlet, Bookkeeper, Blackjack, Captain Loving, three of mine from Vindication and four of Wynonna’s rangers. Greg, you and your Marines will make up Beta squad. Take a few rangers with you.”
Greg nodded. “Understood.”
“Carlyle, you and your sailors will make up the bulk of Gamma squad.”
“Only a squad?” Carlyle asked. “Hell, River here's worth a squad all by herself.”
“I bet she is.” Montclair grinned, and the elite, brown-skinned sailor smiled back. He turned to the diminutive Union major. “Major Stephens, you and your compliment of airship’s guard mind escorting these sailors and keeping them out of trouble?”
Stephens looked at Carlyle and his crew and smiled. “Not a bit, sir.”
“Good. You’ll have command.”
Turner looked around the assembled group. “That leaves me,” he said. “If it’s all the same to you, Delta squad can be me and my troops. I think things would go easier if that were the case.”
“I and my rangers will assault with you, Colonel Turner,” Rip spoke up. “Less bad blood from us Texans toward the Confederacy. We mostly stayed out of the war down here. . .too busy fendin’ off Maximillian and his army from the frontier.”
Turner seemed relieved. “I'd be honored to have you, Captain Solomon.”
“And what about Ueda san?” Scarlet asked. “Where will we go?”
The samurai stood behind the gathered group, sheathed katana propped on his shoulder between folded arms, his eyes closed.
“He’ll go any damned where he pleases,” Montclair said. “And woe to the man, woman, or machine who tries to stop him.”
Montclair knelt in the mud in front of the hacienda, the unique collection of warriors gathered around him. An uneasy mix of Union and Confederate troops served as rear security, sounds of intermittent skirmishes reaching their ears from the battlefield behind them.
Using a stone, Montclair dug a rough diagram of the hacienda into the wet earth. “Wynonna and Rip are the only ones who’ve been here before.” He handed the stone to Rip. “What can you tell us about the layout?”
Rip scratched his chin and thought for a second. “Keep me honest here, Wynonna. . .but there are entrances here, here, and here.” He scratched entryways into the square shape of the hacienda at the front, the rear, and the westward-facing side then looked to Wynonna to acknowledge his accuracy.
“That’s right, Rip,” she said, her voice uneasy. “Those are the entrances.”
“My troops and I can assault on the western side,” Turner said, looking around at his gathered soldiers.
“I can take the east,” Greg said.
Montclair nodded. “Good. And I'll take Alpha squad and breach here.” He pointed at the bottom of the diagram. “Right through the front door.”
“What's that leave us, Colonel?” River asked.
Carlyle grinned. “That means we get the roof.”
Montclair nodded. “You read my mind, sailor.”
Carlyle considered that. “Lugging handheld Gatlings up three stories with just a rope and a grappling hook? Wouldn’t have it any other way, sir.”
“Would have been nice to have my airship drop us in,” Stephens said with decidedly less enthusiasm.
Greg nodded. “Yes. Too bad all our air support is tied up securing the two battlefields we left behind us.”
“All right. That takes care of the initial entry,” Montclair said. “What about the inside, Rip?”
“Wynonna knows the inside of that place best.” Rip handed the stone to Wynonna, who looked at it as if it were a scorpion about to strike before she finally took it.
“Take your time, Wynonna,” Montclair said.
She was a strong woman and a more than capable ranger captain. Whatever had passed between her and Crawford must have cut her deep.
Without a word, she drew two more squares in the mud. “These are the second and third floors.” She added detailed layouts of rooms on the first and second floors then pointed to the third. “This is where they’ll be. Marty’s-I mean, Crawford’s-bedroom suites are the most fortified rooms in the house. We’ll have to fight our way up two floors then breach to get inside. The doors to his private suites are Chinkapin oak banded in iron. They’re just as strong as the front gates.”
Montclair’s brow furrowed. “Noted. Anything else we should know?”
Wynonna took a deep breath. “Marty Crawford was. . .was a ranger as long as Rip and ten years longer than me. He ran one of the best companies in our history. He’ll have a few tricks up his sleeve. He won’t make this easy.”
Montclair nodded. “I didn’t think he would., bt now at least we’ve got a plan. Spread the word to your squads. Any questions? Now’s the time.”
“How will we know when to breach?” Turner asked.
“Trust me,” Montclair said, looking at Carlyle and his crew checking their weapons. “You'll know.”
“What are the rules of engagement, sir?” the Marine Greg had sent out earlier asked. She was a sharp one.
Montclair’s eyes narrowed. “This is an Office-of-the-President-approved action against an enemy of the Union. We've been fired upon and have suffered casualties. Rules of engagement are the same as any wartime footing. Understood, Marine?”
She stood up straighter. “Understood, sir.”
“Good. I’m not going to lie to you,” Montclair said, addressing everyone assembled. “We're looking at Mexican Imperial guardsmen, rogue Texas rangers, and Confederates still loyal to Smythe. Maybe even Smythe’s own personal mercenaries, not to mention however many of Maximillian’s clockwerks they can throw at us. And they know we’re coming.”
Scarlet grinned. “Not one for sugar-coating it, are you, Colonel?”
Montclair shook his head. “Not now and never have been. Now gear up. We move in five.”
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THE SHOUTING of troops and the sounds of scattered rifle fire faded into the distance behind him. The bulk of Montclair’s forces were busy mopping up what remained of the combined Imperial, Texan, and Confederate forces, but for Montclair and a small, hand-picked group, the mission lay ahead. Not behind.
Montclair crept forward toward the wall surrounding Crawford’s hacienda, signaling to the squads behind him to move out. A quick recon of the hacienda doors confirmed what Rip had told them a few minutes earlier. The massive gates were hardened Chinkapen Oak banded in iron. Montclair had a thought on how to defeat the gate, but he needed Carlyle’s sailors to help him do it.
Montclair ordered his people to post on both sides of the entrance while Carlyle and company swaggered into position. Union, Confederate, and Texan rifles covered the tops of the walls above them as the sailors moved toward the gate, careful to avoid what they referred to as the “fatal funnel,” or the space behind a door where enemy fire would most likely originate.
With his own rifle shouldered and covering, Montclair gave Carlyle a nod. The sailors made their heavy weapons ready. Almost as one, they twisted the cranks.
The guns chattered like staccato thunder, the sound deafening as it echoed from the walls surrounding the hacienda. Rounds flashed from the spinning barrels, the fire illuminating the faces of the sailors as they delighted in their work. The concentrated fire of the Gatlings chewed into the gates like so much pulp, devastating anything that lay behind them. To the areas around the gate’s hinges, the sailors paid special attention.
When the thick doors were little than honeycomb, Montclair held up his free hand. Carlyle and his troops released the cranks and parted, moving to the left and right. The guns whined like banshees as they spun down, tendrils of blue-black smoke curling from the tips of their red-hot barrels.
The gates, no match for the onslaught of lead, shuddered and collapsed with a groan and the crack of failing wood. With the main gates breached, they split into their squads-Montclair’s alpha through the front, Greg’s beta to the left. Carlyle and his elite sailors made up gamma. They moved west to take the roof, followed by Colonel Turner and Rip of delta, who would breach from the west.
Montclair and company stacked on what was left of the gates, him first in line. If anyone was left in the entryway, they’d be dug in deep as ticks on a hound, and Montclair wanted first crack at them. He crouched like a snake poised to strike, waiting for the signal to go.
A pat on his shoulder and he was in motion, bursting through the shattered gates and hooking sharp right, clearing the wall along what remained of the inner courtyard. The DSI agents moved right at his six o’ the clock, splitting and stepping over the remnants of the gate when they hit the opening. Captain Loving and her rangers spread out behind them. They were followed by Montclair’s troops, their guns searching high along the walls and the second and third level porches. River, brown skin aglow with the fire of adrenaline and battle, provided rear security.
After some last-minute haggling on Montclair’s part, Carlyle had been kind enough to lend River to alpha squad but only in exchange for one of Captain Loving’s Texas rangers and one of Montclair’s own troops. After seeing River in action over a year ago when Vindication had helped the elite sailors with a small pirate problem, Montclair knew he’d gotten the better part of the bargain.
“Clear right,” Montclair said, moving his barrel from the high to the low ready position. There was no immediate threat, but he still kept the weapon in his shoulder.
“Clear left,” Scarlet said.
“Center’s clear,” Captain Loving said. “Courtyard secure.”
The courtyard, normally a beautiful space complete with hand-carved stone statues, immaculate gardens, and a fountain, was a mess. The oak gates had been shot to tatters, along with the thick beam barring them in place. Little was left of a wagon they’d used as a hasty barricade or the barrels of foodstuffs they’d tried to reinforce it with. The clockwerks and Imperial guardsmen that had manned the barricade had received the worst of it. The rounds from the heavy, handheld naval Gatlings had ripped them to shreds. The Imperial guardsmen had had a Gatling emplacement of their own set up, ironically enough, but they’d never even gotten the chance to use it.
“I want guns steady on that second floor,” Montclair said, pointing up. “If they didn’t know we were here before, they sure as hell do now. The other squads should be over the outer wall and breaching any second, so be careful. Check your corners, and watch out for allies. Remember-if you see Confederate gray, don’t shoot at it. . .right away.” That elicited a chuckle from a few soldiers behind him. “Where’s my breacher?”
Montclair’s soldier, a three-year veteran of his crew and an elite Union Army Air Corps ranger, saluted the colonel. The day Montclair pinned the corporal’s chevrons on the big man was still one of the proudest of his career. They said Bull had shed actual tears when Montclair went missing late the year before.
“Right here, sir.”
Gunfire sounded from the other sections of the hacienda. The assault had begun.
“You have your hammer, Bull?”
“Yes, sir.” Ten pounds of black iron sledge attached to an Ashwood handle were strapped across Bull’s back. He reached over and gave the hammer an affectionate pat. “Me and Matilda are ready to go.”
Montclair nodded. “Good. She should do the trick for these interior doors.” Montclair glanced over at the lone sailor in their squad and her Gatling. “River can save those rounds for later.”
They reformed on Montclair’s order then swept across the courtyard, rifles at the ready. They crept their way through, stepping over bodies and piles of blasted clockwerk. The gunfire from earlier had ceased. There was no movement, not even so much as a twitch from a dismembered mechanized arm or leg.
A funeral parlor hush settled over the courtyard. Even the fountain had gone still, its clear water tainted crimson with the blood of an imperial guardswoman who’d found herself on the wrong end of Union Navy Gatlings.
They drew close to the doors of the hacienda proper without incident. The entryway, more for decoration than true security, was much less imposing than the gate into the ranch manse compound. Bull slung his rifle and slipped Matilda’s raw weight from a loop on his back.
Captain Loving and her rangers shifted to either side, allowing Bull to move into position. Montclair’s alpha squad parted and let the mountainous soldier through. The DSI agents and Montclair’s troops stacked on either side of the door, while the Texas rangers and River provided perimeter security.
Bull paused near the doors. He hefted the hammer, poised to strike, and turned to his colonel.
Montclair held up three fingers on his clockwerk hand. He mouthed the words three, two, one then clenched his iron fist.
Bull swung with a grunt. The hammer smashed through the doors at their weakest point, the impact destroying the locking mechanism. Bull stepped his massive bulk aside, dropped the hammer, and unslung his rifle in single motion. Montclair, the DSI agents, the Texas rangers, and River flowed into the spacious entryway smooth as a choreographed ballet.
This time, Montclair broke left into an atrium off to the side. An Imperial guardsman popped out of cover. Montclair dove, hugging stucco as a burst of rounds from the guardsman’s rifle snapped into the wall above him. Montclair hit the flagstone of the courtyard and curled into a ball, rifle between his knees and the barrel protruding from between his boots. Three rounds thumped into the surprised guardsman. Montclair was on his feet before the man fell, forging ahead. The sound of battle rose behind him. The rest of his squad had engaged.
Montclair took the corner fast, too fast, coming face to surprised face with another halberd-bearing, red-jacketed guardsman. The Mexican Imperial soldiers had earned their reputations as warriors through numerous bloody campaigns even before the War Between the Sates. This one was no exception.
The guardsman whirled the halberd with expert ease, slicing Montclair’s rifle sling and kicking both Montclair and the now-loose weapon away. Montclair fell back, breaking his fall with his clockwerk hand. He had no time to draw his Colt, and his katana slipped its saya like a viper shedding its skin.
Montclair rose. The Imperial guardsman smiled beneath his silver helm. Square jaw, white teeth, skin the color of dark copper, beard black as jet.
“All right, my friend,” Montclair growled. “If it’s fight you want. . .”
Montclair circled the guardsman low, blade held out before him. The guardsman held his halberd across his body, ready to block, parry, slash, or stab. Montclair stepped in with an upward slice. The guardsman twisted his halberd, laughing as he caught the edge of the Nipponese blade. Montclair turned, spinning, and brought the blade down. Steel sparked on steel as the guardsman caught the strike with the edge of his weapon.
More rifle fire in the background, now growing closer. Time was ticking.
Enough of this.
Montclair stepped back. The guardsman, sensing victory, charged with a roar. Montclair twirled his blade as he returned it to its scabbard then drew his Colt and fired. The slug caught the surprised guardsman high in the chest, lifting him from his feet.
Sometimes, war afforded the luxury of honor.
Sometimes, it didn’t.
Montclair bent and retrieved his rifle, the cut sling now useless. No matter, he thought, shouldering the gun anyway.
Scarlet rounded the corner, ready to engage. When she saw Montclair, she lowered her weapon and moved quickly to his side.
Scarlet’s hair and brow were both damp with perspiration. The heat from the barrel of her Chassepot emanated onto Montclair’s arm. Scarlet’s eyes drifted to the guardsman then to Montclair’s rifle with its sling hanging loose.
“What happened here?” she asked.
“Nothing I couldn’t handle,” he replied. “What kept you so long? You all run into some trouble?”
She favored him with a lopsided grin. “Nothing we couldn’t handle,” she said, mocking him.
The remainder of Montclair’s alpha squad soon joined them. Montclair did a quick assessment. He was pleased to see them all intact.
They stacked up again, minus those who’d been left to secure the areas they’d already cleared. Moving as one, they snaked down a corridor and into the ground floor’s main room. A grand staircase dominated the space. They took it moving side by side, two at a time, eyes front and iron-clad torsos twisting as they ascended, in this way covering both the rear and above.
At the top of the second floor, Montclair signaled a left-right split. Half the squad followed him, the other half falling in on Captain Loving. Montclair moved low, stepping over the bodies of red-jacketed guardsmen and dead rogue rangers. They approached the first turn. He cleared the corner and spotted rifles, but he held his fire.
“’Bout time you got here.” Greg grinned at him from the far end of the corridor.
Montclair lowered his weapon as the rest of his squad caught up. “Any sign of gamma and delta?”
The sound of gunfire came from the floor above them.
Greg looked up. “Sounds like gamma just made it down from the roof.”
“Good,” Montclair said. “What say we go join them?”
In columns of twos, they stalked the hallway, moving toward the building’s exterior. Archways lined the outer patio, affording Montclair an open view of the courtyard below. He took it all in at a battlefield glance-the blown gate, the wagon, the barrels in flames, and the vigilant Union soldiers, Texas rangers, and Tejanos securing the shattered gates.
Montclair and his squad entered the building a second time. They made their way with measured speed up the stairs to the third floor. They had no enemy contact with the exception of several corpses and a few shot-through Imperial clockwerks, and soon Montclair understood why.
When they rounded the final corner, Carlyle and his sailors stood positioned to one side of a large set of doors. Turner, Rip, and the Confederates stood to the other.
“You take good care of my sailor, Colonel?” Carlyle asked.
There was sweat and soot on his face, but otherwise neither he nor his crew looked much the worse for wear. This, despite scaling a perimeter wall and then a three-story building, along with carrying sixty pounds of gun, iron body armor, ammunition, and gear. And then they had fought their way through an entire floor of crack Mexican Empire troops.
“It was more like she took care of us,” Montclair replied He shifted his slingless rifle for a better grip. “Report.”
“These are Marty Crawford’s private chambers,” Rip said.
“We assaulted here and thought it best to hold position,” Colonel Turner added.
“What are your orders, sir?” Carlyle asked.
Montclair studied the double doors. “We need to know what’s inside this room.”
“Only one person here can tell us that,” Rip said.
Wynonna made her way forward, her jaw set. Montclair didn’t know the details of what had passed between Wynonna and Crawford. He didn’t need to. The pain in her eyes told him enough.
An image of his brother Randall flashed through his mind. He didn’t know what she was feeling, but he did know something about the agony caused by returning to a place, or a person, you’d once loved.
Montclair took a deep breath. “What are we dealing with in there, Wynonna?”
“There’s an entryway into a parlor,” Wynonna began, all business but doing a poor job of masking the hurt in her eyes. “A bath off to the side then a second set of doors leading to-to the bedroom.”
“Is it fortified?” Montclair asked.
“I don’t think so. Marty figured between the main gates and his rangers, he had plenty of security.”
“Let’s hope he figured wrong,” Greg said.
Montclair motioned for the squads to stack and prepare for entry. He called Bull up with Matilda again.
When they were ready, Montclair attempted to negotiate.
“Attention inside!” he shouted. “This is Colonel Julius Montclair of the Union Army Air Corps! By order of the president, we’ve come to take James Smythe into custody. You have one minute to comply.”
Montclair looked over his shoulder. Greg, Scarlet, Bookkeeper, and Blackjack would follow in behind him. On the opposite side of the threshold, Petty Officer Carlyle, Wynonna, Rip, and Turner were ready to move.
Tense seconds passed.
Carlyle looked down at the pocket watch face lashed to his wrist. “Ten seconds, Colonel.”
He heard the creak of leather gear being shifted, the grips on guns tightening. It was the acute awareness that preceded one of the most dangerous things a soldier could do-enter an unknown room.
There was the clacking of a latch being undone. The double-doors cracked open.
Montclair nodded ready. The last soldier gave the go, and within seconds, Montclair and his forces had flooded in.
Montclair broke left along the wall, knowing Carlyle would go right and Greg and Rip the center. Then anyone behind them would repeat the pattern until the room was clear.
He sized up the layout in a split-second. An accommodating parlor, just as Wynonna had described. Tall spaces, open to the breeze. Two doors-one to the bath and a final set of double doors leading to the bedchambers.
Montclair moved between the pieces of imported French furniture. He met no resistance.
“Clear left,” he said.
“Clear right.” Carlyle’s voice came from the other side of the parlor.
“Clear center,” Greg and Rip reported.
Scarlet moved in behind them to the door of the bath Wynonna had mentioned. “How many do we need to clear this room?” she asked Wynonna.
“Four,” the ranger said.
Scarlet nodded. “Good. Need three over here,” she said.
“Make that two.” Wynonna stacked up behind her.
Colonel Turner was closest to the door. He took one of his squad and moved into position, grasping the handle. He gave Scarlet a nod and swung it open. The agent, the ranger, and the soldiers moved in.
“Contact center,” someone called from inside.
Every gun in the room snapped up, Montclair’s included. A man he hadn’t seen in some time, still the largest Montclair had ever seen, stepped from the bath. He ducked to get beneath the door frame, both his hands in the air.
Scarlet followed him out, her Chassepot trained on his broad back. He moved in front of the double doors to Crawford’s chambers and stood in front of them. The man dropped his hands.
“Where is he, Wagstaff?” Montclair asked.
“’Fraid I can’t let you pass, Colonel,” the man said, his Georgian drawl thick. He was unarmed.
Montclair’s eyes narrowed. “You know who I am?”
The big man nodded. “Remember you from the gala. Didn’t find out who you really were till later.”
“Sergeant Wagstaff?” Turner said.
The big man turned toward the sound of Turner’s voice. His eyes went wide in surprise. “It’s not 'Sergeant' anymore, Colonel Turner. Just Wagstaff.”
“Sergeant. . .” Turner began. “Christ the Healer, man. Have you not heard? Things have changed. Smythe isn’t the President of the Confederacy anymore. You don’t have to do this.”
Wagstaff looked at the Union troops then back to Turner standing beside them. “Looks like right much has changed, sir.” A pained expression appeared on Wagstaff’s face. “I swore an oath to him, Colonel. I very much have to do this.”
Montclair thought for a moment and frowned. Smythe was cornered. He wasn’t going anywhere. Not knowing if he was making the right move, Montclair handed his rifle to Greg.
“Julius?” Greg asked. “What in hell do you think you’re doing?”
He thought of the Imperial guardsmen he’d shot. Sometimes, war didn’t afford the luxury of honor.
But sometimes, it did.
Montclair unbuckled his katana and pistol then shrugged out of his iron body armor. He handed his knife over to Greg. “What does it look like I’m doing?”
"Something monumentally stupid from what I can tell. You're not actually going to fight that freak of nature hand-to-hand, are you?"
"I am,” Montclair said. “Any man who would stand, unarmed, against an invading force deserves that honor.”
Greg looked at him for a while. "Fair enough but just know that if you lose, I'm shooting his ass."
Montclair took a step forward, just as a hand the size of a bear’s paw grabbed him by the shoulder.
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“LET ME DO IT, SIR,” a voice behind him said.
Montclair turned and looked up at six-plus feet of muscle and skin as dark as chicory coffee.
Colonel Montclair glanced back and forth between the two giants, weighing the options. He met Bull’s gaze then nodded his consent.
Someone took Bull’s rifle. It was the size of a child’s toy in the big man’s hands as he gave it over. His iron body armor, twice the size of the average man’s, he handed off as well. His pistol and knife he surrendered. Matilda, his sledge hammer, he gave over to Montclair personally.
Montclair held in a gasp when he took the heft of it, nearly dropping the thing.
Bull stepped forward. Everyone moved back and gave the two huge men room.
The two soldiers, both monstrosities in their own right, circled one another—Wagstaff with his balled fists, ready to box, and Bull with his hands up, palms open and out.
Wagstaff swung and connected. The blow seemed to rock the entire hacienda to Montclair’s imagination.
But Bull kept his feet. He shook his head, worked his jaw muscle back and forth with his hand. . .and smiled.
Wagstaff blinked in disbelief, unused to fighting someone even close to his size.
Then Bull hit back. He swung and landed, rocking the taller man and sending him down to a single knee. Wagstaff picked himself up and wiped the blood from his mouth onto his knuckles. He stared daggers at Bull, then he rushed him.
Bull, the shorter of the two men, ducked beneath the outstretched arms of Smythe’s personal bodyguard. He shot in for both Wagstaff’s legs, using the larger man’s own momentum to scoop and twist him midair. The two men left the ground and hung, suspended, for a split second. Then the Union soldier and the former Georgian infantryman landed with a resounding boom.
The unarmed combat training Montclair learned from Ueda hadn’t gone to waste. Like a true leader, he’d passed on as much of the knowledge as he could to everyone onboard Vindication. Montclair smiled like a proud poppa at Bull’s execution of the double-legged takedown.
Bull wasted no time. He scrambled up alongside Wagstaff in less time than it took for the former Confederate soldier to groan from the impact. Bull, chest and shoulders straining, pushed his larger opponent up onto his own shoulder and placed a knee behind his head.
Bull fell backward, pulling Wagstaff’s back into his own chest, he wrapped his legs around the former Georgian infantryman’s waist and locked him in place. Quicker than Wagstaff could react, Bull had one massive, coffee-colored arm underneath the Georgian’s throat. With Wagstaff’s head perfectly placed in the crook of his arm, Corporal Brown clamped down on his own bicep. His other hand slipped behind the larger man’s head.
With a slow, deliberate pace, Bull slid his hand down until the space around Wagstaff’s carotid artery all but disappeared.
Then he began to squeeze.
Bull’s upper arms strained at the seams of his combat uniform, cords of muscle contracting against the massive bulk of the Georgian’s neck. Fat beads of sweat popped out on Bull’s shaved head. He squeezed for all he was worth until the larger Wagstaff turned beet-red. Smythe’s bodyguard struggled, valiant but futile, against the chokehold, but it was like tugging against thick cords of twisted, sinewy iron. At last, Wagstaff, the mighty mountain of a man, fell limp.
Bull released him and collapsed back, exhausted. Rivulets of sweat ran from his bald ebony head and streamed down his face.
“For what it's worth,” Greg said, “my money was always on you, Bull.”
The big man sucked in great gasping lungsful of air, still managing to nod his thanks. “Much. . .much obliged. . . Colonel.”
“Someone see to Bull,” Montclair ordered.
He was glad they’d been able to spare Wagstaff’s life. Turner, the Confederate Colonel, had given him a new perspective on former enemies. Maybe there was a chance for redemption? Montclair had a feeling there would be a great need for that in the years to come.
“And get Mr. Wagstaff in irons when he wakes if we can find a set big enough.”
Montclair eyed the door Wagstaff had given so much to try and secure. He suspected what lay behind it. But he needed to handle this as delicately as possible.
“Greg, Scarlet, Rip, and Wynonna, I want you four with me,” Montclair said.
“If it’s all the same, Colonel,” Blackjack said, “I’d like for Bookeeper and I to be in that room as well.”
The spymasters had proven themselves just as adept at combat as they were at assassination and political maneuvering, and that was saying quite a lot. He could use their skills, and besides, he’d never turn down good, experienced shooters.
“Why not?” Montclair answered. “Bring your protégé too if you like.”
Blackjack grinned. “Will do, Colonel. It's your show. We’re merely players in it.”
“Good. Carlyle, I want you and your crew to cover this door. No one comes in or out without my say so.”
The sailor nodded. “You got it, sir.”
“Stephens,” Montclair said, addressing the small Union Major, “I need you to get this estate secured, and send someone to arrange our ride out of here.”
“Understood, Colonel.” Major Stephens saluted then gathered her troops and took her leave.
“Request permission to make entry into that room with you, sir.”
Montclair didn’t have to turn around to know who’d spoken. Turner’s drawl was unmistakable.
“I don’t outrank you,” Montclair said to him. “You don’t answer to me, but I've no trouble sparing you seeing what comes next. He was once the duly elected president of your country, after all.”
Turner cleared his throat. “All due respect, Colonel Montclair. . .you could have slaughtered me and everyone onboard the Dixie Pride, but you didn’t. I owe you for that. And...and I need to see what comes next. I need to see Smythe into irons.”
It was a compelling argument.
“So be it,” Montclair said.
He flexed his clockwork hand, checked his ammo, and patted his katana reassuringly.
Montclair studied the doors ahead. “This is it, people. One last room to take.”
Scarlet checked the door and turned to Montclair. “Locked, sir.”
“Can you open it?” Montclair asked.
The look she gave him lay somewhere between indignation and pity. Indignation that he would think so little of her skillset, pity at the lack of knowledge behind such a foolish question in the first place.
Blackjack and Bookkeeper covered her, and within seconds, her deft picks had the lock defeated. They all stacked up on the doors, quiet as the wind through the grass—Montclair, Greg, Scarlet and Blackjack on one side and Wynonna, Rip, and Colonel Turner on the other. Bookkeeper grasped the door handle. On Montclair’s signal, they swept in.
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A YOUNG MAN, his spectacles perched on his nose, stood quivering in the corner. Montclair had no idea who he was, but the three men sitting at the small, round table-one of them visibly nervous and the other two admiring the afternoon sunset over the mountains above the Rio Grande—were the real prize.
Two of the men at the table smiled and chatted amiably between themselves. The tall, thick-waisted one with the blood-red hat still bled from the wound Montclair had given him earlier. He leaned back in his seat, here in the bedchambers of his own hacienda compound. His gun belt hung over the back side of his chair, not easily within reach. A glass of whiskey sat by his hand. Three fingers of amber liquid rested in the glass, if Montclair was any judge. He licked his lips.
The second man seated at the table wore a jacket of brilliant blue, embroidered with red and gold stitching. His breeches were snow-white. He wore high leather boots with an impossible-to-maintain shine, almost as if they’d never seen the dust of the trail or the mud and muck of the battlefield.
His silver helm, polished to a mirror finish, sat on the table next to an untouched glass of wine. The helm was identical to the ones worn by the Imperial Guardsmen. The only difference was a sculpted eagle, perched on its crest. Montclair saw the shaking of the man’s hands, the sweat on his brow, the fear in his eyes. This man may have worn the helm, but he possessed none of the bravery of the men and women Montclair had faced to gain entry into this room.
The last man sat at the head of the small table, glass of wine in hand, facing them directly. He seemed at ease, relaxed even. Or perhaps just relieved that it was all over.
It had been some time since Montclair had seen him last in the flesh at a campaign gala in Greenville, North Carolina only a few years before. It felt like a lifetime ago. So much had passed. Images of the fight to save Washington, his return to New Orleans, Ayita, his brother flashed through Montclair’s mind. It had all lead him here. To this moment. To this man.
“Welcome, ladies and gentlemen,” Smythe said, not bothering to move. He paid little heed to the multitude of Union and Confederate rifles pointed at him. “This hacienda doesn’t belong to me, per se.” He raised his wine glass. “But I welcome you to it nonetheless. Please,” he said, pointing at the weapons, “do put those away. No need for that.” Smythe looked at the two men seated to either side of him. “We're all quite unarmed.”
Smythe took a casual sip of his wine and looked at Montclair.
“I remember you.” His gaze shifted from Montclair to Bookkeeper, finally coming to rest on Scarlet. “All of you.” He smiled. “Seems your missing someone though, aren’t you?”
Copperhead.
“Seems you are as well,” Scarlet answered before Montclair had the chance.
Montclair sensed her anger and the hatred she felt toward Smythe and rightly so. Smythe was ultimately responsible for what had happened to Copperhead-Scarlet’s minder and the first Strategic Intelligence agent to ever gain Montclair’s trust.
Scarlet grinned back at Smythe. “McCormick gave you up before he died, you know.” Her azure-blue eyes went cold. “All your plans. . .everything. He squealed like the disgusting pig he was right before I sunk the dagger into his chest.”
Smythe’s smile fell flat.
“Pleasure seein’ you again so soon, Rip,” Crawford interrupted. He’d been quiet up to now.
Rip nodded. “Marty.”
“And I see you brought Wynonna along.” Crawford winked at her. “How’s my girl doin’?”
Wynona spat. “It’s takin’ every damned thing I have in me,” she growled, “not to hog tie and gut you, you mother fu-”
“Whoa now!” Crawford said, holding up his hand. “Language, Wynonna.”
Rip stepped in front of Wynonna, not lowering his gun. “We're here to take you in, Marty, you and the former president, here.”
“And-And what of me?” the Imperial soldier asked.
“Who are you?” Montclair demanded.
“General Augusto Santiago,” the man said. He inclined his head. “I am a general of the armies of the Empire of Mexico.”
“’General,’ is it?” Montclair asked. The word tasted sour in his mouth. He resisted the urge to spit. “We’ll figure out something to do with you, although I can’t make any promises. Your fate is above my pay grade.” Montclair eyed the young man in the corner with the glasses. The only one besides the general with sense enough to be frightened. “And who are you?” Montclair asked. “Besides someone who’s absolutely in the wrong place at the wrong time.”
“I-I'm Trevor Primm,” he stammered. “Assistant to the president.”
“Former president,” Turner corrected.
Montclair watched Smythe’s gaze dart to the Confederate Colonel’s uniform. “So my successor’s sent for me, has he?” Smythe sighed. “Just as well.”
Montclair had heard enough. “Introductions are over. James Smythe, by order of the Presidents of both the Union and the Confederacy, I'm placing you under arrest.” He indicated the other men at the table. “You and your accomplices.”
“If you must, I suppose.” Smythe stood and held his hands out in front of him, a smirk his face. “But I'll be out before you know it. My supporters are still many. They’ll be up in arms when news of my arrest-an arrest carried out by the Butcher of the Potomac, I might add-is made public. Do you really want all those deaths on your hands?”
Colonel Turner gritted his teeth. “Much as I hate to admit it,” he said to Montclair, “I think he's right. Once his supporters get wind of this, we could have another war on our hands. We might never see the peace of reconciliation.”
Greg, his rifle trained on the three men seated at the table, leaned over to Montclair. “So, what’s the play here, Julius?”
The room went dead silent as Montclair considered their options. Put Smythe in chains and have the war he’d just predicted come to pass? Or kill him in cold blood, in disobedience of the spirit of President Grant’s orders, if not the word?
The crack of the colt yanked Montclair from his thoughts.
A perfect, smoking hole had formed in Smythe’s head. Blood, brain, and bone spattered across both the window and wall behind him. His eyes were wide with shock. The blast had snapped his head back, the force causing his chair to lean on its hind legs. The corpse of the former President of the Confederacy teetered in the chair, wavering on the brink of falling until gravity finally won.
Former Confederate President James Smythe collapsed and fell backward. Dead.
Montclair whipped his head around. “Who the hell fired that weapon?”
All eyes turned toward the Strategic Intelligence agents. Scarlet’s mouth hung open. She stared, wide-eyed, at Blackjack, who, in turn, stood staring at his protégé.
Bookkeeper’s pistol still pointed toward Smythe, a curl of smoke slipping from the barrel and climbing toward the ceiling.
Smythe’s assistant looked at Montclair then down at Smythe then back at Montclair. He put his hands in the air.
“I never liked him anyway," Primm said.
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ABE WORKED THE IP MAN, or the nine-armed wooden dummy as it was referred to outside the Kingdom of Chen, with a vigor born of desperation. Sweat ran down his exposed chest and torso. It flew from his brow with each blow. All the dust of disuse had long been beaten from the dummy’s wooden pegs and trunk.
The ache in his muscles increased with every strike, but with every movement, the tension bled away. There was balance in that, although no amount of physical exertion could ever change what had passed. James Smythe, former Confederate Congressman, former Confederate President, and the architect of untold suffering, was dead. Dead by Abe’s very own hand.
The Colt had fired almost of its own volition. Abe had been just as surprised as anyone else in that hacienda bedchamber when the pistol went off. He’d been an accounting wunderkind before asking for the chance to join Strategic Intelligence, but it hadn’t taken a numbers genius to do the simple math behind killing Smythe.
Abe had simply calculated all the lives Smythe had been responsible for destroying then factored in the risk of Smythe, even from a jail cell, orchestrating a renewed war. But it was the final part of the equation that decided it, and the reasons for that were personal.
Copperhead.
He’d been like a father to Abe, and he’d been Scarlet’s minder. Then there was Scarlet. . .who was another matter, altogether.
With those three factors in place, the sum of the calculation had been simple for Abe. There was absolutely no reason for Smythe to live.
Abe attacked the Ip Man with renewed vigor.
“Damnation, son. What’d that piece of wood ever do to you?”
Distracted as he was, Abe hadn’t heard his minder approaching. His stealthy entry was a testament to the fact that Blackjack was still one of the best in the Department. Abe paused and listened, finally picking up on the footsteps approaching behind him, an easy, measured stride across the flagstone floor of the training hall beneath DSI headquarters.
Abe had been confined to the headquarters building in Washington until further notice, mostly because no one had the slightest idea of what to do with him.
There was no protocol in place for an agent executing an unsanctioned kill of the former head of an enemy nation.
Abe turned. Blackjack was in his customary dress-tailored black waistcoat and trousers, boots polished to a high shine, spotless white shirt, and ruby-red neckerchief. The look on his minder’s face this evening was grim.
“Those aren’t training clothes,” Abe said, hoping to lighten the mood.
“I’m not here to train, Abe. Been too busy all day, working upstairs trying to save your ass. Talking the head of the Department out of arresting you and throwing you in a secret prison is hard work. Talking her out of stretching your neck is even harder.”
Abe didn’t like the sound of that. He wasn’t sure he wanted to hear the answer to his next question. That didn’t change the fact that he needed to ask it anyway.
“So what’s the verdict?”
Blackjack’s face remained impassive. Hard to read. “Let’s just put it this way, Abe. Could be that you have an. . . opportunity here, an opportunity to turn a negative into a positive.”
Abe’s ears perked up. That didn’t sound so bad. “How so?” He leaned against the nine-armed man, his shoulder staining the dark wood with sweat.
“What you did was reckless, Abe. Strategic Intelligence agents never take action without knowing exactly what effects those actions will result in, not unless we’re under strict orders.” Blackjack fixed him with a stern look. “For what we do, that is sacred law, and you violated that law.”
Coming from Blackjack, the words stung like a swarm of hornets. Abe’s chin drooped toward the floor.
“Pick your head up, son. I only say these things to teach you something. Look. . .you weren’t wrong to do what you did.”
“What?” Abe asked. He must have misheard.
“I said you weren’t wrong to do what you did, Abe, not by a long shot. You had no cause to believe it wouldn’t earn you a ticket to the hangman’s dance, which it very well could have.” Blackjack’s face relaxed. “A fact that only makes you all the braver for doing it. Although I-and a good many others, your ma included I’m sure-would rather see that piece of shit Smythe alive if it meant we could keep you alive, too. That’s the Healer’s honest truth, son.”
“I didn’t think of it that way,” Abe said.
“No. You didn’t.”
“There was no time to.”
“No. There wasn’t.” Blackjack smiled. “And the ability to make those kinds of decisions quickly is what will make you an outstanding agent.”
“So. . .no secret prison?”
Abe’s minder shook his head. “No. Not this time, anyway. Seems you’re an innocent man, Abe. There’s no way you could have killed Smythe.”
Abe’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t follow you, sir.”
“According to the chairwoman, we were never even there.”
Then Abe understood.
Plausible deniability.
Blackjack glanced at the nine-armed man then back at Abe. “You know I could still take you any day of the week, right? Probably with one hand behind my back.” He paused a second then laughed. “Well, maybe not that last part. Anymore. Oh, I do have something else for you.” Blackjack threw him a linen cloth.
Abe caught the cloth and looked at it. “What’s this for?”
“For you to start getting cleaned up. Find yourself a shower bath. We’ve got an assignment.” Blackjack checked his pocket watch. “Our airship leaves at midnight.”
“Midnight? For where?”
Abe’s minder grinned. “Istanbul.”
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ROBERT LEE-THE FORMER CONFEDERATE GENERAL, mastermind of the attack on the Potomac, and newly elected president by vote of the Confederate States Congress, strode into the room. Montclair, Greg, and the rest of the contingent were already on their feet. They did not come to attention or salute.
Montclair had never seen the general in the flesh, although he'd stood across the lines of battle from him on two separate occasions. Once at Antietam, where Montclair had lost his own commander but had gained Vindication, and then a second time near the shores of the Potomac, where the Union had almost been lost.
Montclair had to admit Lee was a striking figure in the flesh. Almost six feet in height, back ramrod straight. His hair and full beard were a thick, silver-gray. He wore a suit of clothes of Confederate gray, pristine white shirt, black neckerchief, and shoes polished to a gloss befitting a head of state. He carried a saber of exceedingly fine workmanship, the hilt studded with jewels. Here was a man Montclair might have followed had that man not chosen to throw in his lot with armies who’d fought to enslave an entire people.
Here was a man Montclair might have once followed had that man not been on the wrong side of history.
Adjutants, politicians, and soldiers flanked Lee, all looking grim-faced. Montclair recognized Congressman Wallace- his clothing rumpled, his eyes red and travel weary-among the party. When the congressman saw Greg, recognition, embarrassment, and pain all flashed across his eyes at once. He quickly looked away.
A pang of pity hit Montclair, unexpected, right in his heart. Wallace had been instrumental in investigating Smythe almost three years before, but in order to get the information they needed, they’d been forced to mislead Wallace in one of the worst possible ways. Not to mention the Confederate congressman had betrayed Smythe-his closest friend and ally. Wallace wore the pain of those decisions on his face like a Hallow’s Eve mask.
I’ll give him an apology, Montclair thought, and ask that Greg do the same. We owe him that much at least.
On Lee’s left, Turner, in full Confederate dress uniform, marched inside. He sought out Montclair. They locked eyes. A single nod between them was all the acknowledgment either required.
President Grant sat at a marble-topped table in front of Montclair, Greg, and the rest of his staff. No agents of Strategic Intelligence were present. Lee had insisted upon it, or so everyone was told. A pen and bottle of ink waited next to Grant’s right hand. The gathering of Union military and civilian leaders had positioned themselves dead center on the far side of the room, so they’d be the first thing the Confederate delegation saw upon entering. It was gamesmanship, yes, but in politics and in war, the gamesmanship never ceased.
President Lee took a seat at a small oval table near the front window of the building in the corner opposite the door. He faced President Grant. A pen and an inkwell sat before him.
Lee’s delegation waited with deference as their president took his chair. Then, somber as a death knell, they arranged themselves quietly behind him. The mood put Montclair in mind of a funeral wake or the infirmary room of a patient who was not expected to survive.
“President Lee,” President Grant said, an opening salvo for the conversation.
Montclair hadn’t realized just how quiet the courthouse had been until President Grant’s voice boomed into the emptiness, shattering the silence.
“How long has it been, Robert?” Grant asked. “Since we spoke face to face?”
“The Empire of Mexico,” Lee said. “It’s been since the Empire of Mexico.”
“That’s right. Your visit to Garland's brigade. Must have been in, what? ’48? I was just a young lieutenant then, in charge of my own brute battalion. I'll never forget you that day, Mr. President. I’d recognize you anywhere.”
“I remember,” Lee said. “I remember meeting you. I've often thought of that time during our backchannel correspondences. Even during the war. . .” Lee paused, not wanting to open old wounds, Montclair assumed. “But I've seen your daguerreotypes in the papers since then,” Lee began. “You’ve aged, Ulysses.”
President Grant actually laughed. “Haven't we all, Robert?”
“So there's trouble with the Empire again,” Lee said.
A statement. Not a question. Montclair was certain Turner had filled his president in upon returning from Texas, just as Montclair had done when he’d reported back to Washington.
President Grant nodded. “There is, although that type of trouble no longer needs to be your concern, Robert.” Grant raised a brow. “Unless you want it to be?”
Lee seemed introspective. “I'm not sure that I do,” he finally said.
Montclair watched as a woman behind Lee produced a bound set of documents from a satchel. She handed the documents to Lee, who flipped them open.
“We’ve received your terms,” Lee said. “All they require are our two sets of signatures.”
Lee took up the pen before him, dipped it, and turned the pages. Several times, he signed his name in flowing script then handed the bound documents off to Colonel Turner.
Now, Montclair was up. He’d been brought here today for this one, very specific and very symbolic purpose. The hero of the Battle of the Potomac would personally accept the terms of peace from Lee’s delegation. It had been Mrs. Grant’s idea, the president said, but once broached, President Grant was firmly behind it.
Montclair stepped from President Grant’s side, crossing the room. He met Turner in the center. He took the documents from Turner with his clockwerk hand. His human hand, he extended in peace. Turner took it.
“The Healer be with you, Colonel,” Turner said.
“And with you as well,” Montclair replied.
Having accepted the documents, Montclair returned to his side of the room and handed them to President Grant. The president opened the bound papers. In any place he saw Lee’s signature, he wrote his own above it.
The signing done, Grant handed the documents to a waiting adjutant. Across the room, Lee straightened his neckerchief and stood. The Confederate soldiers behind him came to attention as Lee unbuckled his saber.
President Grant shook his head. “Wait.” He held up a hand. “We've no need of that, Robert. There’ll be plenty enough ill will that needs healing in the days to come. No cause to add fuel to that fire with the sight of you surrendering your sword. Keep it.”
Lee sat, deflated. He nodded once. “So it's done.”
“It's done,” Grant agreed. “We can inform the press waiting outside the Union and the Confederacy are, as of this moment, no more. We are now, again and forever more, a single United States.”
Both men, Grant and Lee, one still a president and one now a civilian, stood. They walked from behind their tables and met in the center of the room. At some point, a single representative of the press had been invited in. The two men, Lee and Grant, shook hands to the pop of a daguerreotype.
Lee took his leave. One by one, the officers, aides, and politicians who’d accompanied him filed out behind. All, including Turner and Wallace, kept their eyes forward. The Union and Confederate clockwerks to either side of the entrance came to port arms as the former Confederate delegation exited the courthouse building.
The single pressman who’d been allowed in the room followed hot on their heels, presumably to rejoin his colleagues outside. The small man with the daguerreotype equipment had essentially won the lottery. The events at Appomattox Courthouse and the accompanying daguerreotype of Lee and Grant would make for the story of the decade.
When they were all gone, the president slumped forward.
“You've done it, sir,” Montclair said.
Grant managed a weak grin. “No, Colonel, we've done it. Which is why. . .why it pains me so that I must do this.”
Montclair nodded. “It's all right, sir.”
Greg tensed. “What’s he talking about, Julius?”
Montclair sighed. He’d promised Greg they would finally have that ale Greg owed him, a promise Montclair had known, even then, he wouldn’t be able to keep.
“Don’t interfere, Greg,” Montclair said. “It's high time I atoned for my sins.” He unbuckled his katana and laid his sidearm on the marble table.
“Mr. President?” Greg asked. “What's going on here?”
Two soldiers in Union combat dress entered the courthouse. One, a sergeant, approached Montclair.
“Colonel Julius Montclair,” the soldier said. “I-I'm sorry to have to do this, sir.”
“It’s all right, soldier,” Montclair said. “Do your duty.”
The soldier swallowed hard. “By order of the President of the United States and the Department of the Army, I'm placing you-I'm placing you under arrest.”
“This is bullshit!” Greg shouted. “What are the charges?”
“Desertion,” President Grant said, so low you’d have to have been right next to him to hear it.
“No!” Greg shouted. He moved toward the sergeant.
Montclair put his hand on Greg’s shoulder. “Stop,” he said.
“Is this why no DSI agents were allowed?” Greg demanded. He looked at Montclair, accusation in his eyes. “You know she’d never have stood for this! None of them would have!”
Greg was right. Scarlet would have torn the place apart before she stood by and let them take him away in irons.
Greg wheeled to face President Grant. “It wasn’t Lee’s request that Strategic Intelligence not be allowed in here. It was yours!”
Greg was right, for the second time. Using Lee as an excuse to keep the Department away from the signing of the peace accords had been a ruse. It was really intended to keep away as many as they could who were sympathetic to Montclair. Less interference that way when they took him into custody. Less chance of causing a scene.
Montclair had hoped Greg’s Marine discipline would kick in, allowing him to exercise restraint when the time came. So far, that hope had failed miserably.
The president lowered his eyes. “Colonel Gregory. . .please.”
“How the hell could you do this?” Greg shouted.
The politicians in the room shifted uneasily. The Marine colonel’s shouting at the president had moved well past the point of being comfortable moments ago. Montclair and the other soldiers tensed. They would restrain Greg if needed. Montclair prayed to the Healer it wouldn’t come to that.
“After all he’s done for this country!” Greg continued. “All he’s done for you!”
The president looked up, his eyes narrowed to slits. “Stand down, Colonel Gregory. I understand you’re upset. You have every right to be. For that reason only, I will forgive your actions of these past few moments but no more.”
Montclair placed a firm hand on Greg’s shoulder. “It's all right,” he said.
“I know it’s little consolation,” the president added, “but it makes me sick to my stomach that I’m forced to do this.” He looked Montclair in the eye. “You know I have no choice. We were technically still at war last year, Julius. You could have been executed for your desertion. That can’t go unpunished. Of our very few available options. . .this one was the best.”
“Yes, sir. I know.”
Montclair held his arms out for the irons. The sergeant clamped them on. The chains weighed heavy and thick and bore the stink of rust and the tangy stench of metal. They grated against the skin of his human wrist. His clockwerk hand felt nothing at the intersection where metal fused to flesh. He flexed the mechanical hand open and closed, open and closed.
“I'm sorry, Julius,” President Grant said.
Montclair held his head high as they turned and led him away.
“We'll get you out of this,” Greg said from behind him. “I swear we will if it's the last thing we do.”
Montclair was glad his back was turned. That way they couldn’t see his face.
Just as they did for the Confederate delegation, the Union and Confederate clockwerks went to port arms as the soldiers marched Colonel Montclair, in irons, down the steps of the Appomattox Courthouse.
Montclair took in his surroundings. Appomattox, green and pristine, one of the few swaths of land in what had once been northern Virginia that was left unscarred by aether munitions. Like a lush tropical island surrounded by a black ocean, such was Appomattox to the rest of the wastelands. Even the old courthouse still stood, stately and resplendent, against a backdrop of verdant green surrounded by obsidian desert. It existed as symbol of resilience. It was the reason they’d chosen this place for the peace talks in the first place. Montclair thought it a fitting final image before the gray walls of the stockade.
The press corps were busy with Lee and his delegation, allowing Montclair and his escort to slip out unnoticed. As they took him to a waiting Department of the Army steam carriage, a single thought kept repeating in his head.
What am I going to do now?
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THE STONEMASON who’d carved the stars on the memorial wall had done an outstanding job. There were twenty-one of them now. All agents of the Department of Strategic Intelligence. All men and women who’d fallen in the line of duty. No names resided on the thick slab of granite that adorned the headquarters entryway. No names, just the stars themselves hewn into the living rock, their anonymity a testament to the clandestine nature of the Department’s work, but the men and women who worked here knew who the stars represented, each and every one of them.
As she walked by, Scarlet’s fingertips brushed across the fresh carving, the newest star. She passed through the entryway and wiped eyes that had somehow managed to well up with tears. She swallowed her grief as she was waved through a security gate then made her way up toward the new chairwoman’s offices.
Department of Strategic Intelligence Headquarters, located near the juncture of New York Avenue and 13th street in Washington, D.C., had been a private residence once upon a time. The Putnams, an incredibly wealthy family, had built the immense manor many years ago before fate and a run of barren women and impotent men had deigned to end that family’s line. The last surviving Putnam, a patriotic woman, willed the manse and its accompanying lands to the U.S. government. They’d wasted no time in putting the property to good use.
On the main floor of the manse, just past the security checkpoints, a grand staircase and wrought-iron bannister served as not-so-subtle reminders of the magnificent home the building once was. Scarlet lifted her emerald-green skirts at the base of the stairs and began her climb. Her low, heeled boots clacked on the marble as she ascended past the second floor and up to the third. She cleared a second security checkpoint at the landing and grinned to herself.
They’d installed these new checkpoints after she’d defeated the security and made her escape from this very building last year.
As she walked down the ruby-carpeted corridor toward the main offices, Scarlet reflected on the changes instituted by the Department’s new leadership. The very first action of the new chairwoman had been to abolish all Committee reviews unless specifically required. This was a good move in Scarlet’s eyes. It would eliminate some of the Committee’s vast powers, thus cutting down on the ability of any single person’s ability to corrupt the entire body. Scarlet and her fellow agents were grateful for any measure designed to prevent the rise of another McCormick.
When Scarlet arrived at the final checkpoint-a newly installed iron gate-she slid her punch card into a slot in the wall. She then entered a specific code, using several brass buttons mounted next to the slot. From behind the plaster and wood of the wall, the whir and clank of gears and the screech of metal announced the opening of the gate. On the opposite side of the gate, a phalanx of polished clockwerks, DSI insignia stamped prominently across their chest compartments, stood silent watch. Had she entered without the proper combination of punch card and code sequence, they would have activated and opened fire.
She walked the carpeted hallway until she came to the office at the very end. The double doors were unmarked, but had there have been a placard on the wall indicating the occupant, it would have read, “Chairwoman, Department of Strategic Intelligence.”
Scarlet took a deep breath and knocked twice.
“Enter,” a voice from the other side of the reinforced oak said.
Scarlet walked into a spacious corner room. This had once served as a master bedroom complete with parlor and was one of many rooms in the former Putnam manse that Strategic Intelligence had converted to offices. Wide windows of triple-thick glass dominated the space, affording a breathtaking view of the Potomac and the near-completed Washington monument in the background. Simple furnishings adorned the room. A sofa chair in the corner, two chairs now for guests, and the same pine desk she’d seen during her last visit only this time, the desk was covered with files, papers, and daguerreotypes, all separated into neat stacks.
Scarlet greeted the still-new head of Strategic Intelligence with a nod. “Being in that chair suits you, ma’am.”
Chairwoman Melinda Raquel, formerly of the moniker “Mockingbird,” stood. Her expression came as close to smiling as the scar on her face would let it. Not that she’d smiled a great deal anyway prior to her stint in a secret DSI prison, nut now the angry pink tissue from the healed cut made that particular facial expression even more difficult to achieve.
“Thank you, agent,” the chairwoman replied. “I think I can do a lot of good from behind this desk.”
Scarlet shook her head. “No, ma’am. I know you can.”
The chairwoman wore one of her customary high-necked dresses fastened to the very top. A repeating rifle, magazine inserted, leaned against the wall next to her, its stock within easy reach. Scarlet would have bet money the chairwoman also had a derringer, if not a full-on Colt, hidden somewhere on her person. After last year’s ordeal, Scarlet didn’t blame her.
Mockingbird never fully disclosed all she’d gone through after McCormick had her thrown into the cell on that airship. Chances were, she never would.
“May I offer you some tea, agent?” Mockingbird asked.
Scarlet shook her head. “No thank you, ma’am.”
“Right to it, then?” The chairwoman nodded. “I can certainly respect that.” She studied Scarlet for some time. “So. Your operations in Colorado and Texas. . .”
“What operations, ma’am?” Her years of training allowed her to deliver the answer with a straight face.
Mockingbird frowned. The scar seemed much more cooperative than when she’d attempted to smile. “Come now, Scarlet. Let’s not do this again. I think we're beyond it.”
Scarlet supposed they were. “All right, ma’am. What of them?”
“I'd like a full report from you, for starters.”
“And what about Bookkeeper? And Blackjack?”
“Neither is in any danger, professional or otherwise. We’re not soldiers, agent. The rules of war-and sometimes the law itself-do not apply to spymasters quite the same as they do to everyone else, but as you’ve seen, such power is sometimes a two-edged sword. As for Blackjack and his protégé, they’ve already given me what they know and have moved on. Both are now currently on assignment, as a matter of fact.”
Scarlet breathed a sigh of relief. She hadn’t spoken to either of them since they’d returned from Texas.
“Very well,” the chairwoman said. “If you’re reluctant to begin this conversation, then I will. The work you did, both in Colorado and in Texas was. . .outstanding.”
Scarlet blinked. She had no idea how to take that. Was this a trap?
“No need to speak, agent. I’m happy to do the talking for a while.” Mockingbird attempted to smile again, the effects as grim as they’d been before. “In my opinion,” she continued, “the treaty at Appomattox would never have happened without the work you three agents did. And you, most especially.”
Scarlet sensed an impending “but.” She kept silent, waiting.
The chairwoman’s expression grew dark. “But as you well know, my office had sanctioned none of it.”
There was a long pause, during which neither woman spoke. Mockingbird had never been an easy read. The grisly scar she now bore prevented Scarlet from seeing the telltale micro expressions of her facial muscles, making it even harder to discern what was going through her mind. If this was to be a silent battle of wills, Scarlet was ready for it.
“It's a new day here at the Department,” the chairwoman finally said. “Under my watch, I won’t tolerate the type of behavior that allowed McCormick to rise to power.”
“I'm glad to hear that,” Scarlet said.
“Nor will I tolerate the types of off-the-books operations you've become known for. Consider this your first and last warning, Agent Alayne. I trust I make myself clear?”
Scarlet nodded. “Crystal, ma’am.”
She had no problem playing by Mockingbird’s rules, provided, that was, that Mockingbird stayed true to her word and to the Department’s mission.
Mockingbird nodded once. “Good. Now then,” she said, apparently considering the matter settled, “as you can well imagine, we've got quite a lot of work ahead, what with reconciling the country and all. With the United States once again united, we've got a whole series of field offices to establish. All of them south of the Demilitarized Zone.”
Scarlet nodded. “A good problem to have, ma’am.”
“Indeed,” the chairwoman agreed. “My former protégé Athena is already on assignment. She’s working to establish a Richmond field office while she waits to pick up a protégé of her own.”
The chairwoman spoke of Athena as if Scarlet didn’t already know all of this, as if Athena weren’t one of Scarlet’s closest, most trusted friends.
“She’ll be great at running Richmond,” Scarlet said. “She's always been good at the politicking part of this job. I’d say she learned from the best.”
“If flattery is your attempt at getting in my good graces, agent, then it won’t work.” Mockingbird softened. “But it is appreciated, nonetheless.”
Good, Scarlet thought. She’s learning.
Part of being a good leader was knowing when to be unyielding but also in knowing when to relax the formality.
“The former Confederacy isn’t our only area of concern,” Mockingbird added. “Our enemies abroad will not rest simply because they see us as a single nation again. No. Just the opposite, I fear. Some will see the turmoil of reconciliation as an opportunity.” She fixed Scarlet with her stare. “And that's where you come in.”
Scarlet didn’t hide her surprise. “Me, ma'am?”
“That's right. We must now deal with reabsorbing the south as well as with the enemies outside our borders. With such a herculean task before us, we're stepping up recruitment. There's an Indoctrination class happening as we speak. And when they graduate, I want you to take on a protégé.”
Scarlet’s stomach dropped. “Me? But, ma'am, I'm barely old enough to. . .I-I'm not even a senior agent yet.”
“Wrong. You are now. Congratulations.”
Scarlet bit her lip. She’d been called on the carpet plenty of times before. That, she knew how to handle. But this? A promotion? leadership? A protégé? What would she do? What would Copperhead say if he were here?
“An agent in the field can’t control for everything, Cecelia.”
She smiled at the thought of his gruff voice and the smell of his shaving balm.
“I take it the idea appeals to you?” the chairwoman said, misinterpreting the smile playing across Scarlet’s lips.
“I'll do my best to live up to it, ma’am.”
“I know you will, agent. You know. . .he would have been very proud of you.”
In Scarlet’s heart was a strange mixture of joy and sadness. “Thank you, ma’am,” she said.
“The recruits are set to graduate in one week,” Mockingbird sad. “They’re a promising bunch, and you will, of course, have first pick. You can start reviewing their files as soon as you like.”
“Very well, ma’am, and thank you, but may I make a request first?”
“Certainly.”
“I'd like to take a couple of days of personal time, if that's all right?”
The chairwoman steepled her scarred hands. “Under the circumstances? I'd say that it's more than all right. I’d say you earned it.”
“Thank you, ma’am.” Scarlet glanced at the grandfather in the corner, the hands approaching eleven o' the clock. “If there’s nothing else then, I’d like to be excused if I may? I have a locomotive to catch.”
“Of course, agent.” There was a curious glint in Mockingbird’s eye. “You’re under no obligation to answer this, of course, but may I ask if you're headed anyplace special?”
“Yes, ma’am,” Scarlet replied. The corners of her mouth turned up in a mischievous smile. “I’m going to prison.”
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“YOU GOT YOURSELF A VISITOR, COLONEL.”
Montclair grimaced. The turnkey’s voice, like the screech of an old hoot owl, would never cease to aggravate him.
The jailor stood, smoking a hand-rolled cigarette, waiting for a response. Montclair continued with his calisthenics, ignoring the turnkey and using the exertion as a distraction.
Hands flat on the stone floor. Push. Extend. Lower. Repeat.
Who would be coming to visit him all the way up here?
Up. Breathe. Down. Breathe.
“Thanks,” Montclair grunted at last. “You can send them in,” he added. His curiosity finally got the better of him.
Montclair kept up his rhythmic pace of pushing the floor until he heard the approaching clack of heels on stone. He caught a whiff of her perfume before he saw her. He grinned as he wondered for how many of the nation’s enemies it had been the last scent they’d smelled before she sent them off to meet their maker. Colonel Montclair stood and grabbed a rag his jailors had been kind enough to provide. He wiped the sweat from his face then moved down to his chest and torso.
She strolled into view, and her smile was enough to brighten even the bleakest of prisons.
“Damnation, girl,” Montclair growled. “You’re a sight for sore eyes.”
It had been some time since he’d had a woman. Weeks had passed since he’d last seen one, and even that was only the aged prison physician.
But his visitor was no ordinary woman. Azure blue eyes, flaming red hair, and a dress and corset that only accentuated what was already a joy to behold.
“You’re not so bad yourself, Colonel.” Scarlet grinned. She eyed his body. “I see you're staying fit in there.”
“Trying,” Montclair said. He retrieved a thin linen shirt from his bunk and slid it over his head.
“Pity,” she pouted. “Wouldn’t have minded chatting with you just the way you were.”
He laughed. “Christ the Healer, but you do know how to lift a man’s spirits.”
It had been a few weeks since his last visitor. Greg, now out of the Marine Corps and working with the Department, had stopped in. He’d remained only a brief spell. He’d fidgeted the entire time, most likely just as uncomfortable seeing Montclair behind bars as Montclair himself was at being behind them. As it turned out, Greg had brought along nothing but ill news to share.
Vindication had been deployed south, helping to stabilize a fragile peace still very much in its infancy. She’d deployed under a new commander, a name Montclair didn’t even recognize.
And Ayita, his love, he would see soon enough. The president had commuted his sentence from years to months. He would be out before he knew it. In the meantime, everyone he cared about was otherwise occupied, and that was fine by him for the time being, except for the fact that he was unable to lift so much as a single iron finger to help them. He pushed the thoughts away, instead focusing on his most-welcome visitor.
The turnkey brought Scarlet a chair. She took it, thanked him, and placed it in front of Montclair’s cell. Montclair sat down on the stone floor, cross-legged, directly across from her.
“Not that it doesn’t do my heart good to see you,” he said through the bars. “But what brings you here?”
“I-I just wanted to see for myself,” she said. “See how you were doing.”
Montclair waved her concerns away with his clockwerk hand. “I'm fine. Accommodations aren’t bad for a converted prisoner-of-war facility.” He shrugged. “Food could be better.”
“Has Colonel Gregory been up to see you?”
“Once, but no one else. There’s too much going on now. Too much at stake. And besides. . .I don't think they want to see me like this.” He looked around at the cell. “Caged up like some damned animal. Honestly, most of the time, I wouldn’t want to be seen.”
Scarlet nodded. “What about the War Chieftain’s daughter?”
“Haven’t you heard? The president’s moving to make good on his bargain with the Croatan. In exchange for their helping DSI, he’s officially granting them the lands of their nation.” Montclair raised an eyebrow. “I’d have thought everyone in the Department knew about that.”
Scarlet shook her head. “The Carolinas aren’t a part of my area of operations. The Department’s keeping things pretty compartmentalized nowadays.” She shrugged. “Probably for the better.”
“I see.” Montclair nodded, grateful for any morsel of information he could get regarding the outside world. “Greg told me that some of the former Confederates are none too happy with the president’s decision to keep his word with the Croatan. Last thing the rebs want to see is that land handed over rightfully to the Nation. War may be coming to Ayita and her people, and if it does, the daughter of the War Chieftain will be needed.” Montclair looked around the prison cell. “More there than anywhere else.”
The redheaded assassin nodded, understanding. “If anyone can take care of herself, it’s Ayita.”
“Yes.” His voice wavered. “Still.” He gritted his teeth.
“It's only a few months, Colonel,” Scarlet offered.
Montclair laughed, hoping she didn’t notice the bitterness there. “Yes, only a few months. A lot can happen in that time.”
“I suppose it can.” There was sympathy in her eyes. “I hear tell they took your airship?”
A slow nod. “That they did.”
“Will you get it back?”
A shrug. “Probably not.” Time to change the subject. “How’s the Bookkeeper treating you these days?”
“Oh. . .well.”
An unmistakable flush rose to her cheeks.
“Are you blushing?” Montclair laughed.
“It’s complicated,” she said then laughed along with him. The sound was like music in this dreary, Healer-forsaken place.
“Three minutes, Colonel!” the turnkey screeched.
Scarlet stood and smoothed her skirts. “I'd best be going anyway. I have to get back.” She brightened. “I’ve been cleared for a protégé of my own.”
It was the first truly good news to reach Montclair’s ears in some time. “Congratulations.” He beamed. “You deserve it, and you’re ready. I mean that, Scarlet. I know he would have been proud of you.”
Her eyes lit up. “I keep hearing that.”
“Well. . .that doesn’t make it any less true. Does it?”
“Thank you for that,” she said. “Is there anything I can get for you, Colonel?”
“Shrimp Étouffée would be nice and some decent whiskey. Maybe a pardon.”
She grinned. “I'll see what I can do.” Scarlet moved to the cell, reached inside, and caressed his face. “Farewell, Colonel. The Healer be with you.”
He considered her eyes. “And with you.”
She smiled. “We’ll see you soon.”
The turnkey came back and escorted Scarlet out.
Montclair returned to his bunk and sat down. Pain, like a stab to the chest, rammed into his heart. The image of a pair of perfect golden eyes burned in his mind. He buried his face in his hands.
    
THE FLAMES of the campfire crackled and danced, the fat from the venison dripping onto the embers. Montclair stared at the tiny conflagration. He threw another stick into the fire and lay back, waiting for his meal to cook. Two months now, he’d lived amongst the Croatan nation, where he’d been welcomed as a brother. For much of that time, Ayita hadn’t left his side, not until a council of War Chieftains had been called, and she was asked to attend alongside her father.
“This I must do alone,” she’d told him as she prepared to leave. “I’m sorry, my love. Outsiders are not allowed.”
Montclair had shrugged. “Will do me some good,” he said. “To be alone for a while.”
He’d been to plenty of important meetings among “chieftains” in his time. He didn’t mind leaving that to others now.
And just as he’d suspected, being alone had done him good. Quite a bit of it, in fact. He’d been in the North Carolina wilds for several days now, with not a soul for miles if you didn’t include his horse. The hunting, the wandering, the living off the land-it allowed him plenty of time to think.
He rubbed at the neat growth of beard on his face then glanced down at his clothing-heavy buckskin against the autumn chill, a wide leather belt, heavy boots. His rifle sat close at hand. His katana lay even closer, strapped to his pack and within easy reach. A Croatan bow and quiver of turkey-feather arrows leaned against a tree next to him. He carried no pistol.
Having been a soldier for so long, Montclair was surprised to discover how happy he was here. Content, even. And after all he’d done for his nation? After all he’d lost? He deserved to enjoy the fruits of his labors. More than deserved it. But even after all he’d given, the hard-earned peace and contentment still carried a price.
All it had cost him was his command.
Montclair chuckled, bitter, into the night. Yes, he’d deserted his post. Despite his reasons being, in his own mind, justified, the fact remained that he’d committed a crime. He’d done the time in Elmira prison the president had dictated and considered himself lucky for it. Those few months were a slap on the wrist compared to what the punishment for desertion should have been. He had the president’s intervention to thank for that.
Throughout the entirety of his final mission as a Union Army colonel, he’d known what was coming. He’d dreaded it the entire time, but he’d accomplished the mission anyway. What other choice had there been? His nation needed him. That was all there was to it.
But no airship commander could serve with the black marks of desertion and prison on their record. The generals would never allow it. Military command structure was inflexible that way, sometimes to the point of foolishness. Montclair understood why.
Even so, understanding something was a far cry from the same as approving of it.
And happy or not, content or not, he missed his airship something fierce. He flexed his clockwork hand open and closed, open and closed.
Montclair’s horse whinnied behind him, interrupting his brooding. The venison smelled ready, the scent drawing him back to the present. He leaned forward, reaching for the stick which held the sizzling meat.
He froze.
The hairs on the back of his neck stood to attention as battle-honed instincts, still sharp as the eastern sword next to him, kicked in. In an instant, he’d rolled away from the flames, his rifle having found its way into his hands.
“Who’s there?” he asked into the darkness.
The footsteps were light at first, almost imperceptible. Leaves, still moist from rains the day before, barely registered the person’s passing. Heel toe, heel toe. Someone who’d been trained. Montclair tensed, ready to move.
“You’re every bit as good as they said you were, Colonel.” A man’s voice, high-pitched but commanding, slipped from the night.
Montclair’s finger inched toward the trigger. “I’m not a colonel anymore,” he said.
“Ah,” the voice replied. “Of course not.”
“Why don’t you step into the light?” Montclair asked. “So I can see who it is I’m dealing with.”
The man stayed where he was, Montclair taking the opportunity to move into the embrace of the shadows himself. Montclair waited, looking away from the fire, giving his eyes a chance to adjust to the darkness of the surrounding woods.
Slowly, the outline of the man came into view. Slight build. Thick clothing-dressed for the weather. A bulge at his hip. . .maybe a pistol? Montclair couldn’t tell. The stranger’s hands were shoved deep inside his pockets.
“You’re a hard man to find, Monsieur Montclair. I’ve been out here for two days now following your trail.”
Two days? How the hell could this man have trailed him for two days and he’d had no idea?
The stranger looked around at the darkened forest. “Been quite some time since I spent this long out in the wilds. I have to admit. . .it does have a certain appeal, being out here all alone.” His face, still a mystery, turned back toward Montclair. “Well, let’s get on with it,” he said. “Shall I guess what your next question will be?”
Montclair squinted into the shadows. “Who are you?”
A gentle laugh. “Right. We’ll get to that, but for the Healer’s sake, man, please relax. I can sense the tension in those iron-bound muscles of yours from all the way over here. And you can lower that rifle. Rest assured, Montclair, if I’d meant to do you harm, I would already have done it.”
Montclair kept his rifle right where it was. “All right then. If you won’t tell me who you are, then tell me what you want.”
“My dear Colonel,” he began. “It’s not what I want. It’s what you want.”
“Oh?” Montclair said. “And what’s that?”
“Well, for starters. . .how would you like to get your commission back?”
Montclair narrowed his eyes. “You’re going to have to do a lot better than that, friend.”
“All right,” the stranger said. “How would you like to get your airship back?”
Montclair smiled a roguish smile.
Now the man had his attention.
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ENDINGS ARE ALWAYS such a bittersweet affair. Sometimes they can be slow and meandering, like the waters of the Mississippi river. Sometimes they can be startling and abrupt, like the shock of a loving relationship, ended too soon. Sometimes they can be nice and neat. Sometimes they can be horribly messy.
No matter what an ending looks like, it should always be one thing.
Satisfying.
With this third book in the Clockwerk Thriller series, I hope I have been able to deliver you that satisfaction.
Now, if you’ll indulge me a bit, I’d like to give out a few short words of thanks.
First of all, my most heartfelt thanks, as always, go out to my wife and my kids. The kids are older now (16 and 13 at the time of this writing). As they grow into the amazing man and woman they will one day be, we find they have less need of our time than they once did. Nowadays, it’s less me having to close the writing room door than having to open it, making sure my wife and I ask to spend time with them. I love y'all so much.
To Cobble Publishing: Absolutely can not thank you enough. The wisdom, the insight, the support, and the belief. You’ve earned yourself a lifelong fan.
To my good buddy *Jackson (*not his real name). Appreciate all the tactical knowledge and feedback. Let’s get some range time in soon, brother.
To Jon ‘JB’ Burnley at Mongrel Fitness and BJJ in Richmond, VA, and to Adam Turley. My thanks to you both, for your friendship and early support. See you both OTM (On The Mat) soon!
So. . . what did y’all think of Vindication? If you enjoyed it, then please leave me a review on Amazon. And afterwards, go check out my website www.thomaswebbbooks.com. You can find links there to Stalemate: Clockwerk Thriller Book 1, as well as a FREE download of the prequel to the entire series, a smokin’ little steampunk thriller that I like to call Command.
While you’re there, you can sign up for my newsletter. It’s a great way to hear about contests and giveaways, what's going on in pop culture, awesome authors, other general coolness, and, of course, my new releases (of which there will be a-plenty, don't you worry).
You can also hit me up on Facebook at https://www.facebook.com/ThomasWebbbooks. I love meeting and talking to new people, and I do my level-best to get back to everyone who comments, messages, or emails. So don't be shy!
Before I leave you, I’d like to submit one last (but certainly not least) word of Gratitude, this one with a capital ‘G.’
It goes out to the readers.
THANK YOU.
Without you (the reader), I (the writer) would not exist.
I hope you enjoyed Vindication. As I mentioned the last couple of times we met here-I created Montclair’s world, but a part of it now belongs to you.
Endings are always such a bittersweet affair. Bitter, because one journey has ended. Sweet, because a new one’s just beginning.
Anyone wanna see where the road takes us next?
Then stay tuned, my friends.
Wishing you all the very best of everything,
-Thomas Webb
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