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1 NEW ORLEANS, LOUISIANA - JACKSON SQUARE, JULY 1866
“DAMNABLE HEAT IN THIS CITY,” President Smythe said, mopping his brow.
Trevor Primm, Smythe's adjutant and personal aide, pushed his tiny, rimmed spectacles back up the bridge of his nose. “We need Truveaux if you are to consolidate your power, Mr. President… along with all of her considerable resources. We must have the Louisiana Territories, and all things Louisiana must go through New Orleans.”
Smythe dismissed his aide’s counsel with a wave of the hand, despite the fact that Primm was, as usual, absolutely right. “I know all this, Trevor.” Smythe pressed the sopping-wet handkerchief back to his forehead. “That fact doesn’t make this stifling heat any more bearable.”
The fans inside the presidential steam carriage whirred with a low hum, doing little more than circulating hot, sluggish air. Primm, who’d been studying a ream of documents, stuffed them into a fat satchel. He turned to his left, where Marsh Wagstaff, President Smythe’s personal bodyguard, took up a considerable amount of space.
Primm snapped his fingers at the mountainous, Georgia-born former soldier as if he were calling to the family pet. “Wagstaff,” he said.
The big bodyguard did not reply.
“Wagstaff,” Primm repeated, his voice rising to a nasal whine.
Wagstaff gave the waifish man to his right a look that boded no goodwill, one to which Primm seemed oblivious. “I’m right next to you, Primm,” the Georgian’s deep baritone reverberated from the walls of the steam carriage. “Rest assured, I can hear you.”
Smythe observed as the sarcasm in Wagstaff’s reply was lost on Primm. Smythe wondered how his aide could be so brilliant yet at the same time so clueless.
“Wagstaff,” Primm said again, pointing at the wall separating the rear of the steam carriage from the driver’s area in the front. “Be a good man, will you, and see to the President’s comforts?”
Wagstaff gritted his teeth and gave the partition a knock. A panel of the barrier slid aside, and the back of the driver’s head appeared. Wagstaff whispered something to the man, who nodded just before the section slid shut. The interior compartment’s fan increased its oscillating speed, and the damp air began to move more freely.
“Ah,” Smythe said, “thank you. That’s much better.”
“Certainly, Mr. President,” Primm said.
Smythe made note that Primm could have easily reached the partition and knocked for the driver himself, but Smythe’s new attaché preferred to make Wagstaff do it. It was a power play, pure and simple. Smythe grinned. Some might have considered the action petty, but it was just the type of gamesmanship for which Smythe had acquired Primm. He held in a chuckle, glad to see the pale young man was keeping his skills sharp.
The steam carriage rolled to a stop. Smythe heard the creak of hinges on iron gates before the steam carriage resumed its rumbling trip forward. He felt the vehicle round the sharp bend of a curve and begin to slow.
Wagstaff moved a curtain aside just far enough to peek out. “We’re here, Mr. President,” he said.
The carriage and its accompanying security escort pulled to a final stop. Wagstaff released the cabin door’s locking mechanism and opened it. Smythe guessed his bodyguard’s suit to be at least three times the size of an average man’s. His bulk blocked much of the light from the outside as he stepped out into the New Orleans morning, hand on his custom pistol and his eyes scanning the square. He nodded to himself, satisfied, before letting down the carriage steps and holding the door for Smythe to exit.
Smythe stepped onto the stone roundabout. A wave of dampness and heat smacked into him like a gigantic fist. Smythe recoiled as the stench of the river assaulted his nostrils. He resisted the urge to cover his mouth and nose, only because of the group of presspersons he spotted thronging the square. He knew from past experience that at least one of them had to be lurking about with a daguerreotype, all set and ready to go. Smythe could see the headline now: “Confederate President Too Delicate for Aroma of the Mighty Mississippi.”
Smythe swallowed hard to quell the bile rising in his throat while his security detail held the press at bay. He ignored the reporters’ shouted questions and craned his neck upward. Three storm-gray spires perched atop a castle-like structure. Stone, washed white as snow, sheathed the magnificent cathedral basilica of Saint Louis.
The sight of the cathedral made him briefly forget the humidity, the stench, and the press corps. The majestic church sat flanked by two smaller, white-bricked buildings. The one to the left was known as the Cabildo, and to the cathedral’s right sat the Presbytère. Arches ran the length of the first floor of each of the two structures. Both of them were architectural marvels in their own right, but they seemed almost ugly in comparison to the cathedral between them. The ancient church was a true work of art, resembling nothing less than a fairy story castle.
The cathedral overlooked what had, until recent years, been known as the Place d’Armes, or Weapons Square. It had since been renamed as Jackson Square after Andrew Jackson, hero of the Battle of Orleans, where in 1815, British airships had rained aether-fueled fire down on the city.
Smythe took a moment to soak in the square. A circular outer driveway ringed the area, with inner paving stone circles for walking paths. The stone paths bisected the square, forming four perfect quadrants of verdant green grass. Benches and aether-lamps, installed by a baroness named de Pontalba in 1851, were placed throughout. Cannons with aether shells bordered the square, running the lengths of both Chartres Street to the north and Decatur to the south. Spike-tipped wrought-iron fencing surrounded the entire parade ground, those same spikes having borne the severed heads of those executed following the great uprising of the enslaved in 1811.
No foot traffic marred the square today. It had been closed for Smythe’s visit by order of the governor.
At the top of the roundabout driveway rose an elegant fountain. Farther back and centered in the square, a bronze statue of Jackson himself, savior of the city and seventh president of the now-defunct United States, sat proud on rearing horseback.
Smythe’s security detail allowed only a moment to take in the scenery before rushing him inside the left-most building. The Cabildo had housed the seat of governmental power since the Spanish ruled New Orleans. After the city traded hands to the French, Napoleon sold 828,000 square miles of land, including the city of New Orleans, to America’s third president at a little over 82 francs per mile. New Orleans’ power had then extended naturally to the rest of the Louisiana Territories, and it had remained so ever since.
But now, the time was ripe for someone to grasp ahold of and wield that power. With New Orleans in their grip, a strong enough force could marshal the rest of the territories and split west, away from the Confederacy, or stay and make it that much stronger. According to the Gambler, Senate candidate Therese Truveaux was just such a force, which meant that both she and her senate race were critical to Smythe’s success.
All he had to do was make certain she won.
The comely Cabildo, made of massive blocks of cut Spanish stone, consisted of two high stories and a third floor with a French mansard-style roof. All the state’s business, as well as that of the greater territories, happened here. In times of war, the building also served as the home of the governor and his family. A more magnificent fortress of a home Smythe couldn’t imagine. A breeze brushed across Smythe’s bald head and neck, the air noticeably cooler inside the building thanks to the stone. In the background, Smythe detected the hum of massive aether-powered fans.
Smythe, Primm, Wagstaff, and the Confederate president’s security detail had hardly entered the building before being set upon by Governor Blanchard and his retinue. The governor himself made long-legged strides toward them, his large teeth gleaming in contrast to the olive skin of the native Cajun, his grin a bit too ready for Smythe’s taste. Smythe plastered on a false smile of his own and extended his hand.
“Governor,” he said, beaming.
“Mr. President!” Blanchard pumped Smythe’s hand with enthusiastic force, which Smythe understood when he heard the pop of daguerreotype powder behind him. “An honor to meet you, sir! On behalf of all my constituents, we welcome you to the great city of New Orleans, capital of the Louisiana Territories.”
Smythe clasped the governor’s shoulder as he turned and looked toward the press corps. “The honor is mine, Governor.” Smythe smiled wide for the flash.
One of Blanchard’s staff leaned in and whispered something into the Cajun politician’s ear. The governor nodded. He looked at Smythe. “A little crowded here in the entrance hall,” he said, grinning by way of apology. He placed a hand at Smythe’s back. “If you’ll allow me to show you and your people up to my offices?”
Surrounded by a circle of press, aides, and security, the governor ushered Smythe to a set of state-of-the-art elevator lifts. An attendant waited there to let them in. Smythe looked with wonder at the elevator car, the space large enough to easily accommodate all of his and the governor’s staff and security. The lift attendant pulled a lever, and the doors shut to the clamor of reporters and the pop of flash powder. Smythe’s stomach lurched as they rose. Then the car opened on the building’s third floor. Surrounded by security and with Wagstaff and Primm by his side, Smythe followed the governor of Louisiana down an elongated hallway of arched floor-to-ceiling windows and polished wooden floors. When they reached his private office, Blanchard held the door for Smythe. The governor’s staff entered first.
“Sergeant,” Smythe heard Wagstaff say, addressing a soldier from the presidential security detail, “you and your troops will remain outside these doors.”
The sergeant, a sturdily built woman with close-cropped brown hair, acknowledged Wagstaff with a nod. Wagstaff entered first, looked around, and then signaled for Smythe and his aide to follow.
Smythe examined the governor’s office. Wood, whitewashed stone, gleaming brass lamps, and a black cypress desk dominated the space. The office enjoyed a commanding view of Jackson Square. Beyond it, a picturesque Mississippi River wound its way off into the horizon.
Smythe’s gaze followed the river and came to rest on a woman. She stood by the window, looking out. Her back was to Smythe, her silver-gray hair pulled back into a tight bun. She seemed to be watching the river. Smythe thought it odd that she did not turn to greet him, the duly-elected leader of the Confederate States and her president. Her demeanor offered Smythe a clue as to her identity. A man in a Confederate dress uniform stood next to her, a general by his rank. Unlike the mystery woman, the general showed the proper respect, coming to attention at the sight of his president.
Now that’s more like it, Smythe thought.
“Mr. President,” the governor said, “may I present to you my esteemed colleague? This is Senate Candidate Therese Truveaux.”
Of course, Smythe thought. He’d been briefed on the senator, but his prepared information had not done her justice.
Finally, the woman at the window turned. “President Smythe,” she said.
A ready smile rose at the corners of her mouth, crinkling her golden brown skin. She was almost of an age with Smythe but still breathtaking. Smythe guessed she was a Creole by virtue of her features. He sucked in his breath. The famed beauty of that group of people, combining the best of the French, the African, and the Native, was no exaggeration.
Therese Truveaux floated across the room in a velvet dress the color of wine. She extended a smooth hand. “A pleasure to meet you at last, Mr. President.”
Smythe bent at the waist and kissed the offered appendage. “The pleasure is mine, Ms. Truveaux.”
The brilliance of Truveaux’s smile increased twofold. “Please, Mr. President, do call me Therese.”
Smythe grinned. He wasn’t fooled by Truveaux’s effortless charms and dazzling looks. His resources told him the true ruler of the Louisiana Territories wasn’t the milquetoast governor who’d greeted them upon entering the Cabildo. That distinction belonged to none other than the petite, brown-skinned beauty standing before him.
Primm hadn’t managed to dig up anything on Senator Truveaux prior to the age of fourteen, but before her fifteenth birthday, she’d turned up among the lists of girls working in some of the city’s finest brothels. Through the power of blackmail and several rumored murders, she’d worked her way up to madam. Then a rich and successful businesswoman, she’d leveraged a multitude of pillow-talk secrets into powerful connections, eventually transforming those connections into formidable political power. It was a path Smythe himself understood all too well.
Truveaux held Smythe’s hand a heartbeat longer than necessary before turning to her companion. “And might I introduce you to my associate, Mr. President? This is General Randall Montclair, commanding officer of the armies of the Louisiana Territory and an old family friend.”
General Montclair saluted. “An honor, Mr. President.”
Smythe eyed the general up and down. Tall, powerfully built, a commanding presence. Something about him seemed familiar. “Please general, stand at your ease. Montclair, is it? Now where have I heard that name before?”
The general took on a sour expression. “That could have been in any number of places, Mr. President. My family name is…known…in certain circles that is. Or perhaps you may have met my father? The late General Phineas Montclair? He made quite a name for himself in his time.”
Something about the man’s discomfort gave Smythe pause. He made a mental note to check into it later. “Perhaps,” Smythe said, addressing the general’s comment. “Your career must be quite distinguished indeed to have achieved a general’s rank at so young an age.”
General Montclair shifted uncomfortably. For a second, his gaze fell to the floor. “I’ve only just received my general’s star, Mr. President. I was of late a colonel, until General Horton’s heart condition took him so unexpectedly. His passing opened a space among the generals’ ranks.”
“I see,” Smythe said, disturbed by the mention of Horton. “Heart condition” was the lie they’d concocted to cover Horton’s death during the failed mission to destroy Washington. It would not hold water if examined closely.
The formal introductions over, Blanchard’s aides got Smythe and his staff seated. Smythe and Primm sat in comfortable chairs facing the governor, who’d surrendered his desk to Senate Candidate Truveaux. If there was ever any doubt as to who really ran the territories, Truveaux behind the governor’s cypress wood desk laid it to rest. General Montclair took a seat next to her. The remainder of the governor’s staff stood against the walls, while Wagstaff positioned himself behind Smythe, next to the door.
Smythe cleared his throat. “Thank you for having us here, Senator,” Smythe nodded toward Truveaux, “and Governor. Now then, shall we get down to business?”



2 THE ATLANTIC - 1/2 DAY’S FLIGHT FROM UNION SHORES, SEPTEMBER 1866
"ATTENTION TO ORDERS!" Major Vincent announced, reading from the parchment in his hand. He put up a good fight, but keeping the smile from his face ultimately proved too difficult a task for the young first officer.
The sun shone, and the smell of the ocean permeated the air. The U.S.S. Vindication hovered several hundred feet above the surface of the sea as Colonel Julius Montclair, 21st Union Army Air Corps, gazed over the ranks of soldiers gathered on his foredeck. He bristled with pride at the sight of the men and women of his crew. Row upon row of disciplined soldiers stood in precise formation as together they partook in one of the most sacred and honored traditions in the military.
A shame the skeleton crews in the engine rooms and the duty roster have to miss this, Montclair thought.
He felt a fleeting pang of guilt before reminding himself that everyone had drawn lots. Luck just hadn’t been with those who were now pulling duty, but that was the creed the soldier lived by — duty above all else.
“Headquarters, Department of the Potomac,” Major Vincent read, his voice ringing out strong and clear. “The President of the Union reposes special trust and confidence in the patriotism, valor, fidelity, and abilities of Private John Brown. In view of these qualities and his demonstrated potential for increased responsibility, be it hereby known that on this fifteenth day of September, in the year of Our Lord 1866, I do hereby promote this soldier to the rank of corporal, bestowing upon him all the powers of that rank and station.” Major Vincent rolled the parchment with care before looking up at the soldier standing before him. “Corporal,” Major Vincent said, addressing the man, “please come forward.”
Montclair watched as a wide, gap-toothed smile spread across his newly minted corporal’s face. Montclair’s jaw trembled as he struggled to maintain his bearing. Finally, he gave in and allowed himself a grin.
His first officer’s part in the ceremony done, Montclair stepped forward. “Corporal John Brown,” he said, addressing both the soldier being promoted and the assembled crew. “Most of us gathered here know you by another name… isn’t that right, Bull?”
A ripple of laughter ran through the assembled ranks.
Montclair held up a hand for silence, the gesture softened by a chuckle of his own. “As an airship colonel, there exist few greater honors than the promoting of my soldiers, and through your deeds, Corporal Brown, you have more than earned yours.”
Montclair held the double chevron points up to Bull’s high collar. The corporal’s massive neck and shoulders strained at the seams of his Union-blue uniform jacket. Montclair ran through a mental list of reasons for his newest corporal’s nickname. There was the most obvious — the sheer size of the man. There was the color of his skin — midnight-black and dark as a bull’s hide. And finally there was the way he fought — charging into battle as fierce and stubborn as his namesake. Montclair wished he had one hundred more like him.
Montclair pinned the chevrons on with great care, smoothing them into the fabric of the uniform jacket with a steady hand. Then, Montclair raised both his fists as if he would beat them against the massive soldier’s barrel chest. In keeping with tradition, Montclair pounded the metal rank insignia through the uniform material and into Bull’s flesh with one swift, two-fisted blow.
A cheer went up from the assembled troops. Bull grabbed Montclair up in a bear hug, much to Montclair’s surprise.
“Thank you, sir!" The big man, a former slave, beamed. “I’m right obliged to you for this!”
Air rushed from Montclair’s lungs as the much larger soldier pulled him into a crushing embrace. Before that moment, Montclair would never have thought it possible to smile and grimace at the same time.
“All right, corporal,” Montclair gasped. “Enough, now.”
Even stoic Ueda Kenshin, exiled samurai from the island nation of Nippon and Montclair’s great friend and mentor, managed to crack a smile.
The ceremony concluded, Major Vincent called the crew to attention. Montclair went through the motions of dismissing them, his actions as automated as a punchcard-driven clockwerk.
As his crew shuffled off to the waiting celebration, Montclair’s mind drifted. During those brief, too-few moments of reflection he was able to steal during his days as a Union airship commander, Montclair still found it difficult to believe only six months had passed since the events outside Washington. Only six months since they’d managed to save the capital city and with it the Union itself. Even more unbelievable was who they’d partnered with to do it — the only two “good” Department of Strategic Intelligence agents Montclair had ever known.
Since then, the world had turned upside down. No one was surprised when James Smythe, the prime suspect in the joint DSI/Union military investigation into the incident outside D.C., had appealed to the lowest common denominator of the Confederate voting populous and won. They’d been disappointed, certainly, but not surprised. Smyth had lied, stolen, and killed his way to the Presidency of the Confederate States. He’d consolidated power quickly, and since his inauguration, diplomacy between the Union and the Confederacy had ground to an irreconcilable halt.
To Montclair’s thinking, Smythe would rather take both countries back to a shooting conflict than give up his power, thus making him all the more dangerous. This as opposed to Davis. Davis had been a bastard in his own right, but at least he hadn’t been so much of a monster as to callously waste the lives of his own countrymen. At least he’d had the Healer-given sense to keep the lines of communication with the Union open. At least he’d been smart enough to entertain the idea of reconciliation with the north. Ironic, how the very idea of reconciliation had likely gotten him killed.
Montclair smirked. That and a marked lack of sense in both self-preservation and security protocols.
He’d wasted no tears mourning the death of Jeff Davis, but what came after was, arguably, worse.
Negotiations had stopped the day Smythe sat down in the Confederate President’s chair. He’d reached out to foreign powers, ones that had reason to be jealous of the Union, almost openly inviting a return to hostilities.
Once again, the fragile peace between North and South known as The Stalemate stood in jeopardy. Talk of outright war was on everyone’s lips.
To make matters worse, Montclair hadn’t spoken to Greg in months. Major Aldan Gregory, Union Marine Corps, was Montclair’s oldest and closest friend. He’d given Montclair his word that they’d meet three weeks after Montclair helped him bring a personal vendetta to a close. With Montclair’s help, Greg had won well-deserved vengeance against a Strategic Intelligence agent named Kincaid. But there’d been no meeting after, despite Greg’s solemn vow. The Marine major had given Montclair, his best friend, his word, and then, he’d broken it.
Montclair had used all his back-channel contacts to search for Greg, only to have his efforts stonewalled at every turn. “On assignment for the Office of the President,” they’d told him.
Montclair gritted his teeth at the memory, feeling insulted. Did they take him for a fool? It was obvious to anyone with eyes to see that Greg had been sheep-dipped, conscripted into the service of Strategic Intelligence. If they’d sent a clockwerk with the very words painted on its chest compartment, it might have been more subtle.
“Crew’s meeting in the galley to celebrate Bull’s promotion, Colonel,” the Sergeant Major’s voice intruded into Montclair’s thoughts.
Lost in his own head, Montclair hadn’t even noticed the grizzled senior non-commissioned officer come up next to him. Montclair glanced at the old man with the eyepatch.
The sergeant major’s lone blue eye looked out at the clouds beneath them as he stood alongside Montclair. “Would do them good to see you there, too,” he said.
Montclair grunted in response.
The sergeant major frowned in that fatherly way he often did. “Too fair a day for dark thoughts, Colonel.” He looked at Montclair eye to eye. “I expect to see you in that galley straightaway.”
Montclair gave in, relinquishing the fight with a lopsided smile. “Point taken, Sergeant Major.”
The sergeant major left the foredeck and merged into the sea of midnight-blue uniforms spilling toward the hatchways that would take them below decks. Montclair was just about to join them when the airship-wide loudaphone sounded.
“Airship inbound,” the duty officer’s voice boomed across the length of Montclair’s vessel. “Markings name her as the U.S.S. Intrepid. Vindication to full stop. Duty contingent of the ship’s guard, report to the foredeck.”
Already on the foredeck, Montclair remained where he was. He frowned. The last time they’d been intercepted by a Union airship, the news had not been good.
Less than a minute later, Montclair's captain of the airship’s guard appeared. It was like her to draw the duty lot herself, forgoing Bull’s celebratory wetdown. Eight of her on-duty guardsmen accompanied her. Montclair watched her approach. Her sea-gray eyes were sharp and alert under a short, white-blond buzz cut. Her uniform, as always, was flawless.
She stepped up to Montclair and saluted. “Duty contingent of the airship’s guard reporting, sir.”
Montclair returned her salute and nodded his approval. “Very good. Take your positions, Captain.”
As the captain and her troops arranged themselves into formation, Montclair spied Major Jasper emerge from the hatchway closest to the galley.
“I’d barely sat down,” the major said, moving to stand next to his colonel. “My lips hadn’t even touched the first mug of ale.”
Montclair laughed. “Since when do you drink ale, Jasper?”
Major Vincent shrugged. “It’s a wetdown, sir. I thought it a good time to start.”
“You never cease to surprise me, Jasper.” Montclair nodded toward the airship pulling alongside. “Look sharp. We have guests.”
The U.S.S. Intrepid drew alongside Vindication and floated to a stop. Montclair surveyed the airship as it hovered there next to his, the unmistakable purple glow of forbidden dark-aether technology emanating from its engine nacelles. Dark-aether hardly raised Montclair’s brow anymore, even though the technology was strictly forbidden by the Alchemists’ Guild.
Sure, the guild wielded tremendous influence in every civilized government in the world, but what they didn’t know about Union military business wouldn’t hurt them, would it?
The Intrepid was smaller, sleeker, and faster than Vindication, but she was not nearly as mighty. Intrepid was a newer airship, fitted out with captured Confederate engine technology — technology acquired the previous year, courtesy of Montclair and his crew.
The Union had enjoyed a string of several significant victories last year, all in the months leading up to Smythe’s election. His winning the Confederate presidency signaled the end of that. A chill ran down Montclair’s spine at the thought of what else Smythe might have in store for them.
Intrepid rested at an elevation several feet above Vindication’s siderail. Montclair watched as members of the smaller airship’s crew lowered her gangplank. Seconds later, a tiny woman bounded down the gangplank’s incline, the two gold clusters at her collar marking her rank as major. A taller lieutenant, flanked by two stocky riflemen, followed close behind her.
The major looked like a child in her uniform, but she strode across Vindication’s deck as if she owned it. She stepped right up to Montclair, called her retinue to attention, and rendered a razor-sharp salute. Montclair fought the urge to smirk. She was all business, this one, a soldier’s soldier wrapped up in a petite little package.
“Good afternoon, Colonel,” she said.
The major’s skin was as fair as milk and as smooth as porcelain. She wore her walnut-hued hair up, pulled back into a tight bun. She gazed up at Montclair with serious eyes the color of nutmeg. Montclair reminded himself to be professional. This was a major of the Union Army, after all. Her rank was no less official than that of his own first officer. Montclair had no doubt she’d earned the respect due that rank, but the fact that the major was as cute as a brass button didn’t help much to reinforce the notion.
Montclair returned her salute. “Welcome aboard, Major. Please,” he added, “you and your men stand at your ease.” Montclair extended his hand. “Colonel Julius Montclair. And you are?”
The major and her men stood at ease. She accepted Montclair’s offered hand, hers barely closing around his.
“Major Wilma Stevens, sir. A pleasure.” Stevens nodded toward the man next to her. “This here’s my first officer, Lieutenant Scott.”
Montclair surveyed Scott, an unremarkable man with thinning hair that may have once been blond. “The pleasure is mine, Major.”
Montclair offered Scott his hand. The Intrepid’s first officer gave a limp, rather moist handshake. Montclair resisted the urge to wipe his palm on the breast of his uniform coat.
Montclair turned to his second-in-command. “May I introduce my own first officer? This is Major Jasper Vincent.”
Montclair noticed Jasper’s lip quiver when he shook the major’s hand.
“P-Pleasure to meet you Wilm—Major Stevens,” Jasper said.
Stevens hardly acknowledged him.
Montclair fought mightily not to laugh. “Seems you’ve caught us in the middle of a celebration, Major,” Montclair said, saving his first officer from further embarrassment. “There was a promotion this afternoon.” Montclair gave a genuine smile, the pride in his troops radiating. “Can we invite you and your men below decks for some refreshment? We’d be honored if you joined us.”
Stevens shook her head. “Thank you, Colonel, but I’m afraid we can’t. Our orders take us to England. We were only tasked with seeking you out a day ago.” Stevens looked at her first officer and then back to Montclair. “We’re here to relay a message, sir.”
Montclair’s guard went up. The feeling of uneasiness returned with a vengeance. “I see,” he said, “and what is the message?”
“The president wishes to see you, sir. You’re to make best speed for Washington, DC.”
“When?” Montclair asked.
“Immediately, sir.”
Damnation, Montclair swore to himself, recalling the last time he’d been summoned this way. The meeting following that last summons had kicked off a subsequent series of events that almost ended in the destruction of Washington. He guessed nothing good would come of this new meeting, either.
“All right, Major,” Montclair said. “Heard and understood. Consider your message delivered.”
Stevens relaxed as if a weight had been lifted from her shoulders. “Thank you, sir.”
Her first officer leaned down and whispered something into her ear. Stevens listened and then nodded once.
She looked back up at Montclair. “If you’ll excuse us, sir, we’ll need to be getting back under way.”
Montclair nodded, his thoughts already turning toward D.C.. “Of course.” Montclair paused as something occurred to him. He weighed it in his mind for a moment before curiosity finally got the best of him. “Major, I do have one question before you go.”
Stevens inclined her head slightly. “Certainly, sir.”
“I wasn’t aware they were giving majors command of their own airships,” he ventured, the question implied in his words.
Stevens plucked an errant strand of dark brown hair from her forehead and tucked it behind her ear. “The new Osprey class airships are smaller than Vindication, sir. They’re designed for speed. We execute light, quick attacks instead of relying on brute strength.” Stevens’ eyes widened when she realized she may have insulted Montclair. “Umm, begging your pardon, sir, and meaning no offense to the Vindication.” The major looked around. “She’s a magnificent airship.”
Montclair smiled. “None taken. And yes, that she is.”
Stevens smiled back. “As I was saying, sir, with the new, smaller class of airships entering the fleet, they’ve opened up command to the major ranks.”
Her eyes flicked to Major Jasper’s collar but only for a split-second. Montclair swore if his first officer’s skin wasn’t so dark, Jasper would have turned beet red.
“It’s a fairly recent change,” Stevens was quick to add. “Word may not have gotten around to the entire Air Corps yet.”
“I see,” Montclair said. “Good to know, Major. Thank you for delivering the message. The Healer be with you on your journey.”
Major Stevens grasped the hilt of her saber and bowed at the waist. “Thank you, sir. May the Healer be with you, as well. Sir,” she said, looking Montclair in the eye, “what you did at the Battle of the Potomac… it’s not forgotten. The Union owes you much. Know that the Intrepid is at your disposal if ever you require her.”
Inside, Montclair squirmed at the mention of his actions at the Potomac but showed nothing to the outside world except a rather handsome poker face. “Thank you, Major. I’ll keep that in mind.”
Major Stevens and her men came to attention. Montclair and Jasper followed suit, along with each airship’s respective honor guard. Stevens and Scott saluted, and Montclair returned them.
“By your leave, sir?” Stevens asked, invoking the traditional airship’s departure ritual.
Montclair nodded his agreement. “You have my leave and with my thanks for diverting from your mission for this.”
“An honor sir,” Stevens said. She glanced at Jasper, the barest hint of a smile in her eyes, and nodded. “Major.”
Jasper’s gaze darted right and left before he managed an awkward nod. Montclair never wanted so badly in his life to shake his head.
The minuscule major turned on her heel and made her way across decks before striding back up the gangplank to her ship. Her first officer followed. Her two guardsmen rendered honors one last time, about faced, and departed as well.
Montclair turned and dismissed his own captain of the guard and her troops. He stood with Jasper, watching as the Intrepid sped east growing smaller until it disappeared from view.
Montclair turned to Jasper and raised an eyebrow. “So, majors are eligible for their own commands now?”
“I don’t even want to think on it, sir.”
Montclair laughed and clapped the younger man on the shoulder. “In my experience, Jasper, the ones who don’t want to think about command are exactly the type who make the best commanders.” Montclair looked back at the sky where the Intrepid had been only moments before. “What the hell was all the rest of that about?”
Jasper shifted from one foot to the other, staring at the deckplates. “I…I’ve no idea what you mean, sir.”
“My ass, you don’t.” Montclair laughed. He looked around, checking to make sure they were truly alone. “I wouldn’t have kicked that little major out of a four-post bed, that’s for sure. She made eyes at you, Jasper.” Montclair’s face split into a mischievous grin. “I’d stake my command on it.”
Major Vincent fidgeted next to Montclair. “Certainly, you’re mistaken, sir.”
Montclair sighed. “I can see I still have much to teach you, Jasper. All in good time. For now, I need you to send word up to the bridge and down to the engine rooms. We’re making best speed for Washington.”
“Very good, sir,” Jasper said. “Anything else?”
“Yes. Once you’re done, your orders are to meet me and the rest of the off-duty crew in the galley. We’ve got some drinking to do.”



3 WILDS OF ALABAMA - AN ABANDONED TAVERN, SEPTEMBER 1866
THE PRESIDENTIAL STEAM carriage bounced along the deserted back road. Smythe watched from the window as the night rolled by. The summer moon hung low in the sky, and steam rolled off the Alabama hills like smoke before flames. Twelve crack confederate troops mounted on clockwerk horses known as brutes rode guard duty for Smythe: six to the front of the carriage and six to the rear. This small presidential guard plus Wagstaff, who was never far from Smythe’s side, comprised the entirety of the Confederate president’s protection detail. Twelve elite, brute-mounted soldiers and one giant of a man from Georgia — it was as light as security ever got for the President of the Confederate States. What they lacked in numbers, they’d tried to make up for in absolute secrecy surrounding the trip.
“I don’t like it, Mr. President,” Wagstaff said, his eyes darting back and forth. The big Georgian looked out the window every two minutes, peering out into the dark southern forests as if an assailant waited behind every tree.
Smythe sighed. “Nor do I, Wagstaff, but some things can’t be helped.” Smythe appreciated his bodyguard’s vigilance, and he shared Wagstaff’s concerns, but an oath was an oath.
“For once, Mr. President, I find myself having to agree with Wagstaff.” Primm delivered the surprising statement without even bothering to lift his spectacled eyes from the stack of reports he was reading. “This ‘Cabal’ nonsense is beneath you now,” Primm continued, “nothing but grown men with funny nicknames playacting at rituals and the like. May I remind you that you have an entire nation to look after, sir?” Primm made a sound of disapproval. “Why, these reports on the Freedmen’s insurrectionist activities in South Carolina alone—“
Smythe held up a hand. “Enough, Trevor.” He closed his eyes and rubbed his temples. “I couldn’t agree more. It’s not as if I don’t have enough on my plate, but they’ve invoked the order, and it must be obeyed.” Not that I can blame them after what happened with Horton.
Smythe's aide harrumphed. “It’s all secret society nonsense if you ask me, Mr. President.”
Smythe’s eyes narrowed. “I’m beginning to think so as well.” Smythe reached for his wine glass, calculating. He looked out over the Alabama countryside, the forests and fields bathed in moonlight. “Trevor,” Smythe said. “Something’s been nagging me ever since we left New Orleans. Truveaux’s general… his surname was ’Montclair’, wasn’t it? Where have I heard that name before?”
Primm seemed surprised. “I thought you knew, Mr. President. Montclair is the surname of the hero of the Battle of the Potomac.”
“You mean the butcher of the Battle of the Potomac,” Wagstaff said.
“Correct, Mr. Wagstaff,” Primm said. “He is known as such, but only south of the Mason Dixon and the demilitarized wastelands, of course.”
“Yes,” Smythe said. “I do recall that detail now. So this Montclair of Truveaux’s is some relation to the Union colonel responsible for the Stalemate? I thought I’d heard the hero of the battle of the Potomac was a man of color.”
“Correct, sir,” Primm said, “but it’s still quite possible that they are blood relatives, even to the point of sharing a surname. Open mixing of the races and bloodlines and all… such things are much more common in New Orleans than the rest of the Confederacy.”
Just then, the steam carriage slowed to a stop.
“We’re here, Mr. President,” Wagstaff said.
Smythe glanced out the window at a lonely, two-story tavern situated smack-dab in the middle of the Alabama wilderness. The building looked like it hadn’t seen regular maintenance in years, but from the outside appeared at least to not be falling down. An overgrown clearing fronted the tavern, which was bordered on three sides by tangled forest. Another steam carriage, almost as luxurious as Smythe’s own, sat parked in the clearing. A collection of brutes stood statue-still, the Alabama moonlight shimmering off the mechanical horses’ brass flanks. Not far away, several flesh-and-blood horses whinnied nervously. They strained their hitching post tethers in a frightened effort to move away from their unfamiliar, metallic-smelling cousins.
A group of men and several women, their clothing threadbare but their superior quality knives and pistols on full display, stood smoking and drinking underneath a dead, leafless tree. One said something unintelligible, and a chorus of raucous laughter erupted from the group. About fifty feet from them, a pack of men in impeccable suits stood guard near the dilapidated tavern’s entrance. They surveyed both the road and the band of hooligans with watchful, wary eyes.
“I see we’re the last to arrive,” Smythe said.
Wagstaff positioned himself in front of the steam carriage exit. The door swung open to reveal a soldier in Confederate gray standing just outside.
“One minute, sir,” Wagstaff said, his thick accent reverberating from a chest the size of a beer barrel. “Just need to make certain we’re all secure.”
Smythe watched as the man maneuvered his tremendous bulk through the carriage door. He observed Wagstaff assess the clearing around the inn before turning back toward Smythe with a nod.
Primm hopped out first, papers in hand and one eyebrow cocked as he took in the sight of the rundown inn. Smythe shifted his weight and made his way to the carriage door, where another uniformed soldier waited to offer his president a hand down the carriage’s iron steps, a hand Smythe gladly accepted.
Wagstaff entered the building first. At his signal, the security detail encircled Smythe and Primm and walked them across the clearing and through the entrance.
The smell of lavender clashed with the smoky scent of pure Virginia leaf tobacco, catching Smythe smack in the middle of the confrontation. Smythe wrinkled his nose in displeasure, the competing scents hitting him square in the face as he entered the old tavern’s great room. Two men, both flanked by lackeys and bodyguards, sat at a beaten, dust-covered wooden table.
Smythe watched Silas Worthington squirm in his seat. Smythe knew the source of his old ally’s discomfort. It sat right next to Worthington in the form of one Maurice Legree, a man more commonly known as the Gambler.
Legree ran the largest organized crime syndicate south of the Mason Dixon, his hand in everything from extortion to prostitution to murder. But as his name implied, Legree’s main source of income was games of chance. As Smythe understood it, Maurice Legree owned the lion’s share of all the action in every region outside of New Orleans and the Louisiana Territories. If Smythe had to guess, that was why the Gambler had risked calling them together.
Legree and Worthington’s hatred of one another had been evident from the beginnings of the Cabal. The hatred burned with such intensity that only one force existed powerful enough to eclipse it — their mutual lust for power. It had been the glue that held the Cabal together. It would have seemed more likely the Atlantic would overflow and swallow the wilds of Alabama than that these two would be here together. Other than Smythe, they were the only surviving members of the fragile alliance they’d dubbed the Cabal, and, much like politics, dire times also made for strange bedfellows.
Smythe watched Worthington and Legree bicker. Waves of animosity flowed from them like heat from a brick oven. Smythe had acted as a counterbalance between the two since the beginning. It was a role he’d long since grown weary of. Now, even with the newfound authority of his office, even with all the power they’d amassed individually, it looked as though nothing had changed. There was an empire to be built, for the Healer’s sake. Had the two of them nothing better to do?
“Gentlemen!” Smythe shouted, interrupting their argument.
The room fell silent at the President of the Confederacy’s raised voice.
“Ah,” Smythe said, exhaling, “that’s much better. Now then…” He flashed Worthington and Legree his best politician’s smile. “So good to finally be able to see you both again.”
Worthington eyed Smythe and the Confederate soldiers with a look of derision. “Really, James, is all this,” he waved his hand, encompassing Smyth’s security detail, Wagstaff, and Primm, “truly necessary?”
Primm frowned at Worthington. “You should really address him as ‘Mr. President,’” he said. “‘James’ strikes me as a bit too familiar.”
Worthington stared at Primm for several seconds, looking at Smythe’s aide the same way you might inspect an insect that had happened to land on your sleeve. “Do you know who I am, young man?” he asked Primm.
“I’m well aware of who you are, Mr. Worthington. I'm afraid it is you who do not realize whose presence you are in.”
Worthington turned several shades of red. “Why I — the nerve!”
Legree puffed his cigar. “Now, now, Silas. Calm yourself.”
Smythe noticed the Gambler seemed torn, likely between annoyance at Smythe’s own repeated ignoring of their summons and amusement at Worthington’s outrage.
The Gambler hooked a thumb at Worthington. “You’ll have to excuse the old bitch,” he said to Primm. “He’s been too long in control of the game to remember what it feels like to be on the otherwise.”
Primm smiled and nodded, taking the opportunity to scratch out several lines of notes.
“It’s quite all right, Trevor,” Smythe said. He waited while a soldier pulled out a chair for him before he joined the other two men at the table. A glass of wine, warm from sitting too long, had been set for him. Smythe smiled. “These are old friends and allies, Mr. Primm. Why, if not for them, I wouldn’t be where I am today. Let them address me as they will.”
The Gambler grinned. “Most kind of you, Puppeteer.”
Smythe’s smile faded. “Perhaps I should have been more clear, Maurice. You may address me any way you will, other than that way.”
The Gambler’s grin widened. “So, you’ve been in New Orleans?” It was more a statement than a question.
“Yes,” Smythe answered. “My administration had business there.”
The Gambler chuckled. “Your administration, is it?” He shook his head. “How you plannin’ on making sure Therese wins this thing?”
The Gambler’s knowledge of his meeting with Senator Truveaux caught Smythe off guard. His cheek twitched.
Legree smiled. “Come now, James. You didn’t think she’d tell me what y’all discussed? Therese and I are old friends. Hell, I’m the one who set up the meet!” The Gambler took a puff from his cigar. “That deserves a little credit, don’t it?”
Smythe chose his next word with care. “Your efforts on behalf of the Confederacy will not go… unrewarded.”
Legree nodded. “Oh, indeed, that is a certainty of which I am sure.” He grinned. “You shoulda’ gave me some notice you were headed down to New Orleans, James. I could’a met y’all down there. Maybe sat in on your little ‘talk’ with Therese.” The Gambler whistled. “The things I could do if my reach extended into Louisiana and the territories beyond. Healer above, but it whets my whistle just thinkin’ on it!”
Smythe sat stock-still. He felt his cheek move a second time and he willed it to cease.
Legree’s eyes narrowed. “I got you what you wanted, James, an ‘in’ to the Crescent city. Now, it’s time to return the favor,” the Gambler continued. He took a puff of his stogie and exhaled a cloud of blue-gray tobacco smoke. “If you’d only answered any of my correspondences.”
“And just what is the meaning of you not answering us, James?” an indignant Worthington asked, butting in. “Have you forgotten what it means to invoke the order?”
Smythe observed how Worthington looked a little worse for wear than the last time they’d met. That had been just before the election.
The President of the Confederacy grimaced as if he’d been physically wounded. “I have not forgotten,” he said. “We all swore a sacred oath when we embarked on our journey together, and I promise you I have tried my best to maintain that. However—”
The Gambler laughed, the sound like the rasp of dried bark rubbing together. “Here it comes.”
“However, the duties of my new office prevented me,” Smythe finished.
“Next, you’ll be telling us about how the Mexican Empire, and the Freedmen, and the Croatan Nation are all nipping at your heels,” the Gambler said, his voice beginning to rise. “Then, it’ll be the economy, the children starving in the streets, or some other horse shit!” The Gambler lowered his voice to a whisper, the effect somehow more menacing than the shouting. “We want what you promised us, James. We want what’s ours!” Legree finished with a shout. Smythe actually jumped as Legree slammed his fist onto the table.
As one, eight Confederate presidential guards instantaneously leveled their rifles at the Gambler. Almost as quickly, half as many of the Gambler’s associates pointed their pistols back.
Smythe recovered himself quickly, holding his hands up for calm. “Everyone, please,” he said. He signaled for the soldiers to lower their rifles, which they did with no small measure of reluctance. Smythe eyed the only other surviving members of the Cabal in turn. “Maurice, James, I promise you both on the oath we all swore that you’ll receive what you’re owed. You have my word.”
Worthington’s eyes became slits. “And how well did that oath serve Horton?”
Smythe wondered when they would get around to mentioning the Cabal’s missing fourth member. “Missing” was a polite way to put it. There was no doubt in Smythe’s mind that Horton was well and truly dead. The fact that the Union capital hadn’t been turned into an aether-blasted crater the previous year was testament to that.
Smythe, always the master politician, had an answer prepared and ready for his allies.
“General Horton was a patriot,” Smythe said. “His sacrifice helped us to achieve the power we currently enjoy.”
“I imagine he’d have liked to have seen some of it for himself,” the Gambler growled. “But what’s done is done, I reckon. I think I got something else that might interest you, though.” The Gambler snapped his fingers at his associates behind him.
One of his men, a smallish figure with a rat-like face and a mangled left ear, stepped forward, a fat stack of bound paper in each hand. He bared a mouthful of sharp, rotten teeth at Smythe in a corrupted attempt at a smile. “Been a long time, Mr. President,” he said. “Good seein’ you again.” He tipped his beaten bowler hat.
“Shoo, Mouse,” the Gambler said, taking the bound files from the man without bothering to turn around. “If I’d wanted you speaking to the president, I’d have ordered it.”
Legree tossed the files onto the table toward Smythe, where they landed with an audible thump.
Smythe waited for the dust to settle before he reached across the table and untied one of them. He flipped through several pages, raised an eyebrow, and then looked up at Worthington. “I take it you’ve already seen these, Silas?”
Silas Worthington, known within the Cabal as the Pious Man, nodded. In that moment, Smythe realized Worthington was no longer the staunch ally he’d depended on when the Cabal first came to be.
Smythe returned his attention to what he held in his hand. A daguerreotype showed a young woman. He couldn’t tell from the sepia tones of the image, but Smythe knew the young woman’s eyes were sapphire-blue, and her hair was as red as a burning flame. He recognized her instantly. She’d been at the fundraising gala he’d held at his Rosetree estate in Greenville just before he won the presidency.
He handed the first file to Primm and reached for the second, a sneaking suspicion of what it contained already forming in his mind. Smythe unwound the thread and opened the file. James Smythe never forgot a face. It was just one of the many talents required to win at the game of politics. He recognized, almost immediately, the stern man staring back at him. He knew him as Arthur Hargrave, a wealthy planter from Kentucky and a generous contributor to his campaign. This file revealed the man’s real name as Agent Nathanial Faraday, Department of Strategic Intelligence.
Smythe clenched his jaw and read on. Faraday’s moniker was “Copperhead”. Looking at the bottomless black eyes of the killer staring back at him from the daguerreotype, Smythe thought the name of the deadly pit viper seemed fitting. He handed the second file to Primm as well, who tucked it neatly under his arm alongside the first.
Smythe put on his best poker face. “I suppose this solves the question of who was spying on Horton’s operation last year?”
“It does indeed,” the Gambler said. “Shame the pup didn’t live to know the answer himself.”
Smythe grinned. “This information couldn’t have been easy to come by.”
The Gambler blew another puff of smoke. “I have my sources,” he said.
“That’s twice tonight you’ve surprised me, Maurice,” Smythe said, “and I am a man who is not often surprised.”
Primm leaned down and whispered in Smythe’s ear. Smythe pulled out his pocket watch and glanced at it before nodding and pushing back from the table. His wine glass sat untouched. “I apologize for the brief visit, gentlemen, but I must be going.”
The Pious Man went to stand. “Here now, James! You’ll do no such—”
The Gambler took Worthington’s arm. One quick left to right shake of the Gambler’s head and the Pious Man sat back down.
“We want what’s ours, James. The increase in territory you promised me and the free reign to manage it as I please,” Legree nodded toward the Pious Man, “and special access to the aether markets west of the Mississippi for my friend here. We want what was promised us.”
“And you shall have it,” Smythe said. “A little more patience is all I ask.”
“A ‘little’ is about all we got left.” The Gambler gave Smythe a nod. “Been a pleasure, Mr. President.”
Legree did not stand, a slight Smythe didn’t miss. Smythe studied the two of them — The Gambler, Maurice Legree, and the Pious Man, Silas Worthington — sitting side by side at the table across from him. If these two had somehow made peace with one another and allied against him…
“Mr. President,” Primm said, a reminder that it was time to leave.
Without so much as a wave, Smythe turned and left as abruptly as he’d come. He didn’t linger long enough to see the knowing glance the Gambler and the Pious Man exchanged.
A quarter turn o’ the clock later and the presidential carriage was back on the road, chewing up the miles and putting the detour to the abandoned inn well behind them. Their next stop was a waiting airship, followed by a fast flight northeast to Richmond.
Smythe didn’t speak a word after leaving the meeting but kept his thoughts to himself. He’d been content to drink several glasses of wine and to brood and to plot. After his third glass, a course of action became clear, a course of action which, once taken, could not be undone. In an instant, Smythe made his choice, the only choice he could have made.
"Trevor, my boy,” Smythe said.
Smythe’s aide looked up from his papers. If he was surprised that Smythe had finally broken his long silence, he didn’t let on. “Yes, Mr. President?”
“I need you to do me a favor.”
“Of course, sir,” Primm said. “Anything.”
“I need you to get a message out for me.”
“To whom, sir?”
“Isn’t that obvious, Trevor? Why, to our man in the Department of Strategic Intelligence, of course."



4 UNION CAPITAL OF WASHINGTON, D.C - K STREET, SEPTEMBER 1866
MONTCLAIR MANEUVERED his brute through the bustling streets of Washington, streets which would no longer exist if not, at least in part, for him.
President Grant had been gracious enough to send Montclair an escort. They’d provided him the brute, a gorgeous piece of machinery fashioned from blackened iron. At full speed, he could be there in minutes, but in the crowded streets of Washington D.C., they moved the clockwerk draft horses along at a slow trot.
Montclair looked at the smartly dressed soldiers he rode alongside. Pride swelled in his chest to be so honored as to ride with such men and women. An honor indeed, but to Montclair’s mind, an unnecessary one.
Despite the protests of his crew, Montclair took no troops from Vindication with him. Captain Shaley, head of Montclair’s airship guard, nearly had to be restrained rather than allow her commanding officer to go into the city unaccompanied.
Montclair grimaced at the memory. Loyalty was fine up to a point, but obeying orders came first. Montclair made a mental note to speak to the captain about her behavior and harrumphed at the misplaced concern. He could more than take care of himself. Their worry for his well-being was touching, but if he wasn’t safe in the Union capital, then where was he safe? Why was he always explaining that to his crew? It occurred to Montclair that he’d gone through the exact same thing last time he was here.
Montclair and his escort followed the same path he’d taken the last time he was called to the White House, except then it had been the dead of night. Only clockwerk servants and the occasional alchemist’s acolyte had marked their passage before.
This time, heavy black curtains were shut tight behind the windows of the guildhalls, with neither an alchemist nor an acolyte to be seen. This time, the city pulsed with energy as throngs of people went on about their daily lives. The musical clacking and whirring of clockwerks joined in with the sounds of metal hooves on cobblestone, neighing horses, and steam carriages, all mingling into the cacophony of Washington city life. Spoken and shouted conversations and children’s squeals of delight added to the chorus. The buzz of the Union capital surrounded Montclair, and he breathed it in deep.
The early autumn air cooled his skin, perfumed as it was with smells of Washington: horseflesh, machine oil, the mighty Potomac, and the heady scent of fallen apples. The city teemed with energy, brimming with life, life that had come razor-close to being snuffed out.
As they passed the turn that would have taken them to the National Mall, Montclair risked a glance upward. They’d made a great deal of progress on President Washington’s monument. His eyes drifted toward its base, to the grounds of the National Mall, the same hallowed ground where he’d help defend the city during the Battle of the Potomac. He flexed his clockwerk hand, the gloved mechanical appendage a permanent reminder of that night, and of an army’s last, desperate, maniacal bid for victory.
The trenches and blast pits, ragged wounds of war, had been erased from the Mall grounds. Montclair thought of the troops he’d lost on the now-verdant field and felt the pain of losing them afresh. The beauty of the pristine field rang false. Images filled his mind of the blood spilled there, of the death and the destruction. It was all still too recent, too fresh, as to be covered by as simple a thing as a layer of new green grass.
Moments later, the manicured grounds of the White House came into view. The guards waved Montclair and his escort through a six-foot, spike-tipped iron fence. Just inside were the gatehouse and stables. Montclair pulled his brute to a halt before dismounting and surrendering the creature to a mechanist. He smacked the brute on its rear flank with a reverberating clang. Montclair laughed as the mechanist lead it away, enjoying his brief respite from the burdens of command.
A moment later, a Union lieutenant appeared. The lieutenant saluted. “Good afternoon Colonel,” he said.
Montclair returned the salute. The soldier had a strange look on his face, as if he wasn’t quite sure Montclair was real.
“I’m Lieutenant Marten, one of the president’s adjutants.” The lieutenant pointed toward the White House, indicating the way. ”If you’ll please follow me, sir.”
Montclair trailed the lieutenant up the wide, front stairs of the presidential manse, up and onto the columned porch, and then into the home of the duly elected leader of the Union, one of the most powerful men in the world. They hurried through the commotion of the ground floor, past an army of adjutants, servants, and clockwerks, all scurrying to and fro like ants scavenging for crumbs. Montclair dodged a politician flanked by clockwerks, and a young woman with a cartful of packages, somehow managing to lose his guide in the process. Montclair scanned the crowd and spotted the lieutenant heading up a set of marble stairs leading to the second floor, taking them two at a time.
Montclair pushed his way through the throng and caught up before the lieutenant even realized he was missing. From there, they were waved through a second guard station before taking an elevator lift to a third floor. When the lift doors opened, Montclair found himself in a section of the White House he wasn’t familiar with.
The lieutenant exited and invited Montclair to do the same. “Welcome to the executive wing, Colonel,” he said.
Polished clockwerk soldiers, their chest compartments painted a proud Union blue, patrolled the hallways. Lush carpeting, polished walls, tastefully displayed antiquities… Montclair took a deep breath. This was a long way from the yellow oval office he’d seen on his last visit.
Montclair followed the lieutenant to a large set of doors, both emblazoned with the presidential seal. Two soldiers in immaculate uniforms stood guard outside them.
“Here’s where I leave you, Colonel,” the lieutenant said.
Montclair offered the young officer his hand. “I appreciate you being my guide today, Lieutenant Marten.”
The lieutenant hesitated.
Montclair frowned. “Bit of advice, lieutenant. When a senior officer offers a handshake, it’s generally best to take it.”
A look of horror crossed the lieutenant’s face. “Oh, no, sir! I-I meant no offense. It’s just that I — what I mean to say… well, my family is here in Washington, sir. I know what you did, Colonel. If not for you, we’d all be…” The lieutenant swallowed. “What I mean to say, sir, is…thank you.”
The lieutenant’s thanks caught Montclair like a surprise blow to the chest. Montclair mumbled something he hoped sounded like “you’re welcome” and turned to face the doors. Christ the Healer, but he hoped the man would take the hint and walk away.
All the “hero of the Battle of the Potomac” clamor had been bad enough. It was worse now, since the events of last year. Since then, Montclair had kept as low a profile as possible, especially in Washington. The last time he was here, he’d been recognized once, in a tavern. He’d been uncertain of how to handle all the back-slapping and offers of drinks that followed. They’d all wanted to hear the story, and with each repeating, he’d been more loathe to tell it.
Since then, Montclair hadn’t enjoyed even a moment’s peace in Washington. He suddenly found himself glad for the pressing meeting with the president. It made for an excellent excuse to escape the uncomfortable attention. Montclair risked a backward glance. Relief washed over him as he watched the lieutenant walk back toward the elevator.
One of the sentries in the hallway knocked twice on the presidential seal. The sound of a lock turning crept out in response, and the doors swung inward. The sentries executed rifle salutes as Montclair stepped inside.
He’d never seen the executive wing, much less the executive office. The first thing he noticed was the view. Elegant blue drapes framed a vast window overlooking the White House gardens. Beyond the gardens, President Washington’s monument reached toward the heavens, still surrounded by scaffolding but now only missing its apex stone. Beyond the unfinished monument, the Potomac looped and turned, its surface glittering like the scales of some giant, silver serpent.
Montclair’s gaze drifted from the view outside and around the office, from the twin clockwerk guards at either side of the door to the great oaken desk that dominated the room — the president’s desk.
“Good afternoon, Colonel, and welcome.” Mrs. Grant stood and extended her hand.
Montclair froze. Had he missed something?
Rather than leave the First Lady of the Union holding out her hand, Montclair crossed the room in several long strides and took it. For a moment, he wasn’t sure whether to kiss the offered hand or shake it. In the interest of caution, he opted for the latter. “Madam,” he said.
The confusion must have been evident in his voice, if not on his face. “I suppose you were expecting my husband?” Mrs. Grant asked with the barest hint of a smile. “I would further suppose an explanation for his absence is warranted.”
Montclair wondered if the first lady was joking, but there was little humor in her voice.
Mrs. Grant looked Montclair up and down, like a farmer inspecting a draft horse that he didn’t quite know was up to the task. “Before I explain why you’re now speaking to me rather than my husband, I wanted to personally thank you. Not only for your actions on the National Mall, but most especially for stopping that unholy device from destroying us all last year. We owe you an unpayable debt, Colonel, on both counts.”
Montclair looked at the floor. “No thanks are necessary, madam. I was only doing my duty.” Truth be told, Montclair had already received quite enough thanks for one day. “On both counts,” he added. He hoped they could move on from what he found to be a deeply discomfiting subject.
Mrs. Grant nodded. “Very well. Please,” she indicated the chairs in front of her desk, “sit down, Colonel.”
Montclair noticed there were two of them.
Just then, a knock sounded on the double doors.
Mrs. Grant glanced at the grandfather clock on the wall. “Seems my other guest has arrived. My, but you military types are nothing if not punctual. It’s a quality I’ve always admired in my own beloved Ulysses.”
A nod from Mrs. Grant and the clockwerks pulled apart the double doors.
Montclair’s eyes grew wide.
“Welcome back, Colonel Gregory,” the first lady said.
Montclair examined Greg as he walked into the room. The other man’s eyes were bloodshot red, with deep, dark circles underneath. He was freshly shaved, a new bright red nick on his lower jaw from where he’d cut himself. He’d lost a little weight but still carried a fair amount of the muscle he’d had when Montclair last laid eyes on him. His skin had tanned to a dark, golden brown.
Montclair looked Greg in the eye and saw the surprise reflected there. Montclair’s gaze went to the new eagles on his friend’s shoulders.
Montclair stood. “Looks like congratulations are in order,” he said.
Greg turned to the first lady. Confused, his eyes darted back and forth between Montclair and President Grant’s wife like an animal who knew it was caught in a snare.
“I’ve been on assignment,” he blurted out.
“Indeed,” Mrs. Grant said. “Welcome, Colonel Gregory. Thank you for coming.” She again indicated the two chairs in front of the desk. “Please, gentlemen, do be seated.”
Montclair looked at Greg. Neither spoke nor shook the other’s hand.
The first lady sat down behind the president’s desk with a flourish of her skirts.
Julia Grant picked up a brass bell. “May I offer either of you gentlemen some refreshment?”
Montclair shook his head. Greg did likewise.
“Well, I hope you don’t mind indulging me, then,” she said.
The first lady rang the bell a single time. A clockwerk servant bearing a tray of coffee entered from a side door. The clockwerk set the tray down and with stiff, mechanical movements and poured cups for the three of them. When its work was done, the clockwerk excused itself with a bow.
The first lady took a sip of her coffee. Her eyes closed with pleasure. “Delightful,” she said, more to herself than Montclair or Greg. She pointed to their two cups, untouched. “Apologies, gentlemen. The technists are still working on getting the punchcard programming correct.” She shook her head. “The clockwerks on the serving staff have been particularly vexing. Can’t seem to get them to differentiate between when someone does or does not want refreshment.” She shrugged. “Something about the auditory vibrations of the serving bell I believe was the explanation.”
She took another sip. “Before we begin, it is in no small part because of you both that we’re sitting here this afternoon. I wanted to thank you,” she looked at Montclair, ”both of you this time, for that.”
She paused before continuing. “Now that the pleasantries are out of the way, you’re both wondering two things, the first is why you’re here. And the second thing you’re wondering, gentlemen, is where in the hell is the President of the Union?”
Montclair and Gregory sat in stunned silence, both savvy enough to be surprised but not show it. They waited for the first lady to continue, neither looking at the other.
The first lady took another sip of her coffee. “Both of you have previously been allowed into the deepest confidences of your government. I trust I don't have to reiterate this, but what is spoken in this room does not leave this room. The information I’m about to share with you is need-to-know. Do I make myself clear?”
“Of course, madam,” Montclair said.
“Of course,” Greg agreed.
“Good. Enough of that, then.” The first lady sighed. “As you are both aware, my Ulys is fond of his drink. Perhaps too fond.”
The first lady’s lip quivered. Montclair looked away while she took a moment and collected herself.
“When my husband last spoke with you, he was under a great deal of strain. The assassination of Jefferson Davis, traitorous turncoat though he was, almost resulted in renewed war with the Confederacy. The pressure drove Ulys to seek out the comforts of the bottle, but it was last year’s near destruction of Washington that finally sent him over the edge. And so for the past several months, I have secretly been running the country in his stead.”
Greg opened his mouth to speak, but seemed to think better of it. Montclair forgot himself and swore aloud in French.
“Apologies, madam,” he followed quickly.
“None necessary, Colonel. I feel much the same way.”
“Who else knows, madam?” Greg asked.
“Several members of the presidential guard, as well as a select few adjutants and aides. We dry Ulys out long enough to make public appearances. Then, we usher him back here to recover.” The first lady glanced at the ceiling above them, where Montclair presumed the president’s private chambers were located. “Even now, he lies upstairs in a drunken stupor.”
“The president is a great man,” Montclair said. “Is there anything we can do?”
For the first time, Mrs. Grant allowed herself more than the hint of a smile. “No. All that can be done for him is being done, although the offer is very sweet of you, Colonel. You know, you’d make a fine politician. Ever considered running for office?”
Montclair made a face. “Perish the thought, madam.”
“A shame.” The first lady grew serious again. “This brings me to the other question you both have, which is, ‘why did I call you here in the first place?’”
The first lady pulled two dossiers from the executive desk and handed one to each of them. Montclair flipped the leather-bound documents open to a daguerreotype of a woman. Like Montclair, she was Creole. Her face seemed vaguely familiar to him, like someone he’d met once long ago and should have been able to place, but couldn’t.
“Two months ago,” Mrs. Grant began, “DSI agents stationed in the Confederacy began picking up increased diplomatic traffic between the Louisiana Territories and Richmond.”
A sharp pain shot through Montclair at the mention of the Louisiana Territories. His thoughts turned for an instant to his native New Orleans.
“The territories are already a part of the Confederacy,” Greg said. “Why would an increase in diplomatic traffic be cause for concern?”
“Because, Colonel Gregory, the Louisiana Territories have been thinking of seceding again.”
Greg laughed. “That seems foolish, madam. Why would they think they could do better alone? Especially given all the external threats the Confederacy is facing?”
There was a map included in the dossier, outlining the borders of the Union and Confederacy. There was a deep black scar across the belly of what had once been the U.S., indicating the wastelands of the Demilitarized Zone. Montclair studied the map, paying particular attention to the areas highlighted as part of the Louisianan Territories.
A thought occurred to him, and he gave it a voice. “They plan to take the Republic of Texas with them.”
Mrs. Grant raised an eyebrow. “Not first in your class at West Point for nothing, were you, Colonel Montclair? Those territories are the key to everything, gentleman. Without them, Smythe is significantly weakened. Were he to lose them, we’d bring a swift end to all this ‘stalemate’ nonsense.” The first lady lowered her eyes. She picked up a quill pen and gripped it until the blood drained from her fist. “For Smythe’s plans of conquest to succeed he must have Texas. To have Texas, he must have Louisiana. And to have Louisiana, he must have the city of New Orleans. And that, gentlemen, is exactly what we cannot allow.” She looked up at Montclair. “Colonel, I believe you’re familiar with the Crescent City?”
Thoughts of home and the way he’d chosen to leave stabbed Montclair like a knife to the gut. Heartache, suppressed for years, came raging back, tearing open a wound Montclair thought had long since healed. “I was familiar with it, ma’am, at one time.”
“Outstanding. Then this will be an opportunity for you to re-familiarize yourself.” She looked from Montclair to Gregory. “You two made a fine team the last time you worked together. I’ve no doubt you shall do so again.”
“I understand the gravity of the situation, madam,” Montclair said, “but with all due respect, this sounds like work better suited for DSI.” Montclair looked at Greg, who squirmed uncomfortably in his chair.
The first lady nodded. “Indeed it does, Colonel, and that is precisely why they will be involved in this operation as well.” Her eyes went to Greg. “Thanks to the fine work of the Department, we’ve identified two additional persons of interest.”
Montclair raised an eyebrow. “Persons of interest?” He held up his dossier. “So the woman in this daguerreotype…”
Mrs. Grant nodded. “Is the first. Therese Truveaux, a major power in the New Orleans underworld. The only significant power that matters, to hear some tell it. Does her name mean anything to you, Colonel?”
Montclair shook his head. “No, ma’am,” he said.
Something about the woman’s face felt so familiar, though. Montclair chalked it up to the culture of New Orleans, where everyone thought they knew everyone else. Probably because, more often than not, they did.
“And how does this woman Truveaux figure in to all this?” he asked.
“She’s using her vast criminal and financial resources to back a play that will make her ten times more dangerous than she is now,” Mrs. Grant said. “She’s running for the Senate.”
Montclair frowned. “That is… troubling, to say the least, but again, this sounds like work for the spymasters. Why us?”
“DSI is a tool,” Mrs. Grant said, “but even the best tools have their limitations. They first alerted us to this mess with Smythe and New Orleans, but now, I’m afraid their sources of information have run dry.”
“Truveaux discovered their agent?” Greg asked.
Mrs. Grant shrugged. “A possibility? We don’t have that information at this time. Or perhaps there’s a problem internally within DSI. Either way, a political alliance between Smythe and this woman Truveaux is too important to ignore, and I need someone I can trust to figure out what’s going on.”
Montclair raised a brow. “You’re saying you can’t trust DSI?”
“There have been reports of some… internal strife within the Department. As of now, those are only reports, but I can’t risk bringing in any new agents. As far as I know, this office can trust the ones who are on the job now, but I can’t say the same for anyone who isn’t currently read in. That’s why I’ve called you gentlemen here.”
Montclair furrowed his brow. Internal strife? Sounded like it could mean trouble later on. He made a mental note to contact Scarlet.
“And the other targets?” Greg asked.
"Not yet targets, Colonel,” Mrs. Grant corrected. “Persons of interest. Now, we know Smythe was responsible for the death of Davis last year. We just don’t have the proof.” The first lady looked at Montclair. “We also know that he and the Confederate general you killed were working together.”
Montclair’s clockwerk hand drifted to the deep scar on his abdomen. He rubbed at the gnarled tissue without thinking, the feel of the cut from Horton’s saber still fresh in his mind.
“What we’ve learned recently,” the first lady continued, “is that Smythe had two other co-conspirators.”
Greg stroked the newly smooth surface of his chin. “Makes sense. The scheme to kill Davis and get Smythe elected had to be an intricate affair. There’s no way one person, even a very skilled one, could’ve pull it off alone.”
“Exactly,” Mrs. Grant said. “As to those two other persons of interest? You two needn’t concern yourselves with them. There are still some resources within DSI that have the trust of the Office of the President. They’ll handle it. Given the work you did in conjunction with the department last year, and, of course, Colonel Gregory’s most recent collaborative efforts, working with the spymasters again shouldn’t be an issue.”
Montclair watched Greg out of the corner of his eye. The first lady’s mention of Greg’s ‘most recent collaboration’ all but confirmed Montclair’s suspicions. Greg had been working with Strategic Intelligence, but just what in the hell had his friend been up to since he’d last seen him? With DSI in the equation, it could have been any number of unsavory things.
“This will be a multi-pronged attack,” Mrs. Grant said. “You two will address Smythe’s southern concerns via Senate Candidate Truveaux. Meanwhile, DSI will handle the dismantling of the rest of the Cabal."
“The Cabal?” Montclair asked.
The first lady nodded. “That’s how Smythe and his cohorts refer to themselves.”
Greg snorted. “Sounds like something from a pulp novel.”
“Indeed,” the first lady replied.
“Funny names aside,” Greg said, “this isn’t the first time we’ve encountered Smythe, ma’am. He knows what we look like. I’m afraid he or some of his people will see us coming. We’re no good to the mission if our cover’s blown.”
The first lady nodded. “A reasonable concern, Colonel Gregory.” She turned to Montclair. “Care to address Colonel Gregory’s concerns?”
Montclair knew what the first lady was getting at. “It’s almost time for Masquerade," he said. "It’s an annual tradition in New Orleans, going back to before the United States was even a country. As part of the celebration, the entire city is masked. We’ll have a week of anonymity.”
Greg frowned. “Still sounds risky.”
“It is a risk,” the first lady said, “but a calculated one. And besides, this is not a request, gentlemen. Make no mistake, when given the recent issues we’ve seen within the Department, you are the two best-suited assets we have to complete this job. Especially you, Colonel Montclair. No one in our government has more experience in New Orleans than you."
The first lady stood, signaling an end to the meeting. Montclair and Greg both got to their feet.
“With Smythe moving to consolidate power, the danger grows by the hour. We know he has designs on the Mexican Empire. And we’ve heard rumors he’s trying to recruit allies in Europe. If he does, I shudder to think what may happen if they enter the fray. Talk of renewed hostilities between North and South is already spreading. Unless we stop Smythe and his allies… we stand upon the precipice of war, gentlemen, a war we must prevent at any cost.”



5 WASHINGTON, D.C. - DSI HEADQUARTERS, SEPTEMBER 1866
SCARLET CHEWED at her bottom lip. A sheen of cold sweat covered her brow. Her stomach felt as if it were tied in knots. Copperhead walked next to her. He hadn’t spoken a word since they’d arrived.
She hadn’t seen Copperhead this anxious since… come to think of it, she’d never seen him this anxious. Her minder maintained control. Always. Even his palsy spells had seemed to slow these last months.
They took the first of several twists and turns in silence. The labyrinthine layout of the Department’s headquarters was no accident, its purposeful design created to confuse any would-be intruders. For the first time, Scarlet appreciated the extra measure of security. The usual frustration from the delay of getting on with business was now replaced by a strange sense of relief. Lives were going to change in the next few moments, and Scarlet preferred to keep those few moments at bay for as long as she could.
“You’re certain Senator Huffman and Chairman Cummings were delayed?” Copperhead asked, breaking the tense silence.
“Yes, sir,” Scarlet replied. It was the third time he’d asked about the two absent Oversight Committee members this morning. “Both are out of harm’s way. Their steam carriage was held up over a mile from here at the last military checkpoint, just as you ordered.”
Copperhead nodded. “Good. The only blood I want spilled today is McCormick’s.”
The shared history between Copperhead and McCormick was wrought with hatred and impossible to ignore, so much so that Scarlet feared the animosity clouded her minder’s judgment.
“We need him alive, sir,” she reminded him, “for questioning.”
Copperhead grunted. “Of course.”
Scarlet frowned, unconvinced he would be able to restrain himself this time. There was too much bad blood, too much ill will between him and McCormick.
Copperhead had been tense of late. Understandable, of course, given all he had on his mind. Planning and executing a coup within a spy organization was no easy task after all. But the multiple repeat questions, the terse replies, and the brooding introspection wasn’t like him at all.
Christ the Healer, I’ll be glad when this is over, she thought with a sigh.
Scarlet felt the reassuring weight of the pistols strapped underneath her dress. A phalanx of clockwerks and a platoon of Marines at their backs would have been nice, too, but the pistols were something at least.
They rounded a corner where two adjoining halls merged into one, forming an intersection and continuing on down a long, single corridor. Dublin, one of Copperhead’s oldest colleagues and a senior agent at the Department, waited for them at the nexus of the intersection. His protégé, Paladin, stood next to him, both waiting. The sight of the old Irish spymaster and his tall, ebony-skinned protégé helped to ease Scarlet’s nerves. As co-conspirators went, they were great ones to have. She’d never seen an operation go sideways when these two were involved. She saw no reason why today should be any different.
The four agents exchanged pleasantries and continued marching toward the meeting room. As they walked and talked, Scarlet took everything in, paying special attention to the clockwerk soldiers positioned at intervals along the hallway. Layers upon layers of security comprised the defense of DSI headquarters in what was designed to be a series of impenetrable, concentric rings. The high security was meant to keep anyone - or anything - out, but with Dublin’s assistance, they’d burrowed a hole.
That security would ensure their privacy while they got what they needed from McCormick and commandeered the documents in his office.
With any luck, Dublin’s efforts would buy them time to prove that McCormick was working for the Confederacy. But first, they had to implement Copperhead’s plan, and the clockwerk soldiers in the hall were an integral part of that plan.
Two of the automatons flanked the meeting room doors, their bayonet-tipped rifles at right-shoulder-arms. The human guards normally posted there were relieved for the day, per Copperhead’s orders. Clockwerks were replaceable, but Scarlet’s minder wanted as little human collateral damage as possible. The two clockwerks, their mechanisms and plating polished to a mirror-like shine, pulled open the doors and stood aside as the four agents entered.
Vice Chairman McCormick squatted behind an enormous desk. He looked up from a platter piled high with pastries. At his left sat a pot of steaming coffee and service for five.
Service for five? Warning claxons sounded in Scarlet’s mind.
McCormick smiled, his eyes disappearing into the thick folds of flesh on his face. “Copperhead,” he said, “what a pleasant surprise. I’ll have to speak to the technists who programmed the door guards’ punchcards. I left specific orders that I was not to be disturbed during breakfast. But since you’re here…” McCormick shrugged. “And I see you and Dublin have brought along your protégées as well? How excellent. It’s always a delight to see field agents here at headquarters. Do come in, all of you. I’ve actually been meaning to call a meeting.” The Vice Chairman held a powdered pastry — a frycake, from the look of it — in his hand. “May I offer you all coffee? Or a frycake, perhaps?” He gestured to the small mountain of them heaped on the plate in front of him.
No one spoke as the clockwerks shut the doors behind them. When the agents and the Vice Chairman were alone, Copperhead stepped forward.
“It’s over, Patrick,” he said heavily.
McCormick looked stricken. He dabbed at the corners of his mouth with a linen cloth. Scarlet noticed he’d missed a spot. A blob of jellied fruit filling adorned one bulbous cheek.
The Vice Chairman waved his hand and grinned. “There’s no need for such dramatics, Nathaniel.” His forced smile widened. “I admit it. I haven’t the faintest idea what you’re talking about.”
“You know damned well what I’m talking about,” Copperhead growled. “You’ve been working to undermine DSI ever since you killed Senator Valentine and weaseled your way onto the Oversight Committee, and I suspect you had Confederate help, though I have no proof of it. Yet. Either way, it ends now.” Copperhead drew his Colt and cocked it. “Agent Patrick McCormick, by the rightful power of the Department of Strategic Intelligence, I’m taking you into custody.”
Scarlet, Dublin, and Paladin drew their pistols as well. A look of horror bloomed on McCormick’s face. They had him, and he knew it. Scarlet hoped McCormick would see reason. He was caught with no good options for getting out. The Vice Chairman’s terrified look gave her hope that this would be bloodless. If he was frightened enough, maybe he would go along quietly.
Then, slowly, the look of fright on McCormick’s face transformed to one of amusement. McCormick began to chuckle, the chortle morphing into a full, throaty laugh. When it ended, McCormick wiped his eyes with the same linen cloth he’d used to remove the pastry crumbs. He shook his head. “Oh Nathaniel,” he said. “Poor, brave, stupid, incorruptible Nathaniel. I’ve played the game just as long as you have. Did you really think I wouldn't find out?” McCormick looked to Copperhead’s left. “Dublin, if you would, please?"
Dublin turned and placed his Colt against Copperhead’s temple. "Sorry, old lad," he said.
Dublin whistled and six Department of Strategic Intelligence clockwerks — the same six who were supposed to help escort McCormick to a holding cell after his arrest — entered the room and surrounded Copperhead, Scarlet, and Paladin.
Scarlet watched Copperhead’s jaw clench. Her body tensed, muscles coiled spring-tight in anticipation of the fight she was certain was to come.
“Wouldn’t do it if I were you, lass,” Dublin said as he pulled a second pistol and pointed it at her. The Irish DSI agent grinned. "We’ll have that iron now, girl, and yours too, gents, if you please.”
Scarlet looked at her mentor. He shook his head in an almost imperceptibly slight left-to-right movement. Most would have missed it, but to Scarlet, the message was crystal clear. Don’t do it.
Copperhead’s hand shook as he de-cocked the pistol and tossed it away. Scarlet gritted her teeth and held back tears as she did the same.
“You betrayed us!" Paladin shouted, his chiseled features contorting into a grimace of rage. He gripped his pistol tight.
Dublin sucked his teeth in disapproval. “Ah, lad, I’d hoped you’d see it different than that.”
Paladin roared and drew down on his minder.
“No!” Copperhead screamed. Too late.
Dublin didn’t blink as he fired a single shot straight into his protégé’s heart.
Hatred burned through Scarlet’s body like living flame. A scream escaped her lips, the sound full of rage and indignation. She went for Dublin’s throat — only Copperhead’s iron embrace stopped her attack. He grabbed her and hugged her tight, shielding her with his own body from both Dublin’s pistols and the leveled rifles of the clockwerks.
Dublin stepped around the mechanical soldiers and examined the rapidly cooling corpse of his protégé. “Shame,” the Irishman said, looking down at what remained of Paladin. “The lad had true potential.” Dublin shook his head. “A damned shame.” He shrugged and walked over to stand next to McCormick.
Scarlet looked around in disbelief. How could things have gone so wrong so fast?
No, she said to herself.
Action had always been her mantra. When attacked, attack. When ambushed, assault through. It was time to take back control, even if it was the last thing she ever did.
Scarlet went for the backup pistol hidden under her skirts.
Copperhead stayed her hand. “No,” he said, his voice devoid of emotion, the single word an eerie echo of what she’d just told herself. “We can't win this."
Scarlet took a second look at the situation, this time with the analytical eye of a practiced tactician. She and her minder were surrounded, encircled by clockwerks with rifles and bayonets at the ready. As if that wasn’t enough, there was Dublin, who, traitor or not, was a trained DSI assassin. Even if they were somehow able to get past Dublin and the clockwerks, who knew what else waited for them outside in the hallway? Paladin, the only other person inside the building they could trust, lay dead at their feet. Scarlet saw that her minder was right. They couldn’t win this. Not now.
Copperhead looked her in the eye and spoke, his tone gentle. “What’s the one thing a DSI agent needs that can’t be taught?”
Tears, hot and full of anger, threatened to burst from Scarlet’s eyes. It was all she could do to hold them back. She didn’t trust herself to speak.
“Come now,” Copperhead said, low enough so that only she could hear. “What’s the one thing? I’ve repeated it to you often enough.”
“Patience,” she managed to say, proud of herself for allowing not a single tear to fall.
Copperhead nodded, satisfied. The coup was over before it had even begun, thanks to Dublin’s treachery. Scarlet buried her head in Copperhead’s shoulder, comforted by the smell of shaving lather and pipe tobacco.
McCormick shuffled from behind his desk. “Can’t say I didn’t warn you, Copperhead. You may be good in the field, my friend, maybe even the best. I’ll allow you that. But you knew I was always your better within these halls. Always able to see an angle, always able to think three, four, even five steps ahead. Foresight was the one skill you lacked, but I excelled at. Yet you tried me anyway.” The Vice Chairman took his time, shifting his bulk to within an inch of Copperhead. He looked up at Scarlet’s minder. An evil grin split his face. “Perhaps if you write out a full confession owning up to your crimes — all your crimes — then I’ll forgive you.”
Copperhead glared down at the Vice Chairman, his eyes like twin daggers. Then, he smiled back at McCormick, just before delivering a gob of spit full into the Vice Chairman’s face.
McCormick’s thick head and neck turned a raging beet red. He pulled a linen handkerchief from his amply-sized coat, reached up, and wiped the spittle from his mouth and cheeks. “Clamp him in irons,” he hissed.
One of the clockwerks produced a set of iron cuffs and locked them around Copperhead’s wrists.
McCormick turned to Dublin. “I want sanctions issued on the other two co-conspirators immediately.”
Dublin nodded. "We’ll take care of Mockingbird and Athena, sir, but what about the boy?"
"The Bookkeeper?” McCormick waved the idea away. “He’s of no value. Barely out of Indoctrination as I understand it. They didn’t trust him enough to involve him in this little attempt, so I think it’s safe to leave the boy where he is. Besides, I have plans for him, and we have someone watching over his shoulder to make sure he steps right where we need him to.” McCormick turned and looked Copperhead in the eye. “But as for the others? You’ll see every last one of them die, Copperhead. And afterwards… it’s the hangman’s dance for you.”
Scarlet’s mind raced. There had to be a way out of this. There was always a way out.
Dublin walked up to her. He produced a needle from his coat pocket. “We haven’t forgotten about you, girly.”
Scarlet moved into a fighting position, but clockwerks to either side pinned her arms, holding her in place with their vise-like grip.
McCormick eyed Scarlet, examining her from head to toe. His eyes lingered at her bosom, her hips. McCormick licked his lips. Scarlet snarled at him like a caged animal just waiting for the opportunity to rend its captor to shreds.
McCormick laughed. “Just to show you that I’m a fair man, Copperhead, I’ll let your delicious protégé live.”
Copperhead looked at Scarlet with a gaze that broke her heart. There was guilt there. Guilt and pain. She knew how his mind worked. To his thinking, he was responsible for everything that had happened.
McCormick held up a single, sausage-like finger. “But,” he began, ”as every agent knows, there are for worse fates than a quick, simple death.” He smiled again, a cruel glint in his eye. “That’s right, Nathaniel. She won’t be sanctioned, but she’ll probably wish she had been. Now, isn’t that merciful of me?”
Scarlet’s hands formed into fists clenched tight, her nails drawing blood. So those were her choices. Die right here in a futile attempt to finish this, or most likely die by the hand of some Strategic Intelligence torture specialist. She opened her mouth, fully intent on delivering a diatribe foul enough to make a Union sailor blush, when McCormick spoke, cutting her off.
“Take her away,” he ordered.
“No!” Scarlet screamed.
“What about Copperhead?” Dublin asked.
“I have plans for him as well.”
It was the last she heard as the two clockwerks dragged her, fighting, from the room. From there, she guessed her next stop would be the holding cells, and then the Healer knew what would happen.
It was useless to fight clockwerks, her arms clamped to her sides as they were. Instead, she relaxed and focused on her breathing. When she’d calmed herself, Scarlet remembered the route to the holding cells took them right back the way they’d come this morning, past the sentinel clockwerks in the hallway.
And right past Copperhead’s contingency plan.
Once initiated, her minder’s plan was good for only one shot. If she used it, her minder wouldn’t be able to. Scarlet bit her lip, pushed back the tears that had somehow suddenly brimmed in her eyes. She eliminated the emotion and tried to think rationally. There was no guarantee they would even bring Copperhead this way, and if she didn’t use the opportunity escape now, there would be no one left to warn the others that McCormick had discovered them or to help Copperhead escape for that matter.
The hallway was just around the next bend. She took a deep breath and made up her mind.
“I don’t suppose we could discuss this?” she asked her mechanical captors.
Of course neither responded. The auditory horns embedded in their iron skulls allowed them to “hear” only in a manner of speaking. They could follow direction from the human voice, but clockwerks themselves did not possess the power of speech. They did only what their programmed punchcards told them to do. And that was precisely what would make her escape possible.
The clockwerks to either side of her clasped her arms in their iron grips, marching her straight toward the waiting hands of some of DSI’s most skilled purveyors of pain. They reached the beginning of the hallway where Strategic Intelligence clockwerks stood alongside the walls like suits of medieval armor.
“Fine,” Scarlet said to her clockwerk escorts. “If you two aren’t up to talking this over, I guess we’ll just have to do it the hard way. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
When they were halfway down the hall, Scarlet voiced the command.
“Omega!” she shouted.
At the sound of the code word, the special punchcards Copperhead had arranged to be installed in the sentinels kicked in. The statue-like clockwerks shifted to life, bringing their rifles to bear. They immediately began firing on one another.
The first volley of shots blasted the head from Scarlet’s rightmost mechanical captor. Scarlet wasted no time grabbing the disabled machine's weapon, dropping and delivering a sweeping kick to the knee joint of the clockwerk on her left. The iron man fell, taking her right along with it. Scarlet shouldered her commandeered weapon with her free hand and dumped a quarter of the magazine into the clockwerk’s ice-blue optical circuits. It released its grip and fell backward, ceasing to function. Scarlet scrambled and low-crawled with a vengeance, keeping her head below the unleashed hell of multiple clockwerks firing on one another from less than six feet apart. Rounds, jagged pieces of iron, plaster, and wood chips flew. No way a full-on gunfight wouldn’t get someone’s attention. It would only be minutes before the whole place came running.
Damnation, Scarlet! She swore at herself as she frantically crawled beneath the onslaught. Think!
It hit her, just as the alarms began to sound. She cleared the deadly section of hallway and stood up running, skidding to a stop and bringing the rifle up to clear the corner ahead of her. If memory served, her exfil was midway down the next hall. Judging by the frantic approaching shouts she heard, she had only seconds to get to it.
Scarlet slung the rifle, cursing her skirts as she lifted them and sprinted down the hall. She slid to a stop in front of the small door and slid it open. She gripped the rifle, turned, and thrust herself backward into the dumbwaiter, her boots clearing the edge and the door falling down just as the shouts reached her ears. Soon, the clamor of alarm passed. She was sitting, cramped, in total darkness.
The first iron strand went with a sound like the plucking of a piano string.
Damnation.
The dumbwaiters were designed to support messages, food trays, and the like - not rogue agents fleeing for their lives after unsuccessful coup attempts.
The second iron strand followed quickly, and the rest went in rapid succession. A final snap and Scarlet was free and falling, plummeting through the darkness.
The dumbwaiter met the cellar floor with a resounding crash, the miniature lift thankfully taking the brunt of the damage from the fall. Scarlet took a second to ensure all her parts were where she remembered them to be before she burst out of the wreckage, coughing, and ran smack into two surprised members of the kitchen staff.
At the sight of the dust- and plaster-covered girl and her rifle, they dropped their baskets of potatoes and onions, hands flying in the air.
“I was never here,” Scarlet said as she raced past them, knowing the terrified kitchen workers would report every detail.
Scarlet, gathered skirts in one hand and repeating rifle in the other, took the stairs two at a time up to the building’s stone kitchen. The sounds of the alarms greeted her, growing louder the farther up the stairs she went. The kitchen was abandoned this time of day. It was right after breakfast service but before the cooks were set to prepare for lunch. Residual warmth emanated from the hearth as she dashed past. While she ran, the roots of an escape plan formed and began to take shape.
The property Strategic Intelligence headquarters occupied had once been a private estate. The land and its buildings had been donated to the city of Washington by Sophia Livingstone, the last surviving member of a very wealthy family. Sophia, a true patriot, had died without an heir, so she’d gifted the prime Washington real estate to her country. The main DSI headquarters consisted of large brick building, old even when Strategic Intelligence had been established, that had once served as the expansive manse the Livingstones called their home. The property sat on ten acres, all of it surrounded by high stone fencing topped with iron and secured via mechanical, human, and canine patrols. In the event of an emergency, the entire headquarters compound was locked down tight. There would be no getting through the main gate, which was the sole point of exit and entry.
No, she needed a new away out, and if her luck held, she knew just where she could get it.
The building’s attached stone kitchen faced northwest, not thirty yards from the entrance to a long, low building - the mechanist’s shop, where Scarlet’s desperate, cobbled-together plan now led her.
Scarlet sprinted those thirty yards, barely missing a roving patrol rushing toward the main structure. All attention now was focused on the place from which she’d made her escape, not the outlying buildings. She entered the mechanist shop, breathless and ragged, rifle at the ready.
“Ms. Scarlet?” she heard someone say.
He sat amidst a pile of gears and parts, a tiny wrench in one hand, thick goggles perched atop his nose, mouth agape in surprise.
Scarlet lowered her rifle. She’d seen him before. Had spoken to him even on numerous occasions, but she’d always been too busy or too preoccupied with her and Copperhead’s latest mission to even bother getting his name, an error she now sorely regretted. The Department maintained him and several others in order to keep the clockwerks and brutes in good running order. He’d always seemed a decent enough fellow, but she didn’t know where his loyalties were. She had to tread carefully.
She smiled. “Good morning.” Better to start slow and see how it played out.
“Ms. Scarlet… is all this,” he indicated the alarms, the shouting, “for you?”
Scarlet looked at him. Middle aged, sagging jowls, hair thinning. Eyes kind and intelligent but cautious. She thought she recalled he had a family. Would he give her up? Only one way to find out.
“I’m afraid it is,” she said.
He looked around and nodded once to himself. He met her eyes. “What you need is at the back of the shop. It’s not fully repaired, but it’ll get you out of here. Don’t know how far afterward, though.”
“It’ll be far enough,” she said. “I won’t forget this.”
“I’ll have to raise the alarm, Ms. Scarlet. I can give you three minutes.”
She smiled at him, her heart tearing at the thought of leaving Copperhead behind. “I’ll only need two.”
Scarlet ran to the back of the workshop and stopped at a dusty, cream-colored tarp. She slung her rifle, reached up, and ripped it away with a flourish.
The iron beast underneath was not lovely. Rusted plates covered its shoulders and withers. One glass eye was broken out. The leather on the saddle was cracked from dry rot in some places, ripped in others. It was the most beautiful brute she’d ever laid eyes on.
“She’s in here!”
Scarlet heard the mechanist’s shout from the front of the workshop. She leapt into the seat and tried the brute’s engine. It stalled. She swore and tried again, relieved when it fired. She walked the clockwerk horse backward and triggered its hind legs at full throttle. The brute’s metal hooves burst through the wooden workshop wall just as several members of the DSI headquarters security detachment rushed into the shop. Scarlet whipped the brute around, ducking as she spurred it through the ragged hole in the wall.
There was barely space between the rear of the mechanist shed and the fence, but she somehow squeezed through. She’d need speed for what she was attempting and space enough to attempt it. That meant riding away from cover.
Scarlet galloped around the corner of the mechanist shed into the open courtyard. She reached a good point and slowed her mount.
“Halt!”
Four more guards, three men and a woman. They moved in pairs, running at her from two different directions. Scarlet spared them a glance. Protocol said they wouldn't shoot, not unless she fled. She turned her mount and fired its engine, sending it into a full-on gallop.
Rounds snapped past as she raced, full speed, toward the iron-tipped perimeter fence. Scarlet wasn't religious. Growing up an orphan and becoming a trained assassin weren't lifestyles that lent themselves to a great deal of faith in the Healer. But she prayed for all she was worth as she flipped the brute’s switch.
The creature’s engines fired, and she was up. Time seemed to grind to a crawl as she looked down. Her astride more than a ton of iron, sailing over the wall, the tips of the iron fence passing slowly beneath them.



6 NEBRASKA TERRITORY - TRIPLE J RANCH, SEPTEMBER 1866
A RIVULET of sweat ran down the bridge of Abe’s nose, leaving a trail of clean, tan skin through greasy brown face paint. They’d been watching the Nebraskan cattle baron’s ranch for two days straight, with not even a single glimpse of the villainous old bastard to show for their trouble. All their surveillance work and they’d seen nothing but a long string of visitors come and go, each one rougher and meaner-looking than the last.
Abe put his eye back to the looking glass atop his rifle. The mercenaries the baron hired were still gathered around the corral, guns in hand. Abe gauged the distance, noting that there was zero wind. He had clear shots on the lot of them if he wanted them, but they were here for the baron, not his paid muscle.
Abe ran a hand over his scalp, still half-expecting to find the long hair he’d once had. The feel of the buzz cut was alien to him as was the newfound strength of his body, the ease with which he could cover miles of rough terrain, scale a mountain, and still be able to shoot and hit targets with pinpoint accuracy.
Abe’s thoughts drifted back to how it all came to be. The Department of Strategic Intelligence Indoctrination course had been… difficult, to say the least. Of the twenty-odd recruits who’d started, sixteen washed out. He’d overheard two of the instructors discussing the class at graduation.
“Only an eighty percent attrition rate this time?” one instructor asked the other. “We must be getting soft.”
The other recruits were envious of Abe at first, after hearing he’d already been in the field, working with two of DSI’s best active agents, no less. They’d actually accused him of benefiting from favoritism. They were all completely wrong, of course, but how he’d wished they weren’t! If anything, what he’d experienced was the exact opposite of favoritism. That was how it felt, at least. To the best of his recollection, the cadre of DSI instructors, under the sadistic, watchful eye of head instructor Mr. Lynch, singled him out for extra attention precisely because he had been in the field.
Abe was powerless to do anything about the instructors’ harsh treatment of him, but he could control his own actions. He’d tried to tell his fellow trainees the truth: how he’d been little more than a hindrance in his first field operation and how he’d very nearly gotten himself killed. Not that they listened. It didn’t help matters that the mission to save Washington last year, along with Abe’s role in it, was still highly classified. Abe was forbidden by law from expounding on the details, as none of his fellow trainees had the proper security clearance. Nor could he explain to them how if it hadn’t been for Scarlet and her minder, Copperhead, he surely would have died — him and a great many others.
Scarlet.
His heart still fluttered at the thought of her, an image of fire-red hair and sapphire-blue eyes burned forever into his mind. He’d thought of her every day of Indoctrination, and of Copperhead, who he’d quickly grown to respect as much as he did his own father. Without those thoughts to keep him going, he never would have made it through the grueling Strategic Intelligence selection process.
But he did make it, and the two of them, Scarlet and Copperhead, had been there at the graduation ceremony. A ritual so private that no one other than the trainees and their instructors were allowed to attend. The two of them broke tradition and showed up for Abe even if only briefly. A few whispered words, a peck on the cheek from Scarlet, and then they were off again, headed the Healer knew where to do only the Healer knew what. But they’d shown up, and that was what mattered. And that peck on the cheek? Abe swore he’d never wash his face again.
The three-month mark since his graduation was only a few days away, but it felt like a lifetime had passed. Almost three months to the day since they’d assigned Abe to a minder. Minders were senior DSI agents, tasked with taking a younger agent under their wing. Kingfish, Abe’s minder, was nothing like Copperhead.
At first, Abe wondered if they’d assigned him to Kingfish as some sort of a punishment. After only two weeks in, Abe discovered quite by accident that Vice Chairman McCormick himself had personally paired the two of them up. Then, it all made sense.
Vice Chairman McCormick hated Copperhead and, by extension, also hated everyone associated with him.
Through no fault of his own, Abe had been ensnared in an inter-departmental rivalry going back decades. That McCormick even assigned Abe as good a minder as Kingfish had been a mercy.
After his discovery, Abe decided the best way to stay alive would be to rely on his training and not on his minder.
Abe’s stomach grumbled, bringing him back to the present. Suddenly, he had an undeniable taste for some jerky. With nothing going on at the ranch below them, he let the rifle rest atop his satchel and crawled over to their field rations.
He felt it before he heard it.
Abe couldn’t put the feeling into words, but it was the same gnawing sensation he’d sometimes get back in his old life as an accounting wunderkind, of knowing something was wrong with a ledger book even before he’d fully reviewed it. Back then, he could tell something in the books felt off, even before he puzzled it out from the numbers. Now, here was that feeling again, only this time there was much more at stake than a simple accounting error. This time, his instincts spelled the difference between life and death.
Abe heard the quiet crunch of dry prairie grass. He completed a split-second calculation, weighing the time it would take him to get to the rifle against how quick he could draw his sidearm. The math moved faster than the speed of conscious thought. Abe spun off his belly and onto his back, Colt out, up, and pointed between bent knees, the barrel leveled at the approaching stranger.
The man placed his hands out, palms up in a gesture of surrender. “Easy there, agent.”
Russet paint covered the stranger’s face. It was the same greasy stuff Abe wore. Underneath the paint, the man’s skin was a much darker shade of brown than Abe’s. A light stubble of salt and pepper beard sprouted from the stranger’s square jaw. He was dressed in buckskin instead of the brown cotton combat shirt and trousers Abe and his minder wore, and moccasins covered the stranger’s feet, unlike the dusty brown boots Abe had on.
The stranger glanced over at Abe’s minder, snoring contentedly next to an empty bottle. The man shook his head and looked back at Abe. There was pity in his eyes. “You the Bookkeeper?”
How did this man know his moniker was “Bookkeeper?” Abe’s eyes narrowed. “Who’s asking?”
The man smiled and shook his head again. “Doesn’t matter who I am.” He nodded toward Abe’s drunken boss. “Paired you up with Kingfish, did they? That’s a damned shame, son, you ask me.”
Abe cocked the colt. “You sure seem to know a lot for someone who says my questions don’t matter.”
“Whoa now,” the stranger said. “Easy, Bookkeeper. Man, they weren’t lying when they said you were a damned firecracker. Can’t for the life of me see why they’d stick you with the likes of Kingfish.”
The stranger paused, as if waiting for a response. When none came, he continued, “Well, anyway, I got a message for you.” He glanced over at Abe’s sleeping minder. “A message for the both of you, I ‘spose.” He looked Abe in the eye. “I just have to pull it from my satchel. I’ll move slow and easy, like.” The stranger grinned. “Just try not to kill me.”
Abe watched the man’s every move, waiting for any tell that would let him know he needed to shoot: an overt reach for a weapon, a twitch of the eye, a wrong move. Anything.
Slowly, the man reached behind him into his satchel, his eyes locked on Abe the entire time. He pulled out an envelope and dropped it where he stood.
“I’ll be taking my leave now, Bookkeeper, but first, can I give you a word of advice? This terrain, you need a pair of these.” He pointed at his hand-stitched moccasin boots. “Standard issue DSI boots like yours make too much noise.” The stranger looked down at Kingfisher and made a disapproving cluck. “Your minder shoulda told you that. You deserve a sight better, son.”
Abe looked away, toward his minder. The man’s hands lay folded over his ample belly as he snored, a line of drool running down his cheek. Abe had so many questions. When he looked back to where the man in buckskin stood, hoping he could answer them, he was gone.
When Abe was satisfied he and his minder were alone again, he de-cocked and holstered his Colt, went over, and picked up the envelope. It bore no address and was secured with an unadorned seal of bright red wax. Abe slid the Bowie knife on his hip from its sheath and cut the envelope open. The note inside was encoded, but Abe had easily mastered the DSI ciphers during his initial training.
He deciphered the message with minimal effort, reading it through twice just to make sure he had it right. Abe frowned, his face twisting into a mask of confusion. The orders were effective immediately. They were crystal clear, but the intent behind them was decidedly less so.
Abe covered his sniper hide well enough that even a prairie dog wouldn’t have known he’d been there and then scooped up his satchel and rifle. He ducked low and moved over to his minder, nudging the older agent with his boot. The effort yielded barely a break in his minder’s snoring, so Abe repeated the action, only this time with a fair amount of force.
“Huh?”
Kingfish woke with a start, hand going for the pistol which was supposed to be on his hip, but that he’d lain aside in order to get more comfortable. He looked up at Abe, eyes glazed over with sleep and strong drink.
“Dammit, boy,” Kingfish said, rubbing his head. He tried to stand, the wobble in his legs forcing him to think better of it. “Woke me from a perfectly fine nap. Better be a damn good reason for it.” Kingfish seemed to remember why they were there in the first place. “The cattle baron taken care of yet?”
“No, sir,” Abe said. He slung his rifle and held it across his chest at the ready position, his finger straight and off the trigger. “New orders. Get yourself together and grab your gear, sir. We’ve been recalled.”



7 RICHMOND, VIRGINIA - CONFEDERATE WHITE HOUSE, SEPTEMBER 1866
THERE WAS a knock at the doors. Smythe looked up from the decree, yet another of the seemingly endless documents requiring his signature. Who would have thought presidency would prove to be so tedious?
“Come,” Smythe said, grateful for an excuse — any excuse — to stop scribbling his own name.
The doors to the Office of the President of the Confederacy swung open. Smythe sat up straighter in his chair at the sight of the person who strode in. The man didn’t walk so much as he marched across the pine floor, his focus forward and his back ramrod straight. His hair and beard were both snow-white, his eyes bloodshot from lack of sleep. Smythe thought his visitor looked out of place in his senator’s suit of clothes, for which he’d only recently exchanged his general’s uniform.
Smythe stood from behind the stack of decrees and extended a pudgy hand. “Welcome, Senator Lee,” he said. Smythe pointed to a velvet cushioned chair in front of his desk. “Please, have a seat. May I get you anything, Robert? You don’t mind if I call you Robert, do you?”
Senator Lee placed his hat on Smythe’s desk and sat, crossing one long leg over the other. “No thank you, Mr. President. And ‘Robert’ will do just fine.” Senator Lee glanced over at Primm, who stood beside Smythe’s desk. Lee eyed the young man with suspicion. “I don’t think we’ve had the pleasure, Mister…”
“Primm,” Smythe’s aide said. “Trevor Primm.” Neither man made a move to shake hands. “I’m the personal aide to President Smythe, General. May I say it is an honor to meet you, the man responsible for the Stalemate, in person.”
The former general’s eyes narrowed, as if he were trying to determine whether he was being congratulated or admonished. “Plenty more than me are responsible for this predicament we’ve created, Mr. Primm, and lest you forget, I’m also responsible for leading our forces up the Potomac that fateful afternoon. Our defeat at the battle of the Potomac led to the Stalemate as much as any of our victories against the north. People tend to gloss over that part.”
Primm shrugged. “As you say, General.”
Lee fixed Primm with a piercing gaze. “Not ‘General’ anymore, son. It’s just ‘Senator’ nowadays.”
Smythe sensed the tension mounting and moved to defuse it. “What can I do for you this afternoon, Robert?” He favored Senator Lee with his best campaign smile.
Lee stared at Smythe for an uncomfortable moment, his face unreadable. Lee’s eyes flickered to the stack of papers on Smythe’s desk. “About all these new decrees you’ve been issuing, Mr. President…”
“Ah,” Smythe replied. He held up a hand. “Say no more, Robert.”
“Well, that’s just it, Mr. President. I must say more.” Lee’s eyes narrowed. “These decrees — the new ordinances on taxes and levees, the changes to what constitutes treason, our dealings with the Louisiana Territories — it’s all too much. Too much, too fast. We can hardly institute one decree before another comes rolling along right on the heels of the first. We barely have time to ensure the decrees are practical, much less constitutional. My colleagues and I have some very grave concerns.”
Lee reminded Smythe of his adopted father, who’d also been an army man. When the old colonel had been especially angry with his adopted son, he’d taken on the exact same tone that Lee used. Smythe remembered, with great satisfaction, how his cunning won out over that military discipline in the end.
“Grave concerns, eh?” Smythe resisted the urge to laugh. “This is nothing new, Senator. I’ve already been through this with several of those same colleagues you just mentioned.”
“Yes,” Lee said. “Oddly enough, the ones who helped sweep you into power are the only ones who seem to agree with the way you’ve chosen to exercise it.”
Smythe maintained his practiced pleasant countenance. This bastard was going to be a thorn in his side, he could already tell.
“I’ve been through this, Robert,” Smythe said, “but it bears repeating. The Confederacy is under severe threat from both the Union and the Empire of Mexico. We must collect the new taxes to fund our defense efforts, and we must afford the Louisiana Territories special privileges. They and the Republic of Texas are the only barrier between us and Maximillian’s empire to the south.” Smythe shrugged. “If not appeased, they will secede, and they cannot be allowed to do that.”
“I suppose I can see a twisted sort of logic in some of that,” Lee said. “That’s what makes it so dangerous. Men can justify outrageous actions with something disguised as common sense. The threat of secession sounds foolish to me, James, given that we as a nation only just seceded ourselves. But this fight you seem determined to pick with the Union… it’s a quarrel we have no need of. Grant has maintained the sanctity of the Stalemate as strongly as we have, if not more so. And while Mexico does loom, we cannot allow the Louisiana Territories to use the threat of secession to extort us for special favors. Especially not at the expense of the people, for the Healer’s sake. Especially not with resources so strained. You may not see it from where you’re sitting, Mr. President, but outside, people are starving in the streets.”
“Would you have us also ignore the threats of the allied Freedmen and the Croatan nation, General?” Primm inquired, injecting himself into the discussion. “Do you expect if we do ignore them, they’ll both simply disappear and go away satisfied?”
Lee looked at Primm as if only just noticing he was there, the way he might look at a dog that suddenly stood from his master’s feet and began to speak. “I do not,” Lee replied, “but that is a problem of our own making. We could appease both the Freedmen and the Croatan if we wanted. They ask only for what’s fair and just: some lands of their own. The elimination of the problem in exchange for a few acres of swampland would be a bargain in my opinion, but the threat they pose is insignificant compared to the danger of a fledgling nation collapsing from within.” Lee looked at Smythe. “If the people go hungry and are taxed beyond reason, they will turn on us, just as we did with the Union.”
“I’m afraid we have a fundamental difference of opinion, General,” Primm said. He looked at Smythe. “One for which we’ll have to turn to the president’s leadership.”
Lee stared at Primm, his eyes cold and black. “I don’t recall asking your opinion, Mr. Primm, and I do not expect I’ll have to hear it again.”
The comment had the unmistakable air of an order.
Smythe could almost feel Primm smirking behind him. Smythe got to his feet. “I appreciate your candor, Senator Lee, and I can assure you that my office will take your concerns into the utmost consideration.”
Lee stood as well. The corners of his mouth turned down into a deep frown. “All right, Mr. President. I’ve led enough men and women to recognize a dismissal when I see one.”
Lee snatched up his hat and left.
After the soldiers closed the doors behind Lee, Primm spoke up. “He’s suspicious of us, sir.”
Smythe nodded in agreement. “I assumed he’d be out of my hair after I won the election, an assumption I now see was in error.”
“Perhaps that was a miscalculation, Mr. President,” Primm conceded, “but it doesn’t have to be a critical one. It’s still not too late to implement my suggestion from earlier this year.”
“No,” Smythe said. “Lee’s death would draw too much attention right now.” The President of the Confederacy’s eyes narrowed. “But from now on, I want him kept under tight surveillance.”



8 A DECIDUOUS FOREST - LOCATION UNKNOWN, SEPTEMBER 1866
SCARLET WOKE to the warmth on her face. She regretted it right away. Her head felt as if there was a man inside with a pick, trying feverishly to mine his way out. She welcomed the pain. Pain meant one thing. She was alive.
Scarlet rubbed her eyes and blinked, her natural tears washing away the last of the gunk that glued them together. She kept her eyes closed against the pain of the light, waiting for them to adjust before opening them. When she did, the image of a sun-dappled grove of trees materialized before her. She inhaled. The aroma of honeysuckle, sweet and sharp, infused the grove. It soothed her, so much so that the throbbing in her head seemed to ease. Scarlet lay where she was and did not move. She listened. Birds chirped. Wind ruffled the branches of the trees. Somewhere above her, a squirrel’s claws skittered across the rough surface of tree bark. She detected nothing that would indicate she wasn’t completely and utterly alone.
Scarlet tried to sit up, falling back to the ground when a white-hot flash of pain assaulted her. She grabbed the sides of her head and screwed her eyes shut. She sat that way for some time, waiting for the waves of pain to subside. She'd really managed to piss off that little man in her skull with the pickaxe. She smirked darkly at the image.
Several minutes passed before she dared try to open her eyes again. A few minutes more and she was able to stand. She steadied herself and took one deep breath then another. When her breathing slowed to its normal cadence, she decided it was time to take stock of her surroundings.
The brute lay several yards away, right where it had broken down, collapsing in a heap and throwing her in the process. She put hesitant fingertips to the knot on her head, hissed in pain, and snatched her hand away. The spot would be tender for several days at least. The impact had knocked her out cold.
She looked around at the forest floor - a few scattered stones here and there. Blind luck she hadn’t banged her head on one of those.
Scarlet gazed up through the tree branches. The leaves, still green for the most part but tinged with shades of crimson and gold, parted in several places, through which she glimpsed patches of cloudless, azure-blue sky. The sun hung just past its zenith. She judged the time at somewhere close to midafternoon. Had it really only been a few hours? They’d scheduled the meeting with the Vice Chairman for ten o’ the clock that morning. Or was this even that same day? How long had she been out? The possibility occurred to Scarlet that she may have been out for days, not hours. She had no way of knowing.
Thoughts of their failed attempt to arrest McCormick brought on a fresh surge of heartache. Copperhead was in DSI custody, accused of high treason. Her friend Paladin was dead by the hand of his own traitorous minder. Her friend Athena, and Athena’s minder, Mockingbird, were officially sanctioned, which meant every active Strategic Intelligence agent, freelance assassin, and mercenary on the department’s payroll had standing orders to kill them on sight. Scarlet prayed they’d gotten wind of the sanction and were somewhere laying low.
Scarlet closed off the part of herself that was prone to despair, deciding instead to focus on the task at hand. First and foremost, she had to get out of this forest.
Scarlet checked for the pistol she’d strapped to her leg before the meeting. It was gone. Not surprising, given how she’d been forced to escape. Her rifle was lost as well, the barrel bent to uselessness underneath the rusted bulk of the broken-down brute. She swore aloud, unsure of which angered her more — the loss of the pistol or the loss of the rifle.
The pain in her head had dulled to a low throb, only to be replaced by a ravenous thirst. As soon as the thirst hit, hunger, marked by a rumbling from deep within her belly, followed. How long had it been since she’d eaten?
Like the aether-driven backup engines on an airship, her survival training kicked in. For what had to be the hundredth time in her four-year career, Scarlet gave thanks for the basic course of skills she’d learned at Indoctrination. During the Strategic Intelligence operative’s basic course of study, the cadre took malicious joy in making certain their lessons on tradecraft, war, and survival were drilled into Scarlet and her fellow recruits until they were second nature. They’d done this in any variety of painful and clever ways, not least of which was through the rote memorization of mantras. She recited one in her head.
Treat your injuries, find clean water, find food, accomplish the mission.
She repeated the words to herself as she lifted her skirts and began walking, downhill, toward the lowest elevation. Water flowed downhill, and with this much forest, there was bound to be a creek or a stream. Scarlet did a clinical assessment of her status as she walked. Outside of her thirst, her hunger, and her initial splitting headache, she’d sustained no serious injuries. A blessing.
Remembering the lessons from her Indoctrination course sparked thoughts of Abe. She hadn’t seen him since his graduation from his own initial training. For his part in preventing the destruction of Washington D.C. the previous year, President Grant had allowed Abe one request — a request which Abe had cashed in to join the ranks of DSI. At the time, Scarlet considered him a fool, asking for something like that.
If he was, he was no more a fool than you, she thought now, or anyone else who chooses this life.
For months after Abe left, guilt had gnawed at Scarlet. He’d made his choice, at least in part, to impress her. She felt responsible for his decision to put himself through the torture of Indoctrination, for something as foolish as a schoolboy’s crush. She’d worried for him for weeks. Even though it was his choice, she still felt blame.
But then something happened. Scarlet began to hear bits and pieces about Abe, of how he’d solved some logic puzzle faster than the other recruits or set some new record at defeating an obstacle. She and Copperhead attended his graduation ceremony, and he did look to be a changed man. Duty had called Scarlet and her minder away that day with barely even a moment to speak to him about what he’d been through.
The rumors about the outstanding new agent didn’t stop after Abe graduated. When he began working in the field, they intensified. He showed real promise apparently. This despite assignment to the absolute worst minder anyone remembered since the agency’s inception. Even with the odds so well stacked against him, Abe was shaping up to be a top-notch operative. That was good news. In the days to come, Scarlet was going to need all the help she could get to find and free her minder. She only hoped that Abe, one of the few remaining people she could trust, was up to providing some of that help.
Scarlet laughed as she navigated a dry, stone-strewn gulley. ‘Bookkeeper’, they called him. All DSI agents had such monikers, chosen by their minders prior to beginning their work in the field. Abe’s moniker fit him well, given his last job before joining the department was working in an accounting house at the Philadelphia Treasury. She couldn’t believe that was only last year, right after the assassination of Jefferson Davis, first President of the Confederate States and right before Vice Chairman McCormick hung Abe around Scarlet and her minder’s necks in hopes he’d get them both killed.
The thought gave Scarlet a strange measure of comfort. McCormick had tried to do them in once, using Abe as his unwitting tool. He’d tried and failed. Not only had they survived, but they’d also accomplished the ill-fated mission just as they set out to do. They also made some very powerful allies in the process, allies that Scarlet now needed to call upon. But first, she had to make her way out of these damned woods.
The sun had shifted farther to the west before she found a creek. Scarlet stooped down by the side of it and ripped a length of fine cloth from her dress. She scooped up creek water and filtered it through the cloth as best she could, letting the precious liquid fall into her outstretched palm. She cupped her hand and drank from the creek, over and over, until she’d had her fill. When she was done, she continued her trek along its banks. She had no idea where she was, but water usually flowed toward civilization.
Before long, Scarlet’s feet began to throb. She looked down at her dainty, pointed boots and frowned. Perfect for walking the halls of power in Washington, D.C. but completely wrong for an arduous hike through the woods. As she fought to block out the aching in her toes, Scarlet spied a thatch of wild blackberry bushes. Her stomach reacted before her mind fully acknowledged what she saw, threatening to rumble loose from its moorings. Before she knew it, her hands and mouth were covered in thick, dark, blackberry juice.
While she plucked at the berries, careful to avoid the wicked-looking thorns, she noticed a fallen oak at the bottom of an embankment. The tree, as big around as a stout man’s waist, lay rotting on the forest floor. Scarlet took a break from the berries and slid down to the tree. She dug into the spongy flesh of the wood and grinned with satisfaction when she found what she was looking for: a nest of fat, gray grubs. With her squirming supper held tight in her fist, she scrambled back up the bank. She feasted on blackberries and worms and then washed it all down with creek water. Then, her body fortified and her spirits lifted, Scarlet resumed her journey.
The sun crept across the sky. The shadows of the forest lengthened, and still she walked. Eventually, the creek led to a stream, and the stream led to a rushing river. She’d followed the river for less than a turn o’ the clock when she spotted what she’d been searching for. Relief washed over Scarlet at the sight of a worn, well-traveled trail running alongside the muddy river’s banks.
Cautious, she ducked behind a thicket. From her concealed vantage point, Scarlet watched and waited. Before long, she heard the jangling of a harness bell, the steady clip-clop of a mule’s measured steps, and the rambling of an old wooden wagon. Out of habitual training practiced into instinct, Scarlet reached for her pistol.
Damnation, she swore to herself, remembering the weapon was long gone. Scarlet had no qualms about engaging in hand-to-hand combat, but she sorely missed the feel of that pistol.
The sounds grew closer, until finally, she heard an old man, his voice like gravel, call out. “Whoa there, girl,” he said. “Easy now.”
Scarlet peered out from behind her cover and peered at the man’s smiling face. Coffee brown skin, wrinkled like worn leather, contrasted against clean, white teeth. His clothing, a simple cotton shirt underneath overalls, suggested he farmed for a living. He sat atop a rickety, mule-drawn wagon. She watched as he soothed the agitated mule, reaching across the hitch to place a loving hand against the animal’s flesh. The ease with which he moved reminded her of Copperhead.
A battered clockwerk sat up next to the old man. Scarlet looked but saw no weapons on either of them. She decided to take a chance. With no hesitation, she stood and stepped out of the trees and onto the road.
The mule brayed. A look of surprise flashed across the man’s face when he saw her. The surprise disappeared as quickly as it had arrived, replaced by simple curiosity. He pointed at the mule. “I thought somethin’ was amiss when Bess here started fussing,” he said. “Strange smells tend to spook her. You needin’ a ride, miss?”
Scarlet, still on the alert, smiled up at him. “I’d be much obliged, sir.”
The old man smiled back. He looked around as if he were afraid someone was watching. “Won’t do to have you calling me ‘sir,’ miss.” He inclined his head toward the clockwerk. “Even after they traded our human labor for these fellows, some still wouldn’t take kindly to you addressin’ me thataway, even this far into Maryland.”
Scarlet looked up at the man on the wagon. “I’ve known Freedmen and Freedwomen worth ten times some of the whites I’ve met. I don’t tolerate the type of foolishness you’re referring to.”
The corners of the old man’s eyes crinkled in amusement. “Naw, looking at you, I don’t expect you would.” His expression settled into a weary smile. “Still, I'd be thankin' you to keep your voice down. I didn't get this old by picking fights.” He examined her from head to toe. "Meaning no disrespect, of course."
Scarlet ran a hand over her hair and pulled out several twigs. She imagined she looked a mess, what with her fine Washington dress, torn and stained with mud, blood, and blackberry juice, and her fiery red tresses a tangle of matted hair, sticks, and leaves.
The old man ordered the clockwerk off the wagon. The machine then turned and helped Scarlet up into the seat.
Hunh, she huffed in mild surprise. Some technist had taken the time to program the machine to be polite.
It’s task complete, the mechanical man obediently went to the back of the wagon. It took a seat amongst a collection of barrels marked “salt fish”. When the clockwerk was settled in, the old man clucked the mule forward.
The sun dipped farther west, and they continued along the road. ‘Road’ was a generous term, Scarlet noted, as it was little more than a glorified dirt path running parallel to the river.
Scarlet needed information, a commodity which was in short supply. So far, Scarlet’s gamble on trusting the old man had paid off. She decided she’d try her luck a bit more.
“I have a question, sir,” she said. “It may sound a bit strange.”
“I’ve seen much in my day, young miss. Why don’t you try me?”
“What day is this?”
The old man gave Scarlet an odd look, pondering a moment before he made his answer. “Friday,” he said at last.
Scarlet frowned, the space above her eyes wrinkling.
Two days. I’ve lost two whole days.
“Something wrong, miss?”
“No, sir,” Scarlet said, not really meaning it. “It’s just that I… thank you for the information.”
The old man seemed satisfied with her answer. If he wasn’t, he was kind enough to hold his peace on it.
Just as twilight fell, a chorus of frogs began their night song. Scarlet listened, grateful for something to break the silence. They rounded a bend in the river and came to a stone mill. According to the old man, it marked the edge of town. A moment later, Scarlet spotted a sign, barely readable in the encroaching dark. She could just make out the words, “Welcome to Oella.”
“I expect I’d best let you off here, miss,” the old man said. “If you’re wondering, nearest telegraph is a half mile thataway.” He pointed toward the center of the town, across a wooden bridge, and past the mill.
“How did you know I’d need a telegraph?”
“I travel this road right often, Miss. It’s clear as day you don’t belong around these parts. Which I expect means you need to get ahold of someone to come fetch you.”
Scarlet gathered her skirts and leapt off the wagon with athletic grace. She spoke her thanks to the old man as he snapped the reins. Soon, he, his clockwerk, and his mule disappeared into the gloom of the riverside road. Scarlet turned toward the bridge.
McCormick had most certainly sanctioned her by now and probably all of her known associates as well. The best-case scenario was that they were in hiding. The worst-case scenario was that they were dead. Either way, none of them could help her now.
But there was still one ally she could call upon. One ally the Vice Chairman wouldn’t have counted on. An ally with a mighty airship and the men and women to crew her at his beck and call. And Scarlet knew just how to get in touch with him.



9 THE VINDICATION - SKIES ABOVE MARYLAND, SEPTEMBER 1866
MONTCLAIR SAT cross-legged on the foredeck of his airship, sharpening his blade. Each stroke of the honing stone was like Zen meditation or a whispered prayer. Sunlight glinted from the folded steel edge of the katana, a weapon as elegant and beautiful as it was razor sharp. The eastern sword had been a gift, given to Montclair by Kenshin Ueda. Ueda was an expatriate samurai from the island empire of Nippon. He was a man with many secrets and a past not to be discussed under any circumstances. He was one of few people in the world who’d earned not only Montclair’s absolute trust, but also his respect.
Last year, Ueda taught Montclair a fencing technique, a technique he’d then used to kill the sadistic Confederate General George Horton. Montclair barely survived the ordeal, and only did so thanks to Ueda’s teachings. He owed the masterless samurai his life.
He’d first met Ueda on a diplomatic mission to Nippon. The simple assignment had been sort of a practice run. President Grant thought it a good way for his favorite airship colonel to get back in the saddle after losing his hand and several members of his crew at the Battle of the Potomac.
Of course, Montclair being who he was, something had invariably gone wrong. It was during a scrap in a mud-filled backstreet alley in the capital of Nippon that Montclair had found himself in a bit of a disagreement with some hired thugs. Ueda had come to his assistance and had so impressed Montclair with his martial skill that Montclair struck a bargain. In exchange for a place among his crew, the samurai would teach Montclair some of what he knew.
For the first few months of their training, Montclair practiced with a wooden sword Ueda referred to as a bokken. After becoming competent with the bokken, Montclair graduated to a live practice blade. The practice sword was an elegant workhorse but was nothing compared to the deadly, lacquered thing of beauty Ueda carried in his obi, the wide, sash-like belt he wore around his waist. Montclair committed himself to training with the practice sword, working diligently to master basic movements under Kenshin Ueda’s watchful eye.
After he’d recovered from the life-threatening injuries Horton inflicted during their duel outside Washington, Kenshin Ueda presented Montclair with a katana of his own. Even exiled from his homeland, Ueda had somehow obtained the blade. When pressed to reveal how he’d done it, Ueda refused to speak. The only clue to the price he’d paid were the several new scars on his face Montclair noticed when he walked up Vindication’s
gangplank upon his return.
Montclair returned to the present and looked down at the exquisite weapon in his hand. “Someday, maybe you’ll tell me what you had to do to get this,” he said.
Ueda paid him no mind. His honing complete, the samurai oiled and wiped his own blade.
Montclair touched his scar, the gnarled flesh running the length of his abdomen. He wondered if the pain Ueda went through to get the sword was as severe as what he had gone through to earn it from him. He admired the blade with a tiny smirk. All he’d had to do to get it was almost die.
The cool morning air rushed over Montclair’s skin, drying the sweat from his chest and shoulders. He’d relished the feel of the stress bleeding from his muscles as they went through the intense but familiar motions of each sword stroke. Now, they sat quietly, the ritual acts of sharpening and cleaning their blades complete, listening to the wind whisper as Vindication cut cleanly through the sky.
Ueda sighed. “I can sense the tension, Julius san.”
There was the unmistakable popping and whirring of his clockwerk hand as he flexed it open and closed. Montclair frowned. “Is it that obvious?”
Ueda gave him a pointed look. “There is a proverb from my clan,” the samurai said. “It is from local legend, well known in the place where I am from. The proverb says, ‘Two kami may be bonded for centuries.’”
Montclair raised an eyebrow. “Kami, Ueda san?”
Ueda nodded. “You would call them spirits.”
“And what of these spirits?”
“They came to a disagreement once,” Ueda shrugged, “and because of their disagreement, an entire kingdom fell.”
“I see,” Montclair said. “We’re not talking about oni, are we?”
The samurai stood and sheathed his blade in a single, practiced motion. “Do not be foolish, Julius san. You must speak to your friend. There is more at stake here than just pride.”
Ueda turned to leave, not another syllable spoken. He never used two words where one would do.
Montclair looked down at the work of art in his hand. “If you won’t tell me how you got this sword,” he said to Ueda’s retreating back, “then perhaps someday you’ll tell me the story of what happened with you and your clan?”
The samurai stopped. “No,” he said, not bothering to turn, “I will not.” He walked away.
Montclair grinned and shook his head. Ueda saw through him as no one else did, but Ueda had secrets of his own.
Montclair shrugged and sheathed his blade. Mysteries for another time, he thought.
Montclair buckled the katana to his waist then pulled his linen undershirt over his head and began walking. He headed toward the aft of the airship, dressing as he went. He tucked his undershirt into his trousers, and glanced at the decking plates. New bolts would be in order soon. Buttoning his uniform jacket, he checked to ensure the guns were polished and oiled. He nodded to himself, satisfied at how they gleamed in the early morning light. No movement, even one as simple as walking across decks, was wasted on Montclair’s airship.
It had only been a few days since he and Greg had met with the first lady in the executive office. Now, they were in a holding pattern, awaiting her further orders. Word from the Office of the President commanding them to move could come down at any minute. Montclair made a sour face at the thought of the waiting. Christ the Healer, he hated it! Each hour that passed was another hour lost. Another hour when the enemies of the Union moved closer to their goal. Thinking he’d go crazy, he’d decided to take Vindication out for maneuvers.
Might as well take advantage and get some training in, he’d figured. Montclair prided himself on keeping the crew wartime ready — present orders from the Office of the President notwithstanding.
Montclair found himself at the aft section of the upper deck, having arrived without fully realizing where his feet were taking him. A platoon of Union Marines lay prone, firing off the rear of the ship. A row of tethered targets floated on aether-gas turrets and trailed in the wind behind them. He watched the Marines: strong, capable, and highly trained men and women, all. They wore the new, odd-patterned Union combat uniforms. Montclair hadn’t decided if he liked them yet or not.
Watching the Marines shoot was a joy. Nary a one of them hit outside the flying targets’ brightly painted ‘ten’ rings. Montclair was a more than fair shot himself, but he had nothing on the Marines, especially the sharpshooters. Watching them brought to mind another sharpshooter he knew, a gorgeous one with hair the color of embers. One he’d never in a lifetime thought he’d call ‘friend’.
Montclair walked over to the leftmost Marine and took a knee. Montclair studied the Marine’s target. “Impressive,” he said. “As always.”
“I’ve preached it enough to my troops,” Greg said, still peering out at his target. A neat grouping of sky-blue holes peppered the bullseye. “I at least try to heed to some of my own gospel.”
Montclair nodded and looked out at the clear morning sky. “Let’s you and I talk,” he said.
“Is that an order from the commander of the ship?” Greg asked.
“No. I’m asking as a friend.”
“In that case? Of course.”
Greg got to his feet and made his weapon safe. Montclair backed off as Greg ordered his Marines to secure from morning target practice. Greg handed his rifle over to a lieutenant. Then he and Montclair made their way to Montclair’s stateroom, returning crewmembers’ salutes as they passed.
When they arrived at his quarters, Montclair bade Greg in first then shut the door behind them. Montclair eased into the chair behind his desk, mindful of his katana. He’d been granted special permission to carry the eastern blade at his side in place of the standard issue cavalry saber, and it wouldn’t do to bend it on a desk chair.
Greg slumped back into a leather seat opposite Montclair. Montclair pulled two glass tumblers and a bottle of hundred-year-old Highland Scotch whiskey from the drawer of his desk.
For a while, they sat and drank without speaking. It seemed neither wanted to be the first to break the silence. Montclair’s tumbler was half gone before he decided that if someone was going to speak first, it would have to be him. “Anything you’d like to discuss?” he asked.
“Not really,” Greg replied. He spun his now-empty tumbler in slow circles on Montclair’s desk.
Montclair looked out the porthole and noticed they’d turned. Their morning maneuvers complete, they were headed back to berthing at the airship fields on Mason’s island. They’d perform maintenance to the ship during the rest of the day, before conducting a nighttime combat drill Montclair had scheduled for that night.
Montclair took another swallow of the scotch, letting it burn all the way down his throat until it settled, warm, in his belly. He looked at the glass in his hand, noting it was almost empty. Best go easy with a day of maintenance work and a night of training still to be done.
“All right, so nothing to discuss. Have you, maybe, spoken to anyone, then?”
“About what?”
Oh, I don’t know, Montclair wanted to add. Maybe about the rogue Strategic Intelligence agent you killed in cold blood?
“Christ the Healer, Greg!” Montclair snapped. “Have you spoken to anyone about last year?”
Greg shook his head.
Montclair made it a point to soften his tone. “Have you spoken to anyone about Esmerelda, then?”
Greg’s wife Esmerelda, a Cuban revolutionary murdered on Kincaid’s orders, was the reason Greg had killed the man in the first place.
“No,” Greg said. He helped himself to more of the scotch, pouring the ocher liquid into his glass and pounding it back in a single gulp.
Montclair slammed his fist on the desk hard enough to make his own glass jump. Liquor splashed onto the wood, catching the light in shades of amber and gold.
"Damnation, Greg!” Montclair shouted. It was uncharacteristic of Montclair to lose his cool, but after holding it all in for so long, an explosion was almost inevitable. “Are we soldiers, Greg? Or are we damned assassins?"
Greg didn’t flinch. "I've never been a ‘soldier’ per se, Julius."
“Don’t give me that Marine Corps bullshit, Greg. You know what I mean. Killing that way is DSI business. It’s not something men of honor do.”
Greg glanced up from the remnants of his scotch and looked Montclair in the eye. “You need to wake up, Julius,” he said. “If you could have killed Horton before he stepped foot on that train… if you could have crept into his bedroom one night and slit his throat while he slept — you know, before he killed all those people? Wouldn’t you have done it?”
Montclair opened his mouth to speak, but froze. His rage subsided in the face of a stark truth. He would have done it. He knew he would have with absolute certainty, same as he knew the sun would set that night and rise again tomorrow. So why couldn’t he reconcile that with what Greg had done? No, he corrected himself, with what I helped Greg do.
“It’s different,” Montclair offered up, wishing he could take the words back the instant they left his mouth. He couldn’t have come up with a weaker, more worthless reply if he’d tried.
Greg laughed. “Oh, really? And just how exactly is it different?” He drew the word ‘different’ out, reminding Montclair of how meritless it was. “Is it because I killed only for love? Only to avenge the taking of the one thing my heart existed to beat for? And you would have done it to… what? Save some lives? Well, that’s very damned noble of you, Julius,” Greg spat, “but who’s to say I didn’t save lives in removing Kincaid from this world?” Greg paused, letting it sink in. “‘Soldiers not assassins’, my ass.”
Montclair felt his stomach lurch. Vindication had begun her descent. He took a sip from his glass. This talk wasn’t going as well as he’d hoped it would. Not even close.
“You need to stop lying to yourself,” Greg said.
“What do you mean?”
Greg shook his head. “You still don’t get it, do you? After all we’ve been through? When the first lady gives us the signal, what is it that you and I are going to do?”
Montclair had a ready answer. “We’re going to follow orders, Greg. It’s what we do.”
Greg dismissed the statement with a wave of his hand. “Semantics. Answer the question, Julius. What exactly has the First Lady of the Union tasked us with doing?”
Montclair saw through the cloud of mistrust and anger and realized Greg was right, more than right, actually, but Montclair wasn’t quite ready to concede the point. Instead, he changed the subject. “Why didn’t you keep to our agreement to meet at the inn?” Montclair asked.
Greg shifted in his seat. That question got to him. Greg looked away, unable to meet Montclair’s eyes. “I was out of the country,” he offered, “on assignment.”
Montclair leaned across the desk. “On assignment with DSI, you mean?” He waited for a response: an admission, a denial. Anything. When none came, he continued, “On assignment with Strategic Intelligence, the very same organization that took Esmerelda and the same organization Kincaid belonged to — a man you and I murdered in cold blood.”
Greg’s didn’t speak for some time. His silence was all the answer Montclair needed. “We’ve worked with DSI before, Julius.”
“Scarlet and Copperhead are the exception, Greg. Not the rule.”
“And Abe?”
“He hadn’t even been through Indoctrination last year. He wasn’t an agent then, technically.”
“Still.”
Like two immovable stones, the men sat facing one another. The room suddenly felt claustrophobic, the silence stifling. Montclair glanced outside, caching a glimpse of the familiar view of DC across the Potomac. They were back at the airship field. He’d been so engaged in his argument he hadn’t even noticed their arrival.
A frantic banging on Montclair’s door broke the tension in the room. Montclair breathed a quiet sigh of relief at the distraction. He looked at Greg. “We’ll finish this later,” he said.
“I’m not one of your troops to be ordered around, Julius,” Greg replied. He wasn’t backing down an inch. He glanced at the gold eagles on each of his shoulders. “I’m not even your subordinate anymore.”
They locked eyes. Montclair clenched his jaw. The knocking resumed, this time more urgent.
“Come!” Montclair shouted.
Jasper nearly fell over himself getting into the room. “Begging your pardon, sirs. There was a messenger waiting for us when we set down.”
“All right, Jasper,” Montclair said. “It’s obviously important. Spit it out.”
"The message, sir, it’s from Scarlet. She needs your help.”
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SCARLET LOWERED the spyglass and breathed a sigh of relief. She stood, shedding her field-constructed covering of woven vegetation. It was a long walk down the foothills to the Quaker farm below. She peeked out through the foliage, safe from her vantage point. She smiled as the clean, powerful lines of the USS Vindication materialized above the treetops.
Scarlet hardly spared a glance at the freshly turned earth as she walked by. The hired mercenaries would now forever rest, their shallow graves unmarked, on a lonely foothill at the base of the Appalachian Mountains.
They’d found her quickly, much more quickly than she’d anticipated – thanks to the handsome reward McCormick had placed on her head. The poor bastards rotting in the ground behind her were only the first to track her down. She knew they wouldn’t be the last, because the heartier of the two deceased mercs had told her so, just before he died. He’d all but verified what Scarlet already knew.
She’d been a marked woman, ever since the minute McCormick had discovered their plot. Scarlet shrugged. No matter, that. It wasn’t the first time she’d been hunted, and she’d always managed to get the better of anyone foolish enough to come for her. Always.
A coral sunset hung just above the treetops by the time Scarlet stepped off the foothills onto level earth. In the distance, Vindication descended toward a wide expanse of pasture. Some industrious dairy farmer had taken advantage of the space where the land leveled out, choosing to make his living from verdant green grass fed by runoff from the base of the mountains. Several cows grazed the prized pastureland ahead of her, mooing at the alien craft descending out of the sky toward them. The bells around their necks clanked as they plodded aside, making room for the mammoth airship. After Vindication settled, the cows continued on about the business of chewing the sweet, green grass. They paid little attention to the monstrous airship of war floating nearby.
True to her craft, Scarlet dropped down low behind a patch of holly and surveyed the ship for several minutes. She saw the gangplank ratchet its way toward the ground then watched as a tall, brown-skinned man in Union blue strode down it. Next to him walked a second man, equally tall and almost as broad, his combat uniform a riot of greens, grays, and blacks. Scarlet smiled wide. Good. Only the two of them. Just as she’d specified in her coded message.
Scarlet broke cover and walked out into the open. She zigzagged toward the waiting men, careful of her step. This was an active cow pasture, after all.
She took in the grandeur of the ship, about as out of place amongst the fields and the livestock as a courtesan in the temple of the Healer.
Scarlet walked up to Montclair and greeted him with a crisp salute. “Thank you for answering my summons, Colonel.”
Montclair glared down at her, arms crossed, his face set in stone. Then, he broke into a smile and took her in his arms. “I think we’re beyond saluting,” he said. He gave her a squeeze, following it with a peck on the cheek.
A warm rush of relief flooded Scarlet’s body. It had been only a few days since the coup attempt. She’d been little more than adrenaline and raw nerve endings ever since. Only now, in the relative safety of trusted friends, did she realize just how on edge she’d been these past few days. She fought the urge to cry in the colonel’s arms, livid with herself for having the thought at all.
Colonel Montclair broke the embrace and held her at arm’s length. She could feel him staring at her, taking in the dirt and blood on her face. “Looks like you had a hell of a time getting here,” he said.
Scarlet glanced down at herself, realizing how she must appear. Every bit of clothing she wore was bloodied or torn, and what clothes she had managed to scrounge up were an ill fit. She practically swam in the shirt and trousers she'd taken from the smaller of the two mercenaries. It wasn’t as though he’d needed them anymore.
“Let the girl get her bearings at least, before you start interrogating her,” Major Gregory said. He looked at her. “Now, I believe I’ll have one of those hugs, too.” He smiled and opened his arms wide.
Scarlet stepped into the embrace, relishing the feel of being able to let her guard down, even if only a little, even if only for a moment.
“It’s good to see you too, Maj-oh!” Scarlet said, noticing for the first time the golden eagles on Gregory’s uniform. “Congratulations!” She stepped back and saluted.
Colonel Gregory laughed. She couldn’t be sure, but something about the laughter rang hollow. He waved off her salute. “No need for that,” he said. He smiled, but the joy didn’t reach as far as his eyes. It seemed strained, somehow.
Scarlet glanced from Montclair to Gregory and back again. Something about their body language felt… off. Whatever it was lay just beneath the surface. She sensed it there, lurking, unspoken, like a viper waiting to strike. There was tension between them.
“Let’s get you onboard,” Montclair said. He placed his arm at the small of her back and guided her up the gangplank. “I’m sure you have quite a tale to tell us. But first, you can bathe and get yourself some fresh clothes,” he sniffed and gave her a look, “if you wish.”
“I’d recommended it,” Gregory said.
Scarlet shivered at the mention of the bath and the fresh clothes. She’d spent the last week on the run. Living off the land, foraging, stealing, killing. Not to mention digging shallow graves by hand. And she looked every inch of it.
“Sorry about your uniforms,” she said, eying the fresh dirt and mud she’d gotten on Montclair’s jacket and Gregory’s thick shirt.
Gregory shrugged. “We have others,” he said simply.
Scarlet looked over Colonel Gregory’s shoulder. Sergeant Major Josiah Franklin, Vindication’s senior enlisted man, ambled toward the top of the gangplank. He beamed when he saw her, the smile twinkling in his sole remaining blue eye.
“Sergeant Major,” Montclair said, “I believe you remember Scarlet?”
“Oh, indeed I do. One of the finest shots I ever did see, and pretty as a picture to boot.”
Scarlet smiled and executed a mock curtsey, eliciting a laugh from the old man.
“If you’re done flirting, Sergeant Major,” Montclair said, “would you please be so kind as to help get our guest squared away?”
“It would be my pleasure,” the sergeant major said. He turned to Scarlet. “Good to see you again, young lady.” The gruff old soldier with the eye patch offered her his arm. “If you’ll come with me, please?”
She took the older man’s arm and let him escort her across decks. The sergeant major’s strength, his demeanor… he reminded her of her minder, much like the farmer who’d given her a ride out of the Maryland forest. Seemed a lot of people reminded her of Copperhead lately. She renewed her unspoken vows to find and free him, and to make McCormick pay.
A quarter turn o’ the clock later, Scarlet found herself sitting at a small table in the
galley, a sheaf of leather-bound papers and a bowl of beef stew steaming before her. She inhaled the aroma of savory vegetables, beef, and rich broth, her mouth watering. It was a far cry from the grubs and berries of her last meal. Vindication thrummed beneath her feet as she reviewed the documents and wolfed down her stew, the decks vibrating and her stomach lurching as they lifted off.
A turn o’ the clock after her meal, Scarlet was bathed, fed, and outfitted in a Union Army combat uniform, a donation from a sympathetic female crewmember who was just about Scarlet’s size. She digested both her meal and the contents of the papers she’d read as she marched down the halls of Vindication’s command center, exhausted but alert. Despite being drained from her ordeal, she arrived at the war room entrance feeling better than she had in days. At the entry, she met a pleasant surprise. Kenshin Ueda, also on his way in, met her at the hatchway.
An embrace seemed somehow too familiar a greeting for the revered samurai. Instead, Scarlet stepped back and bowed low at the waist. “Ueda san. So good to see you again.”
He returned the bow and smiled wide. “And you as well, Aka
chan.”
Scarlet laughed. Aka meant ‘red’ in the language of Nippon.
Ueda bade her enter first, but she insisted they go in together. That was when Scarlet’s heart leapt at the sight of the first person she saw.
“Athena!” Scarlet shouted. She rushed to embrace the smaller woman, her friend since they’d gone through Indoctrination together. She hadn’t seen her since the initial planning of their coup, half a year before, in Paris. It was only six months past, but it felt like a lifetime. This time, Scarlet didn’t bother to fight back the tears.
Scarlet let go of Athena long enough to wipe her eyes and look the smaller woman over. “Christ the Healer, Athena. I-I thought you were dead.”
“We almost were,” a stern voice said. Scarlet glanced behind Athena at Mockingbird, her friend’s minder. No warm embrace from Mockingbird. The closest Scarlet came was a curt nod.
“They barely missed us at the primary safehouse in New York,” Mockingbird said. She wore one of her trademark dresses, a no-nonsense garment with a collar running up high onto the neck. A leather chest rig held twin Colts at the old spymaster’s ribcage.
“I’m glad to see you found each other,” Colonel Montclair said, walking into the war room as if on cue. He turned to Scarlet. “We picked Mockingbird and her protégé up as soon as we decoded your message.” He smiled at her. “Took my codebreakers a full day to puzzle out that cipher.”
He crossed the room, going to a bulkhead on the opposite side of the table. Montclair took a worn document from a war room shelf, sagging under the weight of the dozens of folders and boxes containing collected intel. He spread the document across the table. It was a map, outlining the Union and the Confederacy, with the southern and western territories of Louisiana, Nebraska, and the Dakotas outlined.
Colonel Montclair looked up from the map. “Quite the friends you have, Scarlet. This one,” Montclair smiled and nodded toward Athena, “almost opened up on us with a Gatling as we came to the door.”
Athena grinned, her emerald eyes twinkling. “New York’s a rough city, Colonel,” she said. “Can’t blame a girl for being too careful.”
Mockingbird clucked her disapproval at her protégé’s joke. Scarlet wanted to laugh. Athena had always been such a bright spirit, even in the darkest of times.
Scarlet settled into her chair as Colonel Montclair went around the table and made introductions. She’d sat in this very same chair the last time she’d been onboard Vindication, when she, Copperhead, and Abe had helped Colonel Montclair and his crew repel a deadly attack from a Confederate stealth airship.
She looked around the metal table, taking note of the faces. There was Colonel Montclair directly across from her. Colonel Gregory sat to Montclair’s left, and two of Colonel Gregory’s Marines, neither of whom she recognized, sat next to him. Major Jasper, Vindication’s first officer, sat to Montclair’s right, the Sergeant Major beside him. Kenshin Ueda lounged on a small bench next to the bulkhead, his sword resting against his shoulder. Athena sat next to her minder on Scarlet’s left, and to Scarlet’s right was an empty seat.
Scarlet felt the airship shift beneath her. She looked through a glass porthole and saw the silhouette of trees against a night sky bursting with stars. The view gave the illusion that the trees were rising around them. Reason told Scarlet that it wasn’t the trees that were rising, but the airship that was descending.
“Are we setting down, Colonel?” she asked.
“We are,” Colonel Montclair replied. “We’re making a previously unscheduled stop. We got word right before leaving New York that we’d have one more joining us tonight. As soon as he arrives, we can get started.”
A few minutes later, the war room hatch swung open. The tall, broad-shouldered man with the mousey-brown crew cut wasn’t at all what Scarlet expected. Her mouth fell open. She closed it quickly, hoping no had one noticed.
“Abe?”
she exclaimed in disbelief.
He’d received her message and arrived much faster than she would have thought. Unexpected, but that wasn’t the real surprise, as the man who walked into the war room was nothing like the person she’d last seen.
At their last encounter, he’d been all skin and bones, his flesh melted away from the trials and rigors of Indoctrination. Abe was still lean, but he’d filled out since then, his emaciated frame replaced with a well-muscled one. Gone was the long, foppish hair, replaced by a severe crew cut. Where the boy she’d known had been ill at his ease, the man who walked into Vindication’s war room took in his surroundings with the practiced and discerning eye of a well-trained agent. The suit of clothes he wore fit him like a tailor-made glove. Scarlet noted the bulge of a pistol beneath the breast of his jacket.
He was nothing like the last time she’d seen him, except for that boyish, shy smile. That, and when he noticed her looking at him, his cheeks turned beet red. “Hello, Scarlet,” he said.
Montclair stood, a smirk on his face. “It’s customary to greet the commanding officer of the airship first, Mr. Fortenberry.” Montclair looked at Scarlet and grinned. “But in this case, a breach of etiquette is understandable.” Colonel Montclair walked around and extended his hand. “Welcome aboard, sir.”
The crimson bled from Abe’s cheeks, returning them to their previous, sun-kissed shade of tan. “Apologies, Colonel.” Abe saluted then shook Colonel Montclair’s hand. “Just so you know, Colonel, Fortenberry was never my real name, but using it was the only way you’d know who I was.”
“Really?” Montclair said, feigning surprise. “I would never have guessed. So what should we call you, then?”
“My moniker is ‘Bookkeeper’, sir.”
“Bookkeeper, is it?” Montclair nodded his approval. “It seems to suit you.” He looked Abe up and down. “I see quite a bit’s changed since last we met.”
Scarlet watched as Mockingbird’s hand slipped toward one of the pistols at her side. “You’ve invited an active DSI agent onboard your ship, Colonel,” the older woman said. Her body remained stiff, muscles coiled tight — a mountain cat ready to pounce. “You did this knowing full well my protégé and I stand under official sanction. You realize what that means, don’t you?”
Abe held up both hands in a gesture of surrender. “All due respect, ma'am, I and I alone contacted Colonel Montclair this morning, soon as I received Scarlet’s encoded telegraph message. No one knows my whereabouts. I’m here of my own accord.” Abe eased his hands down. “I know all active agents have standing orders to eliminate you and Athena on sight, but given all I went through with Copperhead and Scarlet last year,” Abe looked at her, “I trust them completely.”
Something inside her stirred.
Abe glanced back at Mockingbird. “Because of that trust, executing the sanction order is not something I’m prepared to do.”
“And what about your minder?” Mockingbird asked.
Abe shrugged. “What about him? Sleeping it off at the Hotel we’re lodging at in Galena.”
“I’ll vouch for our young friend,” Colonel Montclair said. His voice cut through the tension like an assassin’s blade through flesh. “I’ve seen him in action firsthand. Even before he’d had any formal training, I can attest to his courage,” Montclair met the senior spymaster’s disapproving eyes, “and his loyalty.” He paused, a silent battle of wills. “Are we good, Mockingbird?”
Mockingbird nodded her agreement and relaxed, insomuch as someone like her was able to relax. “It’s your airship, Colonel.” Her hand eased back up to the top of the table.
The matter settled, Abe sat down next to Scarlet. He leaned in and gave her hand a squeeze. “I’m sorry about Copperhead,” he said, low enough so that only she could hear. “I won’t rest until we find him.”
Scarlet almost lost it again, but managed to hold herself together. What in the hell was wrong with her? “Thank you A-Bookkeeper.”
While Scarlet fought to get her emotions in check, Colonel Montclair took his seat. “Looks like everyone’s here. Let’s begin, shall we?” He turned to Abe. “Why don’t we start with what you know, Bookkeeper? Then we can all get one another up to speed from there.”
Scarlet found herself staring at Abe, transfixed. The change in him was unbelievable. He began to speak, breaking the spell.
“Yesterday, my minder and I were tasked with a mission, designated Operation Churchkey. We were told the mission was secret… compartmentalized at the highest levels. We were further instructed that we were not to convey details of this assignment to any other elements in or out of the Department - no outside sources, no other agents. We couldn’t even speak to the DSI analysts until we’d accomplished our objective. Until the mission was complete, we were to be totally on our own.”
Abe paused and looked around the room, as if expecting questions. When there were none, he continued.
“My minder and I were then assigned our target, a man by the name of Silas Worthington. Worthington is a suspected co-conspirator of President Smythe’s and a member of the group Smythe refers to as ‘the Cabal’. But within that circle, Worthington is better known as—”
“The Pious Man,” Colonel Montclair finished.
Abe nodded.
“And you have some prior experience with the Pious Man, don’t you?” Montclair asked.
“Some, sir,” Abe replied.
Colonel Montclair tsked and raised an eyebrow, giving Abe a look that suggested he thought Abe knew more than he let on. “Don’t be modest, agent.” Colonel Montclair pointed at Abe. “You were the one who discovered Worthington’s identity last year. Not to mention his connections to the deeper conspiracy beneath the surface of the Confederate government.” Montclair leaned onto the table. “Some might say you were instrumental in discovering the existence of the Cabal itself.”
Abe shook his head. “Just doing my job, sir.” There was only the slightest hint of pink at his cheeks. He cleared his throat. “As I was saying, my minder and I have been assigned to the Pious Man. We’re to observe his Kentucky estate, determine an opportune time, and apprehend him for questioning.”
“Who is your minder, agent?” Mockingbird asked.
“Kingfish, ma’am.”
Mockingbird snorted, a most unsettling sound. “Kingfish, eh?” She sighed. “What a waste of potential that one was. No offense, young man, but why would they assign you, a neophyte, and a drunkard like Kingfish to such an important target? It’s almost as if they want you to fail."
Scarlet furrowed her brow, lost in thought, then something occurred to her. Like the view from an airship at ten thousand feet, things were becoming clear. The picture was beginning to coalesce.
She raised her hand to speak. “I think I can shed some light on that, Mockingbird. There’s only one way this all makes sense - the agency’s behavior of late, McCormick getting away with everything he has, Abe’s assignment. Only one thing that makes all the pieces of the puzzle fit.”
Mockingbird looked as if she’d suddenly swallowed something sour. “You’re right,” she conceded. “It’s the only thing that makes sense.”
Scarlet nodded. “McCormick is working for the Confederacy. We suspected, but…”
The Sergeant Major, quiet up to that point, leaned back in his chair. “You’ve got to be joking. DSI - the infamous nest of spymasters - infiltrated by a double-agent?” He looked at Scarlet and shook his head. “And now, what with your failed overthrow attempt and your minder cooling his heels in some secret DSI prison, you’re enemy number-one on the Strategic Intelligence kill list. Have to give it to you, lass. You are something else.” He looked at Mockingbird and Athena. “You and your friends.”
“Knowledge of the enemy’s dispositions can only be obtained by other men.” All eyes turned to Kenshin Ueda. “The ancient manuscripts of war speak often of the use of spies. It should not be a surprise that your enemies have used this tactic against you."
It was the first time the samurai had spoken. But when he did, the truth of it hit them smack in the face.
Scarlet nodded. “Ueda san is right.” She looked around the room. “Let’s put this new realization together with what we already know.”
Montclair nodded his agreement. He pointed across the war room table at Abe. “So Bookkeeper and his minder have been assigned to Worthington. That accounts for two members of Smythe’s cabal of four.”
“Right,” Scarlet agreed. “The first of them to go was Horton,” she indicated Montclair, “who died by the Colonel’s own hand last year. Now, only Worthington, Legree, and Smythe himself remain.”
“Legree?” Montclair asked.
“Yes, sir,” Scarlet said. “Maurice Legree. Also known as ‘The Gambler’.”
Colonel Montclair’s eyes widened. “Maurice Legree? The same Maurice Legree that’s run all the games of chance, extortion, and black marketeering east of the Louisiana Territories for the last twenty-odd years?”
Scarlet nodded. “That’s the one.”
“Handles most of the prostitution south of the Mason Dixon, too,” Colonel Gregory said. All eyes turned toward him. ”So I’ve been told,” he added quickly.
“So, Legree and Worthington,” Scarlet said.
Montclair nodded. “Yes. We don’t know what they’ve planned. If it’s anything like what they were intending for Washington… We can’t allow any of Smythe’s secretive supporters, the Cabal, to remain free,” Montclair paused, deep in thought.
“Well, Colonel, anything you’d care to share?” Mockingbird asked, following an uncomfortably long silence.
Montclair thought for a minute more. “Scarlet should handle Legree,” he finally said.
Scarlet leaned in, surprised to hear the sound of her own name. “I’m flattered at your confidence in my abilities, Colonel Montclair, but bringing the Gambler in is a tall order for a lone agent who’s on the run. No matter how good she is.”
Montclair smiled at her. “Don’t worry. You won’t be alone.”
“But that still leaves Smythe,” Gregory interjected. “And we can’t get to him without reigniting the War Between the States.”
“Christ the Healer,” the Sergeant Major swore. “Smythe and this ‘Cabal’ were behind Davis’ assassination, the whole affair in Washington, and now this? And we can’t even bring them to justice?”
Scarlet didn’t speak. She turned to her right and met Abe’s eyes.
He looked at her then at everyone sitting around the table. He exhaled slowly. “You’ve been sanctioned, Scarlet. Your only choices are to return to DSI and die, or keep running. And if you run, you’ll be looking over your shoulder for the Department’s assassins for the rest of your natural life.”
Scarlet nodded. “Yes. That sounds about right. But-”
Abe shook his head, a single agitated, angry left-right motion. “No. That is most certainly not right. You dedicated your life to Strategic Intelligence. You and Copperhead. And they… they forced your hand with this coup attempt. Then they sanction you? All on the word of a man we’re certain is a traitor?”
Scarlet put a hand on Abe’s shoulder. “But, what I was going to say before you interrupted me, is that there’s another option.” She smiled and turned to Montclair. “Colonel?”
“You’re right, Bookkeeper,” Montclair said. “What’s happened isn’t right. But what the forces allayed against you didn’t bargain on,” he looked around the table at each one of them in turn, “was us.” He grinned. “This is where I come in. Colonel Gregory and I were given an assignment of our own.”
Scarlet felt the seeds of hope begin to take root as Montclair spoke.
“This Vice Chairman McCormick,” Montclair continued. “If I’m reading this right, he’s the Confederacy’s inside man at DSI. I’d wager they’ve been planning this for years, right down to the last detail.” Montclair rubbed his chin. “He has you in a bind, Scarlet, no doubt, but he didn’t figure me into any of that planning. There are plans in motion that not even the leadership of DSI was trusted with,” Montclair smiled a killer’s smile. “McCormick, and his Confederate allies, think they have the pulse on every clandestine maneuver the Union is making. We’re off the books, they won’t see Scarlet or Greg and I coming.”
“And what does your part in this mission entail, Colonel?” Mockingbird asked. “If Scarlet, Athena, and I are trusting you to keep our necks from being stretched, I’d prefer to be as informed as possible.”
Montclair nodded. “I understand completely. Colonel Gregory and I are headed to New Orleans. Smythe’s aim is to pull the Louisiana Territories and the Republic of Texas back under the banner of the Confederacy, this time for good. He’s prepared to give them anything they want to achieve it.”
“I don’t understand, Colonel,” Abe said. “What do you mean by ‘pull them back’? The territories and the Republic have been allied with the Confederacy since the first aether blasts at Fort Sumter.”
“Bookkeeper was in Indoctrination, Colonel,” Scarlet explained. “Then he went right into the field after graduating and under questionable leadership at that. He’s been kept out of the loop.”
“I see,” Montclair said. “My apologies. For anyone at the table who wasn’t aware, the territories and the Republic of Texas have been weighing a second secession.”
Scarlet watched the table go quiet.
Montclair let them absorb the news before he resumed. “If Smythe can sweet-talk the territories and Texas back into the fold, the Confederacy will be at full strength again. They’ll be strong enough to take on the Union. In other words, ladies and gentlemen, it’ll be war. Our true mission, our only mission, is to stop that from happening.”
Mockingbird appeared to mull it over before asking a question. “And how does Smythe plan to, as you say, ‘sweet talk’ the territories?”
“Through a woman named Therese Truveaux,” Montclair replied. “She’s running for a recently opened Confederate senate seat.”
Mockingbird frowned. “Forgive me. New Orleans was never one of my areas of operations. I’ve never heard of this Truveax.”
“Don’t be too hard on yourself, agent,” Montclair said. “I’m from the Crescent City, and I’ve never heard of her.”
Abe wrinkled his brow. “I still don’t see how an unknown senate candidate helps Smythe achieve his goals.”
Montclair nodded. “It’s because that unknown senate candidate also just happens to run a criminal empire spanning New Orleans, the Louisiana Territories, and the Lone Star Republic. Not a card game, opium deal, or courtesan’s business arrangement happens without her organization getting a cut. She holds the keys to everything west of the Mississippi and south of the Dakotas. With her support, Smythe locks down every square mile of those territories. And all the resources that come with them.
“And from there, we think his next move will be setting his sights on building alliances across the Atlantic. With the support of the full Confederacy and Texas behind him, he’ll be too powerful for the countries of Europe to continue to ignore. The Healer forbid he sways any of them to his side.”
“If he does,” Colonel Gregory added, “it’s a certainty he’ll come for the Union. We’ll go to war again, and the odds won’t be in our favor.”
“An outcome we do not intend to let come to pass,” Montclair said.
“What about Copperhead?” Athena asked. “And the Department? Where do his rescue and the Strategic Intelligence fit into all this?”
“The Union comes first,” Colonel Montclair said. “Always.”
Scarlet felt Colonel Montclair’s dark brown eyes boring into her. She looked up and met his gaze, resolute.
“The Union comes even before the welfare of our comrades,” he said. “No matter how much we care for them.”
Duty. It was something Scarlet understood, even in the midst of being betrayed by the very organization to which she’d pledged her life. It was something Copperhead understood, too.
“But,” Colonel Montclair continued, “that’s not to say we don’t take care of our own. After the events of the last year, Scarlet and Copperhead fall into that category. Scarlet is here with us, but we haven’t forgotten about Copperhead. First, we’ll review our objectives and decide how best to achieve them. Afterward, we’ll discuss finding Copperhead and getting him out of whatever shithole DSI has him stashed in.”
“I’ll second that,” Mockingbird said, “and the sooner the better. DSI is in trouble, Colonel, and Athena, Scarlet, and I and will take all the help we can get in righting the ship.”
“Good,” Montclair said, “because we need you and your protégé to contact the Office of the President. We need you to let the executive branch know what we know - that McCormick is a traitor.”
“That will be… difficult,” Mockingbird said. “Athena and I are both persona non grata with the Department. We’re on the run as well. Every constable, bounty hunter, and paid killer between here and the Canadian border will be looking for us.”
“And then there’s the small matter of convincing President Grant to take the word of two traitorous spies over that of DSI leadership,” Athena added.
Montclair smirked. “I didn’t say it would be easy.”
Mockingbird harrumphed. “Indeed.”
“Get word to Mrs. Grant, tell her Greg and I sent you with the message,” instructed Montclair.
Mockingbird eyed him curiously, but didn’t protest.
Scarlet, her spirits lifted by what she was hearing, spoke up. “Whether the President believes you or not, we’ll do what we’ve been assigned. Then we’ll find Copperhead - on our own if we must.”
“’Tis always better to beg forgiveness than ask permission,” Colonel Gregory said.
Scarlet smiled. “Exactly.” Gregory was speaking her language.
“What about Scarlet?” Abe asked. “With both the Colonels focused on their objective, me on mine, and Mockingbird and Athena out in the cold… she’s on her own.”
Montclair grinned. “I have some friends who owe me a favor. I’m sure they’d be more than willing to give Scarlet a hand. For now, let’s start with you walking us through your mission, Bookkeeper. I know you have to get back before you’re missed.”



11 MARYLAND COUNTRYSIDE - HILLS ABOVE A PASTURE, SEPTEMBER 1866
KINGFISH LOWERED the spyglass and took a swig from his flask. The liquid burned his throat, warming him to the roots of his soul like a kiss from a long-lost lover. He made a low, rumbling sound of satisfaction, already salivating at the thought of his next drink. He placed the telescoping glass back to his eye. The image of Abe’s brute, standing motionless in the open field next to the airship, wavered in and out of his drunken vision.
“Hunh,” Kingfish grunted.
The only living creatures in view were two Union Army Air Corps regulars, who’d apparently had the foul luck to draw gangplank guard duty while in the middle of nowhere, Illinois. Other than the guards, there’d been no movement since Abe had arrived and boarded the airship.
Done for the moment with his drink, Kingfish twisted the flask’s cap back on tight. Kingfish sat atop his own brute, strapped into the seat to prevent another accident. The nasty tumble to the ground last time had resulted in a broken arm.
“Bah!” he said to the machine, nearly dropping his spyglass in the process. “They think I’m just a drunk, don’t they? I was one of the best in this game, once upon a time.” Careful to maintain his grip on the silver flask, Kingfish beat his chest. “Tradecraft rivaling even the great Copperhead himself!” He unscrewed the cap of the flask and took another swallow.
Two full turns o’ the clock since Abe had left him where he lay, passed out in the DeSoto Hotel, the fine establishment where they’d taken lodging.
“Joke’s on him, innit?” Kingfish slurred to himself. He reflected with pride how he’d only been half acting when he’d blacked out. He grinned at his own cleverness, at how he’d lulled the boy into a false sense of security with the whole ‘drunkard’ act.
So this was it, then, the thing his protégé had been up to, slinking about these past few days? Abe was conspiring with someone on that sky boat, someone formidable if they had an eagle-class Union airship at their disposal.
Kingfish peered through the glass and squinted. With the light of the full moon, he could just make out the markings on the hull: USS Vindication.
The Vindication, was it? Kingfish put a closed fist to his mouth and belched, the reflux a bit more hot and liquid than what he’d bargained for. He swallowed the mouthful of pre-vomit and tried to focus. Who was it that commanded the Vindication?
Kingfish scratched his head. “Dammit,” he muttered. The name escaped him at the moment.
There was a time, maybe not so many years ago, when he remembered the names of all the commanders of all the airships in both fleets, Union and Confederate. That was a time before he’d lost his way and gotten mixed up in all this. A time before McCormick and his blasted trickery. Kingfish’s heart beat faster, the anger rising fast and blazing hot, flushing his cheeks, head, and neck a furious blood-red.
In a sudden fit of rage, Kingfish hurled the flask into the bushes. “Dammit all ta hell!” he hissed, spittle flying from his lips.
Kingfish looked off into the darkened shrubbery as realization of what he’d done set in.
“Ah, shit,” he muttered.
He grumbled as he unstrapped himself from his brute and clambered down to the ground, somehow managing not to break his neck in the process. After a few minutes of searching, he found the flask and put it back into his worn coat pocket.
Soon, he was strapped back into his brute, spyglass up and examining the airship again. He’d have to take off as soon as he saw young Abe coming down that gangplank. On his return trip to the hotel, Abe would backtrack his route several times to make sure he wasn’t being followed. Kingfish, on the other hand, had no such similar concerns about a tail. By taking the most direct route back to the town of Galena, Kingfish would easily beat his young protégé back to their rooms.
Kingfish opened his flask and licked his lips, anticipating the sweet taste of the Crimean brandy. He held the flask aloft, high above his open mouth. Eyes closed, he tilted the flask back and waited for the taste of heaven to splash onto his palate.
A second passed. Then two. Fearing the worst, Kingfish ventured to open a single eye. He frowned.
Empty.
Then, a smile split his face. Somewhere from his brandy-addled brain, a thought had registered. He remembered there was a fresh bottle of Crimean brown stashed in the nightstand by his bed.
With a little luck and a stiff drink to lubricate him, he’d have a full report ready to send to McCormick by morning. Well, maybe noon at the very latest.



12 THE MISSISSIPPI RIVER - ONBOARD THE LADY LUCK, OCTOBER 1866
THE SMELL of the river was earth, mud, water, vegetation, and rot. A scent that once had been so familiar in his youth now seemed alien. It hit Montclair before he even caught sight of the river, well before he stepped foot onboard the Lady Luck. Now, a full day into the journey to New Orleans, he watched as the caramel-colored water parted like silk before the proud riverboat’s bow.
A trickle of sweat slithered its way down Montclair’s spine. He’d forgotten how the humidity turned the world into a steam bath, how the air itself seemed to transform into hot, wet soup. He’d forgotten how the damp clung to his skin, letting him know in no uncertain terms that after all this time, Montclair was headed home.
With Greg and the other members of his crew making their way down separately, Montclair had the run of Legree’s five-story floating palace of gambling and sin. It was the first days of Le Temps de Mascarade. Or, as it was simply called in New Orleans, ‘Masquerade’. Without the fear of being recognized, Montclair could move about as he pleased. He wore a black velvet mask, plaster and fur fashioned to resemble the face and snout of a snarling wolf. He took full advantage of his disguise, observing all he could then hurrying back to his stateroom, where he scrawled pages of coded notes, each describing in painstaking detail as much of the magnificent riverboat’s layout as he could recall. Scarlet would need those notes when the time came to plan her part of the mission.
Montclair hadn’t see Scarlet’s target when he’d boarded the vessel. He’d been disappointed to learn that the Gambler was away from his riverboat home, traveling on business. Montclair frowned at the thought. Information on the Gambler’s security routines would have been invaluable to Scarlet, but with Montclair’s reconnaissance notes, Scarlet would at least have a complete view of the boat’s layout.
Not only had Montclair been gathering intelligence for Scarlet’s mission, but he’d also picked up some useful intel for himself. People’s tongues tended to loosen considerably at the poker tables, even more so when wine and greenbacks were introduced into the mix. Montclair glanced at his pocket watch. Noting the time, he turned away from the mighty river and headed up a set of stairs. A sign above them showed a bright red arrow, pointing up. The text beneath it screamed at Montclair, “This Way to Games of Chance!”
Montclair followed the arrow up a set of stairs. He found himself walking through an arched passageway, a press of well-dressed men and women, most of them masked, surrounding him. He entered the second deck’s casino room, weaving in and out between the tables. The room was a cacophony of spinning wheels, laughter, and clinking glasses, air thick with the smell of hand-rolled cigarettes, spilled whiskey, perfume, and sweat.
Montclair took an empty chair at what had quickly become one of his favorite tables. He sat next to a woman, a Cajun grande dame of the type he’d seen so often in his childhood. Her skin, so white it was near translucent, hung in soft folds from her wire-thin frame. She wore a mask of pale pink silk adorned with gleaming freshwater pearls and delicate feathers.
Montclair nodded to the clockwerk dealer and tapped the green velvet tabletop. Several cards appeared before him like magic.
Fifteen minutes later, Montclair was up twenty greenbacks, and the old woman had already propositioned him twice. Both times, he politely declined, even though it had been a while for him.
Montclair and the old woman chatted as they played, Montclair mining for nuggets of information the whole time. The best lies were fruit borne of the seeds of truth, so to gain her trust, Montclair volunteered that he’d been away for ten years. The conversation inevitably turned to the old days. Thanks to some clever prompting from Montclair, the discussion shifted to who was running things back then. It was unavoidable, his mother coming up at some point.
“Oh, yes,” the old woman said. “Much has changed in the Crescent City in ten short years.”
The mechanical dealer called, and Montclair showed his cards. He placed them in ranking order, a Jack of Hearts leading the way.
“Regine the Creole Queen,” the woman continued. “Now that’s a name I’ve neither heard nor thought of in quite some time.” She laid her own cards down for Montclair and the dealer to see — a queen, beating Montclair’s jack. Fitting.
The grande dame scooped up her chips. The clockwerk shuffled and threw them fresh cards.
“Things have surely gone downhill since Regine passed. Gossip was she loved that general of hers something fierce. Rare to find such love born of a plaçage match.” She looked off toward the river outside the windows and smiled, the look of it almost wistful. “But such a thing isn’t meant to last, est ce?” She picked up her cards. “Memory fails me in my old age… Regine’s general… I can’t seem to recall that man’s name.”
“Montclair,” the colonel offered, picking up his own cards.
She snapped her fingers. “That’s it. Montclair. Phineas Montclair.” She winked at Montclair from behind her pink feathered mask. “You’re a sharp one, aren’t you? And so handsome, too. I can tell, even behind that mask.” The grande dame caressed Montclair’s face with a gloved hand. “Mon Dieu,” she hummed. “Just look at that jawline. Sure you won’t take me up on my previous offer? We can leave the masks on. No? Oh, very well. Now what was I saying?”
“General Montclair,” Montclair said, surveying his hand. A pair of fours. He sure hoped he got some good intelligence from this because his luck at cards had obviously turned to shit.
The old woman smiled. Her jowls sagged, but she showed a mouthful of surprisingly white and intact teeth. “Ah, yes. Phineas Montclair. Of course.” She shook her head. “My mind isn’t what it used to be. Anyway, Phineas Montclair was Regine’s great love. She was his, too, or so I hear it told. Rare for a white man to feel such for his Creole placée. Rarer still for one to so honor his left-handed marriage the way Montclair did. Wasn’t a year or two after she passed before he followed right behind her.”
A sharp pain pierced Montclair’s heart at the mention of his mother’s passing. Her funeral had been one of the grandest New Orleans had ever seen. The governor himself delivered the eulogy. The mourners spanned the social scale, from the rich and powerful rulers of the city all the way down to the lowliest river rats. All had been fed that day and fed well per the final instructions of Regine Desdunes-Montclair’s last will and testament.
Montclair had stood beside his father for most of the long ceremony simply because he had no one else to stand next to. He’d stared at his mother in her polished mahogany casket — a coffin fit for a queen — her body stiff and still, face caked with a thick layer of pale corpse paint. What lay there was not his mother, not even the shell of her. The thing in the casket was a horrible mockery of the beauty she’d radiated in life.
It was the only time he ever recalled seeing his father, the great General Montclair, cry. Noticeably absent was anyone from his father's other family. Maintaining two separate families, one white and one Creole, was common in New Orleans. Plaçage, it was called, the pairing of young Creole women with white men of means, sometimes contractually. It spanned generations, stretching back to the 1700s, well before the decline of slavery and the rise of the clockwerk.
The dealer produced a brand-new hand. It distributed the cards with a deft flick of its piston-driven wrist, the soft whisk of cards on velvet bringing Montclair back to the present.
The grande dame peeked at her cards and set them back down before continuing her talk. “As I recall, Regine and her general had one son. Disappeared not very long after the funeral, nowhere to be found. I imagine he’d be about your age by now.”
Montclair nodded politely, pretending to ponder his cards. He’d wasted little time leaving after the death of the one thing binding him to New Orleans. He’d gladly fled to West Point, his father’s alma mater, in order to escape the pain of his mother’s passing. Soon after the beginning of his second academic year, whispers of the South’s secession spread like black tendrils throughout the nation. The scent of coming war seemed to drift on every breeze. A few years later, Montclair chose to side with the Union, making a return home nothing short of impossible, even if he desired it.
After four years at West Point, he hadn’t much cared that he’d missed his father’s funeral. He’d been plenty well-occupied with graduating the academy and the preparation required to become a young officer. He’d heard his stepmother and his brother had given their father quite a home-going. Now, listening to this old woman expound on a man he’d grown up around, but whom he’d hardly even knew, Montclair felt conflicted. Perhaps he’d try to visit his father’s crypt if he could manage to sneak in one night?
Montclair studied his hand. Sevens high. He frowned, poker face be damned. Pathetic. He threw away three cards and plucked up three new ones to replace them.
“So, what happened after the Creole Queen passed?” he asked, keeping his voice as even as possible. Talking about his mother was like salt in an open wound.
The old woman’s lips curled into a bitter smile. “That’s when Truveaux came on the scene.”
Montclair’s ears perked up. “Truveaux?”
The old woman nodded. “Mm hmm. ‘Senator’ Truveaux.” She shook her head. “Only in New Orleans can you run the government and a criminal empire, all in the same stroke.”
He’d been briefed on Truveaux’s connections to organized crime in the territories, but an entire criminal empire? That was new. Montclair filed the morsel of information away for later. If they didn’t know how deep her ties to the underworld went before now, then what else did they not know? He wasn’t familiar with Truveaux from his youth, and anyone who’d amassed as much power as quickly as she had would have had to have come up under his mother’s reign. He disliked the unknown variable this added to the mission.
Could he trust his memory? No way could he recall every single person who’d worked for his mother. There’d been hundreds, and much could change in ten years’ time. Still, not knowing ate at him. It was just the type of thing that could get people killed.
“Hear tell the president himself was just down to see Truveaux,” the old woman said.
Alarm claxons sounded in Montclair’s head. “Is that so?” he asked, careful to keep his voice even.
The grande dame nodded. “Mm hmm. Quite a scene they made, Truveaux and President Smythe, taking over the governor’s offices like they did. Something going on there, you ask me.”
Montclair shifted his cards in his hand. He said nothing, just let the silence hang. He’d found that sometimes the best way to get someone to talk was to just shut up and let them.
“Word is,” she went on, “Smythe’s got something planned, and he needs New Orleans to do it.”
“Why would the president need New Orleans?” Montclair asked. “He has all the power of the Confederacy at his disposal.”
She sighed and shook her head. “Oh, silly boy.” She patted a muscular arm. “It’s always the pretty ones, isn’t it? Smythe needs New Orleans because he needs Texas, and the Louisiana Territories are the key to Texas.”
Montclair played his part, scratching his head and asking, “You’ll have to forgive me, Madame, but… he needs the territories and Texas for what?”
The old woman laughed, deep and throaty. “Why, for conquest, of course! How else can he subjugate the Union and the Empire of Mexico? How else to gain the one thing he can’t buy or win — the official recognition of Europe and the rest of the civilized world? Well, I’ll tell you. He can do none of those things, ma cherie, not without the might of the territories and Texas behind him.”
It was worse than they thought. If Smythe’s plans were obvious enough that even this old woman knew of them, it was inevitable he’d see them through. This was a credible threat.
Montclair felt the boat come to a stop. He looked at his pocket watch again and fought to keep the smile off his face.
“That’ll never do for poker, my sweet,” the old woman said. “A grin like that means you’ve lost before you’ve even sat down.”
Montclair slid his chips off the table, noting how much smaller the pile was than when he’d started.
The old lady pouted behind her silk and feather mask. “Aw, off so soon?”
“I’m afraid I have an appointment.”
“Well, I hope you enjoy her,” the old woman said. “Smile like that means only one thing — a woman.”
Montclair laughed.
“Or a man?” the grande dame ventured.
Montclair shrugged. Then he leaned down and kissed her hand. “It has been a pleasure being educated by you, Madame. Perhaps I’ll see you again during Masquerade?”
“Perhaps you’ll take me up on my previous offer,” she purred.
Montclair laughed. The woman was old enough to be his grandmother.
    
A QUARTER TURN O‘ the clock later, Montclair felt the whale of a riverboat shift and move, slipping away from the docks and back toward the center of the broad Mississippi. He increased his pace. The smile on his face widened as he made his way across the wooden decking.
Montclair pushed through a throng of people until he found the stairs. When he reached the top, he spotted her at the aft railing. She watched as a paddle four times the size of a millhouse wheel churned the muddy water to froth. He slipped up behind her, pressing his body close against hers and wrapping his arms around her waist.
She leaned back into him, speaking into his ear so that only he could hear her over the waterfall-like noise of the paddle. “I feel I must warn you that I’m with someone,” Ayita said.
“Oh? Who’s the lucky man?”
“He’s a soldier. A bit full of himself, but very charming.”
Her hair still smelled of wild jasmine. He remembered the week they’d spent together after he recovered from his ordeal last year. The feel of her underneath him, the rise and swell of her breasts and hips. The scent and the taste of her. One of the best times of his life.
She turned to face him and smiled. She wore no mask. She reached down and patted the bulge between his legs. “Seems as though someone else is also pleased to see me.”
“More than pleased,” he said, squeezing her tighter.
Ayita pulled his head down and placed her lips on his. They kissed long and slow.
Finally, they broke apart. “There will be time,” she said. She touched the edge of his mask.
“How was your journey?” he asked, feeling more at peace than he remembered being in some time. “It’s been some time since I’ve seen you.”
She smiled, cat-like golden eyes sparkling in the afternoon light. “A long while.”
“Too long.”
She reached up and touched his mask again. “I’ve seen many wearing these,” she said, changing the subject. “What are they?”
“For Masquerade,” Montclair said. “In New Orleans, this time of year we wear them. We celebrate the time of the harvest. Give thanks for all we have. And people once wore these,” he pointed to his mask, “to frighten away evil spirits who might threaten our prosperity. Now, it’s a mostly an excuse for reveling and fancy balls, a fun way to commemorate the changing of the season from fall to winter.”
Ayita wrinkled her brow. “Your people have strange customs, my love.”
They watched the river for a while, enjoying the breeze and each other as the boat plowed its way along.
“Your Chieftain Grant has promised us another five-hundred square miles of land if I assist you in this,” she said. “Would you know anything about this promise?”
The first lady had thought it would throw off suspicion if Montclair’s cover included a partner. He’d immediately thought of Ayita. He knew she could handle herself, a fact she'd more than proven when she saved his ass last year outside a remote barn in North Carolina. With her raven hair and coppery skin, she’d blend in seamlessly with the melting pot that was New Orleans. She was a perfect fit for this mission, golden eyes and all. In exchange for Ayita’s help, he’d managed to convince Mrs. Grant to give the Croatan a few hundred more miles of territory. It didn’t hurt that it gave Montclair a perfect excuse to spend time with her again.
“Land?” Montclair asked, a quizzical expression on his face. “I have no idea what you’re taking about.” He took on a more serious look. “Wait, so you aren’t doing this just for the love of me?”
She laughed. “Perhaps. Among other things. Have you been well, my heart?”
He had been well. Well and true. Or close enough to what passed for true. Since their time together late last year, there had only been the two frauleins he’d bedded in Prussia, which was hardly anything at all, really. It wasn’t as if he and Ayita were married. What was he, after all, a saint?
He asked her what news of her family and of her people.
“My father prepares as if war with the graycoats were a certainty. This even though there has been no guarantee of it. Only talk.”
“A wise man.”
She nodded. “Yes. My people continue on as they have always done. We prepare for war but also for the coming winter. We aid our Freedmen allies when they need it, and when we are able.”
“The Freedmen.” Montclair grinned, remembering how a band of former enslaved men and women, alongside Ayita and a Croatan nation war party, had come screaming from the forest to save them. “How is my friend, Old Jim?”
Ayita laughed at that. “Old Jim is… Old Jim. He still speaks of you with venom.”
Old Jim was no friend of Montclair’s. A begrudging ally, at best.
“Is saving an entire capital city not enough to warrant that man’s respect?”
Ayita raised an eyebrow. “You have become more at ease with your fame now.”
“I-I suppose I have,” Montclair said.
His exploits had been a particularly sore spot in the past, but now he made light of them without a second thought. Perhaps he was becoming more comfortable with it. The notion worried him. Or maybe it was her company that had him so at ease. That seemed more likely.
“And what of Dustu?” he asked.
“My adopted brother will lead war parties someday, as soon as he is old enough.” Ayita bit her lip as if in thought. “We see less and less of the graycoats now. Perhaps this is a good thing. Their focus seems elsewhere.”
Montclair nodded, pulling her tighter. “Their focus is elsewhere. It’s on us.”
“Us?”
“The Union. And the Empire of Mexico.”
”So the graycoats would war with you and the armies of the desert as well?”
“They would try.”
Montclair watched as the port came into view. His heart fluttered, despite his promise to himself not to let this part of the mission affect him. But this was New Orleans. This was home.
The pilot eased the riverboat, taller than the nearest warehouse buildings, into the dock, the motion as smooth as a gentle, summer breeze.
Ayita took Montclair’s hand. “Come and help me with my baggage.”
They disembarked with a flood of other passengers, many of whom wore masks similar to Montclair’s. He didn’t see Greg or the others, but they could have easily been lost among the swell. All except for Bull, that is. Montclair had asked the new corporal to come along. He might stand out because of his size, but Montclair thought the extra muscle would come in handy.
“Monsieur!” Montclair heard someone call. “Monsieur!”
A chill ran down his spine when Montclair spied a skinny Creole boy looking right at him. The child began to make his way over. The hackles on Montclair’s neck rose.
“I thought no one was to know you were here?” Ayita whispered.
His clockwerk hand gripped hers. His other eased toward the revolver under his coat. He leaned in close and spoke into her ear. “No one was.”
The boy came right up to Montclair and handed him an envelope. “Message for you, monsieur.”
Shockwaves ran through Montclair when he saw the seal. He stood as calmly as he could, but inside, he raged. His eyes scanned the docks, searching for anyone or anything that seemed out of place. He saw no eyes on them, felt nothing out of the ordinary.
Montclair pulled a greenback from his pocket and placed it in the Creole boy’s hand. Montclair’s mind was elsewhere, the motions of him paying the boy as mechanical as a clockwerk.
The boy’s eyes lit up at the sight of the greenback. “Thank you, monsieur!” he said. The greenback would feed him for a week. The child pocketed his treasure and disappeared into the crush of humanity.
“What is it?” Ayita asked. There was concern in her eyes, worry in her voice.
Montclair studied the wax seal. A capital “M” over crossed sabers, surrounded by a stylized wreath: the Montclair family crest, set in blood-red wax. He cracked the seal and read what was inside.
“I invite you, under banner of truce, to join us for dinner at our family’s ancestral home.
Do not fear.
Your secret is safe.
Your brother,
-Randall"



13 SKIES OVER ILLINOIS - NEAR FORT DEFIANT, OCTOBER 1866
“I’M IN YOUR DEBT, Major Stevens.”
“Think nothing of it, agent,” Stevens said.
The petite Union major looked straight out over the airship’s bow and ahead toward the horizon, not meeting Scarlet’s eyes. As with most Union army regulars, she held a deep-seated distrust of DSI.
“May I speak plain, agent?” Stevens asked, still looking out over the lands below.
“Of course.” Here it comes, Scarlet thought.
Stephens scrunched her nose, the space between her eyes wrinkling. “When Colonel Montclair first asked me to detour from our assignment, I wasn’t quite sure what to make of it.”
Scarlet gazed down at the broad swaths of farmland and the meandering waterways passing beneath them. From this height, the landscape was a patchwork quilt of tan and brown, emerald and forest green, shot through with the occasional silver ribbon of river.
Scarlet stood at the foremost deck of the airship, her feet set wide apart, hand on her saber, the wind in her fire-red hair. She closed her eyes, letting the early morning breeze caress her skin. It was almost tranquil. Scarlet stifled a sigh and nodded, allowing the major a chance to speak her peace.
“Then,” Stevens continued, “when the colonel added that this detour was to be kept secret… secret even from my own chain of command? Well, it’s highly irregular, to say the least.”
Scarlet couldn’t argue with her there. The rank and file troops generally didn’t go in for off-the-books operations. It was why Scarlet preferred to work with DSI, which was obviously no longer possible. Colonels Montclair and Gregory were the only exceptions to this rule she’d ever seen, but those two were anything but rank and file.
Major Stevens clenched her jaw, evidence of the conflict raging within written all over her pretty face. “Do you even know how many regulations I’m breaking just having you onboard? If I’m being rude, agent, then I apologize. It’s just a great deal to take in all at once, even after Colonel Montclair’s explanation of what you and your minder did last year.” The major turned to face Scarlet, looking her in the eye for the first time since she’d come onboard. “Please understand, agent, I’m as grateful as anyone to you for your role in saving Washington. But having Strategic Intelligence onboard the Intrepid, combined with the whispers of insurrection within the spymaster’s ranks, and Colonel Montclair’s asking me to keep your presence here a secret? Well, this is all…” She struggled to grasp the words. “It’s just a hell of a lot of secrets to keep.”
Scarlet nodded. Welcome to my world. She turned from the panorama rolling by beneath their feet and looked the smaller woman in the eye. “I can’t imagine the position I’ve placed you in, Major. I can only assure you that your… your understanding won’t be forgotten. If we’re really being honest,” Scarlet gave a slight bow at the waist, “I’m completely and utterly in your debt.”
A look of surprise flashed across the major’s face. Stevens turned away, leaving Scarlet to wonder what was going through her mind as she looked toward the horizon. When she turned to face Scarlet again, Scarlet noticed the tension in her eyes had eased somewhat.
Stevens nodded toward the airship behind them. “I have my ship. My crew. My orders. I like orders, agent. Hell, I like order, but all you DSI seem to thrive on is chaos. Is that the life you all lead?”
“Sometimes,” Scarlet conceded.
Stevens shook her head. “I swear I’ll never understand you spymasters. Nor do I think I ever really want to.”
Scarlet could hardly imagine what she was putting the young airship commander through. Maybe it was time for a peace offering.
“Please, Major," Scarlet said, extending her hand along with the very best smile she could muster, “call me Scarlet.”
A pause, only a few seconds, but it seemed like hours. Scarlet’s hand hung there in empty space until, finally, the major took it, her grasp cool and dry. Stevens even offered up a smile of her own, albeit a cautious one.
Scarlet didn’t blame her. She had every right to be wary. With DSI, the ends had always justified the means. No matter who or what got in the way.
The major excused herself, telling Scarlet she was needed on the bridge.
Scarlet’s thoughts turned toward Athena and Mockingbird. After the meeting in Vindication’s war room, they’d been dropped off with two brutes and enough weapons and supplies to get them where they needed to go. Their plan was to head east, keeping as low a profile as possible. Mockingbird still had friends powerful enough to have the ear of the president, and she intended to rally them in support of ousting McCormick. At least Mockingbird hoped she still had those friends. Either way, Scarlet prayed to the Healer above for their safe return. Both Mockingbird and Athena were capable, formidable agents in their own right, but these were dangerous times.
Unable to help herself, Scarlet’s eyes drifted back to the land below. She moved closer to the rail and looked down, thinking how breathtaking the Illinois countryside was. Her stomach climbed into her throat as the airship dipped and began its descent. She steadied herself and glimpsed over the rail, spotting their destination below.
A tiny collection of buildings stood by the banks of the Mississippi. They grew larger in her view as the airship decreased its altitude. The buildings, now coming more sharply into focus, stood behind a high, wooden fence. Where she’d expected only a rugged outpost, Fort Defiant turned out to be an actual, full-fledged fort. Aether cannons sat atop the walls of the fort, one facing out from each of the compound’s four corners. Swivel-mounted Gatling platforms with clockwerk soldiers seated at the controls had been placed between each of the cannons. To the west of the fort, a makeshift dock floated back and forth with the river’s current. No ships were docked there that Scarlet could see.
The Intrepid pivoted one-hundred eighty degrees on its descent, graceful as a ballerina. She dropped to a gentle hover only feet above the open fields adjacent to the fort. A group of five men and one woman strode across the field toward them. The uniforms they wore were similar to the new Union combat suits, but with a slight difference in pattern and coloring. They moved like trained soldiers, stepping on the balls of their feet, their heads on swivels, their bodies tensed and ready to spring at the first sign of trouble. Even from this distance, Scarlet saw the rifles they carried: new model #4 Madison repeaters, or “M4s” for short. They were the very latest incarnation of the standard Union army-issued repeaters. Not even Major Gregory’s elite Marines had gotten them yet. Whoever these soldiers were, they had pull.
Intrepid’s gangplank lowered with the whisper of hydraulics, seemingly of its own volition. Two of Major Stevens’ airship’s guard descended first, positioning themselves at the foot of the wooden walkway. Scarlet took a deep breath, shouldered her gear, and stepped off. Major Stevens, along with her first officer, Lieutenant Scott, followed. When Scarlet reached the foot of the gangplank, the strangely dressed soldiers were there to meet her. The one in the lead snapped to attention. The others immediately followed suit.
Scarlet checked the rank on his uniform. A petty officer? That didn’t seem right. He didn’t look or dress like a sailor. Nor did any of them, for that matter.
The petty officer stood a full head taller than Scarlet. She had to crane her neck upward to look at him. He was broad-shouldered and barrel-chested with sandy brown hair and a full beard to match.
The sailor slung his rifle behind him and rendered a crisp salute. “Welcome to Fort Defiant.” He offered his hand. “Petty Officer Carlyle, ma’am. At y’all’s service.”
Scarlet returned the salute and shook his hand. Lieutenant Scott did likewise as did Major Stevens.
Stevens eyed the man up and down. He looked like a giant standing in front of her. “You don’t look like any sailors I’ve ever seen,” Stevens said. She echoed Scarlet’s thoughts exactly.
Carlyle laughed. “Rightly speaking, ma’am, we’re kind of something… new.” He turned to Scarlet. “And you must be Agent Scarlet.” He shot Scarlet a quick salute.
She returned it. “Just ‘Scarlet’ if you don’t mind.”
The petty officer smiled. “Scarlet it is, then.”
The man’s demeanor was warm and inviting, a direct contradiction to the group he’d brought with him. They looked like a sideshow carnival strongman act, fully armed with repeating rifles.
Carlyle hooked a thumb at the sailors behind him. “This here’s my crew.” Several of the group nodded. “Any friend of Colonel Montclair’s is a friend of ours. Got any more bags with ya?” The petty officer extended his hand for Scarlet’s pack.
Scarlet shook her head. “I carry my own gear, Petty Officer, and no, this is all I have. Colonel Montclair told me everything I’d need would already be here.”
“Yes, ma’—uh, Scarlet. We’ve got you covered.”
Scarlet bid her farewells to Major Stevens and her first officer, thanking them again for the ride and apologizing once more for having delayed them. She watched as they stepped back up the gangplank to their airship.
Petty Officer Carlyle turned and led the sailors back toward the fort by the riverbank. Behind them, the eerie whine of the Intrepid’s engines faded as the airship rose and departed. Scarlet didn’t turn to watch it leave.
Scarlet took in her surroundings as they walked. Open field surrounded the forest, providing for clear lines of sight and fields of fire. The trees had been cleared back from the perimeter to as far back as a long rifle could reach. Anyone who assaulted the place would have to cross open land to do it. The defensible area around the fort, the artillery atop the walls, the access to the river — not to mention the soldier - like sailors themselves — someone knew what they were doing when they designed this place.
Carlyle and his sailors formed a ring around Scarlet as they moved, executing the maneuver so quietly and smoothly she almost didn’t notice. Whether the ring was for her protection or simply to surround her, she had no idea. What exactly had Colonel Montclair told them about her? Could she trust them? Scarlet tried to relax, her mind churning through the various scenarios of how to fight her way out of this if she had to. Judging by their posture and the alertness with which they scanned the area, she’d be in for a tough time if it did come to a fight. Whoever these people were, they were not ordinary sailors.
“So, you and your crew… you’re all something ‘new’, you said?”
Carlyle chuckled. “Sure. You could say that. We’re part of a new program. Some of the Union admirals began to see a need for sailors with a bit more of what they termed an ‘advanced skillset’, if you will. And we’re the results of their little project.”
“Really?” Scarlet said, intrigued now. “How so?”
“Well, with the Confederacy building up its navy, there’s been some concern around potential attacks. They don’t want something like what happened with Lee sneaking up the Potomac to ever occur again.”
“That turned out all right, thanks to Colonel Montclair.”
“True, but men like the Colonel can’t be everywhere at once. That was pure dumb luck, at least in part. Then you got a whole passel of other, average, everyday type threats: aether smuggling, piracy, and the like. So the powers that be thought it’d be a good idea to have some sailors specifically trained to address those threats.”
“Specifically trained?”
“Yep. Trained to do things like take down riverboats, board ironclads, and—" Carlyle grinned. ”Well, I’m getting a little ahead of myself. You’ll see what I mean soon enough.”
They arrived at the gate, a massive wooden affair made of logs lashed together with iron bands. Scarlet wondered how it would hold up to aether shelling or an airship assault. At least long enough to mount a counterattack and beat a retreat, she hoped.
A word from Carlyle to the sentries on the walls above and the gate swung open. Scarlet surveyed the compound. The fort consisted of several low-slung timber buildings resembling barracks, a larger central hall with one wall open to the elements and rows of benches inside, one structure that looked like a kitchen, and two smaller split-wood buildings of about equal size.
The door to the closer of the two smaller buildings stood open. Piles of spare clockwerk parts and collections of springs, gears, and levers filled a barrel by the entrance. A peek inside the building showed several ranks of the mechanical men, and a mechanist hard at work repairing a pile of arms and legs.
The building next to it was closed up tight. Windows had been cut into the log walls, iron bars added later on. A sailor walked out of the building, an M4 in his hands.
The armory.
Just the sight of the building made Scarlet miss her Chassepot. The custom-made French rifle was back in D.C., in the cozy 8th Street apartment she kept when not on assignment. She frowned. She was certain her apartment had been thoroughly tossed by now, no doubt the minute she’d left it the morning of the coup attempt. And her beloved Chassepot? Probably confiscated. Scarlet took special note of the armory’s location. Just in case.
The open central courtyard was filled with groups of sailors, all dressed similarly to Carlyle and his crew. In one area, a group of men and women sat around several charts featuring boat schematics. Not far from them, a second group was split into two, half performing calisthenics and half lifting weighted objects designed to build strength. A third group listened to an open-air lecture on what looked like hand-to-hand combat and weapons. A final group of sailors stood around a strange, rotund metal suit. It reminded Scarlet of a set of medieval armor, forged for a particularly overweight knight.
With the exception of the odd metal suit, this place looked remarkably like DSI Indoctrination, just on a much grander scale.
Carlyle’s crew split off with the exception of one sailor. He wasn’t quite as tall as Carlyle, but his shoulders and chest strained at the seams of his uniform. The sailor had olive skin and dark hair, his heritage hard to discern. Scarlet followed Carlyle and the second sailor as they rounded the corner behind one of the barracks. There was a tiny building there, no larger than a shed.
“Here we are,” Carlyle said. “Your quarters for the duration of your stay with us.”
Scarlet opened the door. An open window, cut out of the scrap wood the shed was built from, looked out onto the rear wall of the fort. An iron bedframe stood propped against one wall, a rolled mattress at its foot. There was barely space to turn around.
“Latrines are communal,” Carlyle said. “Sorry the lodging is sparse, but I figured you’d be needing a little space of your own. It’s probably best. Some of the troops here don’t have much experience with DSI, and what they’ve heard doesn’t sit too well.”
Scarlet nodded, more than used to it.
“This was a storage shed up until yesterday,” Carlyle said. “Didn’t think spartan accommodations would be an issue, though, what with you being Strategic Intelligence and all.” He gave Scarlet an appreciative glance. “I’ve heard y’all are tough.”
Scarlet dropped her bag and nodded. “Yes. I like spartan. This will do just fine. How soon can we get down to business?”
Carlyle laughed and stuck out his hand. The olive-skinned sailor shook his head and handed Carlyle a greenback.
Carlyle looked at Scarlet. “I bet him you wouldn’t be five minutes getting settled. Thanks for winning me the wager.”
Scarlet nodded. “First round’s on you later.”
Carlyle looked amused. “Huh. Maybe you DSI agents aren’t as bad as they make y’all out to be.”
Carlyle dismissed the second sailor, the man a greenback poorer than he’d been a few moments earlier.
“So, when do we begin?” Scarlet asked again.
Carlyle held up his hands. “Easy, agent. I know you’ve got a vested interest in getting this done as soon as possible, but let me show you something first.”
They retraced their steps across the courtyard’s training grounds and back through the gate. Instead of cutting across the fields toward where she’d been dropped off, Carlyle headed toward the dock. Scarlet hid her displeasure at the delay as best she could. Every minute lost was another minute Copperhead rotted in some prison. What was this man doing?
As they walked toward the empty dock, a thought occurred to Scarlet. “You mentioned you train to take down riverboats,” she said, “but I don’t see any boats here.”
“Pretty astute,” Carlyle said. “We don’t keep them here all the time.”
“So, where do they go, and how do you get to them?”
“Remember we were discussin’ the Battle of the Potomac? You know how Lee caught us flat-footed there, right?”
“Of course. Confederate leviathan submarines sailed up the coast, slipped into the river, and didn’t surface until they were within spitting distance of the capital.”
“Yep. Union leviathan technology was the one area where we lagged behind the Rebs, and Lee exploited it masterfully, I hate to admit. If it hadn’t been for Colonel Montclair’s plan, the stars and bars’d be flying over this fort, and you and I wouldn't be having this conversation.” Carlyle looked out over the river, clearly thinking of what might have been. “My point is,” he continued, “they had us beat on leviathan technology, but President Grant’s since had that corrected.” Carlyle checked the pocket watch face lashed onto his wrist. “I think we’re right on time.”
Scarlet put a hand above her eyes to shield them from the sun. She scanned up and down the Mississippi as far as her eyes would allow. There wasn’t the faintest sign of a ship, either up or downriver. Before she could ask what they were on time for, the caramel-colored water next to the dock began to roil and churn.
As a Strategic Intelligence operative, she'd been privy to many of the Union’s military secrets. Her work required she have access to the latest technology, the newest fighting methods, and all the most recent innovations. Since they’d first crossed Vice Chairman McCormick last year, she and her minder had been shut out from much of that innovation. From the looks of this outpost, these sailors, and the river in front of her, they’d been shut way out.
The tip of a whale-sized fin, the iron painted as black as coal, broke the surface. Then, like the great beasts of the depths for which it was named, the wicked, saber-like nose of easily the largest leviathan ironclad she’d ever seen burst through the surface of the river. It shot up toward the sky and hung, poised, before dropping and landing with a tremendous splash, soaking both her and Carlyle in the process.
Scarlet stood next to Carlyle, crimson hair dripping and clinging to her face like seaweed, mouth agape, her borrowed uniform soaked through as she gazed up at the thing. The engines on the leviathan’s port side whirred, expelling a fresh spray of river water as the beast-like machine maneuvered toward the bank. While they’d watched the massive ship surface, a group of sailors had come down from the fort. They walked past the speechless Scarlet and scrambled onto the surface of the metallic ship. They reminded her of ants, the way they scurried over the beast’s black metal surface, attaching and securing moorings and rope.
“Yep.” Carlyle chuckled, wiping river water from his face. “She’s something else, isn’t she? Agent Scarlet, let me be the first to introduce you to the U.S.S. Kraken.”



14 NEW ORLEANS, LOUISIANA – THE OLD FRENCH QUARTER, OCTOBER 1866
THE CITY HAD RISEN from humble beginnings, an elevated game trail used by the natives to traverse the treacherous swamp. Eventually, the trail became a road, and the road a route to a French encampment. Some years later, thanks to relatively high ground, a natural levee formed of a severe, crescent-shaped bend in the river. With close proximity to the Mississippi, the French encampment became a trading post. And despite the eighteenth-century priest-chronicler of the Alchemists’ Guild, Pierre François Duvalier, describing it as “a place of a hundred wretched hovels in a malarious, wet thicket of willows and dwarf palmettos infested by serpents and alligators,” that French encampment grew to what was, at this very moment, the most powerful city in the Confederacy.
New Orleans had survived wars, floods, and fire. The jewel of the Mississippi lived through being bandied about by the French and the Spanish before being sold off by Emperor Napoleon Bonaparte. He had no need for sugar cane but did have a pressing need to finance the purchase of a legion of early-model clockwerks. Once it became a part of the United States, New Orleans rose in power and prestige, somehow managed to avoid the worst of the latest war, and in the process crowned itself the gateway to all the Louisiana Territories and a major seat of power.
Montclair nudged his brute along, the two of them navigating the narrow stone streets of the Vieux Carré, the old French Quarter. In Montclair’s heart, feelings stirred like the cauldron of a Voduo Mambo, a voodoo priestess. The happiness of returning home, the nostalgia brought on by the sights and smells of the city, the natural fear and apprehension at returning to his father’s estate; each emotion was an ingredient in the brew. Each vied for supremacy over the others, but none achieved it. Beneath it all ran an undercurrent of sadness, memories of his mother whispering to him at every turn.
As the city traffic shuffled him along, the aroma of strong chicory coffee and deep-fried beignets wafted from a café, mingling with the scent of the nearby river. Montclair reflected on what had brought him back to this place. Somehow, his estranged brother, Randall, had known he was coming. For some reason, Randall had invited him home, ostensibly under a banner of truce. Did Randall’s knowledge of his movements mean the entire mission was compromised?
Montclair shrugged. “Only one way to find out,” he told his brute.
Montclair scratched his cheek underneath the horsehair mask. His eyes scanned the busy streets for any sign of being watched. His pistol and saber hung heavy at his side.
He thought back to when Greg had asked to accompany him. “Asked” wasn’t quite the right word, though. It had been more of a demand, really, albeit a simply stated one. Montclair’s reply had been just as simple.
“No.”
Greg had fumed. “We may be at odds, Julius, but no way in hell am I letting you walk into a viper’s nest alone!”
“This is a family oath, Greg. I have to go alone.”
“And what oaths do they honor to bastards, Julius?” Too late, Greg realized his mistake. “I...I meant no offense,” he mumbled, the best attempt at an apology he knew how to make.
Montclair had actually laughed. “None taken. And I can only answer by saying that things are… different here in New Orleans.”
“And what about the native princess?” Greg had asked.
They'd spent the afternoon making love to the point of exhaustion. Afterwards, he'd insisted they share a bottle of wine, knowing her limited exposure to alcohol would have the sweet liquid carrying her into a comfortable doze in no time. Then, he’d revitalized himself with dark chicory coffee, bathed and dressed, and left her fast asleep in their hotel room. Deceiving her that way pained him, but this was a matter for him and him alone.
“I told her the message waiting for me at the docks was from a contact.” Montclair furrowed his brow and sighed. “She’s not to know about this, Greg. Not a single word. Are we clear?”
Surprisingly, to Montclair’s relief, Greg had agreed without an argument.
Now, he found himself here, headed Southeast from the city proper toward an area called Montclair, a place just outside New Orleans named for the owner of the land, his father’s estate.
Montclair passed a steam carriage with a clockwerk driver, which brought a chuckle. The clockwerk’s owner had masked it for the holiday. New Orleans would never be denied her traditions, no matter where time or technology took her. Montclair waved to the machine. To his surprise, the clockwerk waved back. Montclair shook his head. Technology had the world moving almost faster than he could keep up.
The sun dipped toward the horizon behind him by the time he approached the road leading to Montclair plantation. He’d spent most of his youth here training alongside his brother, always under the strict eye of their father. Montclair was never meant to inherit the estate, so he’d grown up free from the burden of it one day being ‘all his’. Those years must have felt so different for Randall.
Montclair trotted his brute up the road, the boughs of the ancient oak trees on either side forming a canopy overhead. Every nerve ending tingled. All five senses danced on a razor-honed edge. This could all be a trap. If it was, he had no choice but to find out.
An old man waited at the end of the road, standing patiently in front of the manse. Montclair scanned the area around the house. The old man looked to be alone.
“I’ll see to your mount, suh,” the old man croaked.
He was an ancient and withered creature, his hair a tangled mass of gray wool, his skin the color and texture of driftwood.
“Calgary?” Montclair asked.
The old man squinted. “Beggin’ your pardon, suh. Eyes ain’t what they once was. Have we met?”
Montclair removed his mask. He leapt down from the brute and faced the old man his father had once owned.
The old man’s face cracked into a wide smile. He embraced Montclair. “Young master Julius!” he beamed. “You’re a sight for these old eyes! Master Randall said we might expect you, but I didn’t half believe him. Good to have you home again, suh.”
Montclair hugged the man then extricated himself and took a step back. He clapped Calgary on the shoulder and smiled down at him. “No need to call me ‘master’, Cal. You’re free now, aren’t you?” A thought occurred to Montclair. He looked around. “What are you still doing here, Cal? I’d have thought that by now you’d have gone on to join one of the Freedmen communities.”
Calgary shook his head, the action slow and deliberate. “When all that freed-man business happened and the clock men replaced us, I asked Master Randall if I could stay on. He said I could. Even pays me a li’l wages.” Calgary shrugged. “Wouldn’t know what to do with myself anyway, suh, if I did leave.”
Montclair nodded. Calgary had spent his entire life in servitude. The life of Freedman must have seemed a thing of mystery to him, and mystery was sometimes terrifying. Montclair tried to understand, but his understanding did nothing to alleviate his sadness or his anger. The stain of slavery would take generations to repair, if not longer.
“They’re a-waiting on you inside, Master Julius,” Calgary said.
Montclair put his hand on the old man’s shoulder. “Thank you, Cal. I can show myself in.”
Montclair turned and started for the house. With every step closer, his legs grew heavier until they felt like leaden weights. Each step up to the porch seemed an eternity. At the front entrance, he stopped. His gloved clockwerk hand flexed open and closed, open and closed. Montclair took a deep breath and set his jaw. He crossed himself then turned the handle.
When he walked through the French doors, memories assaulted him like a conquering army. The smell of the fine meal, the faint aroma of pinewood floors on a warm autumn afternoon, the sounds of boys playing as he and his brother chased one another through the halls of the manse.
“I’ll catch you, Randall!”
Montclair started, thinking the sound from his childhood had somehow bled into the present. Then, a boy with hair the color of chestnuts rounded the corner, bumping square into Montclair’s leg in his haste.
“Oh! Begging your pardon, sir,” the little boy said.
He was the spitting image of Randall. Montclair didn’t know if it was vanity or a genuine family resemblance, but he imagined he even saw a bit of himself in there as well.
Montclair knelt down. He reached out and adjusted the boy’s neckerchief. “I used to run these same halls with my brother back when we were your age.”
A second boy, older than the first, rounded the corner and came to a skidding halt. He was handsome like his younger brother, but with soft, intelligent eyes. He stood stock-still.
Montclair lifted an eyebrow then looked back at his youngest nephew. “You must be Randall,” he said to the little one. “And your brother’s name is…”
“Boys!” a voice called. “What in tarnation are the two of you-“ Her eyes met Montclair’s, and she froze.
She was a tall, fair-skinned beauty with cornflower blue eyes, dark hair, full red lips, a prominent air. Randall had done well for himself.
Montclair stood.
Her eyes never left his. There was wariness there but curiosity as well.
“Mama.” A young woman’s voice, clear and bright, rang from behind her. “Papa says supper is almost-Oh!” The girl, spitting image of what had to be her mother and every bit as lovely, froze in her tracks.
Before Montclair could introduce himself, a ghost, or what may as well have been one, walked around the corner and into the foyer of the Montclair manse.
“Julius,” Montclair’s brother said.
He’d aged somewhat in the ten years since Montclair had left. Montclair imagined he had, too. There was military school — West Point in New York for Montclair and the Citadel in South Carolina for Randall — not to mention a war since last they’d seen one another. Although the lines in his face were etched a bit deeper than they had been, Randall still looked as strong and youthful as Montclair remembered.
Montclair stiffened as Randall approached. His body relaxed when Randall embraced him.
“Welcome home, Julius,” Randall said. He stepped back, examining his brother. He nodded, his eyes lingering only a second on Montclair’s clockwerk hand. “The years have been kind to you, brother.”
Montclair, unsure of what to make of his return to a place he never thought he’d see again, didn’t know what to say. Finally, he settled on, “Will you introduce me to your family?”
Randall laughed. “Of course! How could I be so foolish?” He scooped up his youngest son and took his older boy’s hand. “These are my boys. My oldest is Phineas.” He hugged the older boy next to his leg. ”And this one,” Randall tickled the boy under his arm, causing the boy to squeal with delight, “is little Randall. Boys,” the elder Randall said, addressing his sons, “this is your Uncle Julius.”
“I knew it!” the younger Randall chirped. “You look just like us, Uncle Julius, ‘cept for your Creole blood.”
“Randall!” the boy’s mother said. Color rose to her porcelain cheeks.
“Well, it’s true, mamma!”
That brought a smile to Montclair’s face.
Randall waved the woman and the girl over. “This is my daughter, Madeline. Maddy,” Randall said. “Tell your Uncle Julius hello.”
“Hello, Uncle Julius,” his niece said with a curtsy. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”
Montclair smiled. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Madeline.”
“And this,” Randall said, “is my Rebecca.”
Rebecca Montclair inclined her head slightly, nodding. “A pleasure to meet you, Julius. Randall has told me so much about you—oh!” she said with a start as Montclair took her hand and kissed it.
“The pleasure is mine, Rebecca,” Montclair said.
Her skin flushed a deeper shade of crimson.
Randall laughed. “I didn’t tell you everything about my brother, Rebecca. Now, Julius, if you’re quite done flattering my wife, the table’s set for dinner. I don’t know about you, but I am starving. Rebecca, could you take Madeline and the boys and get them settled? Julius and I will be along in a moment.”
Randall’s wife took their daughter and their sons from the entryway, the youngest still chattering about his Uncle Julius, Madeline, the oldest, doing her best to shush him. Phineas, the middle child, took a look back at Montclair but remained quiet.
Randall turned to Montclair. “It’s good to have you home,” he said.
“What is this all about, Randall?” Montclair asked. He’d had a plan in mind. Take this slow, get a feel for the situation, let it all play out before he acted. A plan that had immediately went to shit. “When the war broke out and I threw in with the Union, it was just the excuse your mother needed to disown me. Then, when father died—”
Randall held up a hand. “When I discovered you were on your way back to New Orleans, I had to see you. You’re under no threat here, Julius. I promise you we’ll talk about everything later. For now, let’s just sit down and enjoy a meal, all right? Come get to know your sister-in-law and your niece and nephews.” Randall looked at Montclair like he would a man returned from the grave. “It’s been far, far too long.”
Montclair followed his brother through the familiar foyer, around the corner, and down the long hall to the dining room. The experience felt surreal, like walking through a dream. The dining room was just as he remembered, right down to the linen napkins and the plates, imported from France. They’d even kept the white drapes, wispy as a bayou breeze, that he and Randall used to hide behind.
Montclair noticed the enslaved men and women from his childhood had mostly been replaced with clockwerks. Thank the Healer. Knowing no better, he’d actually once thought of them simply as servants.
They were gone now, but the grand oaken table with his father’s chair at the head remained. Only now that chair was occupied by another.
Montclair’s stepmother, Sadie Montclair, watched him walk in. Her face twisted into a cruel snarl.
Montclair bowed low in greeting, barely able to contain his contempt for the woman. “Ms. Sadie,” he said. “You’re looking well.”
The pure hatred on Sadie Montclair’s face seemed carved from granite. Montclair’s skin crawled as he felt her eyes. His stepmother glared at him as if he were something she’d scraped from the bottom of her heel.
She turned to Montclair’s brother. “Even when you told me what you’d planned, I refused to believe that you would truly bring this filth back into our home.”
“I’ll not have you speak to Julius that way, Mother. He is blood, after all.”
“Blood? Bah!” the old woman spat. “This bastard is no more blood than the slaves were! I overlooked your father’s dalliances because I had no choice. I won’t dishonor his memory by speaking ill of him, but neither will I tolerate his Creole bastard under this roof and him a traitor to boot!” Sadie Montclair’s eyes, dark as an adder’s, bore into Montclair. “Left to fight for the Yankees, didn’t you?” she asked. “Couldn’t even be bothered to attend your own father’s funeral, est-ce que? Not that I'm surprised. I gritted my teeth and suffered your presence when your father was alive. I’ll not do it anymore, you—you monster!”
Rebecca looked down at her empty dinner plate. The children sat quietly in their seats, mouths agape. Montclair, having expected much worse, made a point of casually studying his fingernails.
Montclair’s brother’s eyes narrowed. “You promised you’d be civil, Mother, but clearly that was too much to ask. I think it’s time for you to excuse yourself.”
His stepmother gave Montclair one last look before she stood. She laughed. “You’ll get what’s coming to you, bastard. Mark my words.”
“Enough, Mother!” Randall shouted.
At the snap of Randall’s fingers, a clockwerk came from the kitchen and helped Montclair’s stepmother out of her chair. Something about the evil grin on her face unsettled Montclair, but Sadie left without another word.
“I—I’m sorry, Julius,” Rebecca began. “Randall’s mother can be…”
“Grandmother doesn’t like you very much, does she, Uncle Julius?” Little Randall asked.
Montclair laughed. “Sadie’s always had an interest in me,” he paused and winked, “being far away from here.”
With his stepmother gone, the mood lightened. Montclair listened as his niece and nephews regaled him with their own stories of the place where he’d grown up. Clockwerks brought in platters of roast lamb, fresh greens, and potatoes roasted to perfection. For dessert, a berry cobbler with whipped cream. Normally a man of tremendous appetite, Montclair did little more than pick at the sumptuous food.,
“Is that all you’re going to eat, Uncle Julius?” little Randall asked.
“You mind you clean your own plate, young man,” Montclair said.
They talked until long after the dishes were cleared. Montclair found himself enjoying the company of his brother's family. He’d been preoccupied with war and duty these past years. It didn’t leave much time for thoughts of a family. But now…
Randall caught Rebecca’s eye and pointed to the grandfather clock. She nodded and informed the children it was time to retire. Montclair waited for little Randall’s wails to subside before wishing the children goodnight.
“It was a pleasure meeting you, Madeline,” Montclair told his niece. “You are a vision, young lady. You’ll be beating the suitors off with a stick before you know it.” He winked at her.
“Thank you, Uncle Julius,” the girl replied. She blushed. She had her mother’s beauty and her father’s strength but with a poise that was somehow all her own.
“Will we see you again, Uncle Julius?” Little Randall asked.
Montclair looked at Little Randall then at his older brother, Phineas. “I certainly hope so,” he replied.
To his surprise, he found he meant it.
Rebecca shooed the children out before turning to look at Montclair. Christ the Healer, how her eyes sparkled in the aether lamplight. Montclair had a hard time concentrating.
“I simply do not know what to make of your brother, Randall,” she said. Her eyes never left Montclair’s. She kissed her husband goodnight then was gone.
Randall smiled, watching her leave. “She’s something, isn’t she?”
“To say the least.”
Randall laughed. “Easy, Julius.”
“You have a gorgeous family, Randall.” One I very much envy you.
Montclair’s family reunion had been… nice, but it was time to get back to the business at hand. Time for Montclair to ask the question that had been gnawing at him ever since he’d stepped foot off that riverboat and received Randall’s invitation.
“How did you know I was back in New Orleans?”
Randall frowned. “You’ve been away for so long, Julius. Much has changed. Can I persuade you to join me for brandy and a cigar?”
Montclair hesitated a heartbeat then nodded his agreement. “Of course, brother,” he said.
He needed to know if his mission was still secret or if he’d been compromised. He needed to get to the real reason Randall invited him here. Brandy and a cigar seemed as good a way to do that as any.
It took a moment for Montclair to realize what he’d done. It was that word: brother. How easily it had rolled off his tongue despite the muscles required to form it being long out of use.
He followed Randall through their father’s study, the painting of General Montclair staring imposingly down at the two of them. The man in the portrait possessed the same firm jawline and broad shoulders Montclair and Randall shared. The smell of their father’s pipe smoke lingered still, as if it were forever instilled in the wood and plaster and fabric of the place. A globe of the earth stood in the corner by the door. Trinkets won on campaigns long past sat on shelves, gathering dust like forgotten memories. He and Randall’s laughter still rang in his ears, echoes of when they would run and hide amongst their father’s trophies of war. Montclair sighed. This house was full of ghosts.
They crossed the threshold of the study and stepped outside onto the veranda. The wide porch afforded a view of the entire plantation, from the sugar cane fields to the east and west and the bayou to the south. Montclair’s eyes drifted to a round patch of red dirt. They’d spent countless hours on that circle of red-orange clay, enduring punishing repetitions as their father drilled them in the disciplines of boxing, wrestling, and swordsmanship.
A clockwerk servant activated when they walked by. The mechanical man began to fan them with a large artificial feather until Randall shooed it away. A crystal decanter and two glasses rested on a small table by the veranda door. Randall picked up the decanter with one hand, the tumblers in the other. He gave one glass to Montclair before pouring for the both of them. He pulled two cigars from his breast pocket and handed one to Montclair, struck a match, and held it out for his brother.
Montclair leaned in, letting the flame kiss the tip of the stogie before puffing it to life. He took a sip of his brandy, staring out as evening settled over the swamp.
“How did you know I was here, Randall?”
Randall lit his own cigar. He drew the smoke into his cheeks then exhaled a blue plume before he responded. “I have eyes everywhere, Julius. You remember what Father used to say about spies?”
Montclair did remember. He nodded. “‘Knowledge of the enemy’s dispositions can only be obtained from other men,’” he quoted. The same words Ueda had uttered back in Vindication’s war room. It was more than coincidence, the way the past and the present had seemed to collide so much of late.
Randall smiled. “That’s right. Wisdom courtesy of the honorable Sun Tzu, legendary strategist from the Celestial Empire of Chen.”
“So I’m the enemy, am I?”
Randall shook his head. “No, Julius. Not anymore.” He took a sip of his brandy. “My people had you made the moment you stepped onboard the Lady Luck. I have eyes everywhere now, Julius.”
Montclair swore to himself. He hadn’t even suspected he was being watched. They’d been that damned good. He knew when he’d been beat.
He took a deep breath. “You know why I’m here, then?” he asked.
“Some skullduggery for the Union, I imagine.” Randall shrugged. “Honestly? I couldn’t care less why it is you’re here. Just that you are.”
Montclair raised an eyebrow. “You don’t care? Not turning me in would be considered treason by some.” By all, actually.
Randall stared out at the deepening evening. The smell of the swamp drifted on the breeze. The croaking of bullfrogs rose up from the marsh to serenade them.
“The blood oaths of kinship prevent me from turning you in, Julius.” Randall turned to face him. “I heard when you made Colonel, you know,” he said, changing the subject. “Battlefield promotion when your commander died in the skies over Antietam.” Randall nodded to himself. “The very worst kind. They threw you right in there, didn’t they? I still remember when I got the dispatch. I was leading an assault up in Tishomingo County, Mississippi at the time. Rosecrans stopped us cold with three-hundred men and a battalion of Union clockwerks.” The ghost of a sad smile touched Randall’s lips. “Even though you were on the opposite side of the war...I was proud of my brother. So very proud.”
Montclair found it strange, them discussing the killing of one another’s friends with such casual ease. He was even more hard-pressed to believe his brother didn't care why he was here, especially after having so artfully spied on him. Almost unable to perceive the subtle, creeping change, Montclair found himself caring less about his brother’s motives as the evening wore on. The easy familiarity they’d grown up enjoying returned with almost no effort. It was clouding his judgment.
“I’m afraid I’ve gotten less word about your career,” Montclair said, guilt creeping into his voice. Even after all the years and all the bad blood, his brother had followed him faithfully. Why hadn’t he done the same? “Do you have your own command now?”
“I was recently promoted to general.”
Montclair nearly spit out his brandy, smiling before he even knew it. “A general! Christ the Healer, Randall! That is something.”
Damnation. His brother, a general already. The speed with which his affection for Randall returned surprised and frightened him.
Randall smiled humbly. Maybe that was where his oldest son got it?
“It caught me off guard as well, Julius. Apparently, a general’s staff officer-grade slot suddenly opened up last year, and I was recommended to fill it.”
Montclair thought he detected a hint of something in Randall’s voice. Montclair knew exactly how that Confederate general’s slot had opened up last year. He’d been the one responsible for creating it.
“Why did you invite me here, Randall?” Montclair asked again.
Randall sat his brandy down and stared out into the darkness. “There’s talk of war again,” he said. “The Confederacy, the Union, the Empire of Mexico.”
He looked back toward the house. Toward his wife and children. His daughter’s voice, accompanied by her mother on the piano, drifted out onto the veranda.
“I had to see you again, to have one last, pleasant evening with my brother. Next time we see each other, Julius…” Randall paused. “Well, we’re both soldiers, aren’t we? We’re both our father’s sons. We’re both Montclairs. I couldn’t pass on the opportunity to see you once more and remember the good times.”
Montclair felt a sharp tug in his chest. He understood all too well what Randall meant, too well to trust himself to answer. He drained the last of his brandy.
“It’s been… wonderful meeting your family, Randall. I’d best be going.”
Randall nodded. “You’re certain you won’t stay? You know we have plenty of room.”
Try as he might, Randall was unable to convince Montclair to pass the night under their father’s roof, even as much as Montclair would have liked to. Accepting defeat, Randall had Montclair’s brute brought around and walked with him outside.
Montclair grasped the pommel of the beast’s seat and leapt up onto its back. He craned his neck to the moonless sky, every star visible, a spilled pouch of diamond dust on sable velvet. Once he reached the city, the aether lamps of New Orleans would illuminate the way. There would be little light to guide the mechanical horse by until then, but truth be told, Montclair didn’t need it. He knew the way by heart.
There was a resounding clang as Randall gave the metallic creature’s flank a pat. “Will you visit us again if you’re able, Julius?” he asked.
“I’d like that, Randall. Very much.”
Randall smiled. “Good. Until then, be safe. The Healer guide you on your journey.”
“And you as well, brother.”
There was an unfamiliar warmth in Montclair’s belly, a feeling of long-forgotten yearning for family and for home reawakened. Maybe those years of worry had been for nothing. Maybe having a family again wasn’t such a bad thing. Maybe lowering his guard, just a bit, wasn’t as bad an idea as he’d thought.
As Montclair rode off, he turned to see Randall waving goodbye. He turned once again to guide his brute forward, never glimpsing Randall’s smile twist into a snarl, his fist curled so tight his fingernails drew blood.



15 LOUISVILLE, KENTUCKY - HOLLY SPRINGS INN & TAVERN, OCTOBER 1865
KINGFISH HELD out his glass to the serving girl, not bothering to meet her eyes. “Another brandy,” he barked, “and this time, don’t be so damned stingy with the pour.”
The girl stared daggers at Abe’s minder as she turned to fetch him yet another drink, his fourth since they’d arrived. Abe looked at Kingfish. The man’s rumpled clothes, face barely shaven, his lack of bathing not at all disguised by the generous application of herbed oils. His stench, a stomach-churning mixture of sage and soured body odor, assaulted Abe from across the table. Inside one of the most prestigious taverns in Kentucky, Kingfish stood out like a lighthouse beacon.
For the hundredth time, Abe wondered how he’d been paired with a man like this. He thought of their mission, all the months and weeks of planning, the painstaking surveillance that had gone into it. Now, the entire operation was in jeopardy, all because his drunken mess of a minder no longer knew how to conduct himself in genteel company.
The Holly Springs Inn & Tavern served as host to landowners and statesmen, politicians and thieves, aether robber barons and visiting noblemen alike. Fortunes were made and given away over plates of fried pickles and slow-roasted pork coated in berry sauce. Famed for its horseflesh, Washington county drew visitors from all over the world. Everyone dined at the Holly Springs when they came to buy, sell, and admire Kentucky stallions. From the wealthy princes of the kingdoms of Africa to the sultans of Persia, all were drawn by the lure of the world-renowned racing horses.
And there sat Abe’s minder, a slovenly, unshaven drunk, failing miserably at teaching his pupil the fine art of espionage.
Abe watched Kingfish stifle a belch so wet and malodorous it was just shy of puking. Abe attempted to hide his disgust. In the brief but valuable time he’d spent in Copperhead’s presence, the old spymaster had taught him much. Perhaps most important was the first and most valuable rule of tradecraft — always blend in. It was a lesson his own minder apparently never had learned. Abe wrinkled his nose as the fans blew a fresh dose of Kingfish’s reek his way.
Kingfish looked up from his empty glass, catching Abe staring. ”What is it, boy? You watching me when you should be watching the target?”
Abe winced. His eyes darted left and right. Had anyone heard that? “You really should be more careful, sir,” Abe said, low enough so that only Kingfish could hear. “The walls have—"
Kingfish dismissed Abe’s concerns with a wave of his hand. “I know, I know. The walls have ears.” Kingfish looked at his empty glass with longing in his eyes. He looked back at Abe. “You just worry about doing as you’re told, Bookkeeper.”
Abe swallowed hard. Using an agent’s moniker in a public setting was a complete breach of security. He wondered how the man slouching across from him had survived as long as he had.
Abe tried to refocus on the task at hand, conducting a discreet study of a group of men in the back corner of the dining room.
Ringed by stone-faced mercenaries, Silas Worthington sat at a table full of shriveled, hateful, powerful men. None were as wealthy as Worthington, but all were like-minded, Abe knew. He’d done his homework on them. The “congregants” of First Episcopal all met here each Sunday afternoon. After service, they discussed their fortunes, their politics, and the morning’s sermon. The term “congregants”, of course, Abe used loosely when describing them. That term indicated followers of the church, followers of the Healer. These were old, pale men with young, dark tastes. Their appetites ranged from prostitution to slavery to other things even more repugnant. They were about as far from the teachings of the Healer as one could get.
They’d been surveilling Silas Worthington, the Pious Man in all the official files, off and on for weeks. They’d alternated between tailing his steam carriage, following him in disguise, and watching his fortress-like estate from the cover of the trees in the surrounding hills.
Abe caught a snippet of conversation from Worthington’s table. He leaned in. It sounded as though things were getting interesting. Abe strained to hear, but they dared not sit too close, even in disguise. Abe had met the Pious Man once, several years ago in his past work — his past life — as an auditor with the Keystone Bridge Company. Abe was no longer that same man, but he couldn’t risk being recognized. He picked up a newspaper and opened it, covering his face.
“I know they all think I’m a drunk,” Kingfish blurted, the outburst sudden and with far too much volume.
“Sir!” Abe hissed. Inch by inch, Abe’s patience with his minder was slipping.
Kingfish continued, paying no heed to his protégé. “Think I’m a drunken fool, do you? No longer any good to the department? I’ll have you know I’m a senior agent, boy! I take life, and I give it.” He snapped his fingers. ”Just. Like. That.”
Abe gritted his teeth. “That’s enough,” he growled.
People had begun to stare. If he didn’t do something soon, someone was going to hear. If Abe or his minder were captured south of the Mason Dixon, Washington would have no choice but to disavow them. The Healer only knew what the Confederacy would do to two DSI agents caught on southern soil.
“Copperhead and I worked together,” Kingfish slurred. He seemed not to care who heard. He grinned, baring a mouthful of yellowed teeth. “He and I created the Indoctrination protocols.”
The fact hit Abe like a hammer, catching him off guard.
“That’s right,” Kingfish said, “me and your precious hero… we were equals. Once. Still are, in my book. What do you think of that, boy?”
The thought of Copperhead twisted Abe’s stomach into knots, taking his mind off the revelation Kingfish had just dropped on him. Scarlet had told him about what happened with Vice Chairman McCormick, about the failed revolt. The image of Copperhead rotting away in some damnable secret prison was almost too much to bear.
Scarlet had made him swear to stay out of it all until he was needed, and he’d reluctantly agreed. He’d agree to anything for Scarlet, so Abe compartmentalized his concern for Copperhead and did exactly what the old spymaster would have wanted him to — he focused on the mission.
Kingfish belched again, only this time his luck ran dry. An elastic string of spittle and vomit oozed from his maw to dribble down his chin. He wiped his mouth with the back of his shirt cuff, nearly toppling from his chair in the process. Abe’s blood ran cold when Worthington and his party turned toward their table.
Abe didn’t hesitate. He stood and walked behind Kingfish, pulling a tiny needle from his sleeve as he moved. “Are you all right, uncle?” Abe asked, loud enough for everyone around him to hear. He placed the needle between his fingers then leaned down and pricked his minder's neck. Kingfish went limp. Abe called for the serving girl.
Abe explained that his “uncle” had a condition, narcolepsy, contracted while on expedition to far Egypt. The serving girl frowned, giving Abe a knowing look and a nod. She took her time assigning two clockwerks to assist him in getting his minder out a side door.
Abe risked a glance in Worthington’s direction on the way out. The hired mercenaries had relaxed. The spectacle forgotten, the Pious Man and his party of ghouls had already returned to their Sunday supper.
Abe watched the two clockwerks carry his minder out. He and the serving girl followed close behind. He breathed a sigh of relief when they cleared the building without further incident.
“I’ll take it from here,” he told the serving girl. “Thank you.”
“Good luck with your ‘uncle’.” She sneered before heading back into the tavern.
Their work done, the pair of mechanical men followed her back inside. Pistons and gears popped and whirred as they moved, the sounds fading until Abe and his minder sat alone in the back alley. Kingfish leaned heavily onto Abe’s side. Abe dumped him in a pile of refuse until he could figure out what to do with him. The senior agent slumped over, snoring.
“Christ the Healer,” Abe swore. He scooped Kingfish up and threw the man’s considerable bulk over his shoulder. Just then, Kingfish’s bladder let go. Abe pictured the acrid-smelling yellow fluid running down his coat as he felt the terrible, wet warmth soak into his clothes.
“Bastard!” He wondered what the penalty was for agents who murdered their minders and buried them, in pieces, throughout their area of operations. Whatever the penalty was, it was probably worth it.
Abe shifted his minder on his shoulder and started walking. The piss soaking his coat cooled rapidly. Worse than that, Kingfish had burned them. From here on out, any surveillance of the target would have to be done from a distance. His minder had made sure of that.
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“YOU SURE ABOUT THIS, JULIUS?” Greg asked.
Montclair nodded. “I left the signal the same way it’s always been done, and the response checked out.”
Montclair hoped his voice conveyed more confidence than he felt. The methods of underworld communication dated back to when the Spanish ruled New Orleans, the secret signs and signals already a hundred years old, even before Montclair’s mother ran the city. Now, they were mostly forgotten. Rust had eaten away half of the only drop box Montclair remembered. When he’d opened it, cobwebs lined what remained of the inside.
Greg shrugged. “And you’re still sure about bringing the Indian princess along?”
“I’m sure,” Montclair said, despite the fact that he wasn’t. He’d loved introducing Ayita to the place of his birth, especially during Masquerade when the city showed off all its elegantly debauched glory, but the back gutters of New Orleans wouldn’t have been his first choice as a place for courting.
“Wouldn’t a couple of my Marines have been better?” Greg asked. He looked at Ayita. “Meaning no offense to you, of course.”
She took it in stride. “There was none taken, Colonel Gregory. Besides, I would wager I am as handy as any of your water-soldiers if it comes to a fight.”
Montclair grinned at Greg. “She said it, not me.”
Greg grunted. “They’re ‘Marines’, Princess. Not ‘water-soldiers’. There’s a difference.”
“And I am no princess, Colonel Gregory. I am the daughter of a War Chieftain of the Croatan Nation. There is a difference.”
Greg tipped his Stetson. “Point taken, chieftain’s daughter.”
They’d left their lodgings on Rue Royale and hired a steam carriage to take them down St. Charles. They’d followed St. Charles southeast to Magazine Street then on down to Felicity, where Montclair instructed the driver to drop them at the corner of Felicity and Celeste. From there, they’d struck out on foot, Montclair leading the way. He had taken them through a bustling marketplace, a symphony of price haggling, shouted arguments and agreements, and vendors hawking their wares. They’d ducked around back of the market, slipping behind the stalls.
Montclair turned down an alley, sending a small army of rats scampering. He took a right, and they found themselves on a narrow stone street, the length of it running between the backs of buildings and a row of warehouses.
“These were some of the first warehouses built in the city,” Montclair said.
The red brick was crumbling, marked with the scars of a hundred hurricanes. The structures were timeworn even by the standard of New Orleans, one of the oldest cities in the Union or the Confederacy.
The stink of rotting sewage seeped from iron drains set deep in the cobblestones, mingling with the rich, muddy scent of the Mississippi. Row upon row of ancient warehouses lined the riverbank.
A few cautious minutes and Montclair spotted the door he’d been searching for. A flood of memories came rushing back to him. “This is it,” he said, a catch in his throat.
The warehouse door was beaten, weathered wood. Green paint, once bright and vibrant, was now chipped and peeling away in flakes. A tarnished brass knocker hung from the center. His mother’s people had shipped tons of smuggled goods through this very door. Now here he stood, back in this place despite his disdain for the life his mother had planned for him. Despite the oath he’d sworn to himself never to return.
Montclair looked at Ayita and Greg. Both drew pistols. A nod from Greg told Montclair his friend was ready. The set of Ayita’s jaw and the fire in her eyes told Montclair she was ready as well. Montclair pulled his Colt and cocked it. Every muscle tense as a drawn bowstring, heartbeat even and steady just like the hundreds of other times, both in training and combat, when he’d made entry. Kicking in doors was as second nature as breathing now. Montclair held the Colt tucked in close to his body, his finger straight and off the trigger. He grasped the knocker with his clockwerk hand and struck it against the door.
There was the scrape of wood on wood, the complaining of hinges unused in the Healer knew how long, as the door creaked its way open. A beaten clockwerk stood in the entrance, a dull light, weak and swamp-gas blue, burning in only one of its two eyes. The clockwerk turned and waited a beat before it beckoned them to follow.
Montclair glanced back at his companions, wariness in his eyes. He’d be first in, followed by Ayita, with Greg providing rear security. Their course set, he gripped his pistol tighter and stepped inside.
Montclair swept in tight, pistol up, turning the corner as he checked behind the door. Nothing but a second clockwerk, unarmed and in even worse condition than the first. Montclair backed away as the mechanical man closed the door behind them and slid a thick wooden beam into a set of iron brackets across it. Montclair heard a familiar noise: old dried wood on iron — the scraping from earlier must have been the clockwerk unlocking the door.
Its job complete, the second clockwerk resumed its post behind the entrance. The clockwerk with the single functioning eye had been waiting patiently but now motioned for them to follow farther into the passageway, farther into darkness. They walked in the one-eyed clockwerk’s footsteps, venturing down a shadowy brick corridor. Cool air washed over them. The pungent scent of mold and damp permeated the space. The quiet lay heavy, almost suffocating, the only sound the grind of clockwerk gears and one-eye’s metallic footsteps from the shadows ahead.
Montclair’s eyes strained to pierce the darkness. He felt the tension in the air, humming like a telegraph wire. This place was an ambush waiting to happen.
Just as Montclair’s eyes adjusted to the darkness, the corridor opened into a vast, wide space. Wooden beams crisscrossed a ceiling so high it was nearly lost in shadow. Sunlight filtered in through the grime-covered glass far above, illuminating a dust-covered plank floor.
Before he stepped from the shadows, Montclair froze. He raised a clockwerk fist, signaling his lover and his friend to hold their positions. Montclair dropped to a semi-crouch, flattening against the wall, and motioned for Ayita and Greg to do likewise. Stock-still, every muscle taut and ready, he allowed his eyes to readjust to the light.
Empty, rotting crates filled the far side of the warehouse. Tarps, covered in dust from years of abandonment, lay strewn about the floor. Motes of dust caught the afternoon sunlight as they drifted toward their resting places. The warehouse, large enough to accommodate an airship, emitted the feel of an abandoned city, empty and forgotten. Only the earthy smell of raw cotton lingered from the old days.
“You’re a sight for sore eyes, boy.”
The voice boomed from behind a stack of rotting wood, shattering the cathedral-like silence of the abandoned warehouse. Three 1861 Model Colt Navies were up and sighted in before the voice’s echo faded, long before the owner of that voice finally hobbled into view.
The two people who stepped from the shadows were not what Montclair expected. An older, heavyset man leaned on a hickory cane, the wood bending beneath his weight. A towering acolyte of the Alchemists’ Guild followed, phantom-like and close on his heels.
Montclair’s eye was drawn to the acolyte. The alchemist wore wine-colored robes, the standard garb of the guild. As per their customs, the garment concealed the acolyte from head to toe, his or her face draped in a shadowed cowl. The alchemist was of stunning height and stood in place with almost preternatural silence and stillness.
Montclair’s gaze shifted back to the old man. His clothes—yellowed cotton shirt, scarf, waistcoat and trousers — hung in tatters, and his shoes, worn and cracked, had certainly seen better days. He carried a prodigious belly with chest and shoulders to match, though he was a full head shorter than Montclair. His hair was white and thinning, and a wiry bush of more-salt-than-pepper beard covered the lower portion of his coppery face. Despite his appearance, he stood proud, giving the air of a man more used to giving orders than obeying them.
“Don’t recognize me, do you, boy?”
Montclair kept his pistol where it was. “Should I?”
“Look closer,” the old man said.
Montclair did. Something about the old man’s face rang familiar. Then, Montclair noticed the ragged scar running the length of the old man’s cheek.
“Sawtooth?”
The old man smiled, his right tooth as jagged as the tool it was named for. He gave a slight bow. “At your service, young man.”
Montclair secured his Colt then gestured for Greg and Ayita to do the same. “It’s all right,” he assured them. “Sawtooth used to work for my mother.”
Sawtooth pouted, the vulnerable gesture out of place beneath his jagged scar. “Oh, now, Julius, you wound me! I know she tried to keep this world from you, but she was a queen, Julius, and I was her right-hand man.”
“A queen, was she?” Greg said. He looked at Montclair then at Sawtooth. “Old man, would you say Julius’ mother was Creole royalty, then?”
Sawtooth nodded. “I’ll overlook your lack of respect, young man, but, oh, yes, she was a queen. Every bit of one. Or at least the closest thing to such that we’ll ever see in these parts.”
Greg grinned at Montclair. “I’m surrounded by royalty, it seems.”
Montclair groaned. Greg had once accused him of being royalty after seeing a daguerreotype of his mother. Montclair had vehemently denied it. Now, he’d never live it down.
He gestured to the acolyte. “Who’s your friend, Sawtooth?”
The old man glanced at the robed figure. “This here? Just an acquaintance.” The hooded figure bowed to Montclair. “Call her a ‘business partner’ if you will. One of the few left from your mother’s reign.”
“My mother did business with the alchemists?” Montclair asked.
Sawtooth shrugged. “Onliest way I know to turn raw aether into a usable power source is through the alchemists. And Regine controlled much of the aether market in the territories, once upon a time.”
Montclair’s eyes widened.
Sawtooth laughed. “Thought she was only into the smuggling and the pleasure houses, did you? There’s much about your mother you don’t know, Julius, and much I could tell you. Perhaps when the time’s right, you’ll let me.”
Montclair held his peace, still processing. The aether trade was a high stakes game, reserved only for powerful aether barons, or so he thought. But his own mother?
Ayita’s brow furrowed. “If Julius’ mother’s empire is no longer, and you were her loyal servant, how is it that she is gone and you remain, Uncle?”
Sawtooth smiled. “‘Uncle’, is it?” He looked at Montclair. “I like this one, Julius. She’s sharp. Your mother would have approved.”
Pain tightened in Montclair’s chest at the thought of his mother approving of someone he cared about. For a brief second, he was a youth again with barely a hair on his chin but still desperate for his mother’s approval. Then, the second passed.
“I remain,” Sawtooth said to Ayita, “because I had no other choice. Not if I wanted to survive.”
“The drop box message,” Montclair began. “How did you know it was me, Sawtooth?”
Sawtooth grinned. “The river rats.”
“River rats?” Ayita asked.
“The children of the river,” Montclair said. “Orphans and runaways making a living off those who frequent the city and the riverfront. My mother used to pay them to act as her eyes and ears.”
Greg whistled low. “Genius.”
“That she was,” Sawtooth said. “I’ve managed to keep a few of the rats on the payroll. Part of their job is to always have one eye on that message box you used, just in case we needed it again. Imagine my surprise when we did.”
Montclair looked around the abandoned warehouse then at Sawtooth. His mother’s former lieutenant was now barely getting by from the looks of it. He’d been a wealthy man under Montclair’s mother. Now, he was reduced to this, a shadow of what he’d once been and with a new criminal overlord running the Crescent City.
“What happened here, Sawtooth? After my mother died, I mean.”
Sawtooth sighed, his body seeming to deflate. “When Regine passed,” he said, “we mourned.” What little spark of life there was drained from the old man’s eyes. “We mourned long even after you left.”
There it was again. The pain in Montclair’s chest. The guilt, gnawing away at his insides like rats chewing their way out of a cage.
“But not all mourned your mother’s passing,” Sawtooth said, too lost in his own pain to acknowledge Montclair’s. “After you left, Regine’s empire shattered like so much glass. Each shard became a rival faction: the Yellow Hanks, the Live Magnolia Boys, Gironde Street… a hundred others. And before we knew what’d happened, those shards went to war.” Sawtooth paused, recollecting. “It started off small at first. A stabbing here, a throat cut there, some upstart voyou leaving his calling card.” He shrugged. “The occasional street skirmish over territory. But then…”
“What came next, Uncle?” Ayita asked.
Sawtooth looked at Ayita as if seeing her for the first time. He gave Montclair a knowing look. “Then things took a turn,” he continued, his voice low and mournful. “The smaller gangs fell, absorbed or killed off by the more vicious ones until only the strongest and most ruthless remained. They started to consolidate.” Sawtooth nodded toward Montclair. “This was ‘round about a couple years after you left.”
Montclair didn’t flinch from the accusation. “I wanted no part of what my mother had built.”
Sawtooth’s eyes flashed. “You think it was all about stealing?” he shouted, spittle flying from his mouth. His anger came on sudden and unexpected, a flash of lightning in a Louisiana summer storm. “What your mother stood for, what she fought and killed for her whole life, you think it was all about thieving and whores, do you, boy? No! It was about this city! And the territories beyond it! Christ the Healer, boy, Regine was so much more than what you think she was. You’re too young to remember, but before she took over, the streets of the French Quarter ran red every night. When she came to power? All that killing ended. Women and children felt safe walking these streets. People are always apt to do evil, Julius. Regine knew that, but she kept it tolerable. She kept the peace. Don’t you see that?” He half-fell, half-sat on a box and pointed his cane at Montclair. “You were supposed to take over her empire, Julius. But you left… went off to play soldier! And people died because of it.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “Simple as that.”
Montclair stared at the old man sitting there, broken and forgotten, his anger seething. Montclair said nothing. There was nothing he could say.
Sawtooth hung his head, suddenly ashamed. “You never understood your mother,” he said, “but she forgave you for it. Said you had nobler pursuits than maintaining what she’d built even though she knew what it would cost.” Sawtooth looked up, his eyes rimmed red with tears. “Said you took after your father that way. She did love him, you know. I-I know that better than anyone.”
“I’m sorry,” Montclair said. “I didn’t realize...”
The old man laughed, the sound both bitter and sweet. He dismissed his pain with a wave of the hand. “Almost everyone loved your mother, Julius. Almost everyone, but not all. Your mother’s death…”
The unstated implication hung in the air. Montclair’s eyes narrowed in skepticism. “Consumption… consumption took my mother.”
Sawtooth turned away and shook his head.
Montclair’s heart hammered in his chest. “What are you saying, old man? Speak up. Now!”
Sawtooth smiled, sour and without mirth. “I was never a fighter, Julius. My talents were more… administrative in nature.” His eyes glazed over. “But if I was, I’d have taken vengeance on Therese. Her and all her ilk.”
Montclair glared at Sawtooth. “You’re saying my mother was murdered?”
Greg swore, and Ayita shifted uneasily next to him.
“Never proven,” Sawtooth said. He looked over at the hooded acolyte. The woman stood still as a statue. “The best assassins don’t leave a trace.”
A cold chill had seeped into the warehouse, despite the damp warmth emanating from the river.
“Who?” Montclair demanded, iron in his voice.
Sawtooth looked older now, old and worn and defeated. No one person could bear the burden of revenge and guilt and self-loathing for so long as he had without it taking its toll.
Sawtooth began to speak, pain and effort etched in the strain of his voice, into the lines of his face. “After Regine’s death, for a long while after, things were bad. Blood ran thick and crimson in the gutters. The Mississippi flowed red with it for a time. Then, seemingly from nowhere, Therese Truveaux appeared.”
Montclair nodded, fighting to suppress the red rage growing inside him. It didn’t take a genius to connect the dots Sawtooth had drawn.
“Therese Truveaux?” Greg asked. “You mean Senator Truveaux. “I thought she was just a politician.”
Sawtooth laughed. “Learn your friend here about our ways, Julius,” Sawtooth said.
Montclair turned to Greg. “In New Orleans, politics and the underworld,” he clasped both his hands together, “are intertwined. Sometimes inextricably so.”
Sawtooth nodded. “When Regine died, her empire fell into chaos until Therese rose to claim the remnants. Therese came from humble beginnings, but she’s a natural-born leader. I’ll give her that. Masterful how she manipulated the heads of the factions and united them under her banner. Once she had the power of the gangs at her command, there was no stopping her. She killed her way to becoming city alderman then on into the Senate.”
“Who is she, Sawtooth?” Montclair asked.
He shrugged. “She was nobody, Julius, until she became something else. She started as a courtesan, but no mere trollop working on her back for scraps to live on. She was trained for the life, groomed for it from an early age, a product of a plaçage gone wrong. She was a working girl, one of the best there was, up at the Basin Street House.”
“My mother owned the Basin Street House,” Montclair said, his voice devoid of emotion. Now, he knew why her daguerreotype had looked so familiar during the briefing. It had been a lifetime ago, and she’d aged, of course, but he had seen Therese Truveaux before.
Sawtooth nodded. “She did own it. Therese was one of her girls.”
“And now this murdering bitch has Smythe’s ear,” Montclair said.
“A powerful position,” Ayita said. “Most especially given what I have heard about your Texas and the other lands north and west of here.”
Sawtooth shook his head. “Without Smythe’s support, Therese‘s campaign would’a melted away like evening mist over the bayou. She’d have never been in this runnin’ for Senate… there’s a limit to who people will cast their vote for, even in New Orleans. But Smythe needed her, and she needed him. Now, she’s more powerful than she ever has been, and she’s bringin’ the territories in line, just like he asked. Together…” Sawtooth shuddered and looked away. “Texas ain't none of my concern, mon cher, but you’re right, girl. New Orleans is the gateway to the Texas Republic, and the crescent city is the key to the rest of the Louisiana Territories, too.”
“If Smythe wants Texas and the territories in the fold, he needs New Orleans,” Montclair added.
“So he needs Truveaux?” Greg asked.
Montclair nodded. “He absolutely needs her.”
Montclair thought of the capture order he’d decided upon. If what Sawtooth had just said was true, it would be easier than he’d thought.
Greg scratched at the stubble on his chin. “From what we’ve seen, Truveaux’s security is as impenetrable as a frog’s ass is watertight. How can we get to her?”
Sawtooth grinned, the jagged incisor he was named for on full display. “That’s the main reason I agreed to meet y’all here. I missed my opportunity to avenge Regine years ago, I ain’t gonna miss this one. It just so happens that tomorrow night there’s a Masquerade ball in the Garden District, and it just so happens it’ll be at Therese Truveaux’s mansion.”
“Won’t do us much good, old man,” Greg said. “From what I’ve seen of how the wealthy down here live, their homes are built and manned like Caribbean fortresses. It’d take an entire platoon to assault one at all, much less win it. Not to mention all the mercenaries and Confederate regulars Truveaux will have on hand.” He shook his head. “No way can we get to her.”
“If we could somehow gain entry to this celebration, could we not take this woman then?” Ayita asked.
Montclair shook his head. “Masquerade is one of the biggest holidays of the year in New Orleans. Invitations for this thing would have been secured weeks ago. We’ll have to think of something else.”
Sawtooth whispered something to the acolyte. Her hooded head moved up then down in one slow, deliberate nod.
Sawtooth turned back to his audience. “That’s where you’re wrong, Julius.”
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SCARLET FACED the front of the room, pondering the crude diagram hanging on the wall. Carlyle’s chalk screeched across the slate slab, adding yet another chicken-scratch note to a slate board already full of them. Scarlet shifted in her seat, overly aware of Carlyle’s sailors seated to both her right and her left.
After some initial mistrust, she’d blended in well enough with Carlyle’s group. They were stronger, tougher, and better trained than any sailors she’d ever seen, nothing at all like their naval counterparts, and Fort Defiance teemed with them.
They worked in small squads of no more than sixteen, with the ability to split into smaller sections of eight, four, or even two if only a long rifle and a spotter were needed. Each member of Carlyle’s crew was cross-trained, able to do the job of almost any other crewman. In addition to standard military skills, the sailors practiced disciplines as diverse as field medicine, airship piloting, climbing, sharpshooting, and aether explosive ordnance work. There were even trained mechanists in case they had to deal with clockwerk technology and technists able to program punchcards in a pinch.
They prided themselves on the level of difficulty of each mission. The tougher the assignment, the better they liked it.
Fort Defiance reported to a single rear admiral, presently in Washington on business. In his absence, a meek naval captain, the silver eagles on his uniform not yet deprived of their shine, was left in charge. But ask anyone and they’d tell you that Carlyle and his crew, the most elite of the newly trained sailors, were really the ones in charge. He and his band had the run of the small outpost. Even the most senior officers, especially the captain, gave them a wide berth.
The big Union Naval petty officer peered at the chalk diagram. He scratched his face, the lower portion covered by a thick beard. “You’ve taken down an airship before, haven’t you, agent?” he asked Scarlet.
Scarlet nodded. “Taken them down and defended them as well.”
“So a riverboat’s basically the same concept.” He pointed to the bottom of the diagram with a maple stick. “We infiltrate. We board the vessel. Then we clear it, level by level.”
Scarlet wasn’t so sure. They’d first run through the snatch-and-grab scenario multiple times, plank floors marked with chalk standing in for bulkheads. From there, they’d graduated to hastily constructed wooden mockups of each of the riverboat’s five levels. They’d rehearsed on the mockups until they knew their movements back, forth, and blindfolded. But something still ate at Scarlet. Something still felt wrong, felt off. Seizing the boat was the easy part.
Maybe it had less to do with the tactical aspect of the operation and more to do with the strange diving suits they would employ. Scarlet suppressed a shiver.
Training with the suits was scheduled to begin tomorrow. For Carlyle’s troops, the training would be little more than a refresher, but for Scarlet, it would be a completely new, completely terrifying experience. In her work with the department, she’d climbed mountains, leapt from airship platforms on brute-back, and swam every body of water ever set between her and her mission. But the thought of being encased in a tomb-like metal suit at the bottom of the Mississippi made her heart race, made her break out in a cold, clammy sweat.
“Same concept, huh?” Scarlet replied, careful to not let the fear creep into her voice. “If you say so, petty officer.”
“What’s the matter, agent?” River asked. The escaped slave with the pretty face and flawless sable skin served as the scout of Carlyle’s crew. “Worried about the company?”
Everyone in the makeshift classroom laughed. Everyone except Scarlet.
Scarlet had caught the lone female of Carlyle’s crew stealing glances on several occasions. It wasn’t just the glances that gave it away. It was a flirtatious smile here and there, a rush of color to the sailor’s cheeks when Scarlet entered a classroom, seemingly off-handed comments on Scarlet's beauty. Scarlet herself wasn’t of the nature, but she wondered if River had always preferred the company of women, or if, after a lifetime of abuse at the hands of her former owner, she’d simply decided she'd had enough of men.
River’s story was a fascinating one. She’d been retained by her master long after the old man, a wealthy aether baron living along the banks of the Mississippi, acquired clockwerks to replace his human slaves in the mines. By day, she’d had no choice but to learn to swim, thanks to her former master’s idea of amusement being throwing her into the water “just to see if an African could swim.” By night, he’d taken her to his bed, beating her to within an inch of her life if she didn’t react to his demands in the manner he thought proper. It was no wonder she’d slit his throat the first chance she got. Then, as a final spit in his face, she’d fled the dogs and the paddy rollers by taking to the water and swimming for freedom. A few days later, during an operation behind enemy lines, Carlyle found her dredged up on the river bank, vomited from the throat of the Mississippi. He’d seen something in her as she lay there, fighting for life. A fire in her dark brown eyes. A fierce spirit that no man could teach. He’d immediately begged her to join the Union navy.
Not all the sailors in Carlyle’s small band had a story like River’s, but they all had one. Being labeled an outcast or a misfit seemed a prerequisite for joining his outfit.
“Worried?” Scarlet answered, meeting the woman’s coffee-colored eyes. “Not at all. I just like to know what I’m getting into.”
A mischievous smirk spread across River’s face. “Funny. That coming from a DSI agent, and all.”
More laughter from the room. Scarlet gritted her teeth. She was in their territory, and this was a battle she couldn’t win.
“You see anything wrong with our plans, agent?” Carlyle asked. He looked around at the assembled fighters. “If so, I’m sure we’d all value your professional opinion.”
Scarlet set her jaw. Was that sarcasm?
“Nothing to add?” Carlyle asked. “Yet still doubtful we can pull it off?” His mouth turned up at the corners. “O ye of little faith,” he sang.
The room chuckled.
First the female sailor and now this ass? Scarlet’s lip curled into a snarl. She was a trained DSI agent — a trained assassin. She held one of the finest mission records in the department’s history. She was no one’s joke, and she’d taken about as much shit from these sailors as she could stand.
Scarlet pushed back from the table, an iron glint in her sapphire gaze.
Carlyle’s eyes grew wide. He raised his hands in a gesture of surrender. “Whoa there, agent. Take it easy.” He sounded remorseful, as if he realized they’d pushed her too far. “We’re used to a good amount of ribbing around here. Sometimes we forget other people may not take it the same way we do. My apologies.”
Scarlet seethed, but she managed to check her anger long enough to favor the petty officer with an abrupt nod.
Carlyle took the opportunity to check the strange pocketwatch face lashed onto his wrist. “All right, shipmates, been a long morning. What d’ya say we break for noon chow?”
The room agreed. Carlyle granted them an hour’s liberty before the next training evolution. The sailors all filed out, laughing and joking. When they were alone, Carlyle stepped out of the schoolroom and invited Scarlet to walk with him.
They meandered through the fort in silence, Carlyle seeming to have no particular destination in mind. Several minutes passed before he finally spoke. “I want to apologize again, agent,” he said. “I know you’ve got a lot going on.” He lowered his voice. “Colonel Montclair told me about your minder and all.”
Scarlet studied the dirt path beneath her feet. The mention of her minder was like the twisting of a blade in a wound still too fresh. She’d tried to put Copperhead from her thoughts with only varying degrees of success. The best way she could help her minder now was by seeing the Gambler in irons, so she’d chosen to focus on that instead. Once Legree was in custody, then she would find a way to get Copperhead out of whatever hellhole McCormick had damned him to, and together, she and her minder would put an end to that traitorous bag of pig excrement, McCormick.
“You can rest easy, agent,” Carlyle assured her. “Your presence here and our part in this mission are both hush-hush, top-secret. We’re a brand new, specialized outfit, Scarlet. And we’ve been given a lot of, ah… autonomy… when it comes to getting certain things done. What I’m tryin’ to say is we’ve got you covered.”
Scarlet swallowed. “Thanks,” she mumbled. “I-I appreciate you helping us like this.”
Carlyle dismissed it with a wave. “Don’t worry on it none.” He said it as if going behind Strategic Intelligence’s back and conducting clandestine snatch and grabs in foreign countries was the type of thing they did all the time. “We owe Colonel Montclair one,” he continued. “More’n one, truth be told. Vindication pulled our asses out of the fire real proper a few months back.” Carlyle looked her in the eye. “A debt to the colonel is a debt to his friends, and my outfit always pays its debts.”
Scarlet managed a weak smile. She looked up and saw they’d been walking toward the armory. “What are we doing here?”
Carlyle smirked. “Got a surprise for you.”
Carlyle slapped the door three times with the palm of his hand. Scarlet heard the distinctive clack of a massive lock. The door opened, and the petty officer stepped inside. A minute later, he emerged with a long object wrapped in oilcloth.
“Arrived by airship just this morning,” he said. “Don’t know how the hell he did it, but Colonel Montclair telegraphed someone and had them retrieve this for you.”
Carlyle extended his arms, and Scarlet tentatively took the object and unwrapped it. A look of joy lit up her face like the dawn after a long, dark night. She dropped the oilcloth to the ground and shouldered her Chassepot.
“Never thought I’d see this again,” she whispered, sounding as though she’d just reunited with a long lost friend. She caressed the etched scrollwork along the rifle’s barrel and stock.
Scarlet peered through the rifle’s looking glass. Somehow, just holding the Chassepot again gave her strength, filled her with confidence. With this rifle in her hand, anything was possible. Maybe, just maybe, they could still somehow win this.
Scarlet smiled, reveling in the first genuine gladness she’d felt in a while. Her mood was catching. She looked up to see Carlyle grinning from ear to ear.
He pointed to the amazing weapons system cradled in the crook of Scarlet’s arm. “Heard you were a pretty fair shot with that,” he said.
Scarlet’s smile widened. “You heard wrong.” She racked the bolt to the rear and locked it. “I’m a damned sight more than fair.”



18 NEW ORLEANS, LOUISIANA - THE GARDEN DISTRICT, OCTOBER 1866
MONTCLAIR BEAMED underneath his black velvet mask, forgetting if only for a second the dark work they were about to partake in. ”That gown, it suits you, my heart.”
“Does it? I am happy it pleases you.” Ayita’s eyes, the color of molten gold, sparkled behind the black plaster and white feathers of her mask. “But I would trade it in an instant for my buckskins and my bow.”
Montclair made an approving sound. “That would work, too,” he said, thinking of how those buckskins fit her like a glove.
The moonlight shone from her copper skin. Her silk gown, sable-black to match the color of Montclair’s suit, hugged the contours and curves of her body before widening in a voluminous skirt. She wore the gown as if it were made for her, which, in fact, it was by Montclair’s mother’s very own dressmaker.
They walked arm-in-arm along the narrow streets of the French Quarter, the evening air damp but cool, the heat of the day having fled with the setting sun. Aether lamps burned low in iron sconces, shadows flickering off stone walls built when the French occupied the city over sixty years past. Just ahead, through an iron gate, the garden entrance to Senator Truveaux’s manse waited.
“This slinking through the shadows,” Ayita said, looking as if she’d just bitten into something sour. “The ways of the spymaster do not suit me, my love.”
Ayita was a warrior. She faced her enemies in the forests, along the rivers, or in the open fields. A clean fight and a clean kill were the hallmarks of the Croatan. There was honor in that.
Montclair remembered what honor felt like. If only it were that simple. “Sometimes, these ways are necessary, Chieftain’s daughter.”
He spoke the words, but did he really mean them?
“And what of the ways of vengeance?” she asked.
Damnation. Sawtooth had picked up on it right away. She was perceptive. It was one of the many things he loved about her.
“You’re referring to my mother,” Montclair said.
She nodded. “I once thirsted for vengeance too, my heart.”
“And?”
“And I drank of it. My thirst was quenched, but the taste was rancid.”
Montclair squeezed her hand. “We’re here.”
Together, he and Ayita strolled up to the spike-tipped iron gate. Montclair quickly assessed the two men standing guard. The Green jackets, the red piping…
"European mercenaries," he whispered to Ayita. “Hessians.”
The Hessian’s presence here was a bad sign. There had long been fears that the Confederacy was strengthening its ties to Europe. These paid mercenaries from Hesse were proof that those fears were well-founded. Montclair and Ayita waited as the hired soldiers waved another couple in before them.
Montclair produced the invitations Sawtooth’s alchemist ‘friend’ had given them then handed the card-sized pieces of vellum over to the hired soldiers.
One of the Hessians, sand-blond with sharp Teutonic features, eyed Montclair. “Very good, monsieur,” he said, his French passable. He nodded toward Ayita. “And madame. Now, if you would, please?” The mercenary indicated a space to the left of the walkway, where two other hired soldiers searched a pair of guests for weapons.
Montclair smiled. “Of course. Merci.”
Once they’d been searched, the Hessians allowed them to pass. Montclair noticed it then, the scent of magnolia blossoms, their perfume so thick you could almost taste it. Torchlight bathed the courtyard, not quite reaching the secret, shadowed places among the elephant ears and crepe myrtle. He closed his eyes and breathed it in. Only New Orleans looked, smelled, and tasted like this.
He recalled similar nights, running barefoot through the midnight gardens of his mother’s manse. What remained of the house stood less than a mile away, but it may as well have been a thousand. He remembered the feel of his mother’s arms around him. He remembered her laugh, so high and full of life, like the sweetest of songs.
Montclair shook off the nostalgia and returned to the present, to the mission. A clockwerk ambled by, a tray of champagne attached to its arm, making its way through the inflow of ball guests. Montclair plucked two champagne flutes from the tray as it passed, one for Ayita and one for himself.
She took a sip. “Oh!” she exclaimed softly, a smile on her lips. “Now this I enjoy!”
“Easy, my heart,” Montclair said, remembering the Croatan warrior had never tasted champagne. “Small sips. It can go to your head quickly if you’re not careful.”
Guests in all manner of masks stood among the palm fronds and banana trees, talking and laughing to themselves. From somewhere in the garden, Montclair detected the tinkling of a fountain. Music from a clockwerk orchestra on a makeshift stage wafted through the background.
As he and Ayita walked together, Montclair caught a glimpse of someone in the shadows — a tall, well-built man wearing a mask fashioned in the image of a wolf with fangs bared. Something about the stranger in the wolf mask — the way he stood, the way he moved — seemed familiar. Montclair turned to look again, but the man was gone.
“According to your friend Sawtooth, she’ll be wearing the mask of Venus, Roman goddess of love,” Greg had said in their briefing earlier that afternoon. “Whatever the hell that looks like.”
“Sawtooth was my mother’s friend,” Montclair had corrected him. ”Not mine.”
Greg had shrugged. “Whatever you say.”
Montclair had caught the not-so-subtle hint of bitterness in Greg’s voice. Things were still uncertain between them, but the mission came first. The mission always came first.
“Sawtooth’s got it set up so she’ll be expecting the two of you,” Greg had continued. “You’ll be posing as husband and wife. Shouldn’t be too much of a stretch.”
That had been several hours ago. Now, Montclair’s muscles tightened like a swamp cat ready to pounce. For the hundredth time, he checked his surroundings. Nothing was out of place. Still, there was something, a heaviness in the air like the smell of ozone and the crackle of electricity just before the storm.
Montclair slowed his breathing. He forced himself to relax in order to better see what it was he thought he was missing.
Besides, Greg and the support troops were positioned right outside the walls, holed up in a rented shotgun house just down the cobblestone street. At the first sign of trouble, they’d assault. Montclair was no stranger to tight spots, but he had to admit the thought of Bull crashing through a squad of Hessian mercs was rather comforting. Even if the two of them were at odds, Greg would never abandon him and Ayita to the hands of the enemy.
Champagne in hand, Montclair led Ayita through the garden and inside the manse. Aether lamps lit the grand foyer, which blossomed into the interior of the home. Light sparkled far overhead from the crystal of a gigantic chandelier. A great staircase faced the front of the foyer, leading to private rooms on the second and third floors. Montclair looked up, noting the myriad of people drifting in and out of those rooms. If the walls of those suites could speak, what secrets would they reveal?
The sounds of music, clinking glasses, scattered conversation, and haughty laughter filled the grand room from polished marble floor to soaring domed ceiling. Guests, every one of them masked, crowded into the first floor of the manse. There was no way to tell honest man from crook, crook from politician, politician from killer.
Montclair chuckled to himself. As if there was a difference.
“What do you find so amusing, my heart?” Ayita asked. Her eyes shone brighter than ever under the chandelier in the estate.
He took her into his arms. “Nothing important, my love.”
Ayita looked up and over Montclair's shoulder. The light in her golden eyes flashed keenly. She pointed with her champagne glass. “There,” she said quietly.
Montclair turned. His heart skipped, and behind the mask, his dark brown eyes turned hard as flint. She was surrounded by a throng of guests, a petite woman in a pale pink mask of polished whalebone. The mask was a masterpiece with full, pouting lips, sculpted forehead, and almond-shaped eyes — features so desirable they could only belong to the goddess of love. She was just as Sawtooth said she would be. Senator Therese Truveaux, the woman his nation wanted captured. The woman who’d murdered his mother.
“Come, my heart,” Montclair said. He took Ayita on his arm, and together, they made their way through a mass of reveling guests.
Montclair focused on Truveaux. The words he’d said to Greg back in his stateroom onboard Vindication came rushing back.
Are we soldiers, Greg? Or are we damned assassins?
What was the difference between what Greg had done, taking rightful vengeance against the man responsible for his wife’s death, and what Julius might have to do? What he’d already had to do during his career as a soldier? Might the fact that the acting President of the Union ordered him to kill, if it came down to that, make it any different than what Greg had chosen to do on his own?
Once he’d have been absolutely clear on the answer, but now, Montclair wasn’t so certain. There was one thing he was certain of. As soon as this mission was complete, he and Greg would talk again. This time, Montclair would give Greg the apology he was owed.
They heard Truveaux holding court as they approached, something about the finer points of diplomacy when dealing with the Texans. Montclair pushed his red-hot rage down deep in his gut and instead put on his most charming face. As he and Ayita drew near Truveaux, two monstrosities dressed in formal suits — one dark-haired and pale-complexioned, the other bald with skin the color of brass — materialized and blocked their way. Neither wore a mask. With their scarred and disfigured faces looking like ten miles of hard road, neither needed one.
Truveaux took one look at Montclair and Ayita and froze mid-sentence. “Here now, boys,” she said. The senator moved the two monsters aside with a touch of her gloved hand. “Is that any way to treat my guests?”
Her lips curled upward under her mask, revealing even, white teeth and a predatory grin that put Montclair in mind of the wolf mask he’d seen earlier.
Truveaux’s eyes moved hungrily, slowly walking up and down the length of both Montclair and Ayita. “And who might the two of you be?”
Montclair showed his own pearly whites, summoning as much rakishness as he could muster. He took Truveaux’s gloved hand and kissed it. He fought a wave of nausea as images of his mother’s face as she lay in her fine casket raced through his mind. “Francois Ambrose, at your service, Senator, and may I say it is an honor?” Montclair indicated Ayita next to him. “My wife and I were giddy with anticipation when we learned we would have the privilege of… meeting with you tonight.”
Truveaux eyed Ayita and licked her lips. “Mmmm. I see the indigo business has treated you well, Monsieur Ambrose.”
Montclair laughed. “It has, indeed. You’d be surprised at the number of fine things one can acquire just by selling blue dye.”
Truveaux’s appetites were no secret. Montclair had come to learn that everyone, no matter how powerful, possessed a weakness. Truveaux’s was desire, and with Sawtooth’s help, they planned to exploit that weakness to the fullest.
Ayita leaned over and whispered into Montclair’s ear, just as they’d planned. He nodded, as if he were acknowledging a request from his wife.
“It was a pleasure meeting you, Madame Truveaux.” It took all he had to muster the strength and kiss her hand a second time. “We know you’re a busy woman. We’ll let you get back to your guests.”
“The pleasure was all mine, Monsieur Ambrose.” There was a decided flush to Truveaux’s caramel skin. “I hope I’ll see you and your delectable wife again?”
They’d planned the operation as well as they could, but without specifics, he’d had no way of knowing exactly how they would get the senate candidate alone in order to apprehend her. Coming in, that had posed a problem, but even through Truxveax’s mask, Montclair could see the older woman’s eyes linger on Ayita. He couldn’t miss the not-so-subtle glances Truveaux directed his way. Just like that, Montclair had the solution to his problem.
Montclair flashed a smile. “I’m certain you will,” he answered.
Throughout the evening, Montclair made sure he and Ayita kept passing by Truveaux. Each time, Truveaux seemed to have a fresh glass of champagne. Each time, he watched Truveaux’s hungry gaze fall on Ayita, further solidifying his plan. Each time they passed, he made sure to meet the Senator’s ravenous gaze with his own, just long enough for her to think he was thinking the same thing she was.
Montclair and Ayita made their way through the gathering, engaging in just enough conversation and small talk to maintain their cover. They held their glasses in hand, only pretending to drink. They needed to remain sharp. Finally, Montclair pulled a pocket watch from his waistcoat. He held it in his gloved, clockwerk hand, checking the time. He turned to Ayita.
“Almost midnight,” he said.
The Croatan warrior nodded her understanding and took his hand, leading him through the now-thinning crowd. Montclair and Ayita had been working Truveaux all night, biding their time until just the right moment, until the combination of alcohol and Truveaux’s own desires became an undeniable, overwhelming force.
Now, that time had come. Their target teetered at the edge of their trap, and all that was required to send her tumbling in was a gentle nudge.
Ayita led Montclair toward the rear of the room, where Truveax was deep in discussion with a group of wealthy-looking men and women. After one long glance at Mr. and Mrs. Ambrose, Truveaux’s conversation came to an abrupt halt.
The senate candidate turned to the group she’d been conversing with, still eyeing Montclair like a ravenous animal assessing its next meal. “Ladies and gentlemen,” she said to the group. Montclair caught the slurring of her speech. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ve promised these two lovelies a tour of my home. Please, make an appointment with my assistant before you leave. We’ll continue our discussion next week.”
Truveaux invited Montclair and Ayita upstairs. The Senator explained how she preferred not to have her comings and goings noted, so they would not take the main staircase. Instead, her bodyguards, one in front of them and one behind, led them through a bustling, steam-filled kitchen to a private elevator in the rear of the manse. They entered the lift and headed up one, two, three, four floors, all the way to the fifth, where the senator’s private chambers waited.
Moments later, they stood outside Truveaux’s suite. The Creole bodyguard, his scarred face scowling, moved to enter and found himself stopped cold by a slender, caramel-colored arm, dainty as willow branch but solid as a stone fortress.
“Where do you think you’re going, ugly?” Truveaux asked. She took Montclair and Ayita by the hand. She nodded toward the twin beasts tasked with protecting her. “You two take a break. I’ve got it covered from here.”
The bodyguards exchanged looks, hesitant to leave her alone. A raised brow from Truveaux was all it took for them to make their choice. They shuffled aside, each taking a position outside the Senator’s bedroom entrance. Truveaux pulled Montclair and Ayita inside and then shut the doors behind them.
Truveaux’s eyes feasted on Ayita in her gown. “Would either of you like a drink?” she asked.
“Please,” Montclair said. Ayita nodded.
Truveaux poured three glasses of champagne. She brushed Ayita’s shoulder, her hand trembling in anticipation. She licked her lips.
“You are magnificent,” she said to Ayita. Then she turned to Montclair, pressing a hand against the warm, firm flesh of his chest. He held in a shiver of revulsion. Truveaux smiled in appreciation of their forms. “Simply magnificent, the both of you.” She pulled off her mask.
She was lovely in a cold, cruel sort of way. Her beauty surprised Montclair. She must have been striking when she had worked for his mother. He wondered why he couldn’t remember her more clearly. Her Creole features were as prominent as his mother’s had been, as prominent as his were now.
Montclair moved behind Truveaux, drawing Ayita in close and sandwiching the diminutive senator between them. He wrapped his arms tight around Truveaux’s waist.
Truveaux purred her approval. “The time for masking is over,” she said. “I’ve shown you mine. Now what say you show me yours?”
Truveaux turned to Montclair, her hands bringing his face down close to hers. He felt her breath, hot and sweet, brush against his cheek. She pulled away his mask.
Truveaux froze, her features twisting in confusion.
Odd that Montclair sensed no fear from her, only a mild curiosity. Perhaps she thought she was safe, with a manse full of hired killers and her bodyguards just outside the door. Or perhaps she presumed herself too powerful to be in any real danger. Who would dare come for her in her own home? Montclair wondered if that level of blind arrogance was a requirement for gaining political power.
She studied Montclair, reaching out to touch his face. “Something about you seems… familiar to me,” she mused. “Who are you?”
Montclair’s eyes narrowed to slits. “I am Julius Montclair,” he said. “My father was General Phineas Montclair. And my mother, well, you were very well acquainted with my mother. Her name was Regine Montclair.”
Then he saw the fear, only a flash, gone as quick as it had come. She hid it well, but he’d seen it.
Her face twisted, fear transforming into unbridled rage. Truveaux laughed, the sound a bit too high-pitched. “Only a child last I laid eyes on you. Regine’s spoiled little whelp. A damned snot-nosed brat-prince, running wild through his mother’s queendom. You looking for vengeance, boy? Chickens coming home to roost now, are they?”
Montclair’s nostrils flared. She’d given him all the proof he needed of her guilt.
Her eyes darted to the drawer of a nearby bureau.
Pistol, Montclair thought. She’d never make it past him to get to it.
All of a sudden, Montclair became painfully aware of time. With every second that passed, their chances of capturing Truveaux and escaping intact became less and less likely. He had to move quickly.
Truveaux sensed the change in his demeanor, and tried to scream, but he was ready. His gloved clockwerk hand clamped firm and tight over her mouth. Truveaux struggled against him, but she may well have struggled against a cord of iron chain for all the good it did her.
Montclair dragged the petite woman over to the window and assessed the area. They would never make it down into the courtyard and past the Hessians with a struggling prisoner. Leaving through the interior of the manse was out of the question as well, thanks to the guards posted both by the door and throughout the building.
Three loud bangs at the door interrupted Montclair’s thoughts. “Madame Truveaux!” one of the guards shouted.
Time was up.
Montclair looked at Ayita, still in her mask. She drew a long, slim blade from her hair. Raven-colored tresses, now free of the constraints of the assassin’s blade, tumbled past her shoulders. Slow and deliberate, she stepped toward Senator Truveaux.
They would never escape with Truveaux as their captive, but what if it were only the two of them? Ayita was offering them the chance to find out. But that chance demanded a choice.
Truveuax deserved to die. Montclair felt it from the very depths of his soul. How many lives had she destroyed in her rise to power? How many more would she destroy as part of Smythe’s greater plans? He thought of his mother…
Truveaux squirmed in Montclair’s grasp. He imagined her eyes big as saucers, her fear almost palpable as she suddenly became aware of her own mortality.
More banging on the door. “Madame Truveaux!” the guards shouted. “If you don’t answer us, we’re coming in!”
Montclair hesitated. Could he truly commit this act? Could he kill this unarmed woman, even as guilty as she was?
Soldier? Or assassin?
The line between the two had long ago become blurred if not erased altogether. He’d simply chosen to blind himself to it. He thought back to the argument he and Greg had back in his stateroom onboard Vindication. It was in that moment he realized Greg had been right all along.
A loud thud came from outside the entryway, a second’s pause followed by another. Montclair had breached enough doors to know what that sound meant. They were coming in.
Montclair laid Truveaux on the floor, indifferent to her struggling. Keeping his clockwerk hand clamped over her mouth, he placed a knee across her sternum. His other hand he held out to Ayita.
“Give me the blade,” he whispered.
Without hesitation, she placed the sliver of metal, blade-first, in Montclair’s hand. Montclair looked into Truveaux’s eyes as she lay helpless, pinned beneath his crushing weight. Her eyes weren’t wild with fear as he’d imagined. They burned with rage and hatred, as if she were insulted to die from a blade wielded by his lowly hand. She glared up at Montclair, defiant to the last.
Montclair flipped the blade and slipped the point between her ribs. The rage in her stare dissipated like smoke before wind. At the end, Truveaux opened her eyes wide one final time as they took in sights no man or woman saw until the golden thread of their life was severed.
Montclair removed his hand from her mouth, and Therese Truveaux sighed. She spoke, her last words almost too faint to hear. Montclair leaned in close, the warmth of her dying breath brushing against his ear.
“Your… m-mother,” Truveaux said, each syllable a struggle. “It wasn’t personal, you know… R-Regine… she would have u-understood. Only one way this life we chose ever ends. It was poison. She died well. You should be prou—”
And then, she was gone.
Montclair’s shoulders sagged. He fell back, collapsing against the wall, the wet blade falling from his numb fingers.
The bedroom door gave with a sharp crack and a spray of wood and splinters. It burst open, and light from the hallway flooded the room. Montclair was on his feet in an instant, instinctively shielding Ayita behind him and reaching for a sidearm that he realized, too late, was not there. With his body still between his love and the door, he backed the two of them into the far corner.
Truveaux’s bodyguards, low and hulking, came in first. Both spotted the Senator’s body at the same, where it lay cooling in a pool of its own blood. Then, they turned to Montclair. Their charge lay murdered, the deed done right under their noses. The looks in those two sets of fetid eyes made their intentions crystal clear. Montclair dropped into a crouch as they stalked toward him.
“Go!” he shouted at Ayita somewhere behind him. He knew she would just as soon die beside him as run, but he prayed to the Healer above that she would see the sense in fleeing. He spared a glance backward and saw the pain in her eyes.
“I will return for you,” she said.
Montclair nodded once then turned back to the door to face the impending attack. He heard the crash of glass behind him, the shouting of the guards in the courtyard below. Then, they were on him.
There was a satisfying crunch as his clockwerk hand shattered the first man’s jaw. A right cross connected with the second before half a dozen bodies wrestled him to the floor.
“Stop!” a voice bellowed.
Montclair knew that voice. “No,” he said. “It can’t be.”
The man in the wolf mask stepped into the doorway, this time flanked by two others — a large man masked as a lion and a smaller one masked as a dragon.
The man in the wolf mask strode into the room. He looked down at Truveaux’s corpse and shook his head.
“I warned Therese,” he said. “Told her that her appetites would get the best of her someday.” He shrugged. “Still, she served her purpose. I couldn’t stay in the shadows forever, I suppose.”
“No,” Montclair pleaded. “Please. Don’t let it be…”
“I’m afraid it is,” the wolf said. The man removed his mask. “My dear, dear brother.”
“No!” Montclair screamed.
The undersized man in the dragon masked stepped forward. Montclair felt the man’s fist like a blow from a hammer. His vision swam. He put his clockwerk hand out to steady himself but found it did not respond. His knees buckled underneath him. The man above him laughed as the hammer-like fist fell a second time.
Montclair’s consciousness began to fade, the light shrinking like the slow dousing of a lantern. He saw Randall nod toward Truveaux’s bodyguards. “Track the native woman down and kill her,” Montclair heard him say just before the blackness took him, “but Julius is mine.”
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MONTCLAIR RETURNED to consciousness to the sound of buzzing. A fat, black fly alighted on his arm then quickly flew away when he stirred. Montclair inhaled, nearly choking on the stink of his own sweat and blood mixed with the stench of a nearby bayou. Sluggishly, each movement like wading through molasses, he came to. He opened one eye then winced as he forced the other, swollen and gummed shut, to crack open as well. He looked around. He lay in an iron cage, heated to sweltering by the noonday sun.
Montclair swallowed hard. His throat convulsed. His tongue, swollen and dry, felt as if he’d spent the night chewing wool. He closed his eyes. How his body longed to quit, to simply shut down like a clockwerk run out of aether. The darkness beckoned to him, offered to envelope him, the promise of oblivion so inviting.
But a single muddled thought kept echoing, screaming, through his mind. Christ the Healer, what was it? Something pressing… if only this fog in his brain would lift.
Ayita!
He roused with a start, the realization snapping him back to clarity. He crawled to the front of the cage, reaching, clawing through the bars of his box-like prison.
“Ayita!” he croaked. Christ the Healer, if they’ve done anything to her…
The exertion was too much. Darkness returned.
When Montclair woke the second time, the sun lay past its zenith, well along its westward journey toward the horizon. The iron cage, warmed throughout the day, remained hellishly hot. From where he lay, he could just make out the edge of the bayou to the west and beyond that the swamps. In that moment, he realized where he was. This was his father’s estate.
Memories came flooding back. He and Randall running through the swamps. He and Randall wrestling in the red dirt behind the manse. He and Randall out in the wetlands, nothing but a knife and a pistol between them, their father telling them to come back with five muskrat skins or not come back at all. “Training,” their father had called it. But to them? To them, it had simply been their childhood.
He forced the onslaught of memories aside, his mind a jumble. A torrent of images and feelings assaulted him. He was unable to move freely, unable to think clearly. Cold tendrils of panic crept in and clutched him in their grip.
Montclair could think only of Ayita. He began to scream her name. He screamed her name until the sun dipped below the tops of the moss-draped cypress trees. He screamed her name until twilight came upon him, until he had nothing left and collapsed, drained.
A man dressed in Confederate gray came bearing a tin tray. “We wagered on how long you’d yell for her,” the man said, a sneer slashing across his face. “You cost me a greenback.” He spit in the dish and slid it through a slot at the bottom of the cage. He set a glass jar, half-full of water, between the bars. “Best eat up. You’ll need your strength.” The soldier laughed as he turned to leave.
Montclair kicked the dish, sending its contents splattering against the walls of his tiny prison. The jar, however, was a different story. He grabbed it like a drowning man clinging to a floating piece of debris. He allowed himself one gulp, the water warm, but clear and good, before remembering his training. Small sips only, no matter how thirsty.
With most of the water and some time to process came a certain amount of clarity. He had to get out of here. He’d be no help to his love locked in this damned dog pen. He refused to let the notion that she may no longer live breach his thoughts. He sat, clearing his mind and trying to meditate through the problem the way Ueda had shown him.
His belly growled. He wished he hadn’t been so hasty in kicking away his dinner, spit and all. Much as he hated to admit it, his brother’s soldier had been right. He would need that energy.
He flexed his clockwerk hand open and closed, open and closed. As twilight deepened into night, he heard a noise, a shuffling. Someone was trying to sneak about in the dark, but doing a terrible job of it. Almost like a child would.
"Is it true, Uncle Julius?"
Montclair attempted a smile through cracked lips. “Is what true, Phineas?”
Christ the Healer, the pain at speaking! And the sound of his own voice, so hoarse and dry it sounded like it belonged to someone else.
“Is it true what papa says about you? That you betrayed our family? And our country? That you soiled our name?”
Montclair’s heart ached for the boy. In the brief time he’d known him, he’d seen the child’s gentle nature, the better part of his mother winning out over the viciousness of the Montclair bloodline. The world was a cruel place for something so good and pure.
"You're a good boy, Phineas. There are things in this world, complicated things, that you don’t yet understand."
Phineas’ silhouette hung its head. “Oh.” The boy, saddened only for a second, perked up with the resilience only a child could muster. “Wait a minute! I almost forgot. I have something for you! It’s from my mother.”
Montclair watched Phineas slide the ‘something’ into his cell. He picked up the tin and opened and sniffed it. Rice and red beans with gravy.
“Mama says they’re your favorite. Papa told her about it. He talked about you a lot to us, Uncle Julius.” The silhouette sat down with a rustle of cloth. “Mostly good things.” A pause. “Sometimes bad. It was like he wanted to hate you, but he couldn’t quite make himself, not all the way.”
Montclair put the food in his mouth. He’d loved this dish when his mother had prepared it. Now, it was nothing more than fuel, enabling him to do what was needed. Now, he barely tasted it.
“Do you like it, Uncle Julius?” That bright voice was a beacon in the night.
“It’s delicious, Phineas. Thank you. And please thank your mother for me. Can you do that, nephew?”
Montclair sat up before the boy had a chance to answer. He heard the approaching footsteps coming but too late to warn his nephew.
“Phineas?” Randall asked.
"Papa!" Phineas leapt to his feet. "I-I didn’t mean to…”
"It's all right, Phineas,” Randall said, his voice even.
Montclair listened. There was no malice, no anger, nothing there to indicate Randall’s mood or intentions.
“Your mother’s looking for you, son. Be a good boy and go on back up to the house. Leave your uncle and I be for a minute.”
Phineas looked at Montclair then at his father, before running off in the direction of the Montclair manse.
Randall kneeled in the dirt next to the cage. “My men tell me you screamed for the native woman all afternoon.”
Montclair locked eyes with his brother, focusing all his anger and hatred to disguise the fear and pain.
“Not like you at all.” Randall chuckled. “Probably the dehydration. You always did get a little loopy.”
Montclair said nothing, just held his breath, waited, and prayed.
“Her fate is no longer any of your concern, Julius.”
Montclair nearly collapsed, a flutter of his one uninjured eyelid the only outward sign he gave. Randall’s response meant there was still a chance Ayita lived. He hung his head, fighting the deep-seated Catholic urge to cross himself. He wanted to weep but didn’t know if his body could even produce the tears, nor would he give Randall the satisfaction of seeing them.
"You know what, Julius?” Randall asked, either not noticing or pretending not to notice Montclair’s pain. “It saddened me to order the native woman’s death. It really did. Killing her was necessary, but it just didn’t feel as honorable as I would liked.” He shrugged. “And honor is all we have, after all.”
“Couldn’t have been easy for you,” Montclair croaked, every word like the scraping of an iron rasp across his esophagus. “My killing Truveaux. You always hated to lose.”
“I have to say, Julius, that was a surprise. To kill an unarmed woman, even one like Truveaux? I would have thought you’d been raised better than that. You were raised better than that.”
You’re one to talk, brother of mine. Montclair took another sip of his precious water. Even those few drops eased his raw, parched throat. “Why are you doing this, Randall?”
“It won’t be long before they figure out to come here looking for you,” Randall said. “Your friends, I mean.” He stood and brushed the dirt from his trousers. “No matter, though. We’ll be ready for them. And by then, it’ll be too late, anyway.”
“Too late?” Montclair asked.
“You being here actually did me a service, Julius. With Therese out of the way, the territories are mine for the taking. So much easier to have the Union do the dirty work for me.”
“That was your plan all along?”
“No. I really did want one last, good evening with my brother and my family. Your ridding me of Therese was just a fortunate side effect.”
“Never figured you for a criminal, Randall.”
“I was always more of a silent partner. Not so different, really, the military and the underworld. Tactical strategy or committing felonies, smuggling routes or troop movements, resupply or payoffs… it’s simple logistics, Julius. It all comes down to leadership. Now, with Therese gone, it’s mine for the taking. All of it. I just have to reach out and grab it.” Randall pointed to the tin tray in Montclair’s hand. “I trust your last meal was appetizing? Your favorite if I recall.”
"Good of you to remember," Montclair croaked, still processing what he had just heard.
“Rebecca made them herself.” Randall’s eyes narrowed. “She insisted. I hope you ate up. I want you to get your strength back. I want it to be a fair fight between us.”
Montclair wondered how he’d arrived here, at this place. What had he missed? What was he still missing?
A single word passed his dry, split lips. “Why?”
Randall laughed, the sound laced with stinging hatred.
“Why?” Randall asked. "Why do you think, brother?” He clenched his teeth. “You betrayed us!” he spat. “You turned your back on everything we’ve ever known! Your family, your name, our father’s legacy…” His voice dropped to a whisper. “Even your own brother. Surely, you remember enough of your heritage, of your family, to understand what must be done? What I must do.”
The words broke Montclair’s heart. At last, the truth of it. Finally, he could have his say, after all the years separating him from his kin. He needed Randall to hear his truth. He needed him to know, needed to be allowed to plead his case. He needed to make his brother understand.
“The Confederacy was wrong, Randall! Everything they stood for was wrong. It was all a lie, built on the backs and the toil and the blood of the enslaved! And now, they wage an internal war to suppress those same freed people even after they have the clockwerks. It’s madness, Randall! One day, the Confederacy will be judged on the wrong side of history.”
“Don’t you think I know that?” Randall said.
Montclair’s eyes grew wide. Perhaps he’d misheard?
“None of it matters, Julius! All that mattered, all that does matter, is family! Now, you’re going to make amends for all you’ve done when you die tomorrow.”
“And if I win?” Montclair asked.
Randall looked Montclair in the eye before turning to leave. “Rest well, brother,” he said. “Tomorrow, we duel."
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SCARLET PEERED through the twin glass portholes of her diving helmet. She activated the aether lamp mounted atop the helmet, the action in vain against the murky waters of the Mississippi. She spared a backward glance to where the Kraken had dropped them, but the whale-sized submersible ironclad was already wending its way, unseen, back upriver. She turned back downriver, in the direction of the objective.
They’d entered the water just before sunset. Now, Scarlet could hardly see her own gloved hand in front of her face through the mud-clouded water, much less several hundred yards to the hull of the riverboat that would soon be passing overhead. These days, Legree rarely set foot off the Lady Luck, so they’d had no choice but to grab him while he was onboard. Seconds so easily spent in the days and weeks of preparation leading up to the op suddenly became precious. What little daylight remained was quickly slipping away.
Scarlet continued to let herself sink, the way Carlyle and his small crew of sailors had instructed her. Finally, she broke through the river’s mud-brown middle-layer to the clearer water closest to the bottom. She impacted with a muted plunk, sinking down deep into the pillow-soft sediment of the riverbed.
She steadied her breathing. It was stifling inside the iron suit, almost casket-like. The low light, supplied by the single lamp atop her helmet and two tiny filament bulbs inside it, only added to the suffocating sense of claustrophobia.
She looked out into the dark depths. A bit of relief, there. At least she could see a little ways out, the water near the bottom an eerie shade of green as opposed to opaque brown.
Her heart leapt into her throat as a pair of bulbous, glowing green eyes materialized from the waters ahead. She breathed a sigh of relief, feeling foolish. It was only the illumination system from another suit, the color distorted by the green tint of the water.
The suit trudged closer, raising clouds of silt as it moved. As the distance between them decreased, she made out Carlyle’s smiling face through the twin glass portals. Inside his suit, beneath two bulging pieces of glass protruding from the helmet like eyes, Carlyle resembled some unholy combination of frog and man.
One by one, the rest of his small crew of sailors touched bottom, liquid puffs of sediment marking their impact. More ghostly green bug eyes shimmered into existence, clouds of silt rising from iron-shod feet like smoke as they walked.
They gathered in a loose circle, one-hundred fifty feet below the surface of the Mississippi. Carlyle held up three fat-suited fingers, pointed to the surface, and then held up all five. They’d practiced this, over and over, for the last week. Scarlet knew exactly what the hand signals meant.
Target approaching. Three-hundred yards out on surface. Moving at five knots. Scarlet signaled back that she understood and watched as every sailor used hand motions to convey and confirm the information.
Carlyle signaled again, swirling his pointer finger in the water and pointing up. If they’d timed it correctly, the Lady Luck would be, at this very moment, passing above their heads. Carlyle gripped his rifle, wrapped and bound watertight in sheepskin. The petty officer engaged his suit’s propellers and blasted away, a swirl of river mud and bubbles in his wake. The cruel curve of a hooked, harpoon-like tool, latched onto the belt of his suit, bobbed and bounced as he jetted toward the surface.
Using the controls on her wrist, Scarlet activated her own suit’s compact motor. A hot flash of panic burned through her when the motor didn’t engage, followed by a nervous giggle when she remembered the delay in the switch relay. Sure enough, a second later, the propeller in the back of her suit kicked on. She relieved the pressure in her shoulder-mounted ballast tanks and launched upward, following the fading lights of Carlyle’s suit.
Scarlet tried to cut herself some slack. After all, she’d only been inside this metallic tomb a handful of times and each one during tightly controlled training scenarios. She recalled the conversation she’d had with Carlyle when he first explained how the suit worked.
“Nothing made of metal should be able to float to the surface that way,” she had told him.
Carlyle had laughed. “They said the same thing about the first airships.”
She had to admit he had her there.
It was strange how only here, in the dark, catfish-infested bottom of the mighty Mississippi, did she find Carlyle’s logic comforting.
One by one, the group of sailors joined Scarlet and Carlyle in their ascent in formation, their diving suits pushing them along, bathed in silence, nothing less than a deadly school of ironclad piranha.
Scarlet and her new maritime friends increased their speed. She’d executed airship rappels and airship assaults, mountain ascents and tunnel infiltrations. She’d even pulled off the highly dangerous Buxton maneuver, where the agency or military operator leaps brute-back from the open cargo bay of a moving airship, several times. But she had no problem admitting to herself that this far beneath the waters, she was well out of her element.
The advances they’d made at Fort Defiance were far ahead of anything she’d ever heard of, much less had the opportunity to practice. From airship-borne assaults modified for moving boats to the use of these frightening metal diving suits…
Copperhead would love this.
A pang of sadness bit deep when she thought of her minder and of why she was here in the first place. She renewed her vow to get him out no matter what. Then, together, they’d finish McCormick. First, there was the mission. That and getting out of this damnable river.
Scarlet followed Carlyle’s trail of bubbles until the depth gauge on her arm read twenty feet. They cut their lights and throttled down the power to their motors, allowing them to hover in place. This was the most dangerous part of the assault, completely blind, light level zero, in the muddied upper middle-layer of the river. When the entire assault force staged, helmet bulbs burning but barely visible through the murk, Carlyle blinked his own helmet lights three times. They were ready.
Scarlet increased power to her propellers, moving through the water at a trawl. She rose until finally a hint of waning daylight reluctantly shone through the boiling churn that marked the riverboat’s wake.
Now, the second phase of the operation would begin. All they had to do was perfectly match the gigantic riverboat’s course and speed, clamber onboard without being spotted by the Gambler’s hired muscle, and somehow manage to not get sucked up by one of the three barn-sized paddles at the aft of the boat.
“Piece of cake,” Carlyle had said back in the briefing, even though they’d been spotted by the mock sentries on more than half their training runs.
Scarlet rolled her eyes inside her diving helmet. Piece of cake, my ass.
Scarlet broke the surface, relieved to no longer be completely submerged, and maneuvered her diving suit straight into the Lady Luck’s wake. The disturbance in the water spanned half as wide as the river itself. The plan was to use the rough chop to hide themselves until the last possible second, careful of the suction created by the monstrous boat’s trio of mill-sized paddlewheels.
She leaned back low in the churn and let it roil over her glass portholes. The sun dipped below the surface of the trees along the riverbank, twilight sky melting into a strip of bloody red afterglow in the west. She looked left and right, counting the round iron helmets bobbing low in the riverboat’s tempestuous wake. A sigh of relief as a quick tally revealed ten sets of glass eyes, all the assault force accounted for. So far, not one of them had been detected. Then, her blood went cold as she pivoted toward the riverboat and saw two sentries leaning over the rail.
Two men, rifles leaned against the bulkhead behind them, betraying their lack of training, gazed into the river, the tips of their hand-rolled cigarettes glowing cherry red in the twilight gloom.
River, Carlyle’s scout, swam closest to the boat. She gave the rest of Carlyle’s crew the signal to hold position. Then, she and a second sailor dipped beneath the surface and plunged forward toward the riverboat.
They swam in at an angle, the better to avoid the danger of the paddles. Several yards from the smoking sentries, River’s helmet popped through, only barely breaking the surface. She swam closer.
Once, while on assignment in the Florida Territory, Scarlet had seen an alligator pluck a bird from a bush. That gator had nothing on River and her partner.
River and the second sailor launched from the water in a spray, reaching out and pulling the two surprised guards overboard. A single, still-glowing cigarette rolled to a stop on the deck next to their rifles, the only sign the two men had ever been there.
A minute later, River and the second sailor resurfaced. Scarlet watched River twist in the water, turning a graceful one-hundred eighty degrees. She pulled a hooked tool, the same one they all carried, from the belt of her suit and attached it to the railing. Hand over hand, she used the rope loops attached to the tool to haul herself, heavy iron suit and all, up and onto the deck. Once onboard, River scanned left and right. Satisfied, she tossed both rifles and the burning cigarette overboard and then proceeded to help her shipmate up.
Scarlet, Carlyle, and the rest of the sailors followed suit. They split into two groups, with Carlyle’s group staying aft and the other swimming ahead to board at the boat’s bow.
Scarlet used her own climbing tool and hooked onto the edge of the railing. Scarlet ran, shot, and climbed with the best agents the Department had to offer. She prided herself on her ability to not just keep up but to excel, but hauling herself and her suit up the short length of pole was no simple task. River had made it look easy.
By the time they were onboard and her suit was off, Scarlet’s black head scarf was soaked with sweat. Waves of steam rose from her body despite the biting October air rolling off the chill waters.
When all were onboard, Carlyle’s sailors quickly got to work shedding their iron diving suits in favor of the black combat uniforms they wore beneath. They lashed the suits together, secured the line to the railing, and then dumped them overboard. The only thing marking the presence of their equipment was a rope, specially colored to blend with the waters of the river. They cut their rifles from the watertight sheepskins, loaded them, and made them ready. Scarlet hefted the familiar weight of her Chassepot, a glint in her eye. With the stock of her trusted rifle in her shoulder, she almost felt like herself again.
Carlyle’s sailors formed up, a single line a few feet off the bulkhead. Scarlet stepped smoothly into the stack. Then, like some bristling, deadly centipede, they began to move as one. They walked heel-to-toe, in unison, rifles held at the entry-ready position, each person close enough to reach out and touch the shoulder of the one in front of them. River took the lead. They reached the ladderwell leading to the upper decks. River’s closed fist whipped up, rattlesnake-quick.
Halt.
Scarlet froze.
River held the fist up, shook it, and then pointed toward the deck above.
Sentry.
And there he was. Hard to see from her position in the stack, but when Scarlet eased out a bit she could just make out the sentry’s back. Scarlet watched River sling her rifle and draw a Bowie knife from its sheath. The slight woman crept up the stairs and crouched behind one of the Gambler’s thugs, a thick-necked man easily twice her size, chosen more for intimidation than skill. A second of anticipation and she reached up and sliced his throat clean as a Sunday roast. She let the dying man collapse back into her arms, catching and holding his entire weight by herself. She nodded, and two of her crewmates scrambled up to assist in getting rid of the body. When they’d dumped it over the side, they moved on.
Scarlet shifted to the front of the stack, switching places with River and taking point, just the way they’d practiced. As promised, Carlyle and company had gotten her this far, but this was her op now.
Up ahead was the main casino with the Gambler’s private offices in back. They crept along the bulkhead, clinging to the shadows until they reached the gaming room entrance. Scarlet signaled for a breacher, but the young sailor, testing the doors, found them unlocked.
Scarlet was first through, her rifle up and breaking left as she made entry. No guests filled the normally boisterous room. The craps and baccarat tables were abandoned, the roulette wheels empty and still. They swept the vast space with silent, efficient speed.
All clear.
Only a day ago, the boat had been filled to capacity with wealthy revelers, searching for easy cards and free-flowing liquor, but this was a sleepy weekday night. The Gambler had closed the boat to guests for the evening. This was his scheduled time to count the past two weeks’ massive take. The timing of Scarlet’s assault wasn’t random. Nothing ruined an op faster than civilian collateral damage.
Scarlet stalked ahead to the next set of doors. Carlyle and his sailors fanned out behind her, quiet as graveyard wraiths, before re-forming the stack on Scarlet. River crept toward the front of the line, taking the breacher’s position. A nod from Scarlet and she tried the door.
Unlocked.
Didn’t seem like the Gambler was too concerned with security.
River eased the door open, stepped aside, and unslung her rifle in one smooth, practiced motion. Scarlet moved in fast and low, greeted by a man with a pistol. He leveled the gun and jerked the trigger.
A bolt of adrenaline shot through Scarlet. Training-honed reflex took over from conscious thought as she plummeted to her rump, landed hard, sat up, sighted between her knees and caressed the Chassepot’s trigger.
With a look of shock on his face, the Gambler’s man died. Right along with their element of surprise.
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MOONLIGHT BATHED the pillars of the Kentucky mansion in its cold, white glow. The light animated every shadow and deepened every dark space as it glinted off the rifle scopes of the men guarding the estate.
Abe hunkered behind a low hill overlooking the country estate, making himself as small and invisible as possible. Common sense would have said to wait for a new moon, the absence of light naturally lending itself to clandestine work. Abe’s minder, sprawled out prone next to him, had insisted on moving tonight.
Abe wrinkled his nose. If the guards didn't see them coming, they’d surely smell them. Kingfish reeked of whiskey, the stench of his body odor like rancid meat.
The malodorous spymaster gestured for Abe’s looking glass. He took it and surveyed the manicured property below. “Change of plans, pup,” Kingfish growled. “You go down and take out those two sentries. I’ll conduct overwatch from here.”
Abe felt heat rise to his cheeks. “That’s not how we planned it, sir.”
Kingfish pulled a silver flask from his field kit. “What’s the first rule, pup?” He unscrewed the top and took a nip.
“Never question your minder in the field,” Kingfish recited, not waiting for Abe’s reply. He made a shooing motion with his hand. “Now, hop to. Those lookouts ain’t gonna disappear themselves.”
Abe swore under his breath. Having no choice, he waited for Worthington’s clockwerk patrols to pass before breaking cover. He slid down the embankment, silent as a shade, and stalked his way forward, keeping low until he spotted the two men patrolling the edge of the grounds. Abe dropped to his belly and cradled his rifle, lengthwise, in the crooks of his arms. Using the shrubbery as cover, he low-crawled knee to elbow into position. The sentries stood mere yards away, close enough for Abe to catch the scent of tobacco smoke and gun oil on the chill October breeze. The sound of hushed conversation carried in the night.
“What’s the old bastard up to this time?” one guard asked the other.
“Same thing as always. Got one in there now. I swear, it’s hard to stomach it sometimes.”
“Don’t think about it,” the first hired gun said. “Just do your job and collect your greenbacks.”
His companion spit a viscous stream of tobacco juice onto the lawn. “Yeah. But, Christ the Healer—”
“Hey, just be glad it ain’t your kid in there.”
That seemed to satisfy the second man. They nodded to one another and parted ways, continuing on their patrol routes. As soon as the second man was out of earshot, Abe slung his rifle and slipped his Bowie from its sheath.
He crept up behind guard number one, knife held blade-down, free hand out and ready. He made it quick and clean, covering the man’s mouth, plunging eight inches of steel where sternum met throat. He caught the guard’s weight as he fell.
Abe killed fast when he had to kill, with as little suffering as possible. It was a mercy, if such a word had any place in the assassin’s business. There was also the added benefit of no inconvenient screaming
Abe watched the man’s eyes as he went: confusion, panic, and finally acceptance as the spark of life faded away. A blood-filled gurgle and the guard was dead. Abe detested this part of what he did, but the man had made his choice. When you worked for monsters, you paid the same price they did when those who hunted them came calling.
Abe cleaned his blade on dew-wet Kentucky bluegrass before dragging the man’s body out of sight. Abe hid the corpse behind a manicured bush, shaped with painstaking care to resemble the thoroughbreds Kentucky was famed for.
With the body safely hidden, Abe traced the second guard’s patrol route. When he caught up to guard number two, Abe conducted a repeat performance, dispatching him in the same manner as the first, trying and failing not to think of the child the two men had been discussing before he’d killed them.
They’d observed at least ten paid guards making up Worthington’s private security detail. The two who’d patrolled the outer perimeter were down, no alarms raised. That left a total of eight, not including the clockwerks. So far, so good.
Abe was finishing up with the second body when he heard a racket, the sound coming down the hill from behind him. Abe dropped in place, heart hammering in his chest, anticipating an onslaught of small arms fire heading his way.
“Nice work, pup,” Kingfish whispered, managing to speak between labored breaths.
Abe gritted his teeth. Christ the Healer, all that damned noise! Did his minder want them to die?
Kingfish pointed toward the house with his rifle. “Time to move, boy. You take point. I got rear security.”
Abe rose to his feet and shouldered his rifle, biting back the stinging retort that hovered on the tip of his tongue. Swallowing his objections, he checked his surroundings one final time before making for the parlor entrance to Worthington’s manse. His guts turned to ice water at the thought of Kingfish watching his back. Abe hadn’t been in this line of work for long, but what few instincts he had developed screamed that everything about this op felt wrong.
Abe picked the parlor door lock with practiced ease. He nudged the door open and entered the darkened area of the manse, each movement measured and precise. His eyes roved right and left over the sights of his rifle. Abe completed his sweep of the parlor and checked left, expecting to see his minder on his six. Instead, he saw nothing but empty, un-cleared space. When Abe spotted his minder, Kingfish was just making his way into the room. Kingfish shrugged and offered a half-hearted smile. A feeble apology for leaving him completely exposed, Abe assumed. If there had been a guard or a clockwerk in the corner Kingfish was supposed to have cleared, Abe would be dead.
Abe turned toward the interior of the home, a look of disgust on his face. No way he could trust Kingfish, not if he wanted to keep breathing. He’d have to watch his own back the rest of the way in. From here on, he’d have to behave as if this were a one-man op.
Abe stole a look out into the hallway of the mansion’s main floor then ducked back in and whipped up a fist.
Halt.
He held up two fingers, made a fist again, and shook it.
Two sentries. Approaching.
Get in, get the target, extract him with as little contact as possible. That was the mission. If a shooting match broke out, they wouldn’t stand a chance against the combined might of Worthington’s human and clockwerk forces. Abe took a deep breath and tightened the grip on his rifle, hoping they could finish this night with no more bloodshed.
Still an accountant at heart, he calculated their odds of success at less than fifty-fifty, and that was even if he’d had a minder he could rely on.
Abe and Kingfish crouched in the shadows, their breathing even and slow. A pair of clockwerk guards passed, so close Abe detected the clack and whir of mechanical joints and smelled the machine grease that lubed them and the aether that fueled them. When they were gone, Abe gave the signal, and he and Kingfish crept from the parlor. They crossed the marble tiles of the entryway and slipped up the main stairs to the second floor, where Worthington maintained his private suite of rooms.
Abe and his minder reached the landing at the top of the staircase without incident. Abe prowled forward, senses hyper-alert, every nerve ending taut. Ahead in the darkened hallway, he made out a right-hand turn. According to the plans he’d stolen from the Washington county clerk’s office, Worthington’s bedroom door lay several hundred feet past that turn.
Abe cleared the corner slowly, repeating the combat mantra in his mind.
Slow is smooth. Smooth is fast.
Abe slid back behind the wall. Two human guards stood watch outside Worthington’s suite. Smart of Worthington, stationing them there. If someone wanted to do the Pious Man harm, where else would they come looking for him in the middle of the night if not his bedroom?
Abe turned to Kingfish, pumping his fist and holding up his pointer and middle fingers in a “V.”
Enemy spotted. Two.
Kingfish nodded then slunk away, back down the stairs they’d just climbed.
Abe wrinkled his brow in confusion. What the hell is he doing now?
Seconds stretched into minutes. Abe’s skin crawled, feeling more exposed with every tick of the clock. Abe crept ahead to a doorway on his right. He turned the knob gently.
Locked.
Abe swore to himself. The locked room was his only avenue of escape. If anyone spotted him, if things in the hallway went bad, there was nowhere he could go.
Abe heard a crash, the sound like a shot in the dead quiet of the night. It came from the far end of the hall, opposite the two sentries.
“What the hell was that?” one guard whisper-shouted to the other.
“Probably that damn cat again,” the second sentry answered — a woman’s voice, even and low, sounding not quite convinced.
Kingfish.
Had to be. He'd snuck around and created a nice distraction for them. Abe grinned. Finally, his minder had done something helpful. Maybe he wasn’t as useless as Abe thought.
The second sentry nodded toward the direction of the crash. “Go check it out,” she ordered. “I’ll stay here and keep an eye on the old man’s door.”
Abe smirked. She must be the smart one.
Several man-sized potted plants and a larger than life statue of Saint Nicholas, the patron saint of children — resplendent in his robes, staff in one hand, a baby in the other — were all that stood between Abe and the guard. He could move from plant to plant, flattening himself against the oversized pieces of pottery. Then, once he reached the statue, only a few yards with no cover lay between him and her. Abe sighed before he steadied his breathing, drawing his knife for the second time.
Abe moved from inside the doorway, a shadow among shadows. He cleared the first potted plant then the second, all with the guard none the wiser. He moved, smooth as the cat she and her comrade had mistaken his minder for, from the last plant to the Saint Nicholas statue. There he crouched, waiting.
The hired guard turned her head, looking in the direction of Kingfish’s diversion. With her distracted, wondering what had become of her partner, Abe made his move.
He crept from behind the stone statue and into the center of the hallway. The sentry, her back turned, was only feet away.
The noise came from behind him — a scrape, a sound like a sack of meat dropped from a great height, a muffled grunt.
Abe froze. The clock seemed to cease ticking, a millisecond stretching to infinity. A backward glance revealed Abe’s minder sprawled out wide on the carpet. Time became liquid, continuing to slow, moving like springtime maple syrup in his native Pennsylvania.
Abe turned back toward the sentry. They locked eyes. She raised her rifle.



22 OUTSIDE NEW ORLEANS, LOUISIANA - MONTCLAIR ESTATE, OCTOBER 1866
MONTCLAIR WOKE WITH A START. He’d slept fitfully through the heat of the day, his dreams feverish and dark. In the last of them before opening his eyes, he and Randall had been boys again. Their father had ordered them to duel. For most of their actual childhood, Montclair’s father trained both he and Randall relentlessly. “Preparing you for the rigors of the world,” he’d said. In Montclair’s dream, his father had forced the boys to fight to the death simply for his amusement. The image of the dream’s final moment, crystal clear, lingered in Montclair’s thoughts. Randall stood, triumphant, above him. He’d awakened just as Randall had delivered the death blow.
Still groggy from his haunted and restless sleep, Montclair watched the sun dip low over the swamp. He suppressed a shiver. The twilight time brought with it an unexpected chill. Cold was unusual for Louisiana, even in autumn.
His stomach rumbled, empty and angry. Despite his brother's promise to keep him well fed, he’d had nothing to eat the entire day. He’d been given water in the morning, but since then, Randall hadn’t even bothered sending one of his troops to check on Montclair.
“Seems I’ll be dueling on an empty belly,” Montclair said aloud.
They came for him a few minutes later, four of them in Confederate dress grays, armed with rifle and pistol. For a second, he contemplated fighting. Then, he considered the odds — four repeaters and four revolvers vs. one fist and one clockwerk hand. He thought better of it. Better to bide his time. Better to wait for opportunity to present itself.
Two clockwerks whirred along behind the soldiers. The automatons carried a washtub, a large wooden bathing ladle, and, to Montclair’s surprise, some lye soap.
The soldiers released Montclair from his cramped prison while the clockwerks set the washtub down. Montclair exited the cage and stretched, muscles popping, ligaments cracking, luxuriating in the feel of it. Several days and nights constricted inside a narrow iron box did wonders for a man’s sense of appreciation.
He looked at the washtub with longing. Steam rose from the water, hot and inviting. Montclair peeled off the remnants of his evening clothes, now little more than rags soaked with putrid blood and sweat. He stripped down naked, stepped into the tub, and scooped up a ladleful of water. He closed his eyes and sluiced the filth from his body in the open under the watchful stares of the armed soldiers, indifferent to the chill air and his nudity.
When he was done, they threw him a change of clothes — simple woolen trousers and a cotton shirt. His own boots they allowed him to keep. His brother’s men stood by the entire time, rifles ready, waiting for him to dress. It was the first time he recalled putting on clothes with guns pointed at him. Surprising, given some of the more intimate situations he’d found himself in where he’d been forced to dress and leave quickly.
After the grime and filth of his ordeal in the tiny prison, the newly laundered clothes felt like heaven, and they fit surprisingly well. Once he was clean and with fresh clothes on his back, the soldiers marched Montclair from the edge of the swamp to the practice circle. This same practice circle was where their father had watched him and Randall drill for countless hours in the sweltering Louisiana heat. When he saw it, a crippling sensation of deja vu rippled through Montclair’s body.
Torchlight bathed the practice grounds, holding deepening twilight at bay. A set of box seats had been constructed around the sunbaked patch of earth.
Montclair looked over as he stepped onto the cracked, red clay. To his horror, Rebecca and the children sat front row center. The scent of her perfume carried on the breeze, tears in her and her daughter’s eyes reflected in the torchlight. His nephew Phineas sat by his mother's side, holding her hand. Little Randall sat on her lap, his face buried in her neck. Montclair’s heart broke, seeing her and his niece and nephews sitting there, a captive audience to the horrific spectacle to come. Anger bloomed within him.
Montclair was not surprised to see his stepmother sitting with them, a look of demonic glee on her face. She’d been waiting for this ever since the day his father had brought him here and introduced him as ‘my son’, ever since she’d learned of his existence.
And there, in the center of the practice grounds, Randall waited. A long, wooden table covered in white cloth stood next to him.
Randall was dressed similar to Montclair, only his shirt and trousers were of better quality, and on his hip hung a saber. Black leather wrapped round the handle, gold and silver filigree on the guard, a capital “M” over crossed sabers surrounded by a stylized wreath on the blade’s scabbard and pommel. Montclair recognized the saber instantly. It had belonged to their father.
“Those clothes fit you well,” Randall said. “Some of my old things.” He shrugged. “We always were of a size.”
Montclair marched up to his brother, anger evident on his face. “Christ the Healer, Randall, at least have the decency to send Rebecca and the children away! There’s no reason for them to see this!”
Randall took a long look at his daughter and his sons. His eyes lingered on his wife.
“Please, Randall!” Rebecca pleaded. “End this! Let your brother go. He-he can leave, and we’ll never have to see him again!” Her eyes begged him.
Montclair could almost feel his brother’s turmoil as his love for Montclair raged against his sense of family honor. Maybe there was still a chance?
“No.” A voice, undeniable and full of venom, broke the spell. Montclair’s stepmother stood to her feet. “Son, you must do as duty demands.” She turned to Montclair. “And you! I would have my grandchildren stay, so that they may see the stain of you removed from our family and from my Phineas’ good name."
Montclair smiled at her then, baring his teeth like a cornered wolf, remembering all the hatred she’d shown him, trying his level-best to look like his father just to rub it in her face.
"He loved my mother more than you could ever know, Sadie." Montclair drank in the pained look on her face, savoring it. “When I would see them together, it was obvious. Their love was nothing like what I saw between him and you. I almost felt sorry for you,” he added.
He meant it, but relished the twisting of the knife all the same.
Montclair turned to his brother and pointed at his sister-in-law, niece, and nephews. “Are you certain you want them to see this?”
Randall hesitated. “When-when I first saw you in the foyer,” he began, ”when you first returned home. The memories all came flooding back. The feelings for my brother — for you, Julius — came flooding back. It was good to see you that one last time, to think what things could have been… if you hadn’t turned your back on your home, betrayed your family. I wish it could be different.”
“It still can!” Montclair pleaded, seizing onto the chance, no matter how desperate, to end this peacefully.
“I almost wavered,” Randall said. “Almost.” He shook his head. “No. It’s too late, Julius. Honor demands blood.”
Montclair’s heart sank. So this was it. Randall was hell bent on going through with it.
He nodded. “All right, Randall. If this is what you want… then so be it.”
Randall motioned to a man nearby, who spread a selection of blades across the table next to him. The man bowed before Montclair as he presented them.
Montclair looked over at Randall’s family — at his family — then back to the table. Each blade had been placed with care, neat and evenly spaced, one next to the other. Montclair tried several, testing their weight and balance. He hefted a polished cavalry saber and held it aloft, admiring the torchlight as it glinted off the blade. Montclair spun the saber in his hand, liking the feel of it. He nodded once. If he had to let this play out, he wanted the best tool for the job he could get. This one would do.
His thoughts turned to the previous year. To Washington. More specifically, to the roof of a Baldwin 60,000 steam locomotive as it hurtled north through the blasted wastelands of the demilitarized zone. He’d dueled the cruelest and most skilled blade in the Confederacy that morning. Thanks to the teachings of Ueda Kenshin, he’d won. Would he be able to end this as easily? Randall was a master of the saber in his own right. Growing up, Randall had almost always been the better of the two of them. There was no guarantee Montclair could defeat him. Even if he did, was killing his own brother his true aim? How to finish this, then? And how, if it came to it, could he show his brother mercy and still live to see another day?
“It’s time,” Randall said.
He stepped forward to stand face to face with Montclair. Montclair tasted bile in his mouth, felt churning acid deep in his gut.
Randall looked around the practice ground at his soldiers, meeting every eye. “No matter the outcome,” he announced, ”none of you are to interfere. That’s an order! Do I make myself clear?”
None of the soldiers objected. Montclair wondered if they’d be as obedient if he ended up the victor.
Randall looked at him. “We’ll do this in the traditional manner,” he said.
Several of Randall’s troops removed the table and the unchosen weapons as Randall waved for the intermédiaire.
A slight man in a waistcoat and sleeves scurried onto the practice grounds. “Gentlemen,” the man said. “You will each turnabout and march. The distance will be exactly five paces.” He looked up at Montclair and Randall, holding the gaze of each of the larger men until they’d nodded their understanding. “Then, and only then, will both of you turn and face one another.” He paused. “Do this now.”
Montclair turned his back on his brother and marched his five paces. When he turned again, there was no love in Randall’s gaze, only a cold, dead nothingness in his brother’s ice-blue eyes.
The intermédiaire looked at each of them in turn. “Gentlemen, you may salute your opponent.”
“Randall—” Montclair began, a last attempt to end this madness before it began.
Randall replied with silence and a blade salute. Montclair heard Randall’s wife choking back sobs. Resigned to his course of action, Montclair saluted back. Randall shifted his feet, moving his body into fencing position.
“Are you prepared to begin?” the intermédiaire asked Montclair.
Montclair continued to stare across the fighting ground at his brother.
Without waiting for a response, the intermédiaire turned to Randall. “Are you prepared to begin?” he asked.
Randall nodded.
“Very well, gentlemen,” the intermédiaire said. “If both fighters are prepared, then may one of you die well.” He sliced the air with his hand. “En garde!”
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THE DEAD MAN’S partners burst through a side door, too late to help him but just in time to die alongside him. Several more followed on their heels, all bringing guns to bear.
“Cover!” Scarlet shouted, one arm supporting her rifle, right hand firing, bracing herself with the left as she scooted, derrière-first, behind a roulette table. She shouldered the table over, roulette wheel shattering into a thousand pieces, just as a blanket of lead flew from behind her. She breathed a sigh of thanks, grateful for the covering fire from Carlyle and his sailors.
If they didn’t take this room fast, her relief would be short-lived. The Gambler’s entire organization would be on them.
Scarlet put her back against the wooden table as rounds, too close for comfort, impacted all around her. She shut her eyes. Chips of wooden shrapnel flew. One found a mark, cutting across her cheek. She felt the blood, warm and thick, begin to trickle. They needed fire superiority, and they needed it yesterday.
Think, Scarlet!
Carlyle and his sailors leapfrogged from cover to cover, shooting their way forward toward her position. Carlyle led the way, his rifle doing most of the talking. The Gambler’s men’s bullets just missed him as he scrambled up next to her.
A broad smile lit his face when he bumped up against the overturned roulette table beside her. “Never feel so alive as when there’s bullets flying, right?”
Scarlet popped out, sent a round downrange, and quickly popped back behind cover. She shrugged. “If you say so!” she shouted, fighting to be heard over the crackle of incoming shots. These were definitely the strangest sailors she’d ever met. “We gotta secure this room and find the target!”
Carlyle glanced at his wrist-clock. “Rest of my crew should almost be to the bridge! If they take it, we turn this boat around and get her back to Union waters!”
Scarlet glanced left, toward the doorway they’d come through only moments ago. The steady tat-tat-tat of River’s rifle chatter drew Scarlet’s eye to the woman, on one knee behind cover, fighting like a hellcat.
Scarlet shook her head at Carlyle. “Won’t matter if we’re overrun before we do! We’re too far outnumbered!”
Another incoming barrage, each shot a tiny clap of thunder. The smell of hot powder and blood. A cacophony of screams.
“We have to take him! That’s our ticket out of here! That’s our play!”
“Just how do you propose to do that?” Carlyle asked.
A fresh volley of rounds snapped into the table for emphasis.
A thought occurred to Scarlet. “You got any of those grenadier’s charges?”
It was the first time she’d ever seen Carlyle hesitate. He shook his head. “Can’t use those in here. Space is too confined.”
Scarlet’s eyes flashed. “Every second we argue is another second more reinforcements arrive. We don’t use the charges? We’re done for.” Scarlet held out her hand. “Give ‘em over, Carlyle.”
He handed her two of the small bombs with the pull-fuses, the look on his face telling her he wasn’t inclined to like it.
Scarlet pointed to the opposite end of the room. “Can you make it over there?”
Carlyle gave it a rapid assessment. “I think so.”
“Good. When you’re in position, we both throw.” She jerked her head toward the position. “Go. I’ll cover you.”
Without waiting for him to acknowledge, Scarlet curled into the fetal-shooting position. She tucked into a tight ball, the barrel of her rifle gripped between her knees. She shifted her body a hair-length past the edge of the overturned table, exposing as little of herself as possible, sighted in between her feet, and pulled the trigger.
An aether round streaked through the gaming room at low altitude and high velocity, ripping through feet and ankles, rewarding Scarlet for her efforts with the sounds of men screaming. Carlyle became a black-clad blur in the corner of her eye as he broke cover and dashed to the far end of the room.
Scarlet counted to ten in her head, rotated her body, and got to a knee in a single, graceful motion. She ducked back behind cover, looking over her shoulder for Carlyle. She caught his eye as he slid into position and sent him a questioning raised eyebrow. He acknowledged with a less-than-confident thumbs up.
They were as ready as they’d ever be.
“Fire in the hole!” Scarlet shouted. She yanked the pull fuses and threw. Carlyle did the same, lobbing two more charges toward the group of criminals.
Scarlet hugged her rifle to her body and pulled herself into a ball, squeezing in tight behind the table. She plugged her ears with her fingers and screwed her eyes shut, opening her mouth wide to equalize the pressure from the blast.
Even with her ears plugged and mouth gaping open, the resounding boom still rung her bell. The concussive wave blasted into the roulette table, smashing the wood and sending Scarlet flying. She landed by the entrance, belly-down in a heap atop her rifle. Stars exploded behind her eyes, a symphony of pain, every part of her body bruised. Somehow, she retained the presence of mind to cover her head as debris and dust rained down.
Carlyle was right. Quarters were too close for the handheld bombs, but it wasn’t like they’d had a choice.
Scarlet drug herself from under the rubble, coughing up dust and plaster. She got up, ears still ringing, sighted in, and scanned the room. The opposite side was chaos, a charred and blackened disaster area, full of dead and dying bodies in various states of dismemberment. At the other end of the gaming room, Carlyle and his sailors picked themselves up and checked the area for threats. Scarlet did a quick headcount. A sense of relief filled her when she counted all hands present.
She knew they were Carlyle’s sailors, but in the last few weeks, she’d trained, sweat, and bled alongside them. She’d come to think of them as her crew, Carlyle included. Dust covered them, and some bled from their ears or cuts to the head, but they were all still standing. All still in the fight.
Scarlet caught Carlyle’s eye and pointed toward the only door they hadn’t been through, a door marked “private.” Carlyle, understanding the message, signaled for his shipmates to regroup.
When they were all in position, Scarlet took the lead. River shifted up to the breacher position, approaching the door first. The navy scout tried the handle. To everyone’s surprise, it moved. She nodded once to Scarlet, indicating her readiness. Scarlet counted it down on the fingers of her non-shooting hand.
Four.
Deep breath.
Three.
Muscles tensed.
Two.
Set.
One.
River threw open the door and cleared out of the fatal funnel. Scarlet’s Chassepot flew up, and she was first in through the door. She broke left, clearing along the wall and into the deep corner. Carlyle broke right, the rest of the sailors taking the room’s center.
The office was empty save for a small man in a bowler hat and an expensive waistcoat. He stood from behind a mahogany desk covered in stacks of coin and greenbacks, raising his hands to show he wasn’t armed. “Now, now, ladies n’ gents, no need for all that.”
“On the deck!” Scarlet shouted, already moving to take the Gambler into custody. “Hands out in front of you! Now!”
“Easy, girl,” the Gambler said. “I left the damned door open for y’all, for Christ the Healer’s sakes. Don’t that count for nothin’? We can talk this ou—dammit!”
Scarlet had a knee in the Gambler’s back, barrel of her Chassepot pressed against his skull before he could finish his thought.
“We’re clear,” Carlyle said, having checked the rest of the Gambler’s office. He pointed at River and another sailor. “You two, cover the hatch. Give the grownups here a minute to talk.”
River and her colleague positioned themselves just outside the Gambler’s office door.
Scarlet pulled a set of irons from a pouch on her lower back. She smiled as she clamped them on the Gambler’s wrists and stood him up. “You’re going to tell the rest of your people to surrender,” Scarlet said.
“Fair enough,” the Gambler replied. “Then what?”
“Then the Lady Luck and every goon onboard her will be extradited North. She’ll be impounded. They’ll stand trial.”
“And me?”
“You? Well, you’re going to tell us everything you know about the Cabal and its plans. The reign of your criminal empire is over, Legree.”
“Hmmm,” the Gambler said. “Not sure I like the sound of that too much.”
Carlyle stood in the corner, rifle slung across his back, arms folded across his barrel chest. He laughed. “Is that so? You talk like you got some other option.”
The Gambler glared over at the brawny sailor. “I’m a businessman, soldier boy, first and foremost.”
“I’m a sailor, actually.”
“Whatever. You think old Ulysses’d be willing to strike a bargain, soldier boy?” He looked at Scarlet. “Or how about you, Miss Scarlet? Think you and I can make a deal?”
Scarlet was a professional. In the game of espionage, you lived and died by keeping your cards, and your emotions, close to the chest. But the Gambler was a master poker player, born and bred. For a man like him, the slightest tell was an open book. A single twitch of her brow undid her.
“Yep,” he said coolly, “that’s right. I know who you are. Know a lot more than that, too. If you can make all this,” he looked around at the office, the Lady Luck, the irons on his wrists, “go a little more in my favor, maybe I’ll part ways with some information I know for a fact you’d be interested in havin’.”
Scarlet chuckled. “And just what in hell could you know that I’d be interested in?”
The Gambler smiled up at her, teeth shining in the lamplight. “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe you’d like to find out where it is they got your minder stashed? Copperhead’s his name, ain’t that right?”
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ABE’S BODY moved faster than his mind, hard-earned muscle memory the payoff for months of arduous training. He twisted under the rifle muzzle like a boxer slipping a punch then flipped the barrel back, slamming it into the woman’s face. Her nose snapped with an audible crack. In an instant, she was on the ground.
Abe dropped, his hand shooting out to cover her mouth. That was a mistake. The Pious Man had paid a handsome sum of greenbacks for his security, both human and mechanical. The instant the woman spun on her back and twisted her legs up and around his extended arm for an elbow lock, Abe knew Worthington had got his money’s worth. Training like that didn’t just happen. You had to travel to get it.
Blood poured from the woman’s nose, running down the side of her face. With Abe’s arm securely trapped in place, calling for help looked to be the last thing on her mind. Instead, she glared up at him with a devilish grin, her teeth awash in red. She reached for something at her back. Abe’s eyes grew wide. The handle of a wakizashi—a Nipponese short sword of folded steel—protruded from its scabbard. He had seconds, at most, before she gifted him with a second smile across his throat.
The woman was good, to be sure, but not ‘trained DSI agent’ good. Abe turned his hand thumb-down to relieve the pressure on his elbow then whipped around the woman’s leg to free himself. Her grin faded as he placed his knee on her chest then caught the hand with which she held the blade in a wristlock of his own.
Abe turned the blade back toward her. From there, it was only a matter of time. Technique combined with strength trumped technique alone as Abe brought his now-considerable muscle to bear. Seeing her impending death reflected in his eyes, the woman gave her all. Sweat dripped from Abe's face onto hers, the intimacy of their life and death struggle a strange perversion of the intimacy between lovers.
She grimaced as the wakizashi punctured her throat. All the fight left her body like a dove taking flight. Abe plunged the long knife in until its tip struck wood floor. His shoulders drooped. He hung his head and shut his eyes, suddenly drained. If any of Worthington’s security found him like this, he was a goner. If captured operating on foreign soil, he’d be automatically disavowed by the Union. He shuddered to think of what the Confederacy would do to a captured spy if he even survived being taken into custody. He had to get this mission done and get out of here.
From down the hall, he heard a low chuckle.
“Not bad, Bookkeeper. Looks like you can beat a woman.”
Abe’s eyes snapped open. Before he knew it, he was on his feet, and the distance between him and his minder evaporated like pre-dawn mist under the morning sun, his hands suddenly around Kingfish’s throat. “You sonofabitch!” Abe hissed through clenched teeth. “You almost got me killed!”
Kingfish gripped Abe’s hands and tried to pull them from his neck. “Easy,” he managed to croak.
Abe relented, letting his minder go with a curse.
Kingfish coughed and cleared his throat, rubbing the area where Abe had held his neck. “Almost only counts for two things, boy — horseshoes and hand-explosives — and we ain’t got neither one. Hell, you’re alive, ain’t you? Besides,” Kingfish added, grinning, “I knew you could handle her. That was one helluva entertaining fight.”
Abe looked down at the woman, her eyelids open, dull gaze staring into nothingness. He reached down and pulled them closed.
“She was twice the man you are, Kingfish,” Abe said.
She’d been a formidable warrior. Her mistake had been choosing to work for the wrong side.
Abe stood, looking down at the woman’s face, her nose, mouth, and throat thick with congealing blood, her body pinned to the floor at the neck by her own blade. High forehead and cheek bones, scar across her chin. She’d been attractive in life. Who had she loved? Had anyone loved her? Some parts of this work Abe hated, but it had been him or her, and it sure as hell wasn’t going to be him.
Abe turned to his minder. “Let’s finish this,” he said, “before we’re caught.”
Abe drew his pistol and cracked open the door to Worthington's bedchambers. He crept through the entry barrel-first and found himself in an antechamber.
Good.
Just like the plans said.
Abe cleared the space before the bedroom proper then poked his head back out into the hallway. He holstered his weapon and gestured at the dead woman’s feet.
“Give me a hand,” he hissed at his minder, more a command than a request.
Kingfish grumbled but did as Abe asked. He picked up the woman’s legs while Abe grasped her under the arms. Together, they carried the body inside the antechamber and placed it inside a closet.
Per the plans they’d stolen, there were only two rooms past this one — a dressing room and the master bedroom suite complete with its own privy.
Abe pulled his pistol again, gesturing for Kingfish to lead the way. He’d be safer with his minder in front, right where he could see him.
Kingfish shrugged and took point while Abe moved into position next to the door. When Kingfish nodded ready, Abe swung the door open and moved in on his minder’s six o’clock position.
A sickly sweet smell permeated the bedroom, lavender, sex, and sweat with a trace of something foul underneath. Moonlight flooded the room, washing a huge four-poster bed in a dull, white glow. Worthington’s shriveled, skeletal frame peeked out from underneath cotton sheets the pure color of new-fallen snow. A paste-white chicken bone of a leg stretched from an exposed, wrinkled buttock. Worthington snored peacefully.
He wasn’t alone. Next to the sleeping Worthington sat a small boy — a beautiful child, long lashes around dark eyes shimmering in the moonlight, skin the color of cooking chocolate. He sat upright in the bed, frozen as a corpse, staring straight at Abe.
Abe fought the urge to vomit. The sight, the smell, the thought of what had happened here all hit him at once. What kind of man — what kind of monster — did this? Their orders were to bring the Pious Man in alive, but it was far more than he deserved.
Abe looked into the eyes of the child in Worthington’s bed. He placed a finger to his lips — quiet — and felt the smallest relief when the poor brown-skinned child nodded once, his face devoid of emotion.
Kingfish moved to the left side of the bed and nudged Worthington with his rifle. “Rise and shine, sweet cheeks.”
Worthington’s eyes snapped open. He jolted up. “What—what’s the meaning of this?” Worthington demanded, any vestige of sleep gone. He scrambled to cover himself. “Do you know who I am?”
“Oh, we know, all right,” Kingfish said. “And don’t even think about shouting for those guards.”
He set the rifle down and pulled his pistol. Then he turned and leveled it at Abe.
“What is this?” Abe asked, the realization hitting him even as he spoke the words.
He’d been betrayed.
Kingfish shrugged. “It’s the only thing that makes sense. Vice Chairman McCormick’s decided you’re too much of a liability. I’m sorry, kid.”
“You’re a traitor,” Abe said.
“Yeah. Among other things.” Kingfish indicated Abe’s rifle and sidearm. “Gonna need you to put those down now, Abe.”
Abe stood, undecided about what to do next. Kingfish had him dead to rights. He glanced over at Worthington.
The old man’s eyes darted around the room, first to Kingfish then to Abe then to the boy next to him. Worthington clutched the sheets tight to his chest, whether to hide his nakedness or out of some instinctual hope that it might somehow protect him, Abe didn’t know.
“I can pay you,” Worthington said. “Both of you. As much as you want. A king’s ransom for each of you. Just let me go.”
Abe’s minder smiled. “Don’t you worry, honey. We’ll get to that.” Kingfish glanced at the boy in Worthington’s bed.
“So, you’ve been working for McCormick all along?” Abe asked.
Kingfish hadn’t repeated his order for Abe to drop the weapon. Abe gripped the rifle close. He was keeping it until the last possible second. Abe noticed Kingfish take a second look at the boy in Worthington’s bed. And then a third.
“’Course I was,” Abe’s minder said. “This whole time. You were sloppy to miss it. My orders were to bring you here and finish you off. Was gonna throw my lot in with the Pious Man here. Get myself that king’s ransom he just mentioned.”
“You still can!” Worthington pleaded. “Anything you want! Just please, let me go!”
Kingfish looked at the boy again. This time, his gaze lingered.
“Nah,” Kingfish said, still looking over at the poor creature Worthington had destroyed. “I’m a traitorous murdering bastard, but I’m not a depraved, traitorous murdering bastard.”
The manse was still, as still as a home could only be in the dead of night when everyone and everything in it were at rest. A pistol was loud enough during the day, but in the quiet peace of night, the sound would be like the final clap of thunder on judgment day. Too late Abe realized what his minder planned to do.
Kingfish placed his pistol against Worthington’s temple, cocked it, and fired.
The boy in Worthington’s bed didn’t blink, didn’t so much as flinch, when the old man’s blood and brains and skull splattered across his face.
“What the hell have you done?” Abe cried. Even in a house this size, there was no way the pistol report went unnoticed. Any minute now, the guards would come bursting in.
Kingfish smiled at Abe, looking more at peace than Abe had ever seen him. “I was actually supposed to finish you first then strike my bargain with the old man.” He shrugged. “But, now? Well, can’t have any loose ends, you know?” Kingfish stepped back and pointed his Colt at Abe.
Abe’s eyes went to the gun in his minder’s hand. “What are you doing?”
“I’m a piece of shit, Abe,” Kingfish said. He suddenly looked exhausted, the gun lowering in his weary hand. “I know that. I was more than that once, believe it or not. I was an outstanding agent. I loved my work, and I was damned good at it, too. I was a patriot.” Kingfish shrugged. “All that’s gone now. Nothing left for me ‘cept to end it on my own terms. I’m sorry, Abe. You deserved better than me. Good luck getting out of here.” Kingfish held his eyes. “I mean that.”
Before Abe could respond, Kingfish placed the pistol in his own mouth and pulled the trigger.
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RANDALL MOVED LIKE A SWAMP PANTHER, his saber held well in front of him. A hundred thoughts raced through Montclair’s brain. Had his brother’s swordsmanship improved? Would Randall be a match for the newly acquired skills Montclair had learned from Ueda? If not, could Montclair really and truly kill his own brother?
Randall lunged forward with a thrust. Montclair parried. Randall stepped back, attacking a second time and unleashing a flurry of strikes. Montclair countered them with ease, but he smelled a trap. Randall was better than this, even years ago when they were youths. This had to be a ruse. Randall was merely feeling him out, testing him.
Montclair broke contact and stepped back. Neither man had yet broken a sweat. Montclair spun the saber in his hand and circled the dirt arena, hoping to buy time.
Randall grinned a lopsided grin. “No use stalling, Julius. No one’s coming to save you. Your only way out of this is to die an honorable death.”
“You’re that certain of yourself?” Montclair asked, still hoping there was a way out of this that didn’t end with one of them dying.
“Of myself?” Randall asked. He shook his head. “No, not hardly, but I’m on the right side of history this time, Julius. Justice will prevail. It’s that of which I’m certain.”
Randall shifted his weight, launching himself at Montclair with blinding speed to deliver an overhand strike with such force the blades sang when they met.
Montclair grunted with the exertion of blocking it. Christ the Healer, he’s fast! And his strength was a match for Montclair’s own.
Randall exerted seismic pressure on his blade. The intensity drove Montclair backward, his heels digging into dry red earth. Randall gave his blade another shove, sending Montclair tumbling. Montclair tucked in tight and rolled backward over his shoulder, continuing through and coming back up to his feet. The split-second it took Montclair to regain his balance was a split-second too long. He grimaced, feeling the vulnerability, but to his surprise, Randall withdrew. Randall could have easily pressed the advantage, but he’d chosen not to.
Montclair bent his knees, going into a semi-crouch. He tightened his grip on the saber, watching his brother. Randall’s eyes became unfocused, his breathing uneven, chest rising and falling too rapidly. Fat beads of sweat had popped out onto his forehead. A snarl disfigured his face.
“You’ll not deny me the right to clear our family’s name!” Randall growled. “Come on, you coward!” he roared. “Fight me!”
Montclair stood up straight, relaxing the hold on his saber. With Randall’s focus so clouded, Montclair could end this easily. The real question was how to avoid that. To die or to kill his own brother? Those were his choices.
Montclair raised his blade, the weapon feeling as if it weighed a ton.
Randall came at him a third time, transforming Montclair’s entire world into dodge, parry, riposte, dodge again. Randall fought like a man possessed. How long could he keep this up? How long could Montclair keep up his defense?
Early evening deepened into darker night, and still, the exchanges continued. After a quarter turn o’ the clock, Randall began to slow. Even for a young general in peak physical condition, a soon-to-be-crowned king of Truveaux’s criminal empire, the strain of their tempo took its toll. Randall stepped back and lowered his blade.
Montclair breathed a sigh of relief. He wiped his forehead with his sleeve, praying to The Healer above that Randall would put down his sword.
“Have you forgotten what he did to us?” Montclair heard the old harpy scream from the edges of the fighting circle.
He fought the overwhelming urge to hurl his own blade at her chest. Instead, he cursed her aloud.
Sadie Montclair purpled with rage. She stood from her seat and pointed at Montclair. “You see? The devil shows himself!” She glared at Randall. “Finish this, son!”
Damnation! Montclair’s hopes sank as Randall seemed renewed. His mother’s shrewish voice was all the urging he’d needed. Having tapped into some hidden reserve, Randall redoubled his efforts, his first strike landing with such force Montclair’s own blade bit into his cheek when he blocked it. Fluid, thick, warm, and viscous, trickled down his sweat-covered jaw. Montclair didn’t have to look to know what it was. He didn’t bother to wipe it way as there was no need to. Randall had drawn first blood.
Dread, cold and unforgiving, crawled up from the depths of Montclair’s soul. It was now or never. There was no turning back. Randall would either kill him or die trying.
The anger came on, fast and unexpected as an August tempest. It hit Montclair all at once, like a blast of heat from an open oven. Montclair unleashed a roar of his own, signaling the beginning of his first true attack. He struck Randall’s blade again and again, his eyes clouded over in a red haze. Rational thought ceased. Battle-honed instinct and skill took over as Montclair hammered at his brother’s defenses and drove him backward, ever closer to the edge of the fighting circle and certain death. Sparks flew each time Montclair struck Randall’s blade.
Montclair attacked again, this time reversing direction and spinning mid-stroke, landing a jarring elbow to Randall’s temple. Randall staggered, hand to his head, and dropped to his knees. Montclair raised his saber high, poised to deliver the killing stroke, his dream from earlier made real, only this time it was he that stood over Randall, ready to end it all.
“Father!” Phineas screamed.
It was the sound of the boy’s voice that did it.
It was a voice from out of time — Randall’s voice shouting at their father from within this same fighting circle all those years ago.
It was the voice that distracted both Montclair and Randall at just the wrong time for just long enough.
Randall tried to stand, stunned and dizzy from Montclair’s blow to his head. He stumbled, pitching forward.
At the same time, Montclair turned.
A stumble. An ill-timed turn. Montclair’s hand seemed to act of its own volition, simply holding the razor-sharp saber in place as it drove through his brother’s chest and out his back.
“Randall!” Rebecca screamed.
“Randall?” Montclair whispered, a soft echo of the scream of despair.
Montclair stared, open mouthed and numb, at the saber, blood running down the guard to drip on the thirsty earth. At his brother, impaled on the end of the blade. At his own hand, covered in gore, as foreign to him as if it belonged to another person. As if that other person were the one responsible for ending his brother’s life, not Montclair himself.
Randall slumped backward, the blade slipping from his chest with a wet, sucking sound. He fell back in the dirt, staring up at a sable-black sky awash in diamond-dust. Montclair hardly noticed the dripping saber falling from his fingers. He fell to his knees and cradled his brother in his lap.
“You fool,” Montclair muttered. Tears of regret and shame and rage welled hot in his eyes.
“Honor… honor demanded it,” Randall said. He coughed a spray of blood, gasping for each precious breath.
Montclair looked up. Through his own tears, he saw his brother’s children — his niece, the breathtaking girl on the verge of becoming a breathtaking woman; his eldest nephew, so wise and caring; his youngest nephew, so much like his father and his grandfather — their faces all buried in their mother’s embrace. Montclair saw the intermédiaire, dumbfounded. He saw the faces of Randall’s men, slavering for the chance to rip him apart. He saw the mixture of horror and pure, scalding hatred in his stepmother’s eyes.
“Randall,” Montclair sobbed, “what honor is there in this?”
Randall spat blood, his breathing ragged and labored. He clenched his blood-stained teeth and squeezed Montclair’s hand. “Honor… demanded,” he repeated. Randall’s eyes pleaded with him. “Re-Rebecca… and the ch-children?” he gasped, fighting for every syllable. “I-I…”
Montclair nodded. “They know,” he said.
Randall died in Montclair’s arms.
Montclair buried his face in his brother’s neck. He shook as sobs wracked his body.
Form the corner of Montclair’s eye, a gray-coated soldier raced toward the manse. Randall had forced the soldiers around the practice ground to swear oaths not to interfere, no matter the outcome, but the rest of Randall’s men had sworn no such oath.
Montclair looked down at his brother, Randall’s eyes closed, his face serene. If not for the blood, he might have been sleeping. Randall was at peace, his reckless quest to restore the Montclair family name at an end. In a way, Montclair envied him. Randall’s war was done, but Montclair’s was just beginning. How could he go on now? How could he face Greg or his crew? Christ the Healer give him strength, how could he face Ayita after all this? Just the thought of it was a weight crushing the life from him, too much to bear.
Montclair wiped his eyes and looked over to the makeshift stands. Phineas, eyes red-rimmed from crying, stared at him.
"I loved your father,” he said to Phineas, “even though he—” Montclair’s voice broke. He gathered himself. There wasn’t much time. “It is your right to seek vengeance someday,” Montclair told his nephew, “as it is that of your brother,” he nodded toward little Randall, his face still hidden in his mother’s arms, little shoulders shaking with grief, “and your sister. Should any of you ever choose to claim that right, and though it might very well break me, then I-I would accept.”
Montclair placed his brother’s head onto the ground, as gentle as if he were laying a child down to sleep, touched his face, kissed his forehead, and then crossed himself and whispered a prayer.
Montclair stood on wavering legs. He glanced toward the manse. Soldiers would be pouring out of it soon.
He met the cornflower-blue eyes of his brother’s widow and held them, though the act of doing so tore him apart. “I’m so very sorry,” he said, the words a world away from adequate, but what else could he say?
Rebecca’s face was a mixture of grief, shock, and anger.
He turned to his stepmother, meeting her gaze unflinching, matching her hatred drop for drop. “You,” he hissed. “You’re to blame for this.” He spat in the dirt. “If it wasn’t for my niece and nephews, I’d kill you where you sat.”
“You’ve taken everything now,” Sadie said. “You’ve already killed me.”
Shouting emanated from the Montclair manse. Any minute now, the practice field would be flooded with soldiers who’d been loyal to his brother. There wouldn’t be a single man or woman among them not wanting to tear him to pieces.
Montclair spared his family one last glance then looked to the darkened swamps — swamps he knew like the back of his non-clockwerk hand. With enemies fast approaching, Montclair turned his back on what remained of his family and fled into the bayou.



26 WASHINGTON, D.C. - DSI HEADQUARTERS, NOVEMBER 1866
THE GRANDFATHER CLOCK’S ticking was driving Abe mad. The shadows from the morning sun had shifted since he’d arrived, and still, he waited.
He sat on the hard wooden bench, dressed in his best suit, worrying and sweating like hell. A set of oak double doors, intricate inlaid carvings of twin lion heads on each, stood on the opposite side of the hall. Two clockwerk sentries — mechanical limbs polished to a blinding silver, rifles at right shoulder arms, and the seal of the Department of Strategic Intelligence stamped prominently on their chest plates — stood guard outside them.
Abe glanced at the magnificent grandfather clock whose incessant ticking had tortured him for the past sixty-plus minutes. He appreciated the aesthetic beauty of it, its clockwerk technology a precursor to that of the mechanical sentries posted throughout DSI headquarters. He paid no attention to the position of the hands on its face. Instead, he chose, for what seemed the hundredth time, to check his own pocket watch. Taking it in and out of his waistcoat gave him something to do while he waited.
Abe hadn’t seen another human since the clerk at the entrance had ushered him in. The clerk had offered Abe a glass of water, which he’d accepted. The glass sat in a puddle of its own condensation, untouched, next to him on the bench.
Just when he’d begun to wonder how the morning could get any worse, his stomach rumbled. The hunger pangs served as a sharp reminder of the breakfast he’d missed.
At last, the clockwerk sentries stepped aside, moving in lockstep as they pulled the doors open. Abe stood, took a deep breath, straightened his neckerchief, and marched in. A diminutive woman, the sole person in the meeting room, sat behind an oaken conference table large enough to accommodate several dozen with room to spare. Someone had placed a single chair in the center of the cavernous room, a good ten feet directly across from where the woman sat. He’d been clueless as to who waited on the opposite side of those double doors. Now, he knew.
Abe walked forward until he stood beside the empty chair. He bowed slightly at the waist. “Vice Chairwoman Huffman,” Abe said, hoping he’d managed to disguise the nervousness in his voice. If one of the chairs of DSI Oversight herself had summoned him here, it meant he was in deep trouble.
Vice Chairwoman Pratley Huffman smiled pleasantly. “Please, Agent Fluvelle,” she said. She indicated the chair beside him. “Have a seat.”
Abe raised an eyebrow. If she was about to have him clamped in irons and sent off to some Healer-forsaken secret prison, she was certainly being polite about it.
Abe looked around, as if at any second an army of clockwerks would come bursting through the doors to drag him away. A moment passed then two, but no men or machines entered the room, not even the two clockwerks stationed just outside.
Still wary, Abe took his seat, very nearly knocking the chair over in the process. The identity of trained assassin and DSI agent hadn’t completely eclipsed the awkward, naïve young man he’d once been.
Abe settled in and met the Vice Chairwoman’s gaze. Her eyes were kind despite all they’d seen. A mug of something — coffee, by the smell of it — sat steaming at her right hand.
“Do you know why I called you here today, Agent Fluvelle?” she asked.
If she sensed Abe’s discomfort, she wasn’t letting on. Her eyes may have been kind, but the rest of her was unreadable. It had to be that way, Abe supposed. Couldn’t exactly wear your heart on your sleeve, running an entire agency of spymasters specifically trained to pick up on such things.
Abe swallowed hard, ready to accept whatever punishment came his way. “I assume this is about the mission to apprehend Worthington, ma’am,” he answered. “That and-and what happened to my minder.”
The Vice Chairwoman nodded. “That’s correct, agent. You can relax,” she added. “You’re not in any trouble.”
“I’m not?” Abe asked, thinking perhaps he’d misheard. He was professional enough not to sigh with relief. “Well, Vice Chairwoman, if, as you say, I’m not in any trouble… then what’s this meeting about?”
Vice Chairwoman Huffman nodded toward the double doors. As if on command, the two clockwerks posted outside opened them.
“You?” Abe said incredulously to the man who walked in.
The man nodded. “Me,” he replied, laughing.
Same brown skin, same salt and pepper beard, but the paint on his face was gone. The buckskins and moccasins he’d worn in Nebraska were gone as well, now replaced by a crisp suit tailored to fit the man to a tee.
“Agent Fluvelle,” the Vice Chairwoman began, “I believe you’ve already had the pleasure, but let me formally introduce you to Agent Jamison Charles.”
“No need for the formalities, Vice Chairwoman,” Agent Charles said. He turned to Abe and stuck out his hand. “You can call me Blackjack.”
Abe stood and grasped the older man’s hand, his grip firm and dry. "Your moniker is Blackjack?” Abe asked. “As in the card game?"
Blackjack laughed. "Something like that.” He tapped the skin on the back of his hand, as brown as a dried tobacco leaf in late fall. “Although I think it probably had something to do with this, too."
Blackjack took his time walking around the table. He pulled out a chair next to the Vice Chairwoman and took a seat. They both sat across the table facing Abe.
"Now that we’re all here,” the Vice Chairwoman said, “let’s get down to business.” She took a sip of her coffee. “First things first, we know you met with Scarlet and Colonel Montclair prior to your mission. As you know, this was in direct violation of your orders.”
Abe’s heart sank. So he was in trouble. Abe went to open his mouth then thought better of it.
Vice Chairwoman Huffman held up a hand. “No need to explain, agent, or to apologize. In matter of fact, it is we,” she hung her head, ”it is I… who owe not only you but all our agents an apology.”
Abe frowned. “I don’t understand, Vice Chairwoman.”
“We allowed a traitor into our midst, agent, right under our noses. We should have known, but he’d been laying the groundwork for this for years.”
“Some did know, Vice Chairwoman,” Blackjack said.
“Yes. Some did.” There was sorrow in her voice. “But their calls went unheard for far too long until they had no choice but to take matters into their own hands.”
Suddenly, Abe understood. “You’re talking about the coup attempt,” he said.
The Vice Chairwoman nodded. “Copperhead along with his protégé and a few others realized what was happening. They saw McCormick for who and what he truly was. It shames me to say that we on the Oversight Committee did not. We failed the agency. More importantly, we failed the agents. And-and Copperhead.” Her voice wavered. “You have no idea how much it pains me to say that.”
Abe fought to control his anger. He turned to Blackjack. “What about you? Why didn’t you speak out against what was going on? Where were you when Copperhead needed you?”
Blackjack met Abe’s eyes. Abe saw his own sadness reflected there. “Spent the last year and a half in a Spanish prison,” the spymaster said. “I escaped, of course.” He dismissed the act with a wave of his hand, as if it were no more difficult than a stroll in the park. “Just took me a while.”
Abe looked at the man across from him, unconvinced.
“It’s a long story, young man. I’ll tell it all to you one day, though.” Blackjack winked at him.
Abe frowned. It was a sorry-assed attempt at lightening the mood in his opinion. If Blackjack noticed Abe’s displeasure, he ignored it.
“Your minder was McCormick’s man,” Blackjack said, now serious. “Kingfish was keeping tabs on you the whole time. He would have killed you, too, had his conscience not got the best of him. Instead of ending you, he ended himself.”
“Kingfish told me as much,” Abe said. “Before he did it, I mean, but it appears you’re all overlooking one fact. Yes, he would have killed me… unless I’d killed him first.”
Blackjack laughed at that, deep and long. “That’s the spirit,” he said. He turned to Vice Chairwoman Huffman. “I like this boy. He has promise.”
“Yes,” the Vice Chairwoman agreed. “He does.” She turned back to Abe. “Agent Fluvelle, you’ll be interested to know that Vice Chairman McCormick is now on the run. It’s a long overdue attempt at correcting an egregious error, but as of early this morning, McCormick has been officially sanctioned.”
About damned time.
Abe had only one question. “Where are Scarlet and Copperhead?”
“Agent Alayne is safe,” the Vice Chairwoman said.
Abe sent up a silent prayer of thanks to the Healer.
“She’s here in Washington, and you’ll be pleased to learn her part in your joint operation with the Union Army and Marine Corps was a success.”
“The Gambler’s in custody?” Abe asked.
A slow nod from Vice Chairwoman Huffman was his answer.
“And Copperhead?” Blackjack asked.
Abe studied the senior DSI agent. How much of a history did he and Copperhead have?
The Vice Chairwoman shook her head. “We don’t know Copperhead’s exact whereabouts yet.”
Abe leapt to his feet, his concern for Scarlet alleviated and replaced by a terrible need to find Copperhead. “You don’t know where he is? The Gambler knows, and he’s in our custody. How the hell could you not
know?”
Blackjack tensed, ready to move. “Easy, son. I know you’re angry.”
“Which is precisely why I’ll overlook your lack of decorum,” Vice Chairwoman Huffman interjected, “this time.”
She waited for Abe to sit. Abe noticed that kindness he’d seen in her earlier had gone on hiatus. He found himself staring down a set of chestnut eyes as hard as wrought iron.
“Now then,” she began, “if you’ve quite gotten a hold of yourself, agent, I can tell you that we do in fact have some idea of Copperhead’s location. Agent Alayne was able to question the Gambler extensively, and her interrogation has produced a lead. It was unfortunate, but even the Gambler wasn’t completely certain that Copperhead would still be in the same place. So no, we’re not one-hundred percent on finding him, but at least we have a place to start.”
“Where?” Abe asked, already planning the operation in his head.
“We think he’s being held somewhere on a DSI asset.”
Blackjack looked over at the Vice Chairwoman, a question on his lips. “I’ve been out of the loop for some time, Pratley. I have some of the facts but not all of them. You’ll have to help me get up to speed here, so I ask you, if the agency owns the asset where he’s being held, then why don’t you just order Copperhead released?”
Vice Chairwoman Huffman’s mouth formed a hard line. “McCormick’s treachery went deeper than we could ever have imagined,” she said. “He had his tentacles into everything. We recently discovered that McCormick had established several factions within DSI itself, complete with their own assets and the people to protect them.” The Vice Chairwoman exhaled. She closed her eyes, lowered her head, and massaged her temples. “A complete audit of the department has to be conducted. At this point, we don’t know who’s loyal to McCormick and who’s loyal to the agency. Some of the areas McCormick misled into joining him may not even know they’re following unlawful orders. We must proceed with the utmost caution, gentlemen.”
Abe felt the anger welling up again. “How could this have happened?” he asked. “I’d thought DSI was impenetrable. Weren’t there safeguards in place?”
The Vice Chairwoman had no reply.
“We’ll find him, Abe,” Blackjack said. “I give you my word.”
Abe frowned. He wanted to trust this man who called himself Blackjack, but he’d been burned before. “When Scarlet goes in to get her minder,” Abe said, “I want to be there with her.”
Vice Chairwoman Huffman shook her head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea agent. You see—”
Abe gritted his teeth. His mind was set. “I don’t give a damn what you say, Vice Chairwoman. I’m going.”
The Vice Chairwoman’s eyes narrowed. Her nostrils flared, her normally porcelain complexion flushing an angry red. “These are unusual times we find ourselves in, agent. Our friends and colleagues are in danger. We’re all angry, and we’re all hurting. It is for that reason and that reason only that I will let that last transgression slip. You’ve stepped out of line with me two times this morning. There will not be a third. Have I made myself clear, agent?”
Abe considered the Vice Chairwoman’s eyes and saw that she meant it. “Yes, ma’am,” he answered. “Crystal.”
“Good,” the Vice Chairwoman replied. “Now then,” she said, her tone softening, “you didn’t allow me to finish. What I was going to say is that I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to make that decision on your own. It’s something best left to your minder.”
“My minder is dead, Vice Chairwoman,” Abe said bluntly.
“You’re right, agent, a fact that is probably to all our benefits. Perhaps I misspoke? That decision will be up to your new minder.” The Vice Chairwoman turned to Blackjack. “What do you say to your protégé’s request, Agent Charles?”
Blackjack smiled at Abe. “Like I told you when we first met, son, you deserved better. Better even than me, really, but I’m the best you’ve got. I promise I’ll try to be worthy of that. First thing I’ll teach you as a minder? For good or ill, we don’t always get what we deserve. Now as to your request…”
Abe held his breath.
“I was one of the first recruits Copperhead put through Indoctrination,” Blackjack said. “I owe that man as much as anyone. Soon as we verify Scarlet’s lead, then you, me, and her will be out of here on the first thing smoking. We’re getting Copperhead out of whatever shithole he’s been stashed in. I wouldn’t dream of leaving you behind."



27 U.S.S. INTREPID - 45.2538° N, 69.4455° W, NOVEMBER 1866
FRIGID NOVEMBER WIND bit through leather, wool, cotton, and flesh, cutting all the way to bone. Scarlet’s cheeks were numb, and she’d bet her last greenback they were as red as her fiery hair.
She watched Vindication fade off into the distance. The Vindy had gotten them here, where they’d transferred onboard the Intrepid. Now, Major Stevens’ airship sped toward the aerial latitude and longitude of Copperhead’s last known location. In exchange for a cozy Union house arrest, the Gambler had sang like a sparrow, telling them everything he knew. There was no way to verify if the intelligence was stale, but it was the best chance they had of finding Copperhead.
Enemy strength, vessel layout, even exact location were all unknown variables. Going in with that many question marks, with only the vaguest of idea what they were getting into, made this op rife with danger. There was a decided lack of information. Lack of information made for unknowns, and unknowns got agents killed. With only a slim chance Copperhead might still even be there, Scarlet admitted to herself that it was a stretch, but all the mission planning, what little they’d had time for, was done. Now, there was nothing left to do but execute.
Scarlet hugged herself against the cold, gritting her teeth to keep them from chattering. She clutched the hilt of her saber in a death grip. “If he’s lied to us…”
“I don’t think the Gambler lied,” Athena said. She stood next to Scarlet on the deck, wind in her golden curls, cheeks red against the chill. “If he did, he’s damned good at it.” Her lips pursed into a perfect pink bow. “You know, I’m surprised the Oversight Committee even cleared us for this.”
Scarlet squinted her eyes against the bitter airstream. “Are you kidding me? It’s the least they could do.” She gnashed her teeth in frustration. “Christ the Healer,” she growled, “I can’t take this waiting.”
Athena put an arm around Scarlet’s shoulder. “Of course you can. Remember Indoctrination?”
Scarlet’s scowl melted into a reluctant grin. “How could I forget?”
“I never would have made it if it wasn’t for you,” Athena said. “You were my rock.” She hugged Scarlet close. “Now, it’s time for me to be yours.”
“There’s a lot more at stake now.”
“You don’t think I know that? My minder’s stuck in that prison, too.” Athena looked away. “At least I hope she is.”
After Athena and Mockingbird had warned Mrs. Grant about McCormick, they’d gone in as part of the assault force to take him. They’d become separated during the firefight, and Mockingbird had been captured. This was prior to capturing the Gambler, who’d been cooperative enough to also provide a lead on Mockingbird. Last he’d heard, she was being held in the same location as Copperhead.
A wave of shame washed over Scarlet. “I’m sorry, Athena. I know. I’m worried about Mockingbird, too. It’s just… these last couple of months…” The words caught in her throat.
Scarlet and Athena stood together at the bow of the airship, looking out over gray cotton clouds. The air was ripe with the promise of snow.
“Those sailors you brought onboard,” Athena said, breaking the silence. “They’re a strange bunch. I don’t think I’ve ever seen their like.”
“And you may never again. They’re something new. ‘Experimental’ was the word Carlyle used, I think. We still don’t know where loyalties within the Department lie. If we can’t use DSI assets, these sailors are the next best thing. Trust me. I’ve seen them in action.”
Scarlet found she’d grown accustomed to Carlyle and his shipmates. She’d forgotten how alien they were to her at first, and how they probably came across to people they’d never met in that same way.
Athena smirked. “Most of them are pretty easy on the eyes, too.”
Scarlet pulled the scarf around her neck tighter. “I hadn’t noticed.”
“Bullshit.”
Scarlet allowed an almost-grin. “If you say so.”
“And what about Bookkeeper?” Athena asked.
Scarlet shrugged. “What about him?”
“He’s ‘something else’, too, isn’t he?” Athena grinned.
The mischievous twinkle in her eye reminded Scarlet of several years ago, back when they’d first met. Athena had never lost that spark she’d had before her life as an agent. Before all the deceit, before all the wet work.
“He’s coming along well,” Scarlet offered.
Coming along well? She cringed. Was that the best she could say? Abe’s transformation had been nothing short of amazing. He was green, but as much an agent now as she or Athena, and she had to admit, he was looking damned good these days.
“He’s coming along well,” Athena said, performing her best Scarlet impression.
Scarlet laughed for the first time in a long time.
“He’s about as fine a piece of ass as I’ve seen in a while,” Athena said. “You’d do well to snap him up before someone else does.”
Scarlet turned to Athena, who grinned like the proverbial Cheshire Cat. What did she mean by that? The sudden desire to smack that smirk off her friend’s face gripped Scarlet.
Athena looked over Scarlet’s shoulder and pointed. “Speak of the devil…”
Abe approached at an easy pace, his gait smooth, his eyes alert. He wore his sidearm like it was a part of him. Blackjack, Abe’s new minder and one of the first agents Copperhead ever helped produce, marched at his side.
Blackjack wore a charming, easy smile. “What are you two ladies talking about?” he asked.
Scarlet was glad to see a comforting, familiar face. Blackjack’s reputation as one of the finest DSI operators alive preceded him. Copperhead had spoken of the man often, having been instrumental in his initial training and worked alongside him for years.
“I’m sorry, Blackjack,” she said again. She’d apologized to him so many times she’d lost count but still felt the need to reiterate. “We'd have come for you if we’d known.”
"For the last time, girl, would you quit with that? No one knew I was in that shitty dungeon in Barcelona. Not like I ended up there on purpose, that’s for damned sure. I know you’d have come if you’d known, but today isn’t about that. Today’s about freeing our folks and setting things right.”
Scarlet bit her lip and nodded.
“Hey, Scarlet,” Abe said. “Morning, Athena.”
“Bookkeeper,” Athena said. Her eyes had that sparkle again.
Abe turned to Scarlet, resolve in his hazel eyes. “We’ll get him back,” he said.
Scarlet set her jaw. “I know.”
“Should have seen your boy here, Scarlet,” Blackjack said. “Sass-talkin’ the Vice Chairwoman herself. Said he was going on this mission, and that he didn’t give a damn if she allowed him to or not.”
Scarlet looked at Abe, mouth agape, then back to Blackjack. “He said that to Vice Chairwoman Huffman?”
Blackjack nodded. “Damn near got himself a formal reprimand in the process.”
Abe’s cheeks turned bright red. “It wasn’t anything anyone else wouldn’t have done.”
“Yeah, I don’t know about that,” Blackjack said.
Scarlet was about to reply when a soldier from the Intrepid’s crew arrived, Union-blue uniform jacket cut sharply to fit her form, saber on her left hip, navy Colt hung on her right leg. She stepped up and saluted the group, as all DSI agents held informal military ranks and rated the honor of salute.
After greeting the group, she addressed Scarlet in particular. “We’re about a quarter turn o’ the clock out from the coordinates you gave us, ma’am.” Turning back to the others, she continued, “Major wants you all to the armory.”
Scarlet nodded. The time had come.
They followed the soldier across decks to a studded metal door bearing the word “Armory” in bold black letters painted across the pitted iron surface. The soldier ushered them all inside, where Carlyle and his crew were already waiting.
“No way we’re going to miss this,” Carlyle told her when she’d asked them a week ago to join the mission to rescue her minder. “I’d be honored to meet this man everyone thinks so highly of.”
Soon after, Scarlet formally requested Carlyle’s assistance through the Department of the Navy, and her request had been granted.
The corners of Carlyle’s mouth turned upward when she walked into the Intrepid’s armory. River was there, sharpening her Bowie. She favored Scarlet with nod and a lascivious smile.
The armory was row upon row of rifles and pistols, with sabers stacked in neat lines along wooden shelves. The air was thick with the smell of blade and gun oil, metal and wood. Crates filled with Gatling rounds sat on the floor. Rocket launcher shells in crates filled with straw stood lashed to beams along the bulkhead. In the back corner of the armory, the airship’s diminutive commander, Wilma Stevens, in full battle dress, chatted with Colonel Gregory.
Scarlet’s admiration for Colonel Gregory had grown over the past year. Even though a DSI agent had been responsible for the death of his wife in Cuba, the colonel had slowly changed his perspective on the agency. She’d even heard rumors he’d been involved with a recent DSI operation. When he’d caught wind of what Scarlet was up to, Colonel Gregory had specifically requested to come along on the rescue.
The colonel’s change of heart hadn’t completely caught Scarlet by surprise. Copperhead had that effect on people, even ones who’d been badly hurt in the past. She also took the colonel’s friendship as a testament to all they’d been through and accomplished together the previous year in saving Washington.
She was glad Colonel Gregory was along for this. She needed every experienced shooter she could get, and he and his Marines were some of the best.
But something, or more rightly, someone, was missing.
Scarlet, never forgetting the orphaned child she’d been on the streets of the District of Columbia, thought of her minder as family. Although they’d never formally adopted her, Copperhead and his late wife had taken her in and raised her. She’d come to think of those she’d served with as family, too, as dangerous as that was in this line of work. Now, they’d finally gotten a lead on where her minder was and were on their way to save him. But it seemed that with one problem not even fully solved, another had presented itself. A second member of her self-determined family had gone missing. The telling of the events around Colonel Montclair’s disappearance had hurt her heart to hear.
Scarlet left her fellow DSI agents and Carlyle and his crew talking, making her way over to the colonel and Major Stevens.
"He was gone when we got there,” she heard Colonel Gregory say as he stuffed rifle magazines into the front pockets of his uniform shirt.
She’d caught the tail-end of his explanation of Colonel Montclair’s disappearance, it seemed. She exchanged nods with the colonel and Major Stevens, not wanting to interrupt. He’d told Scarlet the firsthand details on the Vindication the night before, but it was no easier hearing him tell it a second time to someone else.
“And there was no sign of the colonel, sir?” Major Stevens asked.
Colonel Gregory shook his head. “None,” he said. “Looked like his brother had set him up for some sort of duel. We found his brother, the Confederate general, dead. General’s widow and kids were a mess, inconsolable. The mother in law was there, too, a real family affair, I guess. She was a genuine bitch to be sure. Screaming that us being on Louisiana soil was an act of war on the part of the Union, among other things. The, uh…” the colonel turned to Scarlet. “What’s the word, Scarlet?”
“Intermédiaire,” Scarlet said.
“Right, the intermédiaire said Julius fled into the swamps. We searched as long as we could before we had to disappear. Julius’ stepmother is an evil old hag, but she was right about one thing, if the Confederates discovered us there it would have been an international incident. So we disappeared that same night, quiet as we arrived.”
“Does anyone know if the colonel’s still alive?" Major Stevens asked, a look of genuine concern on her face.
Colonel Gregory nodded. “We think so. Ayita’s absolutely convinced of it.”
“Colonel Montclair’s woman?” the major asked.
Colonel Gregory nodded. “And daughter to the War Chieftain of the Croatan Nation, to be more precise.” The colonel shook his head. “She was a mess when we found him gone. She and Julius’ samurai friend from Nippon haven’t stopped looking for him. She’s had damned near her whole army out searching.” Colonel Gregory looked at Scarlet. “I plan to take some leave and join them, soon as we get Copperhead home.” He gave the pistol on his leg an absent-minded pat. “I have to find him. The way we left things was… it wasn’t right.”
Major Stevens locked a magazine into her new M4 and racked the first round into place. “You think he’s still alive as well then, sir?”
The colonel nodded. “I do. Seeing his family again, his brother’s betrayal, Julius having to kill him… I can only guess what it must have done to him. But I do think he’s still alive.”
Colonel Gregory’s eyes took on a faraway look. Scarlet wondered if he was trying to convince himself as much as anyone else that Colonel Montclair lived.
“If Julius Montclair truly doesn’t want to be found, he won't be,” the colonel added. “I can only hope he decides he wants to be and that we get there in time.”
Major Stevens nodded. The alternative, that Colonel Montclair might die by his own hand, they left unsaid.
Three knocks sounded against the armory’s iron door, and eleven well-armed Union operators’ heads turned in unison. The door opened, and Lieutenant Scott popped his pinched face inside. “We’ve sighted them, ma’am,” he said, addressing Major Stevens. “They’re ready for you all on deck.”
“Outstanding. Thank you, XO,” Major Stevens said. “Sir,” she said to Colonel Gregory, “you’re the ranking officer. We’ll follow your lead.”
Colonel Gregory shook his head. “It’s your ship, Major. You have command until we hook into the assault ropes. After that,” he nodded toward Scarlet, ”it’s Scarlet’s mission. Scarlet, why don’t you talk us in?” He flashed her a confident smile.
Scarlet turned to face the room. Surrounded by rifles, pistols, ammunition, warriors, and two very overwhelmed armorers, Scarlet looked around and met every eye.
“Thank you all for being here,” she began. “We have sailors.” She nodded toward Carlyle and his crew. “We have Marines, we have soldiers of the Union Army Air Corps, and we have four DSI agents. This level of inter-service, inter-agency cooperation is unprecedented. The circumstances that brought us all together today are remarkable, but they are no less remarkable than the two people we’re going in to save.”
“You all sat in on briefings already, so I’ve no need to rehash what’s been said. I’ll just remind you that they have two of our finest patriots, both of whom have spent decades serving the Union, locked away in the belly of that place. If anyone is worthy of a rescue, it’s the two of them. Coming back with anything less than both of them, safe and secure, is unacceptable. Now, are there any last questions?” Scarlet looked around the armory, searching every face and finding nothing but confidence and resolve. She smiled. “Good. Now let’s go bring our people home.”



28 U.S.S. INTREPID - 45.2538° N, 69.4455° W, NOVEMBER 1866
WEIGHED down with iron body armor, ammunition, and her Chassepot, Scarlet stepped up onto the Intrepid’s main
deck. Athena, Abe, and Blackjack were with her. Major Stevens, similarly outfitted, walked next to Athena. The major was accompanied by four of her own ship’s security detail and her XO, with him looking none too happy. Colonel Gregory followed. He’d brought along a handful of his Marines, all of whom had raised their hands and volunteered to rescue the spymaster who’d helped save Washington. Carlyle and his sailors, loaded down with their own gear and weapons, swaggered up the ladderwell to bring up the rear.
Scarlet strode across the deck, approaching the bow of the ship. She took a knee. Several hundred yards ahead and below them, the behemoth cargo airship that served as an off-the-books DSI prison floated in lazy, circular patterns.
Intrepid was built from the bones up with the latest in dark aether speed and stealth technology, all due to the prior year’s capture of a secret Confederate airship named the Raven. Given that the Alchemists’ Guild considered any use of the dark form of the element aether blasphemy, they would most certainly disapprove of the Union’s new technology. But thanks to that same forbidden technology, the lookouts onboard the flying prison would never see them coming.
Major Stevens stood above Scarlet as she kneeled. “When we drop,” she said to her XO, raising her voice over the sound of the wind, “take her out far enough where you can’t easily be seen. Hold for one turn o’ the clock then move back into sight range. Keep one eye out for enemy stragglers and one out for our signal.”
The wind whipped at the Intrepid XO’s thinning brown hair. He eyed Scarlet, the sailors, and the DSI agents with distrust. “Are you certain about this, ma’am?” He asked. “Mightn’t it be better for some of Intrepid’s security detail to go?”
“We’ve been over this, lieutenant,” Major Stevens said. She jerked a thumb at her contingent of ship’s security behind her. “Why the hell should they get to have all the fun?”
Scarlet looked up at the major. She found herself liking her more and more.
The major reached up and patted her XO on the chest. “Besides, Scott, if anything happens, I know she’s in good hands with you.”
Intrepid’s XO frowned and pulled his pea coat tighter around his uniform. He saluted before stepping off to follow orders.
A moment later, Scarlet’s hair whipped beneath her head covering as the Intrepid shifted up to killing speed. Scarlet allowed her chest to expand and fill with air. She held it before exhaling then shouldered the Chassepot and sighted in.
Like a hawk attacking a fat pigeon, the airship dove. Within seconds, they hovered, silent, above the DSI prison. Scarlet peered through the cylinder atop her rifle. The eyes of the two men leapt out at her through the looking glass scope. She saw the surprise on their faces as the airship appeared out of nowhere above them. Scarlet squeezed the trigger. Worked the bolt. Adjusted. Squeezed again.
Crack, crack as the aether-tipped rounds broke the sound barrier and streaked, bright-blue, toward their targets. Both lookouts dropped like marionettes with their strings cut.
The Intrepid’s crewmen swung the ropes out on a pivoting arm and dropped them with a hiss of hemp. Scarlet and her rescue party raced to the railing’s edge.
Scarlet traded her Chassepot for an M4 on the run, exchanging her looking glass scope for iron sights and shortened stock more suitable for close quarters. She slung her new rifle behind her as she climbed up onto the railing. She reached out with gloved hands and grasped the rope before pulling it in and locking her booted feet around it. Then, she was sliding, speed just shy of reckless, toward the prison airship’s deck. She landed, absorbing the impact with bent knees, burning friction heat in her palms despite the thick leather gloves she wore. She moved off the rope, making room for the next assaulter in line to land then whipped up the M4 and joined the others already on the deck in setting perimeter security. Within seconds, fifteen of the finest fighters the Union had to offer shimmied down the ropes and landed on the airship’s wooden deck.
Scarlet watched the Intrepid zip off to a safe distance. She’d acquired Carlyle’s habit of lashing a pocket watch face onto her wrist, which she glanced at now. The entire maneuver, from eliminating the sentries to boots on deck, had taken less than one-hundred twenty seconds. Less than two minutes and the whole of the assault force was down and ready. So far so good, but now, they were in it. Now, the real work would begin. Covertly clearing the airship all the way down to the cells below decks wouldn’t be easy.
Like vengeful ghosts, Scarlet and her allies swept silent across the airship’s deck. They stacked up on the lone entry hatch, Scarlet in the lead. Athena moved up from behind and took the breacher’s position. She tried the handle. A shake of her head. Locked. Athena pulled her lockpicking tools from a pouch on her kit and inserted them into the door. Two twists. A click. Her green eyes smiled under golden curls. At Scarlet’s signal, Athena pushed open the door and cleared away from the opening.
Scarlet peered over the M4’s sights and down the airship’s narrow passageway. The passageways were deceptive. From the airship’s exterior, it looked like plenty of room, but the claustrophobic passageway was designed to both delay attackers and conceal the locations of the cells.
Two sentries rounded the corner.
Shit.
The sentries dropped, twin aether trails from Scarlet’s M4 visible but fading into thin air.
“We’re blown!” Scarlet shouted. She lowered her rifle, barrel still smoking. The gunfire had given them away far sooner than they’d hoped.
Scarlet and the rest of the assault force picked up pace. They sped down the corridors, killing guards and clearing each room and space as they went.
With Scarlet running fixed point position, they fought their way to down to the second deck and into the dark belly of the airship. Rows of cells lined three tiers along both the port and starboard sides. In the center of the square was a massive open space.
They split into groups, one for each tier of the prison. Scarlet, Athena, and Carlyle’s sailors took the first tier. Major Stevens, her security detail, Abe, and Blackjack took the second. Colonel Gregory and his Marines took the third.
Scarlet, Athena, and two of Carlyle’s sailors took the starboard side while Carlyle, River, and the rest of his crew took the port. They leapfrogged from darkened iron cell to darkened iron cell, the point person now rotating with each one they cleared.
In the fifth cell, a guard surprised them right before going down in a hail of blue-traced lead. Moments later, a small group of mercenaries appeared, mounting a last, desperate defense. Carlyle’s sailors chewed through the mercs like a saw through pulpwood. Then they were off again, racing from cell to cell.
Most were empty, save for bloodstains, filth-encrusted buckets, and thin, soiled mattresses. A few held prisoners, who were quickly searched for weapons and given orders to remain in place. Scarlet recognized one of them as a Union senator who’d gone missing on a hunting trip several months back. His eyes were sunken and dark, and there were bruises all over his body. He was skeletal-thin, but it was him, all right. His daguerreotypes had been in all the papers. If McCormick could keep a missing senator from his own government hidden up here, then who the hell else had he ‘disappeared’ in this prison?
Halfway down the line of cells, they heard a woman shouting. Athena in the stack behind her, her own rifle leading the way, Scarlet burst into the cell.
Half a second conveyed the scene. Christ the Healer, the stench inside that cell. Mockingbird was on her knees, wrists bound behind her, a mercenary holding his pistol to her head. A half second more and Scarlet and Athena’s rifles, simultaneous, dropped him.
Mockingbird was still on her knees, unable to rise. The gray linen shift she wore was tattered, soiled, and torn. No regard had been spared for her modesty, the garment baring slashes of pale white flesh of the thigh, the ribcage under her left breast exposed. Her hair hung in filthy strands, covering her face except for an angry purple welt on her cheek. Her left arm hung at an awkward angle. Bruises covered her wrists and arms, along with most of her exposed skin.
Mockingbird gritted her teeth against the pain, unable to rise. She was nearly unrecognizable, covered as she was in bruises and filth, but the fire burning in her eyes was unmistakable.
Athena ran to her minder, already slinging her rifle and going for her medical supplies. “Go!” she shouted back at Scarlet. “I’ve got this! Find Copperhead!”
Scarlet darted from the room, barely sparing a glace for Carlyle’s two sailors on her six. She ran past empty cell after empty cell, barley taking time to properly clear them, disregarding how her recklessness might get her or someone else killed. All that mattered was finding her minder before it was too late.
A hundred feet from the last cell — crack. Her heart froze. A second’s pause. Crack. Two shots from a Colt pistol in close proximity.
No.
She raced to the last cell, desperate, hoping against hope. The stench struck her like a wall. She exploded around the corner.
“No!” she screamed.
Her minder lay in a pool of blood. His mouth and chin dripped, wet with gore. He held a Colt in one hand, smoke curling from the barrel. The other hand clutched his side, trying and failing to stem a rapidly blossoming stain. Two dead mercs lay nearby, one with his throat ripped out. Scarlet scrambled to her minder’s side and collapsed next to him.
Copperhead looked at the pistol in his hand. “Took it from him,” he managed to say. He dropped the pistol and laughed, the sound more like a gurgle. “Right after I bit his throat out. And after they shot me, of course.”
Scarlet put her own hand over her minder’s and applied pressure to the gunshot wound. “Help!” she cried. “In here!”
The sound of intermittent gunfire continued echoing through the prison. By now, the airship would be almost secured. Soon, it would be time to signal the Intrepid.
Carlyle’s two sailors burst in, delayed by the time it took them to properly clear each cell Scarlet had missed in her haste.
She vaguely acknowledged the sound of more boots. Then Carlyle and River rushed in. Carlyle assessed the scene in an instant. He ripped open the pouch containing his medical kit. Blackjack and Abe came rushing in next. When they saw the scene, they both pulled up short.
Scarlet saw Blackjack hold Abe back, whispering something into Abe’s ear. She caught the subtle shake of his head. She looked at the horror on Abe’s face then back to Copperhead. Her eyes flooded with tears.
“Here now,” Copperhead whispered. He patted her red hair as the sailors worked feverishly to save his life. “What’s all this about, Cecelia? An agent in the field keeps her emotions in check.”
Scarlet buried her face in her minder’s shoulder as Carlyle and River fought to staunch the bleeding from his side.
Copperhead’s eyes lit up when he noticed Blackjack.
“Charles?” Copperhead said. “Is that you, you sonofabitch?”
Blackjack’s voice quivered, fighting back tears. “It’s me, old man.”
“Where in hell have you been? And is that Mr. Fluvelle you have there with you?” He beamed up at Abe. “I hardly recognized you. Come quite a long way, haven’t you, son?”
Scarlet felt the shallow rise and fall of Copperhead’s chest slowing. She glanced up, her face wet from weeping. Carlyle and River had ceased their furious working, his injury past the point of aid. The two sailors looked away.
Colonel Gregory, a gash across his forehead, face covered in soot, pushed the growing number of bystanders aside and jammed his way into the cell. When he saw Copperhead, he froze in his tracks. He removed his Stetson.
“Major Gregory,” Copperhead said. He coughed. “Well, this is a surprise. P-pleasure to see you again.”
Major Gregory smiled. There was sadness in his eyes. “It’s ‘Colonel Gregory’ now, sir.”
Copperhead grinned. “Ah, so it is. A well-deserved promotion, to be sure. Looks like you’re just in time—” a gasp of pain, “to say goodbye, I’m afraid. Where’s that Army Air Corps friend of yours?”
“He’s-he’s out of contact right now,” Colonel Gregory said.
Copperhead nodded then coughed, a mist of blood accompanying the strained sound. “You’ll give the Hero of the Potomac… my regards?” Copperhead’s breathing was ragged and labored now.
Colonel Gregory knelt next to the dying man and clasped his hand. “I will, sir.” The colonel stood and backed away.
Scarlet struggled to get a hold of herself. With every second that passed, her minder, the closest thing she’d ever had to a father, slipped further and further away.
Copperhead reached up, lifting her chin and looking into her eyes. Already, his were beginning to lose focus. “I shouldn’t have gotten close,” he said, “back when I pulled you off the street. Tried not to.” He coughed. “You were… more like a daughter to Estelle and I… than anything else. W-we… we always wanted better for you.” He glanced at Abe then back at her. “This life we’ve chosen… it-it can be cruel… forces us to be cruel. Don’t make the same mistakes I did. Don’t…” Copperhead fought valiantly for his next breath but lost. He laid his head back in Scarlet’s lap and smiled up at her one last time before he closed his eyes.



29 RICHMOND, VIRGINIA - OFFICE OF THE PRESIDENT, DECEMBER, 1866
FAT BEADS of sweat pooled atop Smythe’s bald pate in direct defiance of the Virginia winter and the aether-powered fans overhead. He fidgeted, shifting his considerable bulk in the leather-bound chair. He glanced at the seal on his desk which marked the office as belonging to the President of the Confederate States. The Confederate States — a country which very well might hang him if the true nature of his plans ever came to light. He wiped his head and face with a sweat-soaked handkerchief.
"You have to calm down, Mr. President,” Primm said. Even Primm, who never seem ruffled in the slightest, had a sheen of perspiration on his smooth upper lip. “There’s your health to worry about. Surely things aren’t as bad as they seem.”
“Not as bad as they seem?” Smythe shouted, spittle flying. “Are you mad, Primm? All our plans are in shambles! Worthington is dead, you fool! The Gambler is in northern custody, probably singing his black heart out even as we speak.” Smythe wiped his mouth with his sleeve. “Maurice always did know when to fold a bad hand.” He clenched his fist. “No, Primm, this part of the game has ended. It’s only a matter of time before they come for us.”
There was a knock at the office door. Wagstaff, already posted at the entrance, opened it a crack and peeked out. One of several clockwerks posted outside the president’s door handed through a telegram. Wagstaff took it and shut the door. He covered the length of the office in five long strides to pass the telegram into Smythe’s outstretched hand.
Smythe looked down at the envelope, the outside stamped “confidential”. He tore open the wax seal. His eyes darted back and forth as he devoured the information inside. He groaned.
“What is it, sir?” Primm asked.
Smythe handed the letter to his assistant, who read it aloud.
“From: A. Smith,” Primm began. “The snake in the henhouse is dead. Stop. Chicken dinner on the menu. Stop. Red Robin to carry out sentence. Stop. Bird has flown the coop. Stop.” Primm clenched his lips tight. “Oh my.”
“Exactly,” Smythe said. “Copperhead is dead. The Oversight Committee’s issued a sanction on McCormick, and Copperhead’s redheaded trollop of a protégé has claimed the right to carry it out.”
“But it says McCormick is on the run?, Primm said. “You know tactical matters were never my area of expertise, Mr. President, but him running is a good thing, isn’t it? The man is a trained DSI agent, after all. He’ll be difficult if not impossible to find. It’s one of the reasons he made such an excellent Confederate spy.”
Smythe shook his head. “Scarlet is good, one of the best Strategic Intelligence has. I saw her work firsthand last year, when she stood as close to me as you are now, and we had no idea who she was. No, Mr. Primm, McCormick is responsible for Copperhead’s death. He killed that girl’s minder as sure as if he’d tied the rope or pulled the trigger himself. She won’t stop until she finds him. It’s only a matter of time."
Primm nodded. "Mr. President, I think it’s time we initiated our contingency stratagem.”
Smythe pondered for a moment then turned to his bodyguard. “Mr. Wagstaff, Primm isn’t an expert in tactical matters, but you are, correct? Do you agree with Mr. Primm’s assessment? Is it time for our contingency?”
Wagstaff and Primm exchanged looks before Wagstaff spoke. “I do, sir, and it is.”
Smythe wasn’t sure what troubled him more: the current predicament he found himself in or the fact that Wagstaff and Primm agreed on something.
“I see,” Smythe said. He looked from Wagstaff to Primm. “Unfortunately, I’m afraid it’s too late. Every asset at the Union’s disposal, official or unofficial, will soon be after us next. And that’s if the Confederate Congress doesn’t get to us first.” Smythe held up the envelope. “I was lucky to receive even the advanced notice of this telegram. It’ll be all over the wires soon if it isn’t already. By this time tomorrow, I'll be on the front page of every paper in the Union and the Confederacy. I’ll be surprised if we can even get out of the White House today.”
Primm grinned. “As I said, Mr. President, I’m practically useless when it comes to tactical matters, but political strategy and forecasting outcomes? That is my specialty. You’ll forgive me, I’m sure, but I’ve already taken the liberty of initiating the stratagem.” Primm pulled out a golden pocket watch and checked the time. “The airship should be here for us any minute now.”
Smythe looked up at Primm, the urge to wrap his arms around the young man and shout with joy almost overwhelming. “Good man, Mr. Primm! Oh, and Christina and the children?” Smythe added, almost as an afterthought.
"Already fetched, sir. Earlier this morning. It was just a precautionary step at the time, but I’m pleased to say it was the right one to take. Rest assured, Mr. President, everything pertaining to your exit has been arranged."
“You’ll be adequately rewarded, Primm. Make no mistake about that.” Smythe grinned, his day suddenly very much improved. “I knew there was a reason I hired you.”
Smythe listened to a sudden commotion outside the office doors. A moment of quiet followed then a loud knocking.
“Another telegram?” Primm asked.
Wagstaff moved to the door, drawing his pistol. He stepped outside then quickly stepped back in and shut the door behind him. ”It’s Gen—I mean, Senator Lee, sir. He’s demanding you order the clockwerks aside and let him in to speak with you.”
“Is he alone?” Smythe asked.
Wagstaff shook his head. “No, sir. He has men with him. Confederate regulars.”
Smythe swore. “Word travels fast, I see.” Smythe took a second to think. “Do as he says and have the clockwerks step aside. Let the senator in but only the senator.”
Wagstaff stepped outside and did as he was told. No sooner had Wagstaff stepped back in the president’s office than Senator Robert Lee marched in. The former general’s jaw was set, his dark brows hovering over angry eyes like storm clouds over the sea. Lee stood in the center of the office, glaring at Smythe.
For several long seconds, no one moved. No one spoke.
“Robert,” Smythe finally said. He did not stand or extend his hand for Senator Lee to shake. “So good to see you again. Can I offer you anything? Water? Tea? Whiskey?”
Lee stood unmoving. He still did not speak. Smythe understood, but he had to play the game.
Smythe smiled the smile he reserved for fundraising dinners. “To what do I owe the unexpected pleasure of your visit, Robert?”
“I’ve been looking into you for months now,” Senator Lee growled. “Do I even need to go into detail about what all I've discovered?”
Smythe remained cool and impassive. “I assure you, Robert, I’ve absolutely no idea what you’re getting at.”
“Let’s drop the charade, James. What I’m ‘getting at’, as you so lightly put it, is high treason, and that’s just the beginning. You connived to gain office then sold this country out for profit and power at every turn. And that’s only what I have hard evidence of.”
Smythe watched as Lee waited for his response. He decided he’d let this play out.
“I can’t prove it,” Lee continued, “but I suspect you had a hand in Davis’ assassination last year.” Lee let the weight of his statement settle on the room. His eyes narrowed before he dropped a second bombshell. “If you didn’t plan it outright, that is.”
Smythe glanced over at Wagstaff then back to Senator Lee. He folded his hands on his desk. “That’s quite a list of accusations, Robert.”
Lee stood tall in the center of President Smythe’s office. “Do you deny any of it?”
“I deny all of it, Robert. Unequivocally.”
“I’m not surprised.” Lee sneered. “My investigation has yielded more than more than enough to impeach you ten times over, James. in the interest of the stability of this country, I’m giving you a chance to resign your presidency and turn yourself in. In spite of the things you’ve done, I’m allowing you the opportunity to behave honorably. Surrender, James.”
Smythe remained stone-faced. “And If I choose not to?”
“Nothing you’ve done up to this point indicates to me you have the merest inkling of what ‘honor’ even means,” Lee said. “Let me be perfectly clear, James. We have every exit to this building sealed. There’s nowhere you can go. Save what little self-respect you have, man, and just give yourself up! As poor as it might look in the papers, as hurtful as it might be to the country… I have no compunctions against dragging you out of here in chains if I have to. Please, don’t make me.”
Smythe chuckled softly. “And who will become president after me, Robert? You?” Smythe laughed aloud at the statement. “Do you think that simply because you were a general, because you were some sort of ‘national hero’,” Smythe dismissed the notion with a wave of his hand, “that you possess the cold, calculating nature it takes to run this country? You have many talents, Robert, but politics is not one of them.”
“I was afraid you’d be like this,” Lee said. He turned to leave then looked back over his shoulder at Smythe. “This could have gone easier for you, James. Looks like we’ll have to do it the hard way.”
Smythe gave a nod, and Wagstaff stepped between Senator Lee and the door.
Lee looked up at the mountain of man towering above him. “May I ask you to step aside, Mr. Wagstaff?"
Wagstaff shook his massive head. “Afraid I can’t do that, General.”
"Don't go this route, son,” Lee said. “I know about your record with the Georgia 17th Infantry. You were one hell of a soldier. You’re a man of honor and a credit to your country. We need men like you, now more than ever. Don’t throw in with the likes of this scum.” He jerked a thumb at Smythe. “This isn't you."
Wagstaff’s pistol appeared once again from underneath a good three yards of waistcoat material. "The country I served is gone, sir. I’ve made my choice."
The sound of airship engines directly overhead rumbled through the Confederate White House.
Primm leaned down next to Smythe’s ear. “Time for us to go, sir.”
Smythe stood and collected what few things he wanted from his desk. He took a look around the office and sighed. “It was good while it lasted, I suppose.”
Lee turned to face Smythe. “You’ll not get away with this, James. We’ll find you.”
Smythe kept walking but stopped on his way out the door leading to the roof. He turned to look back at Lee. “Your kind will never understand, Robert. All that ‘honor’ nonsense,” Smythe shook his head, “it means nothing. Don’t you see that? It’s power, Robert. Power is all that matters. Power is a means to an end, and the end justifies any and all means required to achieve it.”
"They’re waiting for us, sir,” Primm said. “An airship hovering above the Whitehouse won’t go unnoticed for long, and our window to slip through the Richmond sky patrols is limited."
Smythe nodded. "Very good, Primm.” Smythe headed for the stairs.
“Sir,” Wagstaff called from the office door, “what about the general?”
“Kill him," Smythe said, not bothering to turn. “Then come along. We’ll wait for you, but as Mr. Primm quite righty stated, we haven’t very long.”
Smythe was walking up the winding staircase to the roof when he heard the shot from his office. A moment later, he was lifted up onto the deck of the waiting airship. Seconds after that, the tremendous bulk of Wagstaff came thundering across the roof, one hand holding his hat to his head. A spray of blood stained his gray waistcoat and white shirt.
“Is it done?” Smythe asked.
Wagstaff nodded. “It’s done, sir. The troops General Lee brought along weren’t able to override the clockwerks without an executive order. Had to stay a few seconds and bar the door just in case.”
Smythe nodded his approval. “Fine work, Mr. Wagstaff. Fine work indeed.”
Smythe breathed a sigh of relief as the vessel rose. All wasn’t exactly right with the world, but given the situation, things could have been a hell of a lot worse.
Smythe stood next to the railing, safe on the deck of the airship. He watched the city of Richmond grow small beneath him, finally receding in the distance as he made his escape.



30 A CABIN, DAKOTA TERRITORY
A FRIGID WIND screamed down from the north, battering the worn, wooden walls of the ramshackle cabin. It seeped its way in, finding a path through every nook, cranny, and crack. Snow, driven to mad gusts by a tempest wind, buffeted the cabin, turning the world outside into a white wasteland. His own shivering woke Montclair from his stupor. Eyes glued shut with crust refused to budge open. He pulled the greasy, stinking bearskin tighter around his shoulders. Somewhere in the distant Dakota hills, a wolf howled into the stormy blizzard night, and its pack answered.
Montclair prayed they would come for him.
He groaned, forcing his sealed eyes to open. The stench of the ill-tanned skin and his own body clung to his nostrils and throat, repulsive. He disgusted himself. He didn’t care.
A weak fire sputtered in a rough stone fireplace, each gust of wind threatening to extinguish its feeble light. Montclair crawled along the dirty floor planks and held his hands in front of the fireplace’s weak warmth. Outside, the blizzard raged on, deep into the night.
Half-frozen, Montclair drug himself over to a crooked, handmade table. One of the table’s four legs stood shorter than the other three. He rose up and grabbed the table’s edge but lost his grip and fell hard onto the floor. He pulled himself up and tried again. This time, Montclair grasped what he needed before falling again. The bottle, cold and thick and round, the glass smooth to the touch, felt good, felt right, in his hand. He looked at the contents of the bottle and frowned.
“Almost gone,” he muttered.
The brown liquid inside barely came a quarter of the way up. He turned it up and took a deep swallow, denting it even further. On wobbling legs, Montclair staggered to the crude mantle above the fire. He caught sight of himself in the grime-covered mirror and gasped. The creature looking back at him was a study in misery. Eyes, bloodshot and rheumy, sunken deep into his skull. A ragged beard streaked with puke. He sneered at the miserable wretch inside the mirror, and it sneered right back.
“Hunh,” Montclair grunted.
It had been hours since his last drink late this afternoon, and his numbed senses slowly began to return, the pain coming right along with them. Breathtaking pain like a stab to the heart over and over and over. Images rushed to the front of his mind in a torrent. Dinner at his brother’s. Randall knowing, even then, that it was all a lie.
Pain, excruciating and unimaginable.
The happiness he’d allowed himself to feel, thinking — believing — he could be reunited with his brother, his family, again. The sight of little Randall and Phineas. His niece’s eyes. The beauty his brother had married and loved.
Then Montclair saw his brother’s widow’s eyes when he had killed him.
He relived Randall dying in his arms. He imagined what his friends would have said when they discovered him gone. He pictured Greg and Ueda ashamed of his actions. Thoughts of how he’d abandoned his duty and gone AWOL haunted him. Thoughts of his airship, his crew, and what they would think of him all burned in his mind.
He pictured Ayita, and the pain he would cause her transformed into his own.
Montclair shook his head as if the motion itself could shake away the evil thoughts brewing inside his head.
If he didn’t get a grip on himself, those thoughts would come back. Montclair glanced over at the pistol on the table. He clutched his temples and growled, low and primal. Hero of the Potomac, elite Union soldier, one of the best in the nation… too cowardly to do what needed to be done. Too cowardly to put himself down like the sick dog he was, to end the pain, once and for all.
“No,” he muttered. He knew what would make the thoughts disappear, what would take the hurt away.
He craned his neck back and opened his mouth like a hatchling waiting to be fed. He raised the bottle again and… nothing. He willed his eyes into focus. The bottle was empty.
The cabin shook with Montclair’s roar, the rage inside him at being deprived his numbing medicinal drink erupting. Livid that he no longer had the means to keep the hurt at bay, he hurled the empty bottle with such force he stumbled. The sound of glass smashing against stone surprised him as he hit the floorboards.
He landed with a crash, hard, on his jaw. It immediately began to throb. Montclair lay there and wept, small at first, little more than a whimper. With each passing moment, the sound grew, building to a grieving, keening crescendo until tears rolled down his face and sobs wracked his body.
Montclair cried out, for help, for his friends, his love, for the Healer… for it all to end. The only response was the fierce northern winds screaming in the night and the snows piling fast against the walls outside. Somewhere, the wolf howled again. How he wished they would just come for him.



31 BEHIND THE WRITER’S DESK, RICHMOND VIRGINIA, SEPTEMBER 2018
WOW. Here I am again. I have to say that this feels surreal, this doing what you love every day. It probably shouldn’t, but such is the world we live in. But even if doing what you love every day does feel surreal at first, I strongly suggest you do it anyway.
My eternal thanks, always, to my wife and my kids. Thank you for being there when the office/writing room door opens. And know that if you need me, you have only to open it (unless I’m in the middle of a writing sprint, of course. Then you must all WAIT!). I love y'all so much.
To Cobble Publishing: another one written! Thanks for your incredible insight. And for everything else.
So… what did y’all think of Precipice? 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 One, 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!
And now, a couple of questions:
1. If a tree falls in the forest and there’s no one there to hear it, does it make a sound?
2. If I write a book and hide the manuscript under my bed so that no one reads it, is there an actual story?
I pose these existential questions only to say (in a roundabout way, I admit) this one, monumentally important thing:
THANK YOU.
Without you (the reader), I (the writer) would not exist.
Hope you enjoyed this latest book, and that you’re as excited as I am about Book 3! As I mentioned last time we met here, I created Montclair’s world. But a part of it now belongs to you.
I hope you find something within it that resonates.
Until next time, my friends.
Wishing you all the very best of everything,
-THOMAS WEBB
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