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1 WASHINGTON, DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA, THE UNION CAPITOL, APRIL 1863
THE EYES of the Confederate clockwerks burned ice blue as they advanced toward the Northern defenses. The battlefield was ripe with the acrid stench of cannon smoke and gunpowder; it stung the eyes and seared the lungs.
From the far edges of the field, the guns of the Confederate tanks beat out a staccato rhythm. The blasting cannon, the screams of wounded men, the lively music of a far-off fife and drum all combined to create a gory orchestra. Its song was the music of war, and the measured steps of the advancing mechanical soldiers kept the time.
The men of the 10th Georgia regiment marched doggedly behind their metallic mates. The soldiers’ boots tore at the earth still moist from the spring rain. The rich scent of newly awakened soil rose up to greet them, a welcome change from the stink of machine oil and dying men.
The rebel soldiers grinned in anticipation as they dreamt of the spoils of war. With surprise on their side, they held the advantage. Their attack, swift and violent, caught the Union soldiers flat-footed.
What defense the bluecoats mounted did little to slow the Southern war machines. Confederate tanks plowed through hastily constructed earthworks, and clockwerk soldiers broke through the split-rail fence as if it were kindling. Even the massive Northern artillery pieces, mounted high on the surrounding hills and firing ‘round the clock, provided little relief to the defenders.
Fear was the order of the day amongst the Union forces. It hung heavy in the air. Word of the Confederate advance became a contagion, moving through the ranks like wildfire. From commanding generals, resplendent in their finery, to the lowliest private, squatting in the muck of the trenches, none were immune.
Johnny Reb had come to Washington with plans to ram his clockwerk soldiers straight down the Yankees’ throats. The Confederate Rhino tanks would route the Union forces on the flanks, thrashing and destroying everything in sight like the mythic one-horned beast they were named for. And if God saw fit to leave any Union soldiers alive, the 10th Georgia would come through and finish the job, slaughtering anyone who breathed. When they were done, the Confederates would push east, surrounding the White House and removing any chance of a Union victory.
The Union army trenches cut square across the eastern end of the National Mall, less than a single mile from the Capitol. A few remaining troops made up the North’s last line of defense, comprising the final barrier between the Union seat of power and complete annihilation at the hands of the rebels.
Within one such trench, Colonel Julius Montclair of the 21st Union Air Corps and a group of his best men crouched, making themselves as comfortable as they could in the ankle-deep muck. With backs hunched and heads bowed low, they could just as easily have been praying as avoiding enemy fire.
“They’ll flank us for sure, Colonel, if this don’t work,” a soldier said.
A mortar exploded just outside the trench, showering them with bits of earth and rock.
“They will, Sergeant,” Montclair replied, spitting dirt from his mouth. “We don’t reach our objectives, it won’t much matter anyway.”
Rough-hewn torches spaced evenly along the trench walls crackled and sputtered in an attempt to dispel the dark. The sharp stench of mud and sewage wafted through the Union trenches. The accommodations were far from first class, but they served their purpose of keeping bombs and bullets from bodies.
Montclair bent over and spread his map onto a makeshift wooden table. The Colonel was tall in stature, broad-chested, and broad-shouldered. A native of the Louisiana territory, his dark eyes and ochre skin marked him as a Creole.
The rumble of distant Confederate cannon shook the walls, covering everything in a fresh layer of dirt. Holding a torch above the crumpled and yellowing paper, Montclair brushed the surface of the map clean. He smoothed it out as best he could and gestured for the soldiers to gather in close.
“We’ve been over this, gentlemen, but it bears repeating. I need men here, here, and here,” Montclair said, stabbing at the map for emphasis.
The thunder of artillery faded into the background as the soldiers hung on his every word.
“Those men will cover us as we make our way across the field. The Confederates landed their clockwerk troops here,” Montclair directed their attention to a point on the map a half mile from their position, “in the area just west of the construction of President Washington’s monument.”
General Lee’s surprise attack earlier in the day had sent laborers fleeing, bringing work on the structure to an immediate halt.
“Sandler and I will lead,” Montclair said. “We’ll take the objective furthest afield, Here, to the northwest,” he pointed to one of a series of ragged X’s
drawn
on the map, “toward the Washington canal.”
“Better to die from Johnny Reb’s bullet than fall into that cesspool,” someone said. “No telling what God-awful pox you might get from that foul water.”
Montclair chuckled at the joke and leaned in for a closer look at to the map. “Sandler and I will have the most distance to cover, so don’t wait for us before you begin.”
Montclair exuded an air of calm as he reviewed the map. He studied it with a ferocious intensity as if he could somehow pry the secrets to victory from the discolored scrap of paper.
He was less than a year into his first full airship command, but Montclair had served onboard the Vindication his entire military career. At this very moment, he found himself sorely missing the feel of her decks beneath his feet. Her forward guns would have been more than welcome in the coming fight. But they’d chosen him, especially, to lead this last, desperate ground defense. Between the Confederate leviathan river-to-air and the rhino tanks, the rebs were blasting anything not flying those damnable stars and bars clean out of the night sky. What he wouldn’t give to be fighting this battle from the helm of his airship, his full crew at his side.
The men and women of his crew knew Montclair. They had watched him grow from a green lieutenant all the way up through the ranks, earning their loyalty and respect as he progressed. Montclair had handpicked several of them for this evening’s mission. He’d need their hard-earned loyalty and trust if the Union were to survive the night.
“The next two men, you two,” Montclair pointed at two ragtag soldiers whose unit had been wiped out earlier in the day, “you’ll follow right on our heels. Your objective lies in the area just past the Smithsonian.” Montclair placed a hand on each man’s shoulder. “Reaching it won’t bring back the men you lost today, but you’ll honor them with every rebel you kill.”
Montclair repeated every man’s assignment from memory, looking them in the eye as he spoke. The group of soldiers was a mishmash made up of Montclair’s own men, the remaining troops from several other units who’d been decimated while defending the Capitol, and whomever else they could find along the way who was fit to carry a rifle. They weren’t the elite soldiers Montclair would have selected for such a mission, but they were the ones he had.
Montclair pulled a battered pocket watch from his uniform jacket and held it up to the nearest torch. “Four minutes, gentlemen,” he said. He inserted a fresh magazine into his repeater and chambered a round.
Sounds of gunfire and exploding artillery filled the night. A light rain began to fall. Montclair closed his eyes and lifted his face to a sky obscured by clouds and gun smoke. The feel of the rain was like a lover’s caress. It cooled his fevered skin, washing away a little of the dirt, soot, and blood of the day. Montclair breathed in one last moment of peace, savoring the scent of moist earth.
“Will you speak before we go, sir?” a young private asked. He was one of Montclair’s, a soldier on board the Vindication. Only seventeen years old if Montclair remembered correctly. He hoped the boy would live through the night.
“You all know me,” Montclair said, standing next to the boy. “I’m not one to speechify nor tell tales. What I say to you now is God’s honest truth. Our President governs a besieged city, and our nation stands divided. We are outnumbered. We are outmanned. We are outgunned. Our foe is powerful, and he moves against us decisively.”
Montclair looked at the men, seeing the fear in the eyes of most. On the determined faces of his own crew, there was no fear.
“We don’t have the numbers our enemy does,” Montclair continued, “but we do have one thing they don’t. While they fight only to conquer and vanquish, we fight to re-forge our broken nation. Our Capitol is a stone’s throw from where we now stand,” he said, pointing to the domed building behind them, “but the enemy will not take it. We will not allow them to.”
One of the Montclair’s soldiers, a Freedman from South Carolina with skin the color of strong coffee, gave a shout of encouragement. Several others followed suit, and soon, all the men were cheering.
“We have a plan,” Montclair said, favoring the Freedman from his crew with a nod of gratitude. “Each man here knows his part in it. And we will not fail. We cannot fail.”
Montclair waited until the cheering died down.
“I can’t promise that any of us will live to see the next sunrise,” he said. At this the men grew silent. “But if we do not, know that it has been my honor and privilege to serve with you. Know also that you will not be forgotten.”
In a motion as natural to him as breathing, Montclair bowed his head and made the sign of the cross. When he looked up from blessing himself, there was a grin on his face. The time had come to do what he did best.
Paying no heed to the bullets passing above, Montclair leapt up onto the table. His cavalry saber rasped from its sheath.
“There stands our enemy,” he said, his eyes blazing. He pointed the tip of his blade toward the approaching mechanical army. “What say we go and meet them?”
With cries of war, Montclair and his men clawed their way from the trenches and burst through the slim partitions of the earthworks. Rifles with fixed bayonets in hand and loaded pistols at their sides, twelve pairs of soldiers dashed onto the National Mall and ran right into the teeth of the enemy’s fire.
Montclair glimpsed the men as they disappeared into the chaos and smoke. He had absolute confidence in his own troops but knew next to nothing about how the stragglers they’d picked up along the way would acquit themselves.
Montclair had paired himself with Sergeant James Sandler of Easton, Pennsylvania. Sandler was the best of Montclair’s best, a crack shot, unbeatable with knife or saber, and tough as iron nails. Sandler was husband to a loving wife and father to three beautiful daughters. Montclair had promised them he would bring their father home, and it was a promise he aimed to keep.
“Stay low and keep moving!” Montclair shouted as they ran.
They moved in a crouch, dashing low and fast to avoid the hail of bullets. They cut across the battlefield at an angle, returning fire and trying to give as well as they got.
The Confederate clockwerks marched toward them, relentless in their attack, the ground shaking with each step they took. Montclair gauged their distance at fifty yards. He could almost smell the sour stench of the 10th Regiment veterans, marching in lock step a fair distance behind the mechanical vanguard.
“Iron bastards are tough,” Sandler panted as they ran. “Sure don’t shoot worth a shit, though.”
“Our one saving grace,” Montclair replied between gasping breaths.
The two Union soldiers slid to a halt, coming to rest behind the husk of a bombed-out artillery piece. Montclair rose to one knee and fired three quick shots into the chest of the nearest clockwerk. He watched with satisfaction as the mechanical soldier’s engine compartment exploded in a ball of blue fire, the reflection of the flames dancing on the polished surface of his bayonet.
But there was no time to enjoy the small victory. Rounds were already beginning to strike the ground at their feet.
“Yep. Can’t shoot for nothin’,” Sandler shouted. “Make up for it in volume, though.”
Montclair nodded his agreement, his attention already turning toward a new threat. He’d detected the droning of aether-powered engines to the south. The sound was faint but growing louder with each passing second.
“Confederate Rhinos are closing in, sir,” Sandler warned. He’d heard it too. Both men hunkered down lower. “Damn Confederate tanks are hammerin’ us near to death, Colonel. We’re runnin’ outta time.”
As if to emphasize Sandler’s point, a Rhino shell hit near their position, peppering the twisted metal they’d sheltered behind with shrapnel.
“Nearest fuse is dead ahead, sir,” Sandler said, pointing. “It’s a bit farther than I’m wanting to go without cover.”
Montclair squinted, his eyes piercing the darkness and smoke. He focused on the dark patch of ground where Sandler pointed, but it was some time before he spied what the sergeant’s sharp eyes had already picked out. Thirty yards away lay the pitch-covered fuse.
Thirty yards, is it? Montclair thought. May as well be thirty miles.
Not that the distance mattered. The fuse would be lit, even if it meant walking through a storm of lead to see it done.
“Cover or no cover,” Montclair said, “makes no difference either way.” He took a deep breath. “You ready?” he asked.
Sandler nodded.
At Montclair’s signal, they took off, both racing toward the fuse at a dead sprint. Montclair heard it before he saw it. The telltale shriek of incoming artillery was like the whistle of a lustful demon. He tried to warn Sandler.
“Sergeant!” Montclair shouted. “Take cov—”
Too late. The night exploded in a sea of bright orange. Breath rushed from Montclair’s lungs as the blast lifted him off his feet. Adrenaline surged through his body, his arms and legs flailing as he flew backward through the air. The choking stench of smoke and burned flesh seared his nostrils. Montclair slammed into the ground. Everything went black.
Bits of dirt and debris rained down on Montclair’s face, bringing him back from unconsciousness. He opened his eyes. Groaning with effort, he willed his body up. Somehow, he’d kept hold of his rifle, which he now used as a crutch to get to his feet.
Couldn’t have been out more than a few seconds.
He’d woken to a high-pitched whining noise.
Temporary deafness caused by the blast.
He shook his head as if that might help speed the recovery of his hearing. His shoulders sagged with relief when he detected the sound of guns again.
As Montclair worked at regaining his equilibrium, he looked down. Just below his left wrist hung a mangled and bloody mess, a mess which only a moment ago had been his left hand.
He stared at the gory red stump, confused. His thoughts were jumbled, his thinking fuzzy. He tried speaking, but no words came out. He tried walking, but it was like swimming through quicksand.
He looked at his missing hand again. Strange. There wasn’t any pain. As his mind cleared, Montclair remembered something from his training about shock. Something about how the hurt from a wound, even a grievous one, sometimes didn’t set in until the heat of the moment had passed. What kind of pain would his wounds bring? He hoped he would be prepared for it.
Then, he caught sight of what remained of Sandler. The shell had blown the sergeant clean apart. Only his head and part of his torso remained intact. His eyes, still wide open, conveyed the horror he must have felt in his final seconds.
Montclair heard an awful screaming. Who could that be in such pain? he wondered. A moment later, he understood that he was the one screaming. Oblivious to the battle still raging, Montclair dropped to his knees.
Somewhere in the night, Montclair thought he heard his father laughing, but Phineas Montclair, legendary general and statesman, had been dead for years.
Get ahold of yourself, Julius! Montclair scolded himself, his thoughts becoming less scrambled with each passing second. Plenty of time for losing your mind when you’re dead.
Another explosion rocked the ground beneath Montclair, blowing him backward a second time and finally separating him from his rifle. Lying flat on his back, a fit of coughing seized him. There was the warm, coppery taste of blood. He wiped his mouth, the back of his hand coming away wet and red. He managed to roll over onto his belly and, with his remaining good hand, grasped a fistful of cool, dark earth. He began dragging himself forward.
The Confederate clockwerks continued their approach, the force of hundreds of iron feet marching in lockstep sending vibrations through Montclair’s body. They almost had him in range. Little did they know they were almost in his range as well, with the success or failure of his plan requiring split-second timing. If the fuses were lit too soon, not enough Confederate troops would be caught in the blast. And if they were lit too late?
Better not to dwell on it, he thought. A few more yards and it would all be over.
He started to crawl.
With thirty-five feet left until he reached the fuse, sweat poured down Montclair’s face. It soaked through his shirt and jacket, mixing with the dirt and blood.
Twenty-five feet left and the cauterized stump of his left hand began bleeding again, leaving a trail of red in the soil behind him. Montclair shivered. Why did he feel cold all of a sudden?
With only ten feet left, Montclair’s eyelids grew heavy. He blinked, fighting the wave of fatigue which threatened to wash over him.
He woke with a start, his heart threatening to beat from his chest. He’d passed out for what he hoped had only been a few seconds. Was he too late?
“Nation’s last hope,” he muttered to himself, his words slurring.
Through blurred vision, Montclair found what he was searching for, the fuse only a few yards distant. He groped at the earth, clawing and scraping for the last few yards to what he hoped would be salvation.
Then, he heard the most peculiar sound.
Montclair had spent most of his adult life on the field of battle. He’d grown accustomed to the booming of artillery and gunfire, but this was unlike any gun or cannon he’d ever heard. It began with a thunderous whoosh like a titan breathing in deep. The night became still. A deafening crack split the air as if the sky itself had broken apart. Montclair curled into a ball, covering his ears as best he could with one good hand and one mangled wrist.
No sooner had the echo of the terrible sound begun to fade than a brilliant blue light blinded him. As he tried to hide his face and eyes, an incredible wave of heat like the blast from an open oven hit him.
Through the soot, mud, and blood on his face, the whites of a smile shined through. Despite his ravaged and broken body, despite the blood, the dirt, the exhaustion and pain he’d already begun to feel, things were looking up. The explosion was a sign. His plan, at least a part of it, had worked.
More of the aether explosions followed in quick succession. After learning from the initial detonation, Montclair now knew when to cover his ears and eyes. He was surprised at how quickly he grew accustomed to the blasts. The screaming was a different story. Montclair had never imagined a man’s voice could create such a wretched sound. He imagined he’d be hearing it in his nightmares for many years to come.
Montclair scolded himself for his weakness. The men dying in that conflagration were the invading enemy. There might be time for mercy and regret later, but this was not it.
Montclair’s men had done their part in carrying out the plan. Now it was his turn.
The thick, pitch-covered cord he’d sacrificed so much to reach lay only a few feet ahead. Montclair took another deep breath and made the sign of the cross. The last of his adrenaline gone, the pain of his wounds came roaring on. He screamed as he dragged himself the final distance.
Montclair pulled a piece of flint from a torn pocket of his uniform jacket. He bit down, holding the flint between his teeth. Mustering what little strength he had left, he took a small piece of steel from his kit and inched his face toward the ground where the fuse lay. Montclair closed his eyes. Praying, he struck metal against flint.
A tiny orange spark, smaller than a firefly, sailed through empty space. The bright little light kissed the pitch covering the fuse and burst into flame.
Montclair rolled onto his back, a ragged sigh escaping his lips. Somewhere, another cache of aether exploded, the sound worse than the angriest thunderclap. The azure-blue fire from the detonation turned night to day, and burning Confederate soldiers screamed in agony.
Montclair’s eyelids grew heavy again. This time, he lacked the will to fight. As the fuse he’d lit burned toward the approaching army, he surrendered and let the darkness take him. He welcomed death if his dying meant Union victory.



2 SKIES ABOVE THE ATLANTIC, NEAR THE COAST OF NEW JERSEY, APRIL, 1864
THE LIGHT of the early morning sun glinted off the blade. Montclair wasn’t yet accustomed to the strange curved edge of the katana. He’d trained with it for eight months, but truly mastering the weapon could take years. Convincing his commanders to relax regulations and allow it as part of his official kit could take even longer. Years of constant practice with the cavalry saber had burned themselves into his muscles. Those hard-earned lessons were difficult to erase.
“You must empty yourself like cup,” Ueda-san said. “Only then can you fill with knowledge.”
“A task easier said than done,” Montclair replied.
Getting up had been harder than usual this morning. Their mission to purchase new aether-infused artillery rounds had gone smoothly, but Montclair still hadn’t recovered from the unlimited brothel access and barrels of rum the French arms dealers had plied them with, several barrels of which they’d brought along for the return journey. Today, he’d woken at sunrise, pleased that the throbbing pain in his head had finally begun to subside. He had splashed ice-cold water on his face, threw on his uniform jacket, and made straight for Vindication’s forward deck. As usual, Ueda was already there.
Each day, Montclair found him the same way, meditating in the early morning quiet and waiting for the arrival of his student. It took quite a bit of doing to beat Montclair at anything; he wondered if maybe the samurai didn’t sleep there at night just so he could arrive first.
“Less talk. More training,” Kenshin Ueda said, bringing Montclair back to the present.
Each morning, Montclair stripped to the waist and performed one thousand cuts with the Nipponese blade. He understood that only through repetition could his body learn the motions to the degree that thought was no longer needed. While thought required only a fraction of a second, in the midst of battle, it could spell the difference between life and death.
The soldier in Montclair loved the ritualized discipline of the new skills he was learning. Under Ueda’s watchful eye, Montclair performed the ritual chiburi motion—the flinging of blood from the blade—then returned the sword to his hip with smooth, practiced motions. As he sheathed the blade, Montclair’s dark eyes remained fixed as if locked upon an invisible enemy.
The eastern sword was an amazing weapon. Montclair was no stranger to fine blades, but the katana were in a category all to themselves. Each was a deadly work of art. Their elegance, simplicity, strength, and razor-sharpness were all qualities Montclair recognized within himself. It made sense that Ueda-san referred to the blades as “the soul of the samurai.”
As he focused on his technique, Montclair opened and closed his mechanical left hand.
“Why do you do that, Julius-san?” Ueda asked. The sight of Montclair’s clockwerk appendage didn’t make the samurai uncomfortable as it did some people.
“Do what?” Montclair asked.
“Why do you move your hand as you do? This is a wasted motion,” Ueda said, mimicking the movement with his own hand.
“I have no idea, Ueda-san,” Montclair replied.
Since the loss of his hand, the unconscious gesture had become something of a bad habit. Julius chastised himself for the lack of discipline. Discipline was the hallmark of a good soldier, and it began with control over one’s own mind and body.
“I’ll try not to do it anymore,” Montclair said, more to himself than anyone else.
He forced the clockwerk hand to relax. He didn’t know if he would ever get used to the appendage. He remembered his surprise when he had awakened in the hospital tent with a cleanly bandaged stump where he was certain his left hand should have been.
Thanks to Montclair’s plan, they’d brought the Confederate army’s advance on the National Mall to a grinding halt. Under cover of darkness, the Union army buried every ounce of aether it could find under a veneer-thin layer of soil. Both sides used aether munitions during the war, but prior to the battle of the Potomac, no one had detonated such a vast amount of the raw element all at once. The resulting explosions rocked the ground with a force so violent it shattered glass for a two-mile radius. Reports of the ghostly blue glow of the flames had come from as far out as Chantilly.
Minutes after Montclair had detonated the last of the aether, several men had rushed out and dragged his unconscious body back to the Union trenches. After the flames died, they had carried him behind the front lines to a hastily constructed hospital tent. Hard to believe it had only been a year.
“Please continue your training, Julius-san,” Ueda said.
Montclair shook his head as if he could shake away the memories. He set his rear foot firmly, drew his blade, and raised the sword’s curved edge above his head.
“Again, Julius-san,” Ueda said in heavily accented English.
As Montclair completed his final practice cut, he sensed someone behind him.
“Morning, Jasper,” Montclair said as he sheathed the blade, his back still turned.
“Good morning, sir. How did you know it was me?”
“You’re the only member of my crew brave enough to disturb me,” Montclair said with a shrug.
He turned to see Major Jasper Vincent, Vindication’s first officer. The major stood patiently, chest out, back straight, his Union-blue uniform immaculate, waiting for Montclair to finish his daily exercises.
“Looks like we’re done for the morning, Ueda-san,” Montclair said.
Montclair bowed to the master samurai. Ueda returned the bow and left without a word. Tendrils of steam rose from Montclair’s skin, only to dissipate in the crisp morning air. He wiped the sweat away with an old rag and took a long drink from his canteen.
“So, Jasper, no qualms about interrupting your commanding officer during the one time of day you were expressly told not to?” Montclair asked.
“No, sir. Not if it’s warranted,” Major Vincent said, grinning. His perfect white teeth contrasted sharply with his smooth, dark brown skin. “I’ve served under you long enough now to know when it is.” The major was half a head shorter than Montclair and had to look up when he spoke to him. “Walk with me, sir?” the major said, holding out his hand to indicate which way they would go.
“Very well,” Montclair said, dressing himself in uniform shirt and coat as they went. “Where are we headed, major?”
“There was a vessel spotted off the port bow, sir, less than ten minutes ago but closing in fast. Markings identify her as the Gryphon.”
“The Gryphon? Must be damned important if they’re sending the second most powerful airship in the fleet just for us, no? Has the sergeant major been notified?”
“Meeting us there, sir.”
Montclair and his first officer arrived at the foredeck, where they were greeted by Arliss French, the airship’s sergeant major. The sergeant major had taken the liberty of putting together a small honor guard to receive the Gryphon’s crew. The honor guard made for an impressive picture as they stood at rest, the airship’s bridge rising above them, the U.S. flag flying high in the wind behind them. As the Gryphon floated up alongside the main deck, the captain of the honor guard ordered her troops into position.
The U.S.S Gryphon was a Union Army airship of war. Like the Vindication, the Gryphon measured eight hundred-eighty-seven feet from stem to stern and one hundred-eight feet across her beam. Her armament consisted of six Gatling guns, four thirty-two-pound long cannon, two sixty-eight-pound long cannon, and six shell guns on both her port and starboard sides.
Montclair’s chest swelled with pride when he thought of how his own airship was just as magnificent. He stood waiting with both hands clasped behind his back as the Gryphon’s crew disembarked. His clockwerk hand, now covered in its customary black leather glove, opened and closed as if it had a mind of its own.
“Any idea why the Gryphon is here, sergeant major?” Montclair asked.
“No, sir,” the grizzled old sergeant major replied. “Do you know anything of the colonel who commands her?”
“Colonel Levington, you mean? Not really. Although I did once ask a man who’d served under him how Levington came to be called ‘the Inquisitor.’ I never got a straight answer.”
“I know why,” the sergeant major said, the gaze of his lone remaining blue eye focused on the Gryphon. “Had I known they were coming I’d have briefed you on it. It’s not a pleasant story.”
A contingent of soldiers dressed in Union blue hopped down onto Vindication’s deck. The medals on their chests shone bright in the early morning sun as they strode across the walkway. Montclair tasted the salt air from the sea below them and felt the thrum of Vindication’s engines as they held her in place.
“Honor guard!” the guard captain shouted. “A ten-hut!”
Montclair, his first officer, the sergeant major, and the honor guard all snapped to attention.
“Colonel Montclair?” the lead officer of the Gryphon’s contingent said.
“Colonel Levington,” Montclair said, extending his hand. “Welcome aboard, sir.”
Levington’s grip was firm, his hand dry and cool. His eyes, a lifeless blue, were rheumy and bloodshot.
“An honor to meet the hero of the Potomac,” Levington said.
Montclair grimaced. “Thank you, colonel, but I’m no hero.”
“A point I’m not inclined to argue, Montclair,” Levington said.
“Really?” Montclair said, the remark so disrespectful he actually laughed.
Levington stood tall enough that he and Montclair were eye to eye. His gaunt face, sagging jowls, and thin frame reminded Montclair of an undertaker he’d known back in New Orleans.
“A damn fine ship, Montclair,” Levington said, admiring the Vindication. “She lives up to everything I’ve heard about her and then some.” Levington looked Vindication over one last time before turning his attention to the sergeant major. “Have we had the pleasure of serving together?” he asked. “Your face strikes me as familiar, and I rarely forget a face.”
“Mazatlán,” the sergeant major growled. “During the war with the Mexican empire. Same place I lost this.” The sergeant major flipped up his eye patch to reveal a brown, dried-out socket where his left eye once was. “Same place you earned that nickname of yours.”
Levington laughed, a dry chuckling sound without any mirth. “I’ve always worn that name as a badge of honor. I’d wager many American lives were saved using the information we extracted.”
“To what do we owe the honor of your visit this morning, colonel?” Montclair asked, changing the subject and potentially saving his sergeant major from a court-martial.
“Yes. Of course,” Levington said. “We were flying patrol routes along the British-Canadian border yesterday when we received word that Jefferson Davis, the rebel president, was assassinated.”
Montclair swore in French. “Does this mean that the stalemate is broken? Have you come to call us back to war?”
“No,” Levington replied. “Not yet at least. As soldiers, we welcome war should it come to it, but I haven’t been ordered here to retrieve you.”
“Do they know who killed Davis, sir?” Major Vincent asked. “Was it our doing? How are the Southerners reacting to the news?”
“I can only tell you what I know, major,” Levington said. “Which isn’t much, I’m afraid. The Confederate peacekeeping forces have restored order after some initial disturbances. Our air and naval blockades remain in effect, but all Union forces have been placed on highest alert, just as an added precaution.”
“And our troops along the southern border?” the sergeant major asked.
“All clockwerk divisions near the demilitarized zone have been activated. They’re ready to march at a telegraph’s notice. And the 20th Pennsylvania Infantry is in position and ready to back them if needed.” Levington snapped his fingers, and an officer from the Gryphon sprang to his side. “Coordinate with Colonel Montclair and begin offloading that cargo Vindication picked up in Barbados,” Levington ordered. “I want us bound for Watervliet, New York within the hour.”
“Hold on, Levington,” Montclair said, holding up his hand. “This is my airship. You can’t just . . . how did you know we were bound for the Watervliet armory? What is this about, exactly?”
“President Grant will answer your questions, Montclair, if he sees fit to,” Levington said. “As of right now, colonel, you’ve received new orders. You’re to depart for Washington. Immediately.”



3 35 MILES NORTHEAST OF GREENVILLE, NORTH CAROLINA, APRIL 1864
CONGRESSMAN JAMES SMYTHE placed the flower into the container, careful not to bruise the delicate petals. Cupping the rich soil in his hands, he potted the plant with the tenderness of a mother laying a newborn in its cradle.
“There you are, my dear,” he said.
The plant’s brilliant yellow center stood in stark contrast to its snow-white petals. The wild flower grew in abundance in the Nova Scotia Territory of British Canada, but it had required a great many resources to smuggle it south, especially given the recent hostilities between the Union and its neighbor to the north.
The Southern Congressman brushed the dirt from his hands and washed them in a marble basin near the door. The afternoon sun shone through the translucent glass walls, bathing the greenhouse in a golden glow. Smythe breathed in deep, reveling in the rich scent of blossoming plants, soil, and decay. Smythe was just beginning to grow impatient when there was a knock at the door.
“Ah. Finally. Perhaps Mr. Montgomery felt my time was not as important as his own?” Smythe asked, caressing the petals of his favorite lily.
Flowering plants were something a man could control from inception, shaping them as they progressed. They were beautiful to look at and a joy to be around. As long as a man understood the nature of a plant, it would grow and do exactly as he directed.
The heavy glass door of the greenhouse swung open. Wagstaff, Smythe’s massive bodyguard, bent down and squeezed his head and shoulders through the opening as best he could.
“Appointment’s here, congressman,” Wagstaff said. His baritone voice was low and deep.
“Thank you, Wagstaff. Please send Mr. Montgomery in. A bit of privacy if you will?”
Wagstaff nodded and showed the congressman’s visitor in, closing the door behind him as he stepped back outside.
“Afternoon, congressman,” Mouse Montgomery said. He grinned with a mouthful of sharp, rotting teeth. Montgomery had earned the name “Mouse” by virtue of his slight build, rodent-like facial features, and a mangled left ear that looked like someone’s cat had gotten the best of it.
“Mr. Montgomery.” Smythe frowned and wrinkled his nose, wondering when Mouse Montgomery had last bothered to bathe.
“He’s a big feller, ain’t he?” he asked, jerking his thumb back toward the door where Wagstaff stood guard. Montgomery laughed as he produced a tin flask from the pocket of his grease-and-mud-stained jacket. He took a long swig and wiped his mouth with the back of his sleeve.
“Some fancy shed you got here, congressman,” Motgomery said. He removed his dusty bowler hat and fanned himself with it.
The air, thick with the cloying scent of tropical plants, was so humid one could barely breathe. Fat drops of water vapor collected on the glass panes, condensing until they ran down the greenhouse walls. Ten long tables filled the small building’s interior. They stood in neat rows, covered with potted plants of every imaginable color and hue. In one corner was a pile of broken pottery. A stack of sacks filled with loam, piled as high as a man’s waist, sat next to it. Where one had ripped, rich black soil spilled out onto the stone floor.
“Your employer sent you here to give me a message, Mr. Montgomery,” Smythe said. He’d pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and covered his nose with it. He wondered how Montgomery could stand the stink of himself.
“Allergies gettin’ to ya, are they? Mine give me hell this time a year, too.”
“The message, if you please, Mr. Montgomery,” Smythe said, his voice rising.
“Sure thing, congressman. But ’fore I get to that, boss man told me to be sure an’ ask you how them campaign greenbacks he fronted ya was workin’ out?”
“The funds have been used for their intended purpose,” Smythe said. “You can assure your employer that I haven’t forgotten about our agreement. One would think the profits from the brothels and the aether smuggling alone would keep him in greenbacks. Never mind his considerable interests in the black market. For some men, it’s never just about the money, is it?”
Mouse removed his bowler hat again and scratched his head, a blank expression on his face. “Not quite sure I follow you, congressman.”
“Just as well,” Smythe said, dismissing the notion with a wave of his hand. “I wouldn’t expect you to understand. Tell your employer he’ll see his investment returned tenfold—after I assume office, of course.”
While Smythe was talking, Mouse picked up a potted plant. The flower was a brilliant shade of orange, the color of a summer sunset. Mouse studied the plant, turning it in his hands. Smythe’s face reddened. He snatched the pot from Montgomery’s grasp.
“I’ll have that message from your employer, Mr. Montgomery. Now if you please.” Smythe placed the potted plant back on the table.
“Beggin’ your pardon, sir,” Montgomery said, grinning an ugly grin. “I’m sure you heard by now, as it’s been the talk of the land, but the deed is done. Davis is dead. Friday evenin’ of this week past. All the loose ends been tied up, just like you directed.”
“And what of the actor we paid to do the job?”
“Oh, him? Peacekeepers chased ‘im all the way from Richmond to a barn outside the city. Our man inside the army finished ‘im off ‘fore he could talk any, just like you ordered. All them that conspired with ‘im’s been taken care of too,” Mouse said. “But it don’t matter none about him gettin’ away. Why, those men huntin’ him were right on top—”
“What do you mean ‘it doesn’t matter?’” Smythe asked. Smythe could feel the vein in his forehead begin to pulse. “Surely you’re not telling me, Mr. Montgomery, that one of the coconspirators was allowed to escape alive?”
“Well, it weren’t anyone’s fault, really,” Mouse said, seeming to take offense. “Out of the six you had us hire on, he was the only one left breathin’. And then not for long. You asked us to hire the best an’ we hired the best. He was so good he gave both us and the peacekeepers the slip, for a time.”
Smythe picked up the plant he’d just set down and hurled it against the wall, shattering the pottery and cracking the greenhouse glass. Mouse jumped back in surprise.
“Idiots!” Smythe screamed. Spittle flew from his lips. The skin from the top of his balding head to the bottom of his turkey neck turned an angry shade of crimson. “Do you realize what you’ve done?”
“Whoa. Get aholt of yourself, congressman,” Mouse said, placing his hands protectively in front of him. “You’re like to blow a gasket. Surely it ain’t as bad as all that?”
“Get out, Mr. Montgomery,” Smythe whispered, “while you still can.”
Smythe had no idea when, but at some point, Wagstaff had appeared inside the greenhouse. The sight of the massive former infantry soldier and the livid congressman were enough to convince Mouse he’d worn out his welcome. He tipped his hat and left without another word.
“How much of that did you hear?” Smythe asked.
“Every word, congressman.”
“Despite my request for privacy?”
“You don’t pay me for privacy, congressman. You pay me to look after you and your interests.”
Smythe nodded. “Something I admit you’ve done exceedingly well. I’ll need you to confirm with our sources what Mr. Montgomery told me. I admit the man is effective, but I don’t trust him for a minute. We can’t risk any loose ends remaining.”
“I’ll get on it right away, sir.”
“While you’re at it, have Benjamin order the Confederate Congress into emergency session. Calling them in will buy us some time while we try to get in front of this.”
“Anything else, sir?”
“Yes,” Smythe said, eyeing the crack in the glass wall and the remains of the plant he’d destroyed. “Schedule a man to come out and repair my greenhouse. And get someone in here to clean up this mess.”
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“DAMNED BALMY TONIGHT. Being so early in spring and all.” The sergeant major took a puff from his pipe and exhaled. Montclair watched as the cloud of tobacco smoke dissipated in the damp evening air.
“Heat this soon means a bad summer ahead,” Montclair replied, his mind elsewhere. A low fog rolled off the river, covering the marsh.
They’d made excellent time after parting ways with the Gryphon, achieving
landfall in less than twelve turns o’ the clock from when Levington delivered them their orders. One more turn found them flying over a sleeping Washington D.C. under heavy escort until they finally landed at the airship field on the city’s outskirts.
“You could throw a stone and hit the Potomac from here,” the sergeant major said, noticing Montclair’s mood. “You thinking on that battle again?”
Montclair said nothing. He looked out over Mason’s Island and into the dark river. There was a stillness in the air. Not so much as the cry of a night bird disturbed the midnight quiet.
“Men die in war, Julius, even under the best of leaders.”
“Not my men, sergeant major.”
“Sooner you avail yourself of that notion, the better off you’ll be.” The sergeant major smacked the back of his neck, killing a mosquito. “Too early in the year for these damned ‘skeeters. Bugs. Stink of mud. Smell of the river. Yep, this is Mason’s Island, all right.”
“It may not be the loveliest place, but I like it,” Montclair said. “Reminds me of New Orleans.”
“Maybe,” the Sergeant Major said. “’Cept a hell of a lot less comfortable, and the food’s nowhere near as good.”
Montclair laughed. “That’s true.”
Mist floated off the Potomac, creeping across the airfield and wending its way through the island’s maze of barracks and maintenance sheds. Moisture from the fog settled and clung to every surface.
Vindication, her engines silent, floated peacefully above the ground. Her decks were still except for Montclair, the sergeant major, and the few soldiers standing watch. A few minutes later, Montclair listened as the thunder of mechanical hooves on wooden planks disturbed the peace of the evening. He watched as mounted soldiers emerged from the fog, riding hard across the causeway linking the island to the banks of the Potomac.
“Looks like your welcoming party's here,” the sergeant major said, taking a puff on his pipe. “I count ten men, not including your pal the Marine major—hardly a welcome befitting the Hero of the Battle of the Potomac.”
Montclair frowned. “I’ll be back before daybreak,” he said, ignoring the sergeant major’s poor attempt at lifting his spirits. “Can you have her ready to fly by the time I return?”
“I’ll see it done,” the sergeant major said. “Still think you should take a few of the airship’s guard along. Just in case.”
“The president was gracious enough to provide an escort. Bringing the lieutenant and her guardsmen along would send the wrong message.”
“An old man knows when he’s beat,” the sergeant major said, holding up his hands. He put away his pipe and came to attention, saluting Montclair.
Montclair retuned the salute. As the sergeant major departed, Montclair checked his cavalry saber’s fastening and gave the Colt revolver strapped to his thigh a reassuring pat. Union capital or not, never hurts to be prepared.
Confident that all was in order, Montclair
pulled the black leather glove snug over his clockwerk hand and strode down the gangplank toward the waiting escort.
“Julius Montclair! You’re a sight for sore eyes, son!” General Buxton’s booming voice echoed across the sleepy island.
A smile split Montclair’s face at the unexpected greeting. “Pleasure seeing you again too, sir.”
The general sat astride the stormcloud-gray mechanical horse with relaxed authority. Montclair envied him his effortless air of command but also noticed quite a bit more white in the general’s beard than he remembered.
“Colonel Levington said there’d be a contingent of Marines meeting me. He didn’t mention you specifically though, sir.”
“Levington? Ulysses sent that damn ghoul out to fetch you?” The general leapt from his clockwerk horse with the agility of someone much younger. He walked right up to Montclair and scooped the taller man up into a tight bear hug. “Well, step back, son, let me get a good look at you!” The general pushed Montclair out to arm’s length and looked up at him. “Who would have thought that scamp from West Point would turn out to be such a fine soldier?”
“Thank you, sir,” Montclair said. “Means a lot coming from you. After Louisiana seceded and my family cut ties with me, I had nowhere else to go. I’ll always be grateful to you and Mrs. Buxton for taking me in.”
“Your father and I fought Greek pirates together when you were barely out of diapers, Julius. If he’d been alive, that foolishness with your family would never have stood. You know you’re like a second son to Florence and I. There will always be a place for you in our home should you ever need it.”
“All due respect, sir,” one of the mounted Marines said, “I hate to break up the reunion, but I know if I want to get a word in edgewise with Montclair, I’d best speak quickly.”
“I was wondering how long you’d be able to keep quiet,” Montclair said. “I’m impressed you held out, Greg. Must have been at least two whole minutes.”
Major Aldan Gregory dismounted and snapped off a quick salute. Then, he pulled Montclair into a quick, rough embrace. “Good to see you again, old friend.”
The major stood equal in height to Montclair and was of a similar muscular build. His complexion leaned toward pale but had tanned reluctantly under the sun of numerous military campaigns. The major wore a thick mustache. His hair, sandy-brown in color, hung long and unruly from underneath his cavalry Stetson.
“Never thought when we made major together, I’d be saluting you the next time we met,” Gregory said.
“It wasn’t by choice, Greg.”
“I know it, Julius. I was sorry to hear about Colonel Hawkins. I know the old man wouldn’t have wanted anyone but you at Vindication’s
helm.”
“Battlefield promotions don’t always turn out as well as we might hope,” General Buxton said, placing his hand on Montclair’s shoulder. “Lucky for the Union, yours did.” He gave Montclair a pat on the back before mounting up again. “All right, boys,” the general said, turning his brute back toward the causeway, “enough jawing for now. There’s an extra mount for you, Julius.” The general pointed toward a clockwerk horse of midnight-black iron. “Let’s get you in the saddle and on your way. Won’t do to keep the president waiting.”
Montclair grasped the pommel seat of the mechanical horse, which the rank and file troops had taken to referring to as “brutes.” The beasts were works of art, the majesty of nature captured in metal and animated with clockwerk technology. Like all brutes, Montclair’s mount stood at eighteen hands high. The machine was fashioned in the likeness of the Scottish draught horse known as the Clydesdale. They were well-muscled and strong, with an arched neck, high withers, sloped shoulders, and a wide muzzle. In place of a horse’s shining coat and mane were telescoping rings of armor plating. In place of joints, there were giant gears at the creatures’ hips and smaller ones at its knees. Montclair swung up into the seat, settling into the saddle.
They rode north, racing across the Mason Island causeway and galloping through dark woods where only whippoorwills and startled deer marked their passage. Soon, they came to a mud-filled thoroughfare and followed it east for half a mile until they arrived at the ferry landing. The drowsy soldiers manning the landing greeted General Buxton, saluting as he and the rest of the party rode past and onto the waiting boat.
The river was dead quiet as they crossed; only the sound of water slapping against the hull intruded on the silence. The rainclouds from earlier were gone, swept away by a warm evening breeze. With the clouds gone, the stars were finally free to shine. Montclair watched as they sparkled like diamonds on black silk. He gazed at them until they were halfway across the river, and he caught sight of the lights of Washington.
A quarter turn o’ the clock later, they landed. Montclair and his escort trotted down the ferry’s gangplank and rode in silence as they entered the city.
The streets were as empty as a ghost town. Montclair saw two acolytes of the alchemist’s guild, unmistakable in their hooded, wine-colored robes. Other than the acolytes and a few candles burning in the windows of the Temple of the Order of the Healer, they saw no signs of waking life.
The brutes moved at a brisk trot, their metallic footfalls echoing through the silent city. They rode along K Street until it intersected Pennsylvania Avenue. Then, as they passed 17th Street, Montclair looked south toward the National Mall.
“No use dwelling on what’s done,” Gregory said. “Nothing but ghosts down that road.”
“Ghosts can haunt a man,” Montclair said.
“Better to think on the lives you saved that day. Not the ones you lost.”
“Try telling that to a grieving widow. Or a fatherless child.” Montclair shrugged, hopeful that Gregory would press the issue no further.
They came to an ornate wrought iron gate with a vast green lawn behind it. Ten-foot stone walls, their parapets topped with iron spikes, lined the estate. Behind the walls, soldiers patrolled the most fortified acres of land in the western hemisphere. The bronze placard beside the gate gave the address simply as “1600.”
“Well, boys,” General Buxton said. “Here you are. Delivered safe and sound, exactly per my orders.” The old man stifled a yawn, leaned back in the saddle of his brute, and stretched.
“You’re not coming with us?” Montclair asked.
“No, son. The president asked for you and the major. Didn’t mention anything about my fat old ass joining you. Here’s where we part.” General Buxton reached over and clasped Montclair’s hand. “Your father would have been proud of you, Julius.”
“Thank you, sir,” Montclair said. “You’ll give my best to the family?”
“I certainly will. Take care of this one,” the general said to Major Gregory. “That’s an order.”
    
THE ROOM, richly decorated in the classic French style, looked to Montclair to be shaped like an egg. Chairs with plush velvet cushions and exquisite lamps filled the space. Heavy canvas curtains the color of dandelions hung from windows as tall as the room itself, accentuating the view of the estate’s south lawn. An elegant chandelier dominated the ceiling, each crystal sparkling in the lamp light. The walls, from top to bottom, were a vibrant shade of gold.
“Welcome to the Yellow Oval Room, gentlemen,” President Grant said.
Montclair and Gregory both stood to attention and saluted.
“My apologies for calling you here on such short notice,” the president said.
The former general rose from behind his oak desk and returned the men’s salutes. The stern-looking old man was of average height and portly stature. He wore a full beard, dark brown now mostly gone to gray.
“Be seated, gentlemen,” the president said, gesturing at two expensive-looking chairs in front of his desk.
As Montclair took his seat, he saw that they weren’t the president’s only visitors. A fourth man, his face covered by shadows, sat on a chaise lounge in a darkened section of the room.
“Thank you both for coming,” the president said. “Would either of you like some refreshment?”
A crystal decanter of whiskey sat on the president’s desk. Without waiting for their response, President Grant got two glass tumblers. He poured until each was half-full and then filled his own glass up to the brim. Montclair nudged Gregory and nodded toward the strange man sitting in the dark. Gregory nodded back. He’d seen him, too.
“No thank you, Mr. President,” Montclair said. His mouth watered at the thought of the strong amber liquid in the glass.
“Suit yourselves,” the president said. He turned up his glass and drained it in a single gulp. “I know I’ve taken you both from other pressing matters,” he began. “But rest assured, I wouldn’t have called had the need not been great.” The president poured himself another drink. “No doubt you’ve both noticed the man sitting off to your right? Apologies, gentlemen, for the theatrics. Strategic Intelligence agents tend to have a flair for the dramatic.”
“I thought it smelled like spy in here,” Gregory said.
A chuckle came from the darkened area of the room.
“He goes by Kincaid,” the president said, looking down into his glass of whiskey. He leaned back in his chair, swirled the liquid in its glass, lifted it to take a drink, but seemingly thought better of it. “Obviously, that isn’t his real name.”
“It’s all right, Mr. President,” Kincaid said. His voice sounded oddly soothing. “I’m aware that many don’t approve of the work we do or the way we do it. Major Gregory, I know, holds a particular grudge against the department. Don’t you, major? I am sorry for what happened in Cuba. Sometimes, such things simply can’t be helped.”
The blood drained from Gregory’s face at the mention of Cuba. His knuckles cracked as they gripped his chair. The Marine major started to stand.
Montclair placed his hand on Gregory’s shoulder. “This isn’t the time, Greg,” he whispered. “Can’t let revenge get in the way of duty. Not yet.”
Gregory stayed in his seat. Kincaid laughed softly from the shadows.
“And Colonel Julius Montclair,” the DSI agent said, “of the 21st Union Army Air Corps. West Point graduate, battlefield promotion to become the youngest colonel and airship commander in the Union fleet, hero of the Battle of the Potomac, and savior of Washington. My, but I have looked forward to this meeting. A pleasure to finally make your acquaintance.”
“Wish I could say the same,” Montclair replied.
“Enough,” President Grant growled. “Strategic Intelligence serves a purpose, gentlemen. The nation needs to get its hands dirty from time to time, and that is work I’d sooner not have the honorable men and women of our armed services do.” The president drained his glass a second time. “I know that there have been . . . disagreements with how Strategic Intelligence operates. I’m speaking particularly to your mission in Cuba, Major Gregory. But we must put those things aside. Should anyone forget that Strategic Intelligence serves at the pleasure of this office, I’ll have no choice but to remind them of it in the strongest possible terms.” The president eyed the dark space where the DSI agent sat. “I trust I’ve made myself clear?”
“Crystal clear, Mr. President,” Kincaid said.
The major grew quiet.
“We understand, sir,” Montclair said, answering for both himself and Gregory.
“Good,” the president said. “Now, as you’ve all heard, a week ago, my Confederate counterpart met his fate at the hands of an assassin. What you and most others do not know is that Jeff Davis and I had been in communication for some time prior to his death.”
“How was that possible, Mr. President?” Montclair asked, surprised. “Telegraph communications in and out of the capital cities are closely monitored.”
“Before he left office, President Lincoln wisely established some unofficial lines of communication with the South. Davis and I used them to great effect. We’d begun quite a dialogue prior to his death.”
“A dialogue around what, sir?” Major Gregory asked.
President Grant got up from his desk. He walked over to the window and stood looking out, his hands clasped behind his back.
“Jeff Davis was killed because he and I were planning to reunite the Union and the Confederacy. When he died, we were finalizing the terms of reconciliation.”
It took a moment for the president’s words to sink in. The bitter fighting between North and South was still as fresh in Montclair’s mind as anyone else’s. But the possibilities of a re-formed United States were limitless. What might reconciliation mean for the country if the stalemate was ended? What might it mean for Montclair’s own shattered family?
“And Major Gregory and I?” Montclair asked. “Where do we fit into all this?”
“Someone found out about Davis’ plans for the Confederacy,” the president said. “They killed him because of those plans. I need to know who did it. I need to know what they aim to do next. Most importantly, I need them stopped.”
“This seems like a job tailor-made for DSI,” Montclair said. “Major Gregory and I are simple soldiers. Nothing more.”
“You’re wrong, Julius,” President Grant said. “If not for you, Washington would have fallen, and we would now be under Confederate rule. And you, major,” the president said, addressing Major Gregory, “your actions both during and after the war have been commendable, to say the least. I’ve read Colonel Montclair’s file, and I know that there is no one on this earth who he trusts more than you. No, gentlemen, the two of you are far more than just ‘simple soldiers.’ You are the best that I have, and the task at hand will require nothing less.”
“And Strategic Intelligence?” Gregory asked. “What’s their role in all this?”
“I’d like to answer the major’s question, Mr. President,” Kincaid said. “If I may?”
President Grant, still gazing out the window, nodded his approval.
“Throughout the Confederacy, the Department of Strategic Intelligence has placed certain assets,” Kincaid said from the shadows. “We’ve positioned several of these assets near the coastal forest of North Carolina. This, Major Gregory, is where you and Colonel Montclair will execute a clandestine insertion into the South.”
Montclair flexed his clockwerk hand. “Agent Kincaid, you do realize that armed soldiers entering a sovereign nation without permission is an act of war?”
“Yes, which is why you won’t get caught doing it,” Kincaid said. “Once you meet with our contacts along the coast, you’ll head inland. You will eventually make your way north to the Confederate capital of Richmond. Once you’re there, one of our people will contact you. Until they do, you’ll await further instructions.”
“So it’s DSI giving the orders now?” Major Gregory asked, his face reddening.
“You’re treading some dangerous ground, major,” the President said, still gazing out onto the south lawn of the White House. “I’ll ask that you watch your tone.”
“With all due respect, sir, if we’re getting orders, we want them to come from you,” Montclair said. “Not the spymasters.”
“Very well,” President Grant said, turning from the window to look Montclair in the eye. “Pack your bags, gentleman. Vindication flies at first light.”
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GOT YOU.
A smile spread across the young clerk’s face. He knew he had them now. He did one last review of the ledger entries just to make sure he hadn’t missed anything and that there were no loopholes the well-paid attorneys of H.B. Greene & Sons could wriggle through.
Abe closed the ledger book and leaned back in his worn desk chair. By three o’ the clock, the local constable would have all the evidence Abe collected. With luck, the proprietors of Greene & Sons would be in shackles by five.
Abe stood, unfolding his lanky six-foot frame and reaching toward the ceiling in a series of fitful stretches. The rumbling in his belly told him it was close to noon. As if on cue, the magnificent old grandfather in the corner struck midday.
“Lunch,” he said. “One of my three favorite times of the day.”
Abercrombie Fluvelle was the son of a wheat farmer who’d expected his boy to follow in his footsteps and was sorely disappointed when he did not. Abe hailed from Berks County, Pennsylvania, where his family traced their ancestry back to some of the first European settlers on the continent.
Outside short stints of service during the War with the Empire of Mexico and the War Between the States, Abe’s father had raised wheat his entire life. As had Abe’s grandfather and his great-grandfather before that. But the land held no special draw for Abe. His head had usually been buried in a book as a child.
“If farmin’s not to yer taste, per’aps you might make a go at soldier’n?” Abe’s father once asked.
Abe had looked away and shrugged. The old man was as hard as the earth he farmed, and he had expected Abe to be just the same.
Abercrombie had cold corned beef on black rye and steaming hot tea for his lunch. He tore into the spiced meat and stale bread as if he hadn’t eaten in days. Over the sound of his chewing, Abe heard the beaten brass bell above the office doorway jangle. He looked at the grandfather clock again.
“The constable’s early.” Abe took another bite of his sandwich. But to his surprise, it wasn’t the constable who walked through the door.
The stranger who slouched down the steps and into Abe’s dusty office was not a tall man. He was in his middle years if Abe had to guess. He had thinning hair and was paunchy around the midsection. His clothing was rumpled and ill-fitting but looked to be expensive and of high quality.
Abe stood, brushing rye crumbs from his vest. “May I help you, sir?”
“Afternoon, young man. Mister Abercrombie Fluvelle, I presume?”
“You presume correctly, sir, although I’m afraid you have me at a disadvantage?”
“My name is Maunsell Field. I’m the Assistant Secretary of the Treasury Department of the United States.” The assistant secretary paused as if waiting for some sort of response from Abe.
“The states aren’t exactly united anymore, assistant secretary.”
“Right you are, Abe. May I call you Abe? It’s just damnably irritating going around saying ‘Assistant Secretary of the Treasury Department of the Union.’” The assistant secretary smiled at Abe as if he'd just shared some sort of private joke.
Abe laughed nervously.
“And the strapping young lad you see behind me,” Assistant Secretary Field said, pointing back at the stairs, “is Tobias.”
At first, Abe didn’t see anyone. Then, he noticed a pair of boots appear on the stairs. The owner of the boots made his way down one painful step at a time until he came fully into view. He was at least eighty by Abe’s estimate. His union-blue coat threatened to swallow him. He moved with the stiffness of a man who’d labored his entire life. Abe gave him a fifty-fifty chance of making it down the stairs without falling.
“Tobias is the oldest living sergeant in the Union army,” the assistant secretary said. “He is also my personal bodyguard.”
“For your sake, assistant secretary, I hope no one makes an attempt on your life. Meaning no offense to the sergeant, of course.”
“That’s quite all right, Mr. Fluvelle. They don’t place much value on the life of an assistant secretary. And Tobias won’t take any offense. Most likely he didn’t even hear you. Old bastard is stone deaf. Aren’t you, Tobias?” the assistant secretary yelled.
The elderly sergeant smiled and nodded.
Abe invited them into the cramped, musty space that passed for his office. He found three chairs and brushed off the cobwebs as best he could. He poured the assistant secretary and his bodyguard a cup of tea and sat down next to them.
“I suppose you’re wondering why I’m here.” The assistant secretary took a sip of his tea. “Mmmm. This is delightful. Where did you learn to make tea so well?”
“Thank you. My mother taught me, actually.”
“Ah,” Assistant Secretary Field said. “I was very sorry to hear of your mother’s passing. I know it must have been hard on you and your father.”
“How did you know about my mother?” Abe asked, surprised.
“I know a great many things about you, Mr. Fluvelle. For instance, I know that several nights ago, you broke into a warehouse by the wharf on Penn Street. And I know that warehouse is owned by H.B. Greene and Sons, a company whose financial records your firm has been tasked with reviewing.”
“I . . . I didn’t,” Abercrombie said. The bottom dropped from his stomach. How many years would he have to spend in prison for his crimes?
“You’re not in trouble, Mr. Fluvelle,” Fields smiled. “Quite the opposite, actually. Now tell me what you found in the warehouse.”
“I . . . I found several accounting ledgers,” Abe began. He swallowed hard and took a deep breath. “They were the evidence we’ve been searching for. H.B. Greene and Sons is guilty of embezzling thousands from the Union government. Not to mention their ties to Confederate organized crime. I suspect they’ve also got some interest in the Southern black market, although I can’t rightly prove that yet.”
“I see,” Assistant Secretary Field said, “but however noble your reasons may have been, you do realize the things you did were illegal? What possessed you to do them?” The assistant secretary took another sip of his tea.
“I thought on it for some time,” Abe said. “I weighed the right and wrong of it, tried to assess the risks involved. I can’t really say what drove me to finally do it. I wanted to complete my assignment. I wanted my employer to be pleased with me.”
“Surely there was more to it than that?” the assistant secretary asked. “You could go to jail for what you did.”
Abe grew quiet. Steam carriages puttered by outside the office, their wheels clacking against the cobblestone street above. The small difference engine on Abe’s desk clicked and clucked as it added and subtracted sums. Next to Assistant Secretary Field, Tobias snored.
“I wanted to see justice done,” Abe finally said, looking the assistant secretary square in the eye.
“Good. Just what I wanted to hear,” the assistant secretary said. “That settles it then.” Careful not to be too rough, Field shook his bodyguard’s shoulder until the old soldier woke up.
“Wait. What’s ‘settled’ exactly?” Abe asked, worry creeping into his voice.
“What I should have said was ‘congratulations.’ I’ve seen all I need to see, Mr. Fluvelle. The job is yours.”
“Job?” Abe asked. “What job?”
“Tobias,” the Assistant Secretary said. “Take two clockwerks and start offloading those documents. As for you, Mr. Fluvelle, you are now in the employ of the Treasury Department. And you’ve got quite a lot of work in front of you if I do say so myself. Probably best you went ahead and got started.”



6 RICHMOND, VIRGINIA, CONFEDERATE CAPITOL BUILDING, MAY 1864
“ORDER!” State Secretary Benjamin said, his voice drowned out by a chorus of angry shouts. “Order, gentleman! We must have order!”
Smythe’s grin widened with every blow of Benjamin’s gavel. Satisfied with himself, Smythe leaned back in his plush Senate chair. The Capitol building sat high up on an emerald hill, allowing him a wonderful view of the majestic James River below.
“A house divided cannot stand. Isn’t that what Lincoln said?” Smythe asked. “But just before this one falls, we’ll be there to catch it. Won’t we, Wally?”
“Plotting and scheming were always more to your taste,” the delicate congressman from Tennessee said. “I’m more concerned with winning than how the game is played.”
The two men leaned in close to better hear one another over the arguing. Conditions in the South had deteriorated quickly after Davis’ death, and the elected officials of the world’s newest nation were beginning to feel the pressure. The Senate floor was in chaos, mirroring the state of the nation it governed. Smythe could hardly contain his excitement.
“Enough, James. Do us all a favor and end this clamor, would you? Poor Benjamin is dying down there. He’s completely lost control.” Wallace closed his eyes and massaged his temples. “All this noise is giving me a headache.”
“Leave it to you to spoil a man’s fun,” Smythe said. He nodded to the assembly chamber sergeant at arms, and a few moments later, peace in the auditorium was restored.
Secretary Benjamin, now able to speak, yielded the floor. Congressman Mathias Mulroney, a handsome landowner who reeked of old money, stood from his seat.
“I’d take Mulroney seriously if I were you, James,” Wallace said. “Of all your competitors for Davis’ vacant office, he stands the best chance. Just look at that bastard.” Wallace licked his lips. “Tall. Sinfully wealthy. A face simply made for a daguerreotype. With that jawline and that hair? He has ‘president’ written all over him.”
“Perhaps.” Smythe listened as the congressman prattled on about Native and Freedmen insurrectionists. “Those bottomless Mulroney coffers certainly won’t hurt his bid.”
Wallace raised an eyebrow. “So why don’t you seem more concerned?”
“The congressman’s manicured hands have never borne a callous, Wally. What do you suppose a sharecropper would make of that? Or a veteran of the War of Northern Aggression? No, Mulroney’s lived a life of leisure. He’ll never be able to relate to the common man. Besides, Reverend Talmidge assures me all those ‘salt of the earth’ votes are in the bag.”
“You’ve certainly donated enough money to the reverend’s flock these past months,” Wallace said. “The least he could do is deliver the votes he promised.”
“And if not, there’s always the contingency plan.”
Wallace looked confused. “Contingency plan?”
“Nothing to concern yourself with, Wally. My associates and I have seen to it.”
“It’s odd, James. I keep hearing about these associates of yours, but I’ve yet to meet any of them.”
“Nor shall you ever, Wally. It’s best that way, I think.”
Wallace pouted. “Well, I don’t suppose I’ll start questioning your methods now. As long as I get to share in the spoils.”
At the end of Mulroney’s speech, the auditorium fell back into chaos. Secretary Benjamin stood behind his lectern, powerless to stop the split Confederate Congress from turning on itself.
At last, Smythe took pity on the secretary. He gave another nod to the sergeant at arms, and soon, the room was quiet again.
“Benjamin’s a good man,” Smythe whispered. “Not much for getting things done, though.”
Wallace shrugged. “The government hasn’t completely collapsed under his interim rule.”
“If he manages not to destroy the country before I take office, I’ll consider it a victory.”
With order restored, Secretary Benjamin yielded the floor to a second presidential hopeful. When word of the special election got out, potential candidates had lined up in droves. It seemed every crackpot, charlatan, and half-rate politician in the Confederacy now considered themselves a serious candidate.
Smythe decided to let this part of the election run its course at least for another few weeks. His potential rivals made for excellent distractions from the real issues, thus making the work of stealing the election that much easier. And besides, the fools were nothing if not entertaining.
“Who’s this one, James?” Wally asked.
“Patterson out of Arkansas. Wants a second war with the North, a second war with the Empire of Mexico, and banishment of all Freedmen to the African continent. He favors isolationism, thinks the Confederacy can make a go of it without the recognition of Europe or the Asias.”
“Oh, God.” Wallace rolled his eyes. “How do they even get elected?”
“Desperate people will believe most anything,” Smythe said.
Patterson concluded his speech with a flourish and collapsed into his chair. Half the auditorium got to its feet and cheered. The other half hissed and booed.
“And what about Lee?” Wally asked, pointing to the retired general on the other side of the auditorium. “I haven’t seen the barest hint of emotion from the man all day.”
“Robert is a hard man to read,” Smythe said. “My guess is he’s choosing to stay above the fray. Fortunately for us, he continues to refuse all requests to run. His entering the race would make things . . . complicated, to say the least.” Smythe cleared his throat and straightened his neckerchief.
“Time to introduce the Confederate Congress to its next president?” Wally asked.
“Even though they don’t know it yet.” Smythe gave Wally a wink, stood, and smoothed his waistcoat with both hands. “The distinguished gentleman from the great state of North Carolina wishes to be recognized,” he said, making himself heard above the noise.



7 CAPE HATTERAS, NORTH CAROLINA, SKIES ABOVE THE COASTAL FORESTS, MAY 1864
THE OCEAN BREEZE felt cool as the sweat evaporated from Montclair’s skin. Vindication flew low and fast, skimming the waves just off the North Carolina coast. Moonlight glistened on the ocean. Below, Montclair glimpsed a pack of dolphins playing in the surf.
After they’d met with the president, Montclair and Gregory made straight for Mason’s Island, where Gregory sent word for a squad of his Marines. They arrived just after daybreak, and at sunset, Vindication took to the sky. They flew due east from Washington, and then once far enough out over the Atlantic, they headed south.
Montclair checked his pocket watch for the hundredth time. Only two hours until sunrise. They needed to make landfall and have Vindication back over international waters before daylight caught her. He looked east. They’d be cutting it close.
“Send word to the bridge,” Montclair told the crewman standing watch. “Have them take us back up. Then, we’ll come in low over the coast.”
The soldier snapped off a salute and disappeared.
“We going higher to avoid our own blockades?” Greg asked. Unable to sleep, he’d joined Montclair above decks.
“Can’t have our own ships mistaking us for a Confederate frigate and firing on us.”
“Still a fair chance of that happening even higher up.”
“We have the patrol route schedule. We should be fine.”
“Can we really trust anything Kincaid told us?” Gregory asked.
“Ordinarily? No. But this time, I can’t see how it would benefit DSI to lie to us. Besides, it isn’t like we have a choice.”
“There is that.”
The two men laughed, their gallows humor something only soldiers understood.
Vindication flew up and up and up until they broke the clouds and the air grew thin. When they reached altitude, the airship leveled off and began her descent.
Soon, the darkened landscape beneath them came into focus. Montclair saw the sea behind him and the wild tangle of the twisted coastal treetops below. He checked his pocket watch again.
“Looking at it won’t make the minutes go any slower,” Greg said.
Montclair ignored the remark. “It’s time, Greg,” he said. “From here on in, we go silent. No shipwide loudaphone. No talking above decks. Here might be a good place to have your Marines see to their kit. We’ll be dropping soon.”
Less than a quarter turn o’ the clock later, Vindication glided to a stop. She hovered silent several hundred feet above a darkened clearing. Montclair, Gregory, and eighteen others stood in front of the airship’s portside railing, impatient to get started.
Montclair smelled the sea. He could taste the salt in the air. Beyond the edge of the gnarled and twisted tree line, he heard the waves as they crashed against the shore.
Sweat trickled down the small of his back as he surveyed the forest far below. They’d traded heavy wool uniform coats and trousers for lightweight cotton, specially colored to blend into the forest. The cotton helped with the heat but only so much.
Montclair hefted a bulky pack above his head, letting it slide down his arms and onto his upper back. He shook it into place and pulled the straps snug. He checked to make sure his Colt was secure to his thigh and that his saber was lashed tight to his hip. Satisfied, he walked to each man and woman, checking and rechecking their equipment the same as he’d done with his own.
When they’d all been double and triple-checked, Montclair slung a rifle across his chest and took his position next to Greg. His mouth went dry, and his heart threatened to beat from his chest. It was always like this before a drop. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, then attached his drop line, and leaned forward. When everyone was set, Montclair signaled the winchman. The winchman gave the ok, and Montclair, followed by nineteen of the Union’s bravest men and women, sprinted headfirst down the curve of the airship’s envelope. Without breaking stride, Montclair heaved himself forward, spreading arms and legs wide as he leapt out into dark, empty space.
Montclair twisted mid-air as he plummeted toward the earth, fighting hard to position himself. Montclair knew soldiers who’d broken bones improperly executing a drop, and he didn’t plan to be one of them. At the last possible moment, Montclair managed to get feet-first. With only twenty-five feet to certain death, the airship’s hydraulic winching system kicked in. Montclair touched down as light as a feather, smiling as he completed the drop. As soon as his boots touched sand, he detached his drop line. A split second later, Montclair was on one knee, rifle sights up and pointed into the surrounding trees.
A soft thump several feet away told him Greg was on the ground. Montclair counted eighteen more thumps before breathing a sigh of relief. Three sharp tugs on the hydraulic line signaled “all clear.” Montclair watched as Vindication floated off, desperate to make the Atlantic before sunrise caught her.
Twenty soldiers knelt in the clearing, senses alert and rifles at the ready. Dawn was a short while off, but the forest was already awake. A sluggish breeze, heavy with the smell of salt air, barely penetrated the twisted trees. A single bead of sweat slid down Montclair’s cheek. Hyper alert, he scanned the forest and listened.
Even with all their training, neither he nor any of the other soldiers heard the strangers approach. A low mist rolled in from the west, and they appeared out of it like ghosts. Montclair silently cursed himself.
The first one was barely more than a boy. He was naked to the waist except for two bandoliers draped across his slim chest. Deerskin breeches covered his legs. On his hip, the young brave wore a long, bone-handled knife.
Just behind the Native boy was an old man. His skin was like ebony, his hair and beard a wild tangle of gray. Despite his age, he moved just as quietly as the boy did. The old man’s clothes were an odd mixture of modern and Native. He wore a deerskin vest, but his breeches were dyed wool. He carried a rifle like the ones Montclair and his soldiers were armed with. A revolver hung from one side of the old man’s gun belt, and a Bowie knife hung from the other.
Kincaid hadn’t told them much in the briefing. They knew someone would be meeting them once they touched down, but they had no idea who. The Native boy and the old man were surprising enough, but it was the leader of that group who really got Montclair’s attention.
The mists parted before her as she stepped into the clearing. Without a sound, she walked to the still-kneeling Montclair. He lowered his rifle and signaled his troops to do the same. She was Native too. Croatan, judging by her eyes. They were like molten gold and sparkled even in the predawn gloom.
Montclair stood up. He was a full head taller than the Native woman, who now had to look up at him. Quick as anything, she put her forefinger to his cheek and wiped off some of the dark-colored paint which covered his face.
“Hmph,” she said, examining the smudge on her finger.
Montclair had journeyed far and wide in service of his nation. Between the society balls, the entertaining of dignitaries, and all the expensive brothels, there’d been no lack of opportunity for women. In all his travels through Europe, the Caribbean, and the Asias, he’d never seen a woman to match the one standing in front of him.
Her hair was raven-black, darker even than the shadows of the coastal forest. She carried a longbow in her hand. A wide leather belt encircled her slim waist. A great bladed knife hung from the belt and rested on her hip. She wore a deerskin vest. Even in the low light, Montclair noticed it did little to restrain the fullness of her breasts. Her breeches, tight against muscular legs, were deerskin as well.
“Come,” she said, still smirking at Montclair’s camouflage paint.
Without waiting for a response, she turned and faded back into the forest. Rather than stand there looking foolish, Montclair followed her into the darkness of the woods.
They traveled for several hours, conscious of every sound and cautious of every step. The sun was almost overhead when they stopped. Montclair and his soldiers choked down several bites of dry rations and filled their canteens from a nearby stream. A whippoorwill, its rest disturbed, scolded them from above.
“It’s safe to speak aloud,” the Native woman said.
“You’re sure?” Montclair asked. “We were warned about Confederate peacekeeping patrols.”
He took a swallow of water from his canteen. On impulse, he handed it to the Native woman.
“We haven’t seen any in days,” she said, taking the canteen. “Very strange.” She took a long, deep drink, wiped her mouth, and handed the canteen back.
Montclair looked her in the eye. “You have me at a disadvantage, my lady. You know who I am. Perhaps it’s time I knew who you were as well?”
“I am Ayita of the Croatan people,” she said. “For now, that is all you need to know.”
“Ayita,” Montclair said, liking the feel of her name on his tongue. “Your name means ‘first to dance’ in the Croatan tongue. You are very modest, lady. If my father was war chieftain of the only tribe mighty enough to stand against the Confederate army, I’d find it hard to keep the fact to myself.”
Ayita’s eyes widened. “How did you come to know all this?”
“There aren’t many who haven’t heard of the great Tooantuh, leader of the Croatan nation, or of his daughter. Your beauty is legendary, but the legend pales in comparison to the woman herself.”
Ayita looked away but not before Montclair saw the color rise to her cheeks.
“A genuine Native princess,” Greg said. Montclair hadn’t noticed his friend come up behind him. “I am most pleased to make your acquaintance.” Gregory bowed to the chieftain’s daughter, dropped to one knee, and kissed her hand.
“I wasn’t aware my father’s fame had spread so far,” Ayita said, not looking amused. “Something I’ll have to keep in mind from now on, I suppose. Please, Major Gregory, do get up.”
“You see? The Native princess knows who I am as well.” Greg stood and winked at Montclair.
Montclair frowned.
“It would be best if we didn’t linger,” Ayita said. “Just because we haven’t seen any patrols doesn’t mean we won’t run into one. They search for us continuously, just as we do them.”
Ayita gave a shrill whistle that resembled a bird’s call. The native boy appeared in an instant. She pointed to the forest ahead of them, and he took off like an arrow from a bow.
They followed behind the boy but rarely caught a glimpse of him. When they did, it was only long enough to see him give Ayita hurried reports on what lay ahead. That afternoon, they marched into a swamp. It was slow going through the thick, stinking mud and fetid water, and the stench of decay threatened to suffocate. By the time they cleared the marshlands, the sun hung low in the western sky. Just before dusk, Ayita called a halt.
She chose a small, bowl–shaped clearing as their campsite. A bubbling creek ran nearby. They all took turns at the creek, rinsing away some of the swamp mud and rotten vegetation. Montclair found it hard to take his eyes off Ayita as she washed the remnants of the marsh from her face and hair. When she caught him staring, he didn’t look away.
Montclair gave orders to set a watch and prepare the camp for the night. After personally checking on each man and woman under his command, Montclair pulled off his pack and collapsed onto a fallen tree. He was barely off his feet when Ayita came and sat beside him. She produced flint and steel from a small satchel and soon had a fire going.
“Begging your pardon, colonel,” one of Greg’s Marines said to Montclair. “Don’t mean to disturb you and the lady, but some of us thought we might get out and try to hunt up some supper. We saw tracks about a half mile back. With what daylight we got left, we may be able to bag some venison.”
“A rifle shot might bring unwanted attention,” Montclair said.
Just then, the Native boy appeared. He held out his long bow to the chieftain’s daughter and pointed toward the forest. Ayita nodded.
“Let Dustu go with them, colonel,” she said. “You and your soldiers aren’t nearly as loud as the graycoats. If your troops track the deer, Dustu can take it with his bow.”
Montclair, his stomach growling at the thought of roasted venison, gave his approval. Montclair watched as two of Greg’s Marines followed Dustu into the forest.
“The boy doesn’t say much, does he?”
“He has little use for words,” Ayita said. “When he does speak, he weighs his words carefully. His life has been full of hardship, but through it, he has gained much wisdom.” She poked at the fire with a branch. “I’m very proud of my younger brother.”
“Your brother?”
“Yes. Not of my blood, but my brother.”
“I didn’t think adoption was commonplace among the Croatan.” Montclair was intrigued.
“It isn’t. In our tongue, Dustu means ‘unknown.’ We have never known his true name. Nor has he. He was little when my father found him. Only a baby, alone and crying in the smoking ruins of his village. My father’s hunting party arrived in time to kill the men who’d burned the village, but not in time to save Dustu’s people. All were killed. All except him.”
“Men are capable of terrible things, chieftain’s daughter.”
“You have been to war, Colonel. You have killed, but I sense that you are a man who would never do such things. I too have fought on behalf of my people. Even killed to keep them safe.” She lowered her eyes. “But the killing of innocents? This is an offense against both man and the spirits. What is it that separates us from such evil, Colonel Montclair?”
“A question not easily answered, chieftain’s daughter.”
She nodded.
As night came on, the shadows lengthened.
“And what of your other companion?” Montclair asked. He pointed to the old man sitting under a tree on the other side of camp. “Is he your adopted brother as well?”
Ayita laughed. The sound cut through the gloom like a clear, bright bell. “No, Old Jim is not my brother. And please, colonel, no more ‘chieftain’s daughter.’ You will call me Ayita.”
“I will, but only if you call me Julius.” He gave her the smile he usually reserved for the diplomats’ wives and the expensive courtesans. Judging by the sparkle in her golden eyes, it worked. “Now, tell me about Old Jim over there.”
She looked across the camp at the gray-haired old man whittling with his Bowie knife. “Jim is a great friend of the Croatan. He ran from his chains many years ago when he was just a boy. Since then, he has lived among our people from time to time, but his love for the open land never allows him to stay in one place for long.”
“His not wanting to stay in one place—because of his past, I’m guessing?” Montclair asked.
“I would think so. After what he went through, I wouldn’t want to stay in one place either.”
“Nor would I,” Montclair said. “Not without good reason.” He ached to touch her but resisted the urge.
“Old Jim is my father’s most trusted advisor.” Ayita stared at the dry brown pine needles littering the ground. “He is as an uncle to me. My father insisted I bring him along.”
From the other side of the bowl-shaped clearing, Jim watched Montclair with suspicion. The old man kept whittling, but his coal-black eyes never left Julius.
The hunting party returned, and Ayita went to help them butcher the freshly killed doe. Her knife flashed in the firelight as it moved along the animal’s flesh. Within minutes, juicy strips of venison sizzled over the open campfires. When the meat was done, she brought some to Montclair, and they ate.
“What is this place?” Montclair asked after they’d finished. He waved his hand around the campsite. “You and your companions seem to know it well.”
“When the hunt went long and shelter was needed, my people came here. We call this place hetohko otse, ‘bowl camp’ in your tongue. The earth here is shaped like a bowl.” She took both his hands in hers and cupped them together. “If we light our campfires at the bottom of the bowl, enemies cannot see them. The sides of the bowl provide refuge. And the edges of the bowl give us ground high enough to see in all directions.” She touched Montclair’s hands in four places representing north, south, east, and west.
“Looks like it gets quite a bit of use,” he said, his hands still resting in hers.
“More now than it did. The Freedmen sometimes use it when they fight the graycoats.”
“Your people allow them to do this?” Montclair asked.
“Yes. Sometimes, we even help them. The graycoats are not friends of the Croatan.”
“And Strategic Intelligence? Are they friends of the Croatan?”
“Your Union’s spymasters.” Ayita sighed. “Since the clockwerk men came to be, many things have changed for my people. War, unlike anything we had seen, came to the land. The graycoat’s ships owned our skies. Our arrows were as nothing to their metal men and even less to the metal carriages they named ‘tanks.’ We met them in the open field at first on horseback as was our custom.” Ayita paused. “Their guns and their armor routed us.” Her eyes narrowed. “But we learned quickly. We used the cover of the forest to hide us from the eyes of the sky ships. We struck in the dead of night, while the graycoats slept and their iron tanks were useless. We ambushed them in places where their numbers and their clockwerk men were for naught. We seized their weapons and then used those same weapons against them. Your spymasters taught us the ways of explosives. They showed us how to use allira, what your people call aether, to build traps for the metal carriages.”
“You’re telling me DSI taught you how to destroy Confederate rhino tanks?”
Ayita nodded. “They taught us this and more, though then we did not—still do not—trust them. With our newfound knowledge, I led my father’s warriors to many victories, so many that we beat the graycoats back from our borders, fighting them to standstill.”
“And then?” Montclair asked.
“Then your Chieftain Lincoln gave the order that made slaves into Freedmen. This was good, but the Freedmen had nowhere to go. As their numbers swelled, food became scarce. Now, the graycoat nation wages war upon both Croatan and Freedmen in hopes of taking whatever lands and resources remain.” Ayita brushed a strand of black hair from her face. “I do what is best for my people, Julius. That means I must partner with your new chieftain, Grant, and I am only able to do that through the spymasters.”
“I’m ashamed to admit the Union could do a sight better by a whole lot of folks, the Croatan included. Why do you trust us?”
“We’ve been left with little choice, Julius. Your Chieftain Grant has promised that when your nation is whole again, both my people and the Freedmen are to be granted dominion over our lands and left alone. In exchange, we act as your Union’s eyes and ears. My father and the other chieftains see the danger in this pact, but . . .”
“The Union has a poor record of keeping its bargains,” Montclair said, completing her thought. “I promise you I’ll do everything in my power to see that my country does right by your people.”
“We would appreciate that, Julius.” She smiled. “I would appreciate that.”
Montclair moved in closer, close enough to catch the scent of her hair, faint but intoxicating, like wild jasmine, tanned deerskin, and warm summer days. The forest was quiet at night. Montclair heard the crackling of the fires, and the murmured conversations between the soldiers.
“May I ask you something?” she said softly. “If you prefer not to answer, I will understand.”
“You could ask me anything you wanted, and I would answer it,” Montclair said.
“Do you ever grow . . . lonely? I don’t mean in the physical sense. I’ve heard much of your exploits as far as that is concerned. What I speak of is a different kind of loneliness.”
“My exploits?” Montclair laughed. “I don’t know about that, but I do know this loneliness you speak of. It’s a loneliness felt only by those who bear the burden of leadership. As War Chief Tooantuh’s only daughter, you will one day rule the entire Croatan nation. Not yet even chieftess and already you feel the isolation. I know it too well.”
The chieftain’s daughter stared at the fire, nodding in agreement. Montclair placed his hand to her chin and moved her face toward his. She closed her eyes, her mouth parting ever so slightly. Montclair leaned in, licking his lips in anticipation and drunk from the scent of her skin. The chieftain’s daughter’s eyes flew wide open. She pushed Montclair away.
“I’m—I’m sorry Julius,” she said. “I promised Old Jim I would take the first watch with him.”
Then, she was gone. Montclair watched her shapely backside as it disappeared into the darkness.
“Well, damnation,” he said, shaking his head.
    
THE NIGHT PASSED UNEVENTFULLY, much to Montclair’s chagrin. He’d slept, stood his watch, and then slept again. Before dawn, he woke from a dream. He didn’t remember much of it, only that Ayita was in it, and that he was disappointed when he found it wasn’t real.
“Sleep well, my friend?” Greg asked. The Marine major held a steaming cup of coffee in his hand.
Montclair yawned and took stock of all the sore areas of his body. “Like a baby in its mother’s arms.” He emptied his canteen over the dying coals and went to refill it from the stream.
“The old man doesn’t care much for you, does he?” Gregory asked, joining him.
“Old Jim? No, I don’t think he does.”
“Wouldn’t have anything to do with you sniffing around the Native princess, would it?”
“Can’t imagine where you’d get that idea.” Montclair scooped a handful of water from the stream and splashed it on his face.
“One of my Marines overhead the two of them arguing last night.”
Montclair shrugged. “The whole camp overheard them. Too bad it was in Croatan.” Montclair watched as Gregory’s smile widened. Suddenly, he understood. “One of your Marines speaks fluent Croatan, don’t they?”
“You can never be too careful when DSI’s involved,” Greg said, laughing. “And she doesn’t speak fluent Croatan, but she does speak enough.”
“Impressive. Warn me never to play chess with you.”
“I’ve warned you every time we’ve ever played. But don’t let me discourage you. Maybe one day you’ll manage to win.”
“First time for everything, Greg. Now wipe that look off your face and tell your commanding officer what you know.”
“The old man is more than just the princess’s traveling companion, Julius. She’s his goddaughter.”
Montclair swore. “That would explain a lot.”
“I’ll bet,” Greg said. “Apparently, the old man doesn’t care for his goddaughter taking up with a Union colonel, especially one with as unsavory a reputation as yours.”
Montclair looked wounded. “Unsavory seems a bit strong. You sure your Marine got the translation, right?”
Greg chuckled. “She got it right, Julius.”
“Anything else?”
“He did tell her that her father wouldn’t like her taking an interest in you. Then, she told him how she wasn’t a child anymore, how she would one day lead the entire Croatan nation, etc., etc. I think you get the idea.”
“I think I do. And then?”
“And then that was it. They stopped talking and finished out the watch. Listen Julius, I know it’s not helpful to the mission, but I thought it was information you might find . . . personally useful.”
Montclair nodded. “Things that seem insignificant to the mission have proven to be otherwise before. Either way, I appreciate it.”
When Montclair and Gregory got back to the campsite, the troops were ready to move. Ayita stood next to Old Jim, refusing to look in Montclair’s direction. She let loose a shrill whistle, and Dustu, who’d been sitting nearby sharpening his blade, leapt to his feet. Ayita pointed west, and the Native boy scrambled up and over the lip of the bowl-shaped campsite and disappeared.
“Dustu will scout ahead,” she said to the assembled soldiers. “Old Jim and I will lead. Colonel Montclair,” she said, making it a point not to meet his eyes, “you, Major Gregory, and the rest of your soldiers will follow behind. If we move quickly, we should arrive before sunset.”
Without another word, Ayita and Old Jim followed the path Dustu had taken and were gone. For the second time in as many days, Montclair was left with no choice but to trust the chieftain’s daughter.
The day’s march began easily enough, but as the morning wore on, the heat began to take its toll. Ayita made it a point to stay as far from Montclair as possible, so he respected her wishes and kept his distance. Montclair thought she might be upset with him because of what he’d done or tried to do back at the campsite. But the Native woman’s feelings, however conflicted, had no effect on her leading the march. She set them a blistering pace despite the oppressive heat.
Montclair’s cotton uniform was drenched, as were the uniforms of his troops, yet the men and women marched on in stoic silence, save for some labored grunting under the weight of their packs. Montclair couldn’t have been prouder of his soldiers or of Greg and his Marines, who were now under Montclair’s temporary command.
They moved through lowland forest, following the game trails until the woods gave way to rolling hills. That afternoon, they came to a wide, green field. Ayita stopped, and Montclair signaled his troops to follow suit. The Native woman crouched down, listening. Several minutes later and seemingly satisfied, Ayita motioned them ahead. Montclair acknowledged her with a nod. Then, he and his forces spread out into the waist-high grass. They kept low, moving with caution and conscious of every step.
Montclair noticed piles of ash and charred wood as they moved through the tall grass. This had been a village, perhaps even a small town. Beneath a patch of overgrown honeysuckle, he spotted a charred ragdoll lying among a heap of cinders. Something about the burnt, abandoned doll set Montclair on edge in a way he couldn’t explain. The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. He gripped his rifle tightly.
Montclair looked to his left and locked eyes with Old Jim. He sensed the old man’s hostility, crackling and electric like the sky just before a thunderstorm. It was past time for he and the old man to clear the air. The information Old Jim and his native allies provided the Union was too important to jeopardize over one old man’s opinion of Montclair’s intentions toward his goddaughter. As he opened his mouth to speak, a sound caught Montclair’s attention. Was that something in the trees ahead? He raised his rifle.
Dustu appeared out of nowhere, crashing through the forest and making more noise than Montclair would have thought the boy capable of. He stumbled into the field, regained his footing, and raced toward Ayita. The boy, covered in dirt and sweat, nearly collapsed at his sister’s feet.
“What is it?” Montclair heard her ask.
The boy, his eyes wild with fear, whipped out his bow and aimed it in the direction he’d come. “Graycoats!” he gasped.
The first bullet snapped past, and Montclair’s adrenaline surged. Montclair grabbed the soldier closest to him and pushed him down out of sight. He unslung his rifle and sighted in.
“Get to cover!” Montclair shouted, already moving toward Ayita.
Ahead of him, Confederate soldiers took up positions in the trees. His heart racing, Montclair worked the trigger, laying down suppressive fire as he stayed low and moved forward. Several yards ahead, Ayita loosed arrow after arrow, each one seeming to find a mark in a Confederate uniform.
“How many?” Montclair kneeled next to her and fired. A rebel soldier fell, clutching the wound on his neck.
“At least fifteen. Maybe twenty,” she said, letting arrows fly.
Next to her, Dustu fought like a clockwerk, a ceaseless process of notch arrow, aim, fire, and repeat.
Montclair heard hoof beats. Confederate cavalry. He turned just in time to see four rebels on horseback charging into his flank. Montclair heard the crack of his sharpshooters’ rifles, and two of the riders went down. He felt the wind as the two rider-less horses galloped past.
Only two cavalry soldiers left. One of them, a woman with blond hair pulled tight under her Stetson, drew her pistol, and pointed it at Montclair. Her head snapped back before she could fire. One of Montclair’s shooters had saved his life, but there was no time to see which one. The last cavalryman had drawn his saber and was now only feet away.
Montclair shoulder his rifle and pulled the trigger, hearing nothing but and an empty click. He cursed himself a fool for failing to count his shots and dropped the dry magazine, hand already moving toward the fresh ones in his pouch. Where he should have grasped the cold, comforting weight of twenty rounds of ammunition, there was nothing but empty space.
“Damnation!” Montclair growled as he yanked his saber from its scabbard and rushed the charging horseman.
With fire in his eyes, Montclair leapt, attacking the cavalryman in his saddle. The cavalryman’s white stallion reared, throwing both Montclair and the rider to the ground. The two men went down in a tangle of limbs.
“Yankee!” the cavalryman hissed.
Montclair wrestled with the soldier, ending up on top of him. Montclair used his knees to pin the soldier’s arms to the ground and raked the blade of his saber across the Confederate’s throat. Crimson spurted from the man’s neck. His windpipe severed, he choked on his own blood.
Montclair looked up from the kill to see more movement in the forest. The Confederates were regrouping, using the trees as cover. He sheathed his saber, reloaded from the dead rebel’s ammunition pouch, and shouldered his rifle.
“They’re in the treeline!” he shouted.
Montclair did a quick assessment of the battlefield. Ayita had picked up an enemy rifle and, with Old Jim and Dustu by her side, was sending well-placed shots into the forest ahead. He breathed a silent prayer of thanks she was unharmed. Greg and his Marines had moved right, flanking the Confederates from that side. Montclair’s own troops from the Vindication had taken the left and the center and were now advancing. Satisfied, Montclair sighted in and moved ahead in a low crouch.
A few yards later, he’d chosen his target, a Confederate soldier with a heavy belly and a grizzled beard. Slowly, Montclair rose to one knee. A deep breath, a pull of the trigger, and the big Confederate soldier dropped. They’d been lucky, running into an inexperienced patrol. These poorly trained Confederates were no match for Montclair’s elite Union troops and Ayita’s small band of warriors.
Montclair took out two more from the relative safety of the tall grass. Before he knew it, the sun had dipped toward the western treetops, and the enemy’s guns were still. Montclair scanned the field, conducting a quick tally of his forces. Three wounded but all still walking and all accounted for. The battle was over.
Ayita, Old Jim, and Dustu had mounted the dead Confederates’ horses. Ayita rode toward Montclair while the old man and the boy waited for her at the far edge of the field. Old Jim and Dustu’s mounts, unaccustomed to the new riders, snorted and stamped at the ground.
“Those soldiers were a scouting patrol,” Ayita said, reining in her newly acquired stallion. The horse, his blood high from the battle and sensing the urgency of his rider, grunted and tossed his mane. “Less than a mile from here there are horses enough for you and your soldiers. There is also clothing and food enough for a week’s travel.” Ayita’s stolen stallion reared. She got him under control before continuing. “To reach the city of Richmond, head north.” She pointed toward the trees. “Through the forest. Then follow the river.”
They'd managed to wipe out the Confederate patrol, but there was no guarantee there wouldn't be more. If they were discovered attempting a clandestine insertion into the South, the results would be disastrous. Speed had suddenly become of the essence.
“What about you?” Montclair asked.
“If we ride hard, we will be safe within the borders of the Croatan nation by nightfall.”
Ayita leaned down from the saddle and grabbed Montclair by the front of his shirt. She pulled him in and kissed him, long and slow and fierce. For the briefest of moments, he forgot about it all—the clandestine insertion into Richmond, the mission, the Confederates, the stalemate. Nothing else existed except for her lips on his.
When it was over, she held him close.
“Go now,” Ayita whispered. “If it is meant to be, our paths will cross again.”
Then, she spun her stallion and galloped away.



8 (EXACT LOCATION REDACTED), NORTH CAROLINA, MAY 1864
“STEADY, GIRL,” Copperhead said. “We’ve been watching for the son of a bitch this long. Be a shame to blow it all now.”
Scarlet nodded. There was an inherent amount of boredom in surveillance work. DSI agents dealt with it in different ways. Listening to the sound of his own voice was Copperhead’s preferred method.
Copperhead scratched at the three-day stubble on his chin. “Breeze is dead still right now,” he said. “Could change any time, though. You have to take a shot. Gauge your wind speed and direction first.”
Scarlet listened to the afternoon chatter of the birds as she surveyed the valley below them. She was careful to remain as still as possible. Even this far away, too much movement could give away their position.
Copperhead perched next to her, muttering to himself and scribbling notes on what they saw. Every few minutes brought another piece of unbidden advice on the finer points of surveillance, sharpshooting, or espionage in general. Most people found Copperhead’s constant mentoring to be an annoyance, but Scarlet didn’t. For one thing, what he said was most always right. He’d hammered so much of it into her brain over the years that it was now practically second nature.
Humidity clung to Scarlet and her minder like a hot, damp blanket. She wiped sweat from her face. A drab olive headscarf kept most of it from her eyes as she lay prone on a bed of pine needles. Only the droning of insects interrupted the still of the Carolina pine forest. She closed her eyes and listened. Even the birds had gone silent.
The two agents watched, unseen, from atop a wooded outcropping. They’d taken great care in choosing the location. Low bushes and vines grew wild and thick at the feet of loblolly pines, affording them excellent cover. The outcropping jutted from the top of a high set of hills and provided the Union spymasters with a commanding view of the widow Julip’s plantation below.
Only four days earlier, they’d received credible intelligence that their target had taken up with the widow. Two days later, they had ridden into the woods just outside Greenville, covered their clockwerk horses with nets and brush, and spent three grueling hours crawling into position. They’d had eyes on the plantation ever since.
“Anything?” Copperhead asked again, his thinning patience beginning to show.
“No, sir,” she said.
“Dammit.” Copperhead pounded his gloved fist against a nearby tree trunk. “He had to have been in one of those steam carriages that arrived last night. Who else would call on the widow at such an ungodly hour? Could’ve been a whole damned army in those transports for all we could see. If only we’d had a little more light.” Copperhead put his spyglass to his eye. “Why hasn’t he shown his face yet?”
Scarlet peered through her rifle’s looking glass at a soldier standing sentry duty. He leaned against the side of the barn, his forage cap low. His chest moved up and down at an even pace. These boys were lax.
“The general’s been known to keep late hours. Maybe he’s sleeping in?”
The butt of the weapon sat comfortable in Scarlet’s shoulder. Her right hand curled tight around its ornate trigger guard. Scarlet’s trigger finger—the tip of her glove missing so she could more instinctively feel the pull of the firing mechanism—lay straight and flat.
Her rifle itself was a work of art. Forged in a subdued black, it seemed to drink in the light rather than reflect it. The inlaid silver scrollwork along the stock, forestock, and barrel was exquisite. The weapon sat in its spring-loaded bipod like a soldier on parade, every inch of it as beautiful and lethal as its owner.
Her name was Cecelia Elizabeth Alayne. Few people knew that, and fewer still actually addressed her as such. Unless she was on an assignment, she went by her DSI moniker. All the agents had one, and as soon as they’d laid eyes on her fiery red mane of hair, Scarlet had hers.
Scarlet blinked, fighting to clear her vision and keep her eyelids from drooping. She yawned and took a sip of water from her canteen. Two days of continuous surveillance was taking its toll and still no sign of either of their targets.
Copperhead raised his spyglass and examined the valley. “Look,” he said, placing a hand on her shoulder. “There—, by the stable. Those aren’t Confederate regulars.”
Scarlet repositioned her body behind the rifle and looked where Copperhead indicated. Three men jumped out at her from the scope. Instead of the standard gray uniforms of the Confederates, they wore faded black from head to toe.
“Shadow army,” Scarlet said. “Horton’s private band of thugs.”
Copperhead smiled. “They’re here. Horton’s not far behind.”
Scarlet adjusted her rifle’s looking glass, zooming in for a closer look. The men in black uniforms spread out, searching the area and pushing Confederate regulars out of the way as they went. Seemingly satisfied that whatever they were looking for wasn’t there, the three men regrouped next to the stable door. A fourth man, also dressed in black, appeared. The three shadow army soldiers stiffened to attention.
A smile crept across Scarlet’s face. “General George Washington Horton, the Blade of the Confederacy. Pleasure to finally make your acquaintance.”
She’d seen the daguerreotype in Horton’s file. She’d been bothered by his eyes, the coldness of them coming across loud and clear even through the grainy, sepia-colored image. Those same eyes peered at her through the riflescope, sending a shiver down her spine. They were blue just like she’d read. Blue but dead and lifeless, like looking into the gaze of an azure-eyed snake.
Horton’s file said he stood an even six feet tall. Seeing him in person, Scarlet judged that an accurate estimate. She mentioned it to Copperhead, who furiously scribbled the detail into his leather-bound notebook.
“Three forty-five PM,” he said, still writing. “Identity of secondary target confirmed.”
Scarlet gripped her rifle tighter. Her trigger finger, ready to move at a split second’s notice, rested straight and flat against its magazine well.
“Easy, girl,” Copperhead said, his voice barely above a whisper. “Remember, we’re just here to watch for now. Our orders are to shoot only if we must.”
Scarlet gazed through the smoke-gray glass of her riflescope, centering the crosshairs on the general’s pale forehead. “World would be that much better a place without the likes of Horton.”
“You’ll get no argument from me, young lady. Relieving that monster of his life would be a service in my opinion. His time will come soon enough, though. I’d bet a hundred greenbacks on it.”
Scarlet smirked. “Oh, really? Union greenbacks or Confederate?”
Copperhead harrumphed. “No one likes a smart-ass, Scarlet.”
“Still no sign of the scientist,” she said as she swept her scope back and forth across the valley below.
“Doesn’t mean he isn’t here. Horton’s here. Even money says Telacivic is as well. They’re probably just keeping him out of view.”
“Does Oversight really think Telacivic is alive?” Scarlet asked. “It’s been over two months now.”
“They must. Otherwise, we wouldn’t be here. Last sighting of the good doctor was in Greenville, less than ten miles away. Granted, that was back in March.”
Scarlet nodded. “Around the same time Horton began calling on the Widow Julip.”
“Very good, young lady. My thinking exactly. Telacivic’s disappearance and the general’s arrival have to be connected. Oversight sending us here means they think so too.”
“There is one thing that’s been bothering me since yesterday,” Scarlet said. She adjusted her scope for a better look at Horton and his soldiers. She saw the general say something, and then all four men laughed. “Horton was commanding general of the Army of Tennessee during the war, wasn’t he?”
“Correct,” Copperhead said. He pulled a piece of hardtack from his pack and took a bite.
“And according to his file, one of Davis’ last official acts before his death was putting Horton in charge of all Confederate peacekeeping forces.”
“Correct again,” Copperhead said, his mouth full of dry bread.
“I also read that Horton is the only man in modern military history to make general before his fortieth birthday. Anyone who’s advanced through the ranks that quickly is most likely a stickler for detail, right?”
“What are you getting at exactly?”
“The general doesn’t strike me as the type to tolerate lax security,” Scarlet said, still watching the men below. “So why is it that we’ve been up here for nearly two whole days and have yet to see even a single patrol? If I were using the widow Julip’s estate as my headquarters, these woods would be crawling with men, especially if I were holding a prisoner as valuable as Telacivic.”
“Hit it square on the head, didn’t you, girl? Was wondering the same thing myself. Was just afraid to say it out loud for fear of jinxing us. We’ll keep looking until sunset. If we haven’t confirmed Telacivic by then, we’ll head down and have a closer look. For now, we stay put with our ears open and our eyes peeled.”
Less than a quarter turn o’ the clock later, they heard the first of them approaching. Copperhead shot her a spiteful look, as if to say, “See? I told you!”
Scarlet shrugged and pretended to pout. She didn’t believe in jinxes or put much faith in luck. In her experience, it never seemed to come along when you really needed it. Where luck was concerned, experience had taught her it was best to make your own.
Confirming Scarlet’s view on the subject, three Confederate regulars stumbled through the undergrowth, emerging half a dozen paces in front of them. The men gaped in shock at the DSI agents. The first was a nasty-looking piece of work, a single burn mark spanning the right side of his neck from ear to shoulder. He was quick to raise his rifle, but not quick enough.
Copperhead moved with surprising speed for a man of his age. The old spymaster gripped his Bowie knife blade-down, pine needles flying as he spun on one heel and sliced an arc through Burn Mark’s windpipe. Blood spilled over the faded gray fabric of the soldier’s uniform coat.
Burn Mark grabbed at his throat, desperate to stop the flow of blood. His eyes grew wide when he felt only a gaping wound where a second before his trachea had been. As he fell to the ground, dying, the next one came at them.
The second soldier, in no hurry to meet the same fate as his companion, slowed to a stop. He paused for the space of several heartbeats, taking the time to assess the enemies he’d stumbled upon.
He looked first at Copperhead then at Scarlet. In the space of a single breath, he’d weighed his chances with each. The gleam in his eyes told Scarlet he’d decided she was the easier prey.
Wouldn’t have it any other way, she thought.
A flash of gray cloth in her peripheral told Scarlet they had a runner.
“Got him,” Copperhead grunted. He took off through the woods in pursuit, leaving Scarlet one-on-one with soldier number two.
Charcoal covered Scarlet’s face, and the fabric of her clothing and cloak was a mixture of blacks, browns, and greens designed to blend in with the surrounding forest. Even dressed as she was, at such a short distance, there was no mistaking Scarlet for anything other than a woman, and a pleasing one at that. Soldier number two licked his lips and smiled, showing her the yellow of his rotten teeth.
She’d seen that same look in men’s eyes before, more times than she could count. A sickening mixture of anger, cruelty, and lust, probably thinking her fate was a forgone conclusion and how he and his lone remaining partner would take their pleasures with her after they’d killed Copperhead and before they presented her to the general. Probably thinking how they would take their time, how they would enjoy themselves by making her suffer.
She’d seen that same look in men’s eyes before, usually right before the life faded from them. Scarlet laughed at the poor bastard, actually feeling a little sorry for him. This was going to be fun.
Soldier number two was a brute of a man who didn’t seem to care for being laughed at by a woman. He leveled his bayonet. With a roar, he charged straight at Scarlet. Scarlet, still holding her Chassepot, sidestepped the clumsy charge and swung the butt of her rifle in a wide, violent arc. There was a resounding snap as the Chassepot connected with his chin. Soldier number two fell to his knees. In one smooth motion, Scarlet slung her rifle, drew her own Bowie knife, and took a knee behind him. She wanted this to be personal.
Scarlet grabbed a handful of greasy brown hair and yanked the soldier’s head back with a snap. The bright steel of her blade flashed in the sun as she sank it hilt-deep into the juncture where his throat met his chest. She ripped the blade from what was left of the man’s neck, a spray of blood and saliva spattering the nearby trees. Scarlet placed her riding boot on the man’s shoulder and kicked, wiping her Bowie knife on his sleeve as he fell. He was dead before his face hit the dirt.
Scarlet stood up. She was covered in sweat and blood, and her heart was hammering in her chest. For a moment, the woods went quiet. Then, two loud blasts from a hunting horn boomed through the trees, breaking the silence and echoing into the valley below.
“Shit.”
Copperhead came running back to the rise, huffing and puffing. “Third soldier… three-man patrol…” Copperhead bent over and rested his hands on his knees. “We only got two… Third one got away and raised the alarm.”
“You’ve always had a talent for stating the obvious,” Scarlet said, wiping the blood from her face. She kneeled and began shoving equipment into her pack as fast as she could.
At the sound of the horn, the valley came alive below them. Like streams of ants, men poured from every building on the widow’s plantation.
Copperhead caught his breath and grabbed up his pack. “They got brutes and horses down there.” He threw his notebook into the pack and yanked the drawstring tight. “Won’t be long before they’re on us. Won’t be just some run-of-the-mill rebel soldiers either. It’ll be Shadow Army this time too. We’d best make ourselves scarce.”
Rifle shots cracked in the distance, and rounds struck the trees around them. Scarlet and her minder dove for cover, ending up side-by-side behind a thick pine. The smells of gunpowder and blood mingled with the tangy, acrid stench of sap.
Scarlet got prone and scoped in for a better look at their attacker. He was good enough to snap back behind the trees before she could get a clear shot, but not before she recognized him.
She looked at Copperhead, her nostrils flared. “Is that your guy?” she asked. “The one who just beat you in a footrace, raised the alarm, and then came back?”
Copperhead lowered his spyglass and screwed up his face. “That third reb’s got more smarts and balls than the other two put together,” he shouted over the gunfire. “Got us pinned down ‘till his reinforcements arrive.” He turned to her and smiled. “So, Agent Alayne, what course of action do you suggest we take?”
“Crazy old bastard,” Scarlet shouted. “You think this is just another training opportunity?”
“Why not? I won’t be around forever to pull your ass out of the fire. I’d best learn you while I’m still able.”
Scarlet found she couldn’t argue with that. “Well, he got a fair lead on us while we were busy killing his friends. How many yards do you make his range?”
“I’d put it closer to three hundred than two,” Copperhead said. “All he has to do is keep us here with our heads down ‘till reinforcements arrive. Actually hitting one of us would just be icing on the cake. I’d think that at this distance, he’s feeling pretty confident, though. Like maybe we won’t shoot back?”
Scarlet stood, leaned against the tree, and shouldered her rifle. “I’m betting on it,” she said.
In the time it took to blink, she got to one knee, spun to face the shooter, and sighted in. With one smooth motion, Scarlet pulled the trigger.
The aether round screamed from the barrel of the Chassepot. A bright blue spark traced its way through the pine trees, buzzing angrily as it flew. There was a reverberating crack as though the bullet had shattered the air itself. Through the rifle’s looking glass, Scarlet saw a familiar blue flash. A fraction of a second later, the back of the soldier’s head exploded in a spray of brain, blood, and bone.
Copperhead ripped open his rucksack and tossed in canteens, maps, and everything else he hadn’t had time to grab earlier. Scarlet, impervious to his flurry of activity behind her, got flat on her belly and took aim at the valley floor far below. Soon, the air hummed with a sound like a thousand angry wasps as aether rounds cut through the atmosphere one after another. The rhythmic crack crack crack of her rifle was as steady as a man splitting wood. One Shadow Army soldier dropped. A second went down as fast as she could work the bolt before their remaining comrades made it to cover.
“Leave it, girl!” Copperhead shouted, grabbing the hood of her cloak and yanking her up to her feet. “We’re done here! We’ve got to get to the brutes!”
The old man took off at a sprint. Scarlet slung her rifle across her back and followed.
The three hellish hours they’d taken to crawl from their brutes to the overlook had been painstakingly slow. Getting back to the machines with no regard for stealth took only a fraction of that time.
Gasping for breath, they tore aside the netting of vegetation covering the clockwerk horses and scrambled up into their saddles. The baying of hounds and the sound of men shouting grew closer. Scarlet flipped the switch that cranked the brute’s engine, breathing an audible sigh of relief when the machine rumbled to life. The clockwerk horses surged forward as if shot from a cannon.
Scarlet and her minder worked the brutes’ controls with expert precision. They gained precious seconds weaving through a dense stand of chalk maple.
“This way!” Copperhead shouted.
He led them thundering down a steep bank into a creek, water splashing as they powered their way up and out and onto dry land. Scarlet risked a look back. Copperhead had figured incorrectly that the stream would slow their pursuers. The Shadow Army soldiers were gaining ground. Within seconds, Scarlet and her minder would be within range of their guns.
“Dammit!” Copperhead swore, shouting to be heard over the thundering of metal hooves. “We’re going to have to use the auxiliary route!”
Scarlet’s blood went cold. The auxiliary route. For a second, she considered taking their pursuers on rather than ride the secondary escape route. She dismissed the idea almost as quickly as she had it, realizing how foolish it would be for the two of them to take on what looked to be at least twenty mounted men. She felt the fear rising up in her throat.
Come on, Scarlet.
You can do this.
She pushed the fear down deep, pointed her brute toward Mulligan’s ravine, and willed the mechanical beast to run faster.
Scarlet and Copperhead veered west, pushing their brutes until the beasts’ metal joints screeched. Shots rang out behind them as the Shadow Army soldiers tested their range. The dense maples gave way to scrub pine and rock as the agents’ mounts kicked up clods of earth in their haste. Their Shadow Army pursuers kept shooting, their aim improving with each round. There was a loud ping as a bullet
bounced off the metallic flank of Scarlet’s brute.
One of the first lessons Copperhead had taught her was to always have an escape plan. In this case, they’d had two. Unfortunately, plan number one died right alongside the three-man patrol they’d taken out. That left plan number two, or the “auxiliary route”, as Copperhead called it. The only problem was that even thinking about the auxiliary route made Scarlet queasy.
They approached a high hill, and Scarlet broke out in a cold, clammy sweat.
“Ready?” Copperhead yelled.
Scarlet was most definitely not ready, but she nodded anyway. She lifted a small, hinged cover on the back of the brute’s neck. Underneath was a blue lever.
They mounted the crest of the jagged hill, bullets whizzing by so close she felt the disturbance in the air as they passed. Fifty yards ahead lay a chasm. A hundred-foot drop waited patiently beneath it.
Scarlet turned and saw the first of the Shadow Army riders crest the hill. She looked at Copperhead. His finger hung poised above his own blue lever. The old man gave her a wink as they raced toward the edge of the cliff.
“Now!” he shouted.
Scarlet’s stomach dropped as her brute’s forelegs left the ground. Holding on for all she was worth, she closed her eyes and flipped the switch. Blue fire jetted from the brute’s flanks. With a sickening lurch, the mechanical horse launched itself skyward.



9 RALEIGH, NORTH CAROLINA, HILLSBORO STREET, JUNE 1864
WHO THE HELL does Smythe think he is? Horton thought. I command the peacekeeping forces of the entire Confederate nation, yet he orders me around like a common slave wench!
The members of the group were supposedly of equal standing, but Horton didn’t feel that way, especially after having been called to meet at the very last minute. It was the type of treatment more befitting an errand boy than an equal.
Horton sat ramrod straight in the saddle as he maneuvered his brute through the bustling streets of Raleigh. Barely ten o’ the clock and already the main thoroughfare was alive with activity. Wagons, steam carriages, and aether-powered streetcars vied for space as brutes kicked up dust in the crowded dirt streets.
Horton didn’t have to guess why he’d been summoned. Today’s meeting had less to do with Davis’ assassination than it did with the incident at Beth Julip’s plantation. The attack had been unfortunate but had in no way been his fault. Horton was convinced it would have taken anyone by surprise, even someone as talented and well-trained as himself. It had proved even more unfortunate when the two assailants escaped. Capturing them would have gone a long way in alleviating some of the embarrassment of the situation.
Out of habit, Horton guided his mechanical mount to the first hitching post he saw. He shut the brute down and dismounted, narrowly avoiding a malfunctioning clockwerk who’d wandered into the street.
Constructed in 1771, Asbury Tavern served as the premier meeting place for the Raleigh elite. The tavern’s first floor was famous for its fried rabbit and strong golden ale, but it was the upstairs that kept the tavern in business. Amongst the city’s most powerful men and women, Asbury Tavern was an establishment where privacy was assured.
Horton entered the darkened tavern and was greeted by the scent of wood smoke and spilt liquor. Specks of dust caught the light of the midmorning sun as they floated toward the floorboards. Horton heard laughter coming from the main dining hall and headed that way.
A well-dressed group sat near the dining hall entrance, talking and keeping a close eye on the door. When Horton entered, their conversation ceased. One of them, a dark-haired woman, looked at Horton and said something to the others. Then, the conversation resumed. They all looked fit and alert. Former soldiers, Horton reckoned. He bade them all good morning, taking note of their not-so-concealed revolvers as he passed.
The laughter he’d heard came from the other side of the hall. The source of the ruckus was the roughest looking bunch Horton had ever seen. They stood in stark contrast to the well-dressed and well-groomed professional men and women near the door. They seemed too preoccupied with their game of cards to pay Horton much attention. Thick clouds of cigar smoke floated above tables piled high with coins and greenback dollars. Knives and pistols lay next to half-finished glasses of whiskey, both items easily within reach of the card players.
Horton weaved through tables and chairs and headed toward a set of stairs in the back of the dining hall. As he walked by, Horton spotted a familiar face.
“Mornin’, Mouse,” Horton said.
“Mornin’, gen’ral.” Mouse Montgomery tipped his battered bowler hat in greeting but didn’t bother to look up from his cards. The little man with the mangled ear and rat face leaned back in his chair and rested his boots on the table.
“So how are things, Mouse?”
“Shit,” Mouse swore. He threw the cards down in disgust. “Was doin’ jest fine up until a minute ago.”
One of Mouse’s companions laughed as he raked in a pile of soggy, crumpled greenbacks.
Horton leaned in for a closer look at Mouse’s cards. “Damn. Beat by a pair of jacks. Sorry for your luck there, Mouse. The Gambler already upstairs?”
Mouse scooped up the pile of discarded cards and shuffled them with surprising dexterity. “Yep. You know how the boss favors bein’ punctual and all.” The shifty little go-between cut the deck and dealt seven cards to each man at the table.
Horton couldn’t tell if Mouse had meant that as a dig at him for being late or if it was just an offhand comment. He filed the remark away for future reference. “Looks like someone else is already here, too.” Horton nodded toward the clean-cut group on the far side of the room. “Is it the Pious Man? Or Smythe himself?”
“Right on both accounts, gen’ral. Most a’ them fine folks over there are in the employ of the congressman. Rest of ‘em belong to the owner and proprietor of Shining Light Benevolent Works, Incorporated. ‘Course they’s all too well-dressed and gentleman- and lady-like to be with us. And not a one of ‘em drinking. Can’t trust a man what don’t indulge a swallow or two ‘fore eleven o’ the clock.” Mouse drained his glass of whiskey as if to emphasize his point.
Horton bid Mouse a good rest of the morning and left him and his friends to their cards. A single attendant with skin the color of ebony stood guard at the foot of the stairs leading up to the tavern’s exclusive second floor. Recognizing Horton, the man moved aside and let the general pass.
The second floor of the Asbury tavern was home to a private dining hall and kitchen as well as numerous meeting rooms. But the third floor was what drew most of the Asbury’s clientele. A series of suites comprised the floor, any of which could be discreetly stocked at a moment’s notice with alcohol, food, women, men, or anything else that might suit a client’s pleasure. Horton hoped after this meeting he could pay a visit up to “three”, as most patrons of the Asbury called it, and that the tavern’s management would provide something to his own particular tastes. Agony and pleasure were two sides of the same coin for him. But the girls they’d provided recently had all been so . . . fragile. Maybe this time they’d be able to find him something a bit sturdier.
The cabal met in the easternmost room of the second floor. The place smelled of expensive linen, pine oil, and money. Horton walked down the hallway, paying little attention to the extravagant paintings or the rich wood-paneled walls from which they hung. From the entrance to the meeting room, a gigantic man watched Horton’s approach. He stood nearly as tall as the mahogany double doors and almost as wide. The giant was meticulously dressed. Horton wondered how many yards of material the tailor had needed just to fashion a suit of clothes that fit him.
“Sergeant Wagstaff,” Horton said.
Smythe’s personal bodyguard nodded in greeting, his face impassive as always. “Told you before, general. It’s not ‘sergeant’ anymore. Just plain ‘Wagstaff’ will do.”
“Shame. Your exploits with the 17th Georgia Infantry are the stuff of legend. My offer still stands. Full commission as a major in the Confederate army. Sure you won’t reconsider?”
“Put all that behind me, general. I work for the congressman now. Speaking of, they’re waiting for you.”
Wagstaff stepped aside with more grace than a man his size had a right to command and showed the general in. A thick cloud of gray Virginia tobacco smoke welcomed Horton as the door shut behind him.
“Commander,” Smythe said. “We’re pleased you could join us.”
Horton took his seat. A serving girl appeared and poured him a glass of whiskey. Horton eyed the girl’s low-cut blouse with a smile. He licked his lips as he watched her leave the room.
“It’s good to see you again, George,” Congressman Smythe said. “We’ve held off discussing our recent success until your arrival.”
“It would seem the commander values his time more highly than that of the group,” the Pious Man remarked.
He peered at Horton through a pair of spectacles perched on the end of a long, aquiline nose. Silas Worthington looked as if he’d never so much as seen a speck of dirt. His suit was immaculate, and not a snow-white hair on his head was out of place. Horton sniffed the air in the Pious Man’s direction and caught a whiff of lilac.
“Leave the pup alone, Silas,” the Gambler said, chomping on his cigar. “Sometimes, a young man has things to attend to that make him late to other things. Surely you can recall what it was like to be young, can’t you, Silas? Lest you were too busy attending church and chasing after little boys.”
The Gambler blew another cloud of cigar smoke. If there was an illegal enterprise anywhere south of the Mason Dixon and the demilitarized zone, the Gambler owned a piece of it. He’d come up through the criminal ranks the hard way and still wasn’t afraid to get his hands dirty if the situation called for it. He took a drink of his whiskey and eyed the Pious Man, daring him to respond.
“I’ll pray for you this Sunday, Maurice,” the Pious Man said. His face reddened.
The Gambler smiled.
“Please, gentlemen,” Smythe said. “Let’s try and set aside our differences and focus on the business at hand. We can’t risk meeting this way again until I assume office, so we need to make the most of our time together today. Now, I’m certain we’ve all heard the good news? Maurice, would you care to fill us in on some of the details?”
“Won’t go into it overly much,” the small man known as the Gambler replied. “Suffice it to say my boys tied up the loose ends in Virginia pretty neat. Boothe’s done the hangman’s dance, and so’s everyone else who was connected to him. Ain’t no one left to tell tales about the Davis’ killin’.”
“Splendid news,” Smythe said. “Anything to add, Silas?”
“The group’s finances are in order,” the slender, white-haired gentleman known as the Pious Man said. “We have more than enough resources to see you through the election.”
“Thank you, Silas,” Smythe said. “We’ll accomplish a great many things with the four of us working together. These are exciting times.”
The Pious Man scoffed. “Yes, if the cabal can remain intact long enough. And that’s a very big ‘if.’” The Pious man turned to face Horton. “Commander, what’s this I hear about your base of operations coming under some sort of attack?”
Horton squirmed in his seat. Effeminate old bastard hadn’t wasted any time bringing that up, had he?
“Two unknown men assaulted one of my patrols a few days back. Several of my soldiers were killed but not before one of them raised the alarm. A group of my best then gave chase, but the assailant’s brutes were more advanced than ours. They escaped by jumping a ravine too wide for any normal brute to clear.”
“So you attribute the escape to their clockwerk horses?” the Pious Man asked. “And not to the incompetence of you and your men? Let me make sure I have the facts correct, commander. These intruders spied on you at the Widow Julip’s plantation, killed three of your best soldiers, and then managed to escape unharmed? Must be quite an embarrassment for a man of your . . . stature.”
Horton gnashed his teeth and reached for the saber at his hip.
“Leave the pup alone and let him finish, you vindictive old bitch,” the Gambler said.
“Now see here, Maurice!” the Pious Man started. His cheeks flushed.
“Probably did you a favor,” the Gambler said. “You know how many men and women have fallen under this pup’s saber? They don’t call him ‘The Blade of the Confederacy’ for nothin’.”
The Gambler had no idea just how close to being right he’d come. The criminal’s outburst had been just enough of a distraction from Horton’s rage to allow him a second to think. With some difficulty, he forced his saber hand to relax. The Pious Man was either too vain or too foolish to realize how close Horton had come to putting it’s point between his perfect little teeth.
“Gentlemen, please!” Smythe shouted, raising his hands in a gesture of peace. “Let the commander finish.”
The room grew quiet. The Gambler bit the end off a fresh stogie and spat it across the table toward the Pious Man. Under the table, Horton’s hands shook with the effort to control himself. He closed his eyes, envisioning the pain he would one day inflict on Silas Worthington. But not yet. For now, he needed the Pious Man. The same way all the members of the cabal needed one another. The same way a crazed wolf needed his pack to bring down a particularly dangerous quarry right before he turned on them all and kept the kill for himself.
“Any idea who these men were, boy? Or what they were after?” the Gambler asked.
“The rifle the smaller of the two men carried,” Horton began, having regained his composure, “we have nothing like it in the Confederate States. The rounds they used, the sound it made when it was fired…that weapon was specially designed and built. Someplace overseas, I’d guess. Most likely Europe.”
“What does the type of rifle the man carried have to do with anything?” the Pious Man asked.
The Gambler shook his head. “You’re a magician with laundering greenbacks, Silas. Not too quick otherwise, though. Don’t you get it? The advanced mechanics of those brutes, the man’s fancy rifle . . . hell, even the way they took out several of the pup’s best men. They’re all clues.”
“Clues to what?” the Pious Man asked.
“Clues to who they were,” Smythe said.
“And to where they were from,” Horton added.
The Gambler smacked his hand on the table loud enough for the Pious Man to jump. “They were from the North,” he declared. “I’ve made my livin’ at cards and ridin’ steamboats from New Orleans all the way up the Missisip. I can surely put two and two together, boy. Those men were DSI, weren’t they?”
“Strategic Intelligence,” the Pious Man said. He removed his spectacles and lowered his head, rubbing at his eyes. “Jesus Christ the Healer,” he swore. “Have you any idea how difficult they could make things for us, commander? Or how much this will cost us?”
Smythe raised a wrinkled hand. “Now hold on, Silas. Let’s not jump to conclusions.” Smythe looked at Horton. “Do we have any proof these men were DSI, commander? I’d prefer to be certain before we do anything rash.”
“No concrete proof, congressman,” Horton said. “I do have enemies here in the Confederacy, I’ll be the first to admit it. But could those enemies get ahold of hardware like that rifle? Maybe. Could they be in possession of brutes with enough power to jump and clear a hundred foot ravine? Possibly. Do they have the training required to spy on my operations, take out one of my Shadow Army patrols, and then get away to tell the tale? Could be. But for all three of those things to happen at the same time? Ain’t no way in hell lest it was DSI.”
The Gambler puffed on his stogie. “DSI wanted to take you out they’d a’ done it, pup. Was something else they was after. Information’d be my guess.” The small man with the thin mustache exhaled, watching the thick gray smoke as it wafted toward the ceiling.
“Seems they have plenty of information already,” the Pious Man said. “They knew enough to look for you, commander, and they knew exactly where to do the looking. Makes me wonder what else they might know.”
Horton felt his patience slipping again. He was the appointed leader of the entire Confederate peacekeeping force and the youngest brigadier general in the history of either Union or Confederacy. He was commander of the select group of elite Southern shock troops he’d named the Shadow Army. And, as the congressman was so fond of reminding him whenever they had need of his troops, he was an equal member of the cabal.
“At this point, we must assume they know everything,” Horton said, adjusting the jacket of his dress uniform. “The scientist. What our plans are. All of it.”
“And just what in the hell do you propose to do about it?” the Pious Man asked.
Horton held the Pious Man’s gaze. “It’s simple, Silas. We’ll just have to destroy Washington a bit sooner than we’d planned.”



10 PHILADELPHIA, PENNSYLVANIA, THE MINT, JUNE 1864
ABE SAT HUNCHED over the old wooden desk, his hand on his forehead and his face buried in financial records. The cramped office, not much bigger than a broom closet, was filled from floor to ceiling with documents. A mass of dark brown hair, damp with perspiration, flopped into Abe’s eyes. He brushed it away.
“Seems like they might at least provide us with a fan, don’t you think, Garibaldi?”
The beaten old clockwerk held its peace. They’d loaned Abe the refurbished machine to help him with the investigation. Desperate for company, Abe had quickly given his new friend the name Garibaldi, after the elderly Italian watchmaker who, forty years ago, had invented the clockwerk and changed the world.
Abe sighed. “You’re right. Too much to ask for, I suppose.”
Abe leaned back and stretched his long arms as far above his head as he dared. Thanks to the cramped conditions, Abe worked in constant fear of knocking over the stacks of records he’d so painstakingly organized.
Little air moved between the piles of papers in the small space, and the heat was stifling. While he stretched, Abe noticed wet, gray stains underneath his arms. He stole a glance at Garibaldi to make sure the clockwerk wasn’t looking. Satisfied the secondhand machine wasn’t judging him, Abe took a quick sniff. His regret was instantaneous as his head jerked back in disgust.
“Ugh, what am I doing here?” he asked, pounding his fist against the desk. The meaty part of his hand turned an angry red and began to throb. “Four weeks into this investigation and still nothing,” he moaned, cradling the bruised flesh at the bottom of his hand.
After his arrival, it took Abe a full two weeks to review and organize the mountain of documents given to him by Assistant Secretary Field. It took another week to isolate the records he felt warranted closer attention from the ones someone had created specifically to serve as distractions. Once he’d organized it all to his meticulous standards, Abe had gotten down to business.
He’d started with a thorough evaluation of every statement in every pile, scouring the records for accounting irregularities. He’d scrutinized the ledgers, searching for patterns or anything that looked even the slightest bit out of place.
“I’ll be done in a few hours. Probably by supper,” he told himself the first day.
Those few hours had turned into days. Then those days stretched into a week, and that week stretched into two.
“Must be after midnight,” Abe said with a sigh. If only he had a window or even a clock.
He rubbed his burning eyes. The hollow rumbling in his belly reminded him he hadn’t eaten in hours. Abe felt drained. He was hungry, and his clothes were soaked through with sweat. Worst of all, he was no closer to finishing this assignment than when he’d began.
“Maybe I should just give it up,” Abe said to the clockwerk. “Throw in the towel and go back to the Keystone Bridge Company. I know Mr. Carnegie would welcome me back with open arms.”
Abe smiled. He’d been on a fast track at Keystone, a shoe-in to make partner in only a few years. Old man Carnegie had all but promised it to him.
“But what would my father think, Garibaldi? A veteran of the War Between the States would never abide his son quitting government service. And what about my mother, Lord rest her soul? Would she approve?”
The dilapidated machine sat in the corner, quiet. One of its eyes burned a bright, fierce blue. The other remained dark, its bulb long since burnt out.
“Nothing to add, eh?” Abe leaned back in his chair again. “Can’t say I blame you. I envy you, my friend. You have it easy. Just sitting there all day and night, the light shining from your one remaining eye. The light,” Abe repeated, lost in his thoughts. “The light shining . . . a shining light.”
Suddenly, it came to him.
Abe flailed in his chair, nearly falling over. Several stacks of his precious files tumbled to the floor, knocked aside in his haste to grab ahold of on the ones he needed. A turn o’ the clock later, Abe stood leaning over the old wooden desk, admiring what he’d accomplished. Drenched in sweat and exhausted, he stood above his work and grinned like a drunken idiot.
“Garibaldi, you’re a genius.” He laughed.
Twelve stacks of documents, spaced and aligned with military precision, lay in front of him.
“Jesus Christ the Healer,” Abe swore, too excited about his discovery to even notice he’d taken the Lord’s name in vain.



11 GREENVILLE, NORTH CAROLINA, TWELVE MILES OUTSIDE OF TOWN, JULY 1864
SMYTHE AND WALLACE sipped glasses of French wine as the steam carriage chugged along. They hadn’t seen a single soul since the outskirts of Greenville.
“You’re certain Mr. Wagstaff knows where we’re going?” Wally asked.
Outside the window, men with expensive suits, watchful eyes, and precision rifles rode guard next to the carriage.
“I’m certain.” Smythe leaned back into the plush velvet cushion of his seat. “This isn’t our first trip.”
Gravel crunched beneath the carriage’s wheels as they turned off onto a small, easily overlooked side road. The well-maintained thoroughfare gave way to a narrow, rutted strip of dirt that most would be hard-pressed to call a road.
The carriage rocked and shook as they wound their way through the pine forest. Wine sloshed over Wallace’s glass as the carriage slammed into a particularly nasty rut in the trail. He raised an eyebrow at Smythe.
“Relax. We left the first mile of road this way on purpose. Anyone who stumbles onto it will think it’s nothing more than a hunting path.”
Wallace wiped the wine from his jacket as best he could. “Every hunting path I’ve ever been down was in much better shape than this.”
“The road will improve, Wally. The surprise I have to show you is well worth a bit of discomfort.”
True to Smythe’s word, the rough road soon gave way to smooth, level ground. Smythe flipped a switch near his armrest. A small fan in the ceiling activated, and cool air flowed into the cabin.
“You’ve come quite a ways since Scotland County,” Wallace said, admiring the cabin’s blood-red velvet and polished oak.
“And I don’t ever plan on going back.” Smythe closed his eyes and reclined in his seat. “Sometimes, if I try hard enough, I’m able to convince myself that my childhood in Kentucky never happened. I make myself believe it was all just a dream or that it happened to someone else.”
“Now, James, I know a thing or two about lying to yourself and lying to others about yourself. I don’t know why your history troubles you so. Your mother did the best she could, the Healer rest her soul. Especially considering she had no one after your father ran off. If she hadn’t met Colonel Smythe. . . well, you owe the man a great debt is all I can say.”
Smythe plucked several grapes from a nearby bowl and popped them into his mouth. “Why don’t you tell me more about this new suitor you seem so taken with? I assume he’ll be at my fundraising gala?”
“Speaking with your mouth full is bad manners, James.”
“So is changing the subject. I haven’t seen you this excited about someone in years. Let’s hear it.”
“Well, to begin with, he is very handsome,” declared Wallace, a trill of excitement lacing his voice.
“Of course he is. And younger as well, I imagine?”
“Stop teasing, James. He is quite a bit younger than I am, but you’re one to talk. Your current wife is number, what, three? And each one younger than the last.”
“Yes, all taken before their time. God’s will, I suppose.”
Wallace snorted. “‘God’s will,’ eh? I’ve known you for far too long, James.”
“You have, haven’t you, Wally? I apologize. I’ve repeated that so many times it’s become second nature. But what can I say?” Smythe shrugged. “I tire of them so quickly.”
“Well, I rather like Christina. Could you please see that she doesn’t meet with anything too unfortunate . . . at least in the near future?”
“She hasn’t begun to bore me yet, so that’s something. Ah, here we are.”
Smythe watched through the window as the steam carriage rolled to a stop. The end of the road opened to a wide clearing surrounded by forest on three sides. Smythe’s hired guns had the area searched and secured by the time he and Wally grunted their way down the carriage stepladder. The setting sun glowed a final, fiery orange before it dipped below the treetops and out of sight.
Wally looked up at the tremendous structure, its roof higher than the surrounding trees. “My Lord, James. That has got to be the biggest damn barn I’ve ever seen.”
The diminutive congressman tilted his head back to get a better look up at the structure. The barn was built of logs and earth, covered over with wood plank. Two massive barn doors, each wide enough to accommodate a locomotive, dominated the front of the building. Behind the barn were several acres of recently mowed fields. The evening breeze carried with it the sharp scent of fresh-cut grass.
“What on earth would you need with a barn that size?” Wallace asked.
“You’ll see soon enough,” Smythe said.
The two congressmen and their security detail walked down toward the gigantic building. Never far from Smythe’s side, Wagstaff followed close behind.
Within the leftmost barn door was a smaller, normal-sized entrance. One of the hired men slung his rifle and pounded the small door with his fist. Smythe had just enough time to admire the first of the evening’s stars before the entrance swung open. The Shadow Army soldier standing behind it lowered his weapon.
“General’s been expecting, y’all,” the soldier said.
“My God,” Wallace uttered, craning his neck toward the roof as they entered.
Smythe chuckled. “Astounding, isn’t she, Wally?”
Aether lamps hung from the ceiling, filling the cavernous space with bright white light. The sleek airship floated several feet above a sawdust-covered floor. Her hull ran the length of the enormous barn. Smythe judged it to be at least five-hundred feet if it was an inch.
The most striking thing about the vessel was its color. From the top of the control room to the bottom of her envelope, the ship was as black as a moonless night.
White-orange sparks flew as men welded high above them. Clockwerks labored at ropes and pulleys, hoisting heavy iron beams and setting them into place. The air was thick with the smell of machine oil and hot ore. Groups of Shadow Army soldiers, their rifles slung, stood talking as they smoked tobacco and gnawed strips of jerky.
“We call her the Raven,” General Horton said.
Smythe startled. He hadn’t even heard him approach. He introduced the congressman and the general.
“Magnificent,” Wallace said as he shook Horton’s hand. “I’ve never seen her like.”
“There are none like her,” Horton said. “You know much about airships, Congressman Wallace?”
Wallace admitted he didn’t.
“Look up there, congressman.” Horton pointed to the airship's curved envelope. “The Raven is specially designed for speed and agility. She can turn on a dime and will outrun anything else in the sky. And there,” Horton said, directing the congressman’s eyes toward the long gun barrels on the airship's deck, “she carries eight long cannons capable of firing three thirty-two pounders a minute. She’s got four shell guns and four Gatlings, two apiece, fore and aft. Takes a crew of one-hundred twenty to run her, but in a pinch, fifty can get her where she needs to go.”
“Remarkable,” Wallace said.
“A wonder,” Smythe agreed.
Horton nodded. “The hull, the envelope, the screw blades, all are brand new designs, years beyond anything flying today. But the most amazing thing about her is—well, gentlemen, if you’ll be so kind as to follow me, I’ll show you.”
The general led them toward the rear of the barn. By the time they reached the opposite end of the airship, Smythe’s face was beet-red and soaked with sweat.
“Are these the engines you mentioned last time we spoke?” Smythe asked.
“They are,” Horton said. “Weren’t completed last time we spoke.”
Two massive cylinders were attached to the base of the Raven’s envelope. Rows of evenly spaced slits ran the circumference of each. Horton waved to a man perched high up on one of the engines. The man waved back and disappeared into the side of the airship’s envelope. A few seconds later, the ship gave a low rumble. The vessel’s cylindrical motor housing shook and whined as the engine’s blades began to spin. Purple light bled from the slits in the housing. The light glowed bright and then faded, glowed bright and then faded, over and over in a pulsating pattern like the beating of a human heart.
“Hear the sound of that engine, Wally?” Smythe asked.
Wallace stared at the strange light. “Just barely.”
“Exactly,” Horton said. “The Raven’s near on invisible at night, and with these engines, she’s as quiet as the grave.”
“You must be a genius to have created such a thing,” Wallace said.
Horton laughed. “Afraid I can’t take any of the credit.”
“My apologies, general,” Wallace said, looking back and forth between Horton and Smythe. “I just naturally assumed . . . If you didn’t build this magnificent airship, general, then who did?”
“The gentleman we contracted with to design and build the Raven is currently on other business,” Smythe said.
Wallace squinted up at the bright work lights. “Did I ever tell you, James, that I find the sciences extremely fascinating? I follow all the periodicals. What is the gentleman’s name? It may be I’ve heard of him.”
Horton stood behind Wallace and shook his head.
Smythe understood what the general was saying. Wallace can’t find out.
“Sorry, Wally. One of the terms of the gentleman’s contract was anonymity. If we violate any of his terms, he’ll refuse to return and complete the work.”
“Perhaps another time then,” Wallace said, unaware of how close he’d come to the business end of Horton’s revolver.
Smythe breathed an inward sigh of relief. “Perhaps.”
Horton’s hand, having found its way down toward his holster, withdrew. A tense Wagstaff relaxed visibly.
“My God, James,” Wallace said. “The heat doesn’t agree with you at all. You’re sweating like a pig. Here.” He handed Smythe a handkerchief.
“It’s been a pleasure meeting you, Congressman Wallace,” Horton said, smiling. “But if you gentlemen will excuse me, I have some things I need to tend to.”
Horton shook hands with the two Congressmen and tipped his hat to Wagstaff. The big Georgian quickly ushered Smythe and Wallace from the barn and into the waiting steam carriage.
“What are you up to, James?” Wallace asked once the carriage was moving. Wallace poured them both a glass of wine. Remembering the bumpy stretch of road, he was careful not to fill them completely.
“Not sure I follow?”
“I’m not old yet, James, but I wasn’t born yesterday either. The general asked me if I was familiar with airships. I’m not, but I do know that one done completely in black is a direct violation of international law.”
Smythe sipped his wine and looked out at the blackness of the passing forest.
“Who did you hire to build the Raven, James?”
“It’s difficult to explain.”
“We’ve known each another for many years, James, but I’m beginning to lose my patience. Are we or are we not partners?”
Smythe didn’t respond.
“All right,” Wallace said, his face reddening. “If you won’t answer my questions, perhaps you’ll at least be able to shed some light on one thing. Those engines, they weren’t fueled by aether, were they? If I didn’t know better, I’d say that unnatural glow was caused by dark aether. But I do know better, James. If the Alchemist’s Guild ever found out we had anything to do with dark aether, we’d be tried for blasphemy and hanged. I know you aren’t that foolish.”
“They won’t find out.”
“Christ the Healer!” Wallace swore, spilling his wine. “So it’s true then? Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”
Smythe handed Wallace a handkerchief. “We have every idea what we’ve done.”
“By ‘we,’ you mean you and Horton, don’t you?” Wally stabbed at the spilled wine with Smythe’s handkerchief. “Just how long do you think that partnership will last? The man’s a cold-blooded killer, James. How can you even trust him?”
“Killers have their uses. Don’t you trust me, Wally?”
“Don’t try to turn this around on me, James.”
“Answer the question.”
“Of course I trust you, you old fool! You’re one of the few people in this world I do trust.”
“Everything you and I have spent so many years planning for is finally coming to pass. It’s already been set in motion.”
Wallace chewed his lip. “I expect some answers, James, and I expect them soon.”
“You’ll have them, Wally. I give you my word. You need only have a little more patience.”
    
NINE O’ the clock – unidentified subjects depart in steam carriage.
The small red lantern bathed the man’s leather notebook in an eerie glow. The man, his face blackened with charcoal, frowned as he read over his notes. Next to the last entry he scribbled:
Previously unidentified subjects riding under heavy escort. Private soldiers/mounted on brutes. Subjects now identified. Potential targets?
He leaned over to reach for his looking glass and groaned in pain. He laughed. After all he’d been through, this joint pain just might be the death of him.
Through the end of the scope, he counted the bright blue eyes of the clockwerk sentries below. Three automated patrols. He tracked them as they moved and learned the machines walked a two-hundred yard radius around the perimeter of the gigantic barn on a rotating two-hour schedule. He smiled. The technists who programmed the machines sure did love doing things in twos.
Five cigarettes burning cherry-red told him that five human soldiers stood watch tonight. Confederate regulars if he had to guess. Shadow Army wouldn’t be so sloppy as to light up at night.
He sniffed the evening air. Virginia tobacco leaf. It wouldn’t make much sense to import greenleaf all the way from Virginia if there was a huge barn full of it not ten feet away. Whatever Horton had in there, it wasn’t tobacco.
Having seen all he needed to see, he stuffed his notebook into a canvas rucksack. The ruck, along with his clothing, was dyed in shades of brown, black, and dark green. He lay flat on his belly underneath a thin web of netting with leaves and brush woven throughout. Careful not to disturb the netting, he collapsed his looking glass and stowed it. Then, he doused the red aether lamp.
Questions gnawed at him as he rolled up the netting he’d been under for the past three days. What were a candidate for Confederate States president, complete with security detail, and a Confederate congressman doing meeting Horton out here in the middle of nowhere? Something high value had to be going on here, hopefully something high value enough to justify the disappearance of the three previous agents they’d sent to infiltrate Horton’s organization. Hopefully something more valuable than the location of a few hideouts. Then, there was the second, and his gut told him most important, question. If it wasn’t tobacco, just what in the hell was inside that gigantic barn?
He considered the facts as he hoisted the ruck onto his back. He turned them over in his mind as he knelt down in the North Carolina pine forest, listening. Several moments passed before he was satisfied the only things nearby were cicadas.
The notebook contained detailed reports of everything he’d seen. He had excellent descriptions of the two men, their bodyguard, and even the steam carriage they’d arrived in. It would be up to other agents to take the information he’d obtained and piece this mystery together. After thirty-five years in the department, he’d had enough.
The man cradled his rifle in the crook of his arm and moved out, quiet and with a degree of skill only acquired through years of training. He needed to be out of these woods before dawn. In the morning, he would telegraph Washington. With luck, he’d be back on the road headed north before supper.
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THE KNOCK at the door came soft and gentle. Montclair looked up from the maps and telegrams he’d been reviewing, annoyed at the disturbance. He’d given explicit orders not to be disturbed.
Montclair was halfway across the room when he stopped. He reached underneath the massive four-post bed and drew his Colt from the holster hidden beneath the mattress. Revolver in hand, Montclair moved quietly toward the door and opened it a crack. What he saw there took him by surprise.
She was beautiful, her brown hair so dark it was almost black, with a pair of eyes to match.
“A man could drown in eyes like those.”
She laughed. “And he would surely die happy if he did.”
Her skin, cream smooth, looked as if it were made of alabaster. Her Parisian dress hugged every contour of her body. Montclair’s eyes went down. Small breasts but round and full. A tiny waist, bound by a corset. The subtle scent of rose oil.
“Mr. Jasper, I presume?” Her smile made Montclair’s heart skip a beat. “You are Mr. Trotman’s manservant, are you not? Your master sent me. He advised my firm that you may be in need of some company?”
Montclair smiled, considering the situation. “My master does try to keep my best interests in mind.” He made a mental note to thank Greg later. “A moment, madam, if you don’t mind?”
She replied that she didn’t. Montclair closed the door and returned his Colt to its holster. He threw a comforter over the polished oaken table, satisfied that the maps and telegrams he’d been analyzing were hidden. Not wasting another second, Montclair opened the door.
“It never pays to keep a lady waiting, Mr. Jasper,” she said as she sauntered into the room.
“I was just thinking that very same thing.” Montclair shut the door and turned the lock, listening as the tumblers fell into place with a loud clack.
She was all confidence and beauty, moving around the room as if she owned it. In the privacy of his own quarters, Montclair hadn’t bothered with the leather gloves he used to hide his clockwerk hand. She glanced at the metallic wires and turning gears attached to his wrist. She smiled and looked casually away, careful not to let her gaze linger too long.
“Your own personal lodgings, Mr. Jasper? You certainly are well-appointed for a manservant.” She leaned down to smell an exquisite vase of fresh-cut flowers. “And so handsome, to boot.” She eyed Montclair with a look of approval. The adventuress placed her parasol on the chair next to the armoire and removed her lace gloves.
“My master is very specific. He likes to make an impression, which requires him to have only the best of everything. My master is from out of town, so if potential partners see that even his manservant lives well, then they can be assured he’ll hold his end of a bargain.” Montclair devoured her with his eyes. “And if living this way helps cement my loyalty to him at the same time? Well, that’s a win for both of us.”
She nodded. “I can see that. I feel I need to tell you that I don’t often have the pleasure of working with one so pleasing to the eye. They’re usually old and fat and reeking of whiskey.”
“And rich?”
She laughed. “Yes, and rich. The work I do is lucrative, but rarely ever affords me the opportunity to mix business with pleasure.”
Montclair raised an eyebrow.
“Well, not my own pleasure anyway.”
They both laughed at that.
“I fear that your master has only contracted my services for a single turn o’ the clock,” she pouted in a manner that was at once both playful and alluring. “It’s probably best if we not waste any more of our time.”
The adventuress undid the fastenings of her dress. It fell to the floor with a whisper. She stood before him in nothing but a corset. His breath caught at the sight of her.
“Everything to your liking, Mr. Jasper?” she asked throatily.
Montclair nodded, not trusting himself to speak, the stirring south of his belly saying all that needed to be said. She was a petite woman with a delicate face and a high forehead under black-brown hair. Her prominent cheeks flushed red with desire. There were the barest hints of crow’s feet when she smiled.
Montclair’s eyes stole down the lily white curve of her neck, eventually coming to rest at her breasts. The silk of her corset barely restrained them. Her nipples had already begun to harden.
Montclair licked his lips as his eyes went further south to slender hips, a plump derrière, and a slim pair of thighs. They lingered for several heartbeats on the dark patch between her legs, the hairs already beginning to glisten with moisture. The scent of her was intoxicating.
Montclair, bare-footed and naked to the waist, swept across the room and took her up into his arms. Their mouths came together long and slow as they reveled in the taste of one another.
“Like strawberries just after a summer’s rain,” he whispered into her ear.
The adventuress purred her approval and then pulled away. The corset fell to the floor, revealing breasts as perfect as he’d imagined them to be. Montclair’s mouth went dry. The adventuress took hold of his trousers and pulled them down to the polished pine floor. She stood, looking up at him, and commanded he step out of the trousers. Montclair followed orders like the good soldier he was. She took a step back and admired his physique.
“This life I’ve chosen, it can sometimes be trying, but then there are those days when I truly do love my work.” She placed her hand on Montclair’s chest and pushed him onto the bed.
It could never be said that Montclair didn’t appreciate the female form. He was always respectful to the women he bedded, regardless of whether or not he’d had to pay for the pleasure. He took from them what he needed, and he went to great lengths to ensure they did not feel cheated in the bargain. Montclair hadn’t had a woman since Barbados. Although it had only been a few weeks, it was a few weeks longer than he would have preferred.
Ayita.
Strange she would come to mind at a time like this. The thought of her fluttered through his mind like a butterfly. Then, it was gone. He tried to get it back, but—
“Focus please, Mr. Jasper,” the adventuress said, taking his chin in her hand so she could look into his eyes. “I’ll be requiring your full attention for at least the next turn o’ the clock.”
A smile spread across Montclair’s face as he craned his neck upward for another kiss. He was going to enjoy this tremendously.
The adventuress, her flesh hot and smooth against his, straddled him. He rose from the bed with her legs wrapped around his waist, lifting her as if she weighed nothing.
“Oh!” she gasped as he turned and laid her down onto her back.
He kissed her again, this time more deeply than before. His lips made their way from her mouth to her neck, to each earlobe, and then back to her mouth again. He wanted to taste every inch of her, and before his time was up, he aimed to do just that. His kiss caressed her collarbone, spent long tortuous moments at her breasts and belly, and then slowly made its way further down until…
He tasted her womanhood. They lost track of the minutes as she moaned and writhed beneath his ministrations. Her cool alabaster skin was on fire. Finally, when neither of them could stand it any longer, he entered her. They both cried out.
He began slow at first, moving his hips only slightly. She was well-versed and matched his tempo, her small, slender hips rising up to grind against him. It was the sweetest torture. When it again became too much to bear, his thrusts took on greater urgency. She bucked underneath him, her nails digging into his skin, both of them fighting to hold back from the inevitable.
She cried out as she reached her pinnacle. Montclair gasped as he spilled his seed inside her. He clutched the adventuress to his chest and then laid his head down on the space between her breasts.
They lay there together, eyes closed, bathed in sweat, silent except for their own thoughts. Montclair’s thoughts somehow returned to Ayita. No woman had ever laid claim to his heart except for once, but that had been a very long time ago.
The chieftain’s daughter unsettled him. The fact that he thought of her now, when by all rights his mind should have been firmly set in the present, was proof of it. Suddenly, he was back in the forest in North Carolina. Back to raven-colored hair, brown skin, and impossibly golden eyes. The curve of the princess’s breasts and thighs through buckskin. . . He felt himself begin to stir.
“I thought I’d lost you again, Mr. Jasper,” the adventuress said, her eyelids half-closed. “But it seems you’ve returned to me.”
She reached down and stroked him gently. Thoughts of the Native princess fled as Montclair closed his eyes and moaned with pleasure. He reached for the adventuress again.
“Mr. Trotman contracted my services for only one hour,” she said. “But, seeing as how I have no other appointments scheduled for this afternoon . . .”
    
“GOOD TO FINALLY SEE BLUE sky again,” Greg said as he rode beside Montclair. “City’s been soaked these last few days.”
“Richmond needed that rain. Summer’s been abnormally dry according to the servants’ talk.”
The sun shone bright and hot. The sky was clear without a cloud in sight. Katydids complained from the safety of the woods, demanding to be heard over the noise of the city’s main road.
Greg frowned. “Not even eleven o’ the clock and already the damn katydids are making a racket.”
“They’re telling us it’s going to be a hot one today.” Montclair pulled his Stetson lower to shield his eyes against the morning sun.
Two weeks ago, as soon as they’d parted ways with Ayita and her scouts, Montclair had ordered his group to split. An armed party twenty strong riding into Richmond would raise too many eyebrows, so half Montclair’s troops had ridden west, where they’d disguised themselves as tobacco traders and commissioned a boat down the James river. Montclair, Greg, and the rest, under cover of darkness, had ridden for the train depot in Wilmington. From there, they cut their horses loose and boarded the first steam engine bound for the Confederate capital.
“Odd they still celebrate the Fourth of July,” Greg said, looking around.
Montclair took in the red, white, and blue banners hung from every home and storefront along Richmond’s main thoroughfare. “They celebrate a holiday based on freedom right after fighting a war that was about anything but.”
Greg laughed. “The holiday of a country they voluntarily chose to leave, I might add. No one ever said Johnny Reb had a sharp sense of irony.”
Broad Street buzzed with activity as people shopped and made preparations for Independence Day. To the untrained eye, the city looked prosperous. But Montclair, always conscious of what lay beneath the surface, looked past the bright decorations and the well-fed, smiling faces. From the saddle of his brute, he spotted men in the shadows, their clockwerk appendages in disrepair and their begging pots empty. He saw thin children with drawn faces and sunken eyes squatting in the alleyways and rummaging through piles of garbage. Shadow Army soldiers openly patrolled the streets right alongside Confederate regulars. The one thing he didn’t see was the local authorities.
“Have you seen any city constables since we’ve been here?” Montclair asked.
“Not a one.” Greg looked around, reading the landscape. “This place is a powder keg, Julius. All it needs is a single spark.”
They made a right turn onto Fourth Street and rode the rest of the way in silence. As they rounded the corner onto Marshall Avenue, the bright crimson roof of the Red Hawk Tavern came into view.
Montclair glanced at his pocket watch. “Couple of minutes ‘till. Looks like we’re early.”
“Good. That’ll give me a couple of minutes to get into character.”
Montclair chuckled. “You sure you’re up or this?”
Greg shrugged, a grin on his face. “Not really.”
Kincaid’s promised contact had come through in the form of a DSI plant named Chalk. Chalk worked at the general store directly across from the Ballard. The unassuming agent, looking more like a middle-aged librarian than a spymaster, had supplied them with intel, detailed orders, and the generous amounts of cash required to maintain Greg’s cover. Chalk had also given them a vital detail on the person they were meeting this afternoon. . . a detail that, if properly exploited, would allow them more access than they could ever have hoped for otherwise.
Montclair and Gregory staged their brutes near the entrance and made their way up the stairs onto the building’s grand wraparound porch. Long lines of men in expensive suits and women in fine dresses stood outside, fanning themselves and waiting to be shown in.
Montclair and Greg bypassed the lines of wealthy Southerners and went straight into the foyer. From a nearby church tower, the bells rang out twelve o’ the clock.
“Good afternoon, gentlemen.” The maître d’, a slip of a man, didn’t even bother to glance up from the guest registry.
“Good afternoon,” Greg replied. “Mr. William Trotman, joining the party of Congressman Cyrus Wallace.”
“Guests of Congressman Wallace?” The small man perked up immediately. “Why didn’t you say so? Frederick!” the maître d’ shouted, snapping his fingers. “Show these gentlemen to Congressman Wallace’s private room right away.”
A waiter appeared and escorted them through the main dining area. Montclair guessed there were at least a hundred guests in the main dining area with many more seated at tables on the building’s upper levels. Wooden beams crisscrossed the high ceiling, and bright sunlight streamed in through tall glass windows. Potted trees were placed tastefully among tables covered with crisp, snow-white cloths. French doors, open to the outside air, ran the entire length of the far wall. Waitstaff in white shirts and starched jackets moved throughout the room, seeing to the needs of the wealthy patrons.
The room buzzed with the sound of murmured conversations as they followed the waiter toward the back of the building. Montclair smelled pork, wild turkey, venison, and other delicious foods too numerous to name. He found it obscene, the sight of so much rich food while common folk fought for scraps in the streets. But his distaste didn’t stop his mouth from watering or his stomach from grumbling.
The waiter guided them through a final set of oak doors and into a private room. Greg placed several greenbacks in the man’s hand. The waiter’s eyes widened at the faded bills. He thanked Greg several times before disappearing back into the restaurant.
Congressman Cyrus Wallace sat at a table by himself. A scarred Native man with dark skin and long braided hair stood to Wallace’s left. To his right was the largest woman Montclair had ever seen. Montclair himself stood at six feet even, but he was forced to look up to meet her eyes. While he wouldn’t describe her as particularly ugly, he wouldn’t be very quick to bed her. . . unless it was a very slow month.
“Mr. Trotman, I presume?” Congressman Wallace stood and extended his hand. “Your daguerreotype doesn’t do you justice. I hadn’t expected you to be so handsome.”
“Flattery will get you everywhere, congressman.” Greg laughed, playing his part well. Greg took the congressman’s hand and shook it. “Bill Trotman, at your service.”
“And your companion?” Wallace asked, eyeing Montclair with a look of approval.
“My manservant, Jasper,” Greg said. Greg placed his hand on Montclair’s shoulder. “I don’t go anywhere without him.”
“I can certainly see why.” The congressman licked his lips. “He doesn’t say much, does he?”
“Only when directed to although I didn’t really purchase him for his ability to carry a conversation, if you follow what I mean.”
Greg and the congressman laughed while Montclair smiled and resisted the urge to roll his eyes. Greg was really playing it up.
“And please, congressman,” Greg said, “call me Bill.”
“Only if you’ll call me Wally.”
The congressman snapped his fingers, and a waiter appeared. Wallace whispered a few words and pressed a coin into the man’s open palm. As the waiter departed, Wallace ordered his bodyguards to stand up and make space for their guests.
“Anyone in this city travel without an armed escort?” Greg asked as they sat down.
“Not anyone of worth, I’m afraid.” Wallace took a sip of blood-red wine from his glass. “Conditions in the city have deteriorated since the stalemate began.”
Greg nodded. “I’ve traveled the Confederacy on business, and everywhere I’ve gone, it’s been much the same. Our economy is failing, congressman, but where others see catastrophe, I see opportunity.”
Wallace raised an eyebrow. “Really? I’d be very interested to hear more about that.”
“Of course.” Greg pretended to take a sip of wine from his own glass. “As I see it, the stalemate will play out in one of two ways. Either the Confederacy will collapse from within and be gobbled up by the Union and the Empire of Mexico, or the Confederate leadership will come to its senses and reconcile with the North.”
“I don’t necessarily agree with your assessment of the situation, Bill, but your argument does have some merit. I can see you’re a practical man, so I’m guessing you plan to side with the winning team—whoever that ends up being.” Wallace raised his glass. “Self-preservation is a philosophy we both share.”
“I’m glad to hear that, Wally,” Greg said, touching his glass to the congressman’s. “You may disagree with my predictions of the future, but however it ends up, land in the Confederacy is dirt-cheap right now. Between the constant threat from the Freedmen and the Native tribes, the Union naval and air blockades. . .”
“Not to mention the foreign trade embargo.”
“And the trade embargo,” Greg conceded, leaning back in his chair. “With all that working against them, Confederate landowners are desperate. They’re selling their deeds for pennies on the greenback. Mine is an old family, congressman, and we have old money, much of which was made in the decades before Kansas even began its march to statehood. Our aim is to use that money to buy up every parcel of cheap land we can get our hands on. Then, once things settle down, we’ll sell it back to whatever government is in power for ten times what we paid.”
“That’s nothing short of genius, Bill. Your plans have some merit, although I don’t know that they’ll develop in quite the way you think they will. Either way, of course you’ll need a liaison of some sort? Someone who could help you facilitate your land deals throughout the Confederacy? Someone with numerous government and local connections, naturally.”
“Naturally,” Greg replied, smiling.
“You and I can help one another, Bill. Which I assume is why our mutual friend Mr. Chalk brought us together?”
Greg laughed. “For an exorbitant fee, I might add. Chalk strikes me as a bit unsavory, but he does get results. And to be quite frank, he described you as a dapper man, Wally. . . but I can see that if anything, he didn’t do you justice.”
“What an exciting prospect,” Wallace said, giggling. The wine appeared to be getting to him, just as they’d planned. “I like you, Bill. I feel like I can trust you.”
Montclair watched as the congressman placed his hand on Greg’s knee.
“I’ll try my best not to violate that trust,” Greg said, looking into the congressman’s eyes.
“You’ve made an excellent choice in taking me on as your partner,” Wallace breathed, his face flushed. He glanced from side to side as if to make sure no one was listening. “A better choice than you could even have imagined. It just so happens that one of my oldest and dearest friends is poised to become the next President of the Confederacy.”
Montclair’s ears perked up.
“How could you know that for sure, Wally?” Greg asked. “The field is full of candidates. There must be at least a half dozen of them. Any of them could win.”
Excellent work, Greg, Montclair thought. Keep him talking.
Wallace sipped his wine. “Let’s just say the odds are very much in my old friend’s favor, and the plans this man has are the reason I’m doubtful your predictions on the Confederacy’s future will pan out.”
Montclair felt a surge of adrenaline. Wallace had just let something important slip.
“Oh, my,” Wallace said, suddenly less giddy. He placed his hand over his mouth. “I may have said too much.”
The food arrived. Platters of glazed ham, a ceramic bowl of greens boiled with choice cuts of pork, and a pan of hot cornbread. Wallace went quiet and picked at his food, leaving Greg to do most of the talking. There was no more discussion of business. After the meal, both Greg and the congressman declined dessert and ordered more wine.
“Bill,” the congressman began quietly. “About what I told you earlier, I want to say I—”
A tremendous boom rocked the walls of the restaurant, cutting the congressman off mid-sentence.
The congressman’s protection moved in quickly, sandwiching him between them and heading for the tavern’s rear door.
“Bill!” the congressman shouted, struggling to free himself from the iron grip of his own bodyguards.
“We’ll be in touch, Wally,” Montclair heard Greg say as they rushed out of the private room. The two Union soldiers dashed into the main dining area, heading toward the sound of the blast.
Men in expensive suits pushed and shoved to get to the entrance. Montclair stopped to help a woman who’d been knocked to the floor, while Greg shouldered their path clear.
Montclair and Greg pushed through a set of French doors and out onto a patio. Montclair’s hands flew to his face. Even at this distance, he could feel the heat of the flames. Across the street, a fire raged from a two-story mercantile.
Thick black smoke poured from the building’s windows, choking Montclair and making his eyes water. He grabbed a napkin from the nearest table and tied it around the lower half of his face. He watched as what was left of a flatbed steam carriage smoldered next to the building.
“Wagon bomb,” Montclair said, coughing and pointing at the remains of the steam carriage.
Greg nodded, unable to speak through a fit of coughing. Montclair picked up a second napkin and gave it to his friend.
“My God,” a woman next to Montclair muttered. “They’ve set off another one.”
“Who is ‘they?’” he heard someone next to her ask.
“The poor,” she said.
Montclair took in the scene. People lay burned and bleeding in the street, while a few Good Samaritans struggled to drag the surviving wounded away from the flames. Torn bags of flour, potatoes, and broken jars of canned goods littered the ground.
A crowd had formed along Marshall Avenue. They stared in horror as a woman and a young boy ran from the burning mercantile, the woman clutching several jars of tomatoes to her chest. Soot covered her face, and flames licked at the hem of her homespun dress. The boy fell to the ground, choking, a sack of grain spilling to the dirt in front of him. Even from across the street, Montclair saw the burn marks on the boy’s back and the soles of his bare feet.
Just then, a Confederate peacekeeping patrol thundered onto the scene. Montclair felt relieved to see them until the graycoats rode their brutes through the crowd of onlookers. They galloped straight for the woman and the boy.
The woman turned and looked at the burned boy. “Run!” she screamed.
The peacekeepers skidded to a halt. Then, they opened fire.
Montclair crossed himself. “It’s worse than we thought.”
“Jesus Christ the Healer,” Greg swore. “All this over food?”
Montclair saw his friend reach for his Colt. He grabbed Greg’s shooting hand. “No!” he said though clenched teeth as he fought Greg for control of the pistol. “There’s nothing we can do for them now.”
The jars shattered and burst as the peacekeepers’ bullets ripped into the woman’s body. The soldiers kept firing as she fell, her blood and the tomatoes both soaking bright red into the ground.
When it was over, the woman in the threadbare dress lay face down in the street, broken glass sparkling like diamonds all around her. There was no sign of the boy. People wandered, directionless, most still in shock and not knowing what to do. The peacekeeping soldiers didn’t even bother to dismount. They turned and left almost as suddenly as they’d appeared, riding away as the crowd jeered and the mercantile burned.
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“MAKE sure you address him as ‘Senator’,” Copperhead told her as they walked, “or ‘Mr. Chairman’.”
“I’ll be sure to do that, sir,” Scarlet replied, admiring the exquisite marble floors of the Great Rotunda.
“Cummings is a particular old bastard. One who can make life hard for us if he wants.”
They passed a young group of congressional staffers, all of whom turned their heads to get a better look at Scarlet. She smiled politely as she and Copperhead walked by.
“Let me see,” Copperhead said, thinking to himself. “What else? Oh, yes, there’s Senator Huffman, whom you already know. She has a soft spot for you. You should use that. A member of the Oversight Committee would be a very powerful friend to have.”
“Yes, sir.”
“And then there’s the final member of the committee. There’s been no word since Senator Valentine’s death as to who his replacement is. Been to all my sources, both in and out of the department, and I still haven’t been able to dig anything up. I don’t like that.”
Scarlet took her minder aside, away from the Great Rotunda’s heavy flow of foot traffic. They stood next to the statue of Thomas Jefferson. She straightened the old man’s crooked necktie.
“Do you remember when you first found me?” Scarlet asked.
Copperhead fidgeted uncomfortably. “Of course I do,” he said, staring up at a painting. The Baptism of Pocahontas, the plaque read. “Orphaned pickpocket, barely nine, rat’s nest of red hair stuffed into a threadbare cap. Skinny as a rail and trying to survive off whatever you could steal.”
“You remember what you used to say to me back then?” Scarlet reached up and adjusted his collar.
“I think I probably used to say a lot of things to you back then, girl.”
“‘An agent in the field can’t control for everything, Cecelia,’” she said in her best Copperhead voice. “‘One day, you’ll find yourself in a fix you didn’t plan for. When you do, two things will get you out of it: your will and your wits. Best keep them both sharp.’”
The old spy grinned. “Sounds like sage advice.”
Scarlet gave his tie one last pull. “I’d say so.” Satisfied, she offered Copperhead her arm.
Together, they crossed the Rotunda. They took the north passageway between paintings of the surrenders of Cornwallis and Burgoyne and then headed up a marble staircase and onto the building’s second floor.
No expense had been spared in the construction of the newly completed Capitol building. Carpets of bright red crimson and deep purple ran the lengths of the corridors. Handmade mahogany furniture lined the walls, and portraits of past heads of state looked down upon those who walked the halls.
Scarlet and Copperhead took a right at the top of the stairs, eventually arriving at a large set of doors near the western end of the hallway. Two clockwerk sentries, both polished to perfection, stood to either side of the entry. Beside the doors, a large brass sign read, S-238.
Room S-238 was more of a suite than a simple room. A long wooden desk with three seats behind it dominated the space. In front of the table were two French chairs, upholstered in a garish floral pattern, a small tea table placed between them.
Scarlet sat down and took stock of her surroundings. The room was as lavish as the rest of the capitol building with silk rugs, oil paintings, and rich wood furniture. Crystal chandeliers hung from the ceiling, and elegant lamps sat on every tabletop. A doorway on the left side of the suite swung open, and when it did, the three members of the Strategic Intelligence Oversight Committee filed in. Scarlet and Copperhead stood.
Scarlet recognized Senator Pratley Huffman immediately. The older woman usually had a smile for Scarlet, but today, she avoided eye contact. Senator Al Cummings, the committee’s ranking member, moved painfully slow as he came in next. Senator Cummings was followed by a man Scarlet didn’t recognize. The newest member of the Oversight Committee was so obese he had to turn himself sideways to fit through the door.
“Son of a bitch,” Copperhead swore under his breath as soon as he saw the man waddle in.
“Agents Nathaniel Faraday and Cecelia Alayne,” Senator Cummings croaked. “Thank you both for coming today. Let’s all have a seat, shall we?” The senator grunted as he gripped an old hickory cane and collapsed into his chair. “You both know Senator Huffman and I,” Cummings said after he’d settled in, “but I don’t know if you’d ever had the pleasure of working with acting Vice Chairman McCormick?”
“Oh, I’ve had the pleasure,” Copperhead said.
Scarlet glanced over at her minder. Something about his tone didn’t bode well.
“Copperhead and I go way back,” acting Vice Chairman McCormick said. His eyes, dark and beady, were almost buried in thick folds of flesh when he smiled.
“Very good then,” Senator Cummings said. “When Senator Valentine passed away so unexpectedly, we thought it might be a good idea to appoint someone to the committee from within Strategic Intelligence, at least on a trial basis. We were fortunate Agent McCormick volunteered. With his field experience and first-hand knowledge of the workings of the department, he’s been the perfect candidate.”
McCormick smiled. “I serve only at the will of the committee and the Union.”
“As do we all,” Cummings replied.
Scarlet observed McCormick. His breathing sounded labored and heavy. Phlegm rattled in his chest. His chair groaned beneath him as he shifted his bulk in search of a more comfortable position. Despite his outward appearance of poor health, Scarlet detected a keen and cruel intellect.
A clockwerk servant arrived with coffee and tea on a bright silver tray. The automaton served coffee to the senator. Its first task complete, the clockwerk clanked its way around to Scarlet and Copperhead, placing two china cups and a pot of steaming tea on the table between them.
Scarlet poured tea from the pot for herself and then poured her minder a cup as well. Copperhead held the cup but did not drink. As Scarlet sipped at the hot, earthy liquid, she glanced at Copperhead’s hand. The shaking he’d been experiencing more and more as of late was barely noticeable.
Senator Cummings took a sip of the strong-smelling coffee and closed his eyes. “The Capitol building mess serves the best coffee I’ve ever had. When you get to be as old as me, you take what pleasures you can from life.” He turned to Copperhead. “Nathaniel, why don’t we begin with you telling us about North Carolina?”
Scarlet listened as Copperhead recounted their insertion into Confederate territory and their surveillance of Horton. He told the committee how they’d been discovered after three days of watching the Julip plantation and how they’d then killed the Shadow Army soldiers and barely escaped with their lives. He filled them in on their exfiltration and how they’d taken a northbound train as far as Richmond before cutting across the wastelands of the demilitarized zone.
“And you saw no sign of the scientist Telacivic during your three days of surveillance?” Senator Huffman asked. She was every inch the professional politician. Not a snow-white strand of hair was out of place. The pearls around her neck were flawless, and every fold of her handmade gown fell just so. She sat in her chair with her back straight, looking Nathaniel directly in the eye when she spoke to him.
“We did not, senator, just as we wrote in our official reports.”
“We’ve all read the reports, Nathaniel,” McCormick said, “but we’d still prefer to hear it from you.”
Scarlet saw the beads of sweat on the acting Vice Chairman’s bald head. She caught the scent of rose oil, thick and cloying, as if he’d bathed in it. Just underneath was another smell. Faint but recognizable to Scarlet as the putrid odor of the parts of himself he couldn’t reach to wash. Scarlet took a sip of her tea, hoping to rinse the odor from her mouth.
“What you’ve told us today directly supports what was written in both you and Agent Alayne’s reports,” Senator Cummings said. “Your integrity has never been in question, Nathaniel. We simply want to make sure we have all the facts. Now that we’re clear about the events as they occurred from your perspective, we’ll need to get you up to speed on what else the department has discovered. Pratley?”
Senator Huffman thanked Senator Cummings and pulled a worn brown file from a stack of documents next to her chair. “As you both know, about three months ago, the noted scientist Dr. Mudrac Telacivic went missing. What you may not know is that at the time of his disappearance, Dr. Telacivic was wanted for questioning in several countries.”
“On what, senator?” Copperhead asked, crossing his legs and finally having a sip of his tea.
“Illegal experimentation. The Alchemists Guilds of England, France, and several other allied nations all filed formal complaints. An extradition order naming Telacivic is currently in effect.”
“The guilds are usually a pretty tolerant group,” Copperhead remarked. “Not too many things a person can do to piss them off badly enough to file a complaint, especially an international one. Only one thing I can think of that’d get their robes up into that much of a bunch.”
There was only one thing Scarlet could think of too. “Dark aether,” she said.
“Very good, Scarlet,” Senator Huffman said, pointing at Scarlet. “Experimenting with dark aether is the one thing the Alchemists Guild considers taboo. Unfortunately, it’s also the one thing we needed Telacivic to do.”
Copperhead set his teacup down. “What do you mean ‘we’, senator? Are you telling me that Telacivic was working for us when he disappeared?”
“That’s exactly what we’re telling you,” McCormick said.
Copperhead swore. “Have you any idea what it would mean if our allies found out we were harboring an international fugitive? And one that was working for us, no less? And mightn’t it have occurred to the committee to mention this little fact earlier? Especially to two agents who may have had to bring Telacivic in?”
McCormick slurped his coffee. “Nathaniel, you and I both know the committee only makes information available to field agents on a need-to-know basis. You and Agent Alayne simply didn’t need to know.”
“‘Didn’t need to know,’ my ass, Rudholfe,” Copperhead shouted. “And since when would you know what it really means to be an agent in the field anyway?”
“Calm down, Agent Faraday,” Senator Cummings said. “He may only be the acting Vice Chairman, but Agent McCormick is still a sitting member of this committee. I expect you to address him with the respect his position demands.”
McCormick’s cheeks reddened as he smiled. “It’s all right, senator,” he said, dismissing the incident with a wave of his plump hand. “I completely understand. It pleases me to know Nathaniel is just as passionate about the department as I am.”
Copperhead suppressed his snarl but just barely. Scarlet watched her minder grip the arms of his chair so tightly his knuckles turned white.
“Dr. Telacivic was working on a project for us at the time of his disappearance,” Senator Huffman said. “To your point, Nathaniel, it would have been . . . awkward if he’d been apprehended by one of our foreign allies. As it turned out, soon after he disappeared, we received information placing a man fitting Telacivic’s description in close proximity to another person of interest.”
“Horton,” Scarlet said. “Our primary target. Or, rather, the person we thought was our primary target. When you ordered us into North Carolina, you hoped we’d find Horton and the scientist, but it was only Telacivic you wanted all along.”
Senator Huffman sipped her coffee. “You must understand, my dear, we couldn’t divulge that Telacivic was on our payroll. Not even to two of our most trusted agents.”
“Even if not having the information placed the lives of those agents at risk?” Scarlet asked, unconvinced.
Senator Cummings frowned. “You’ve picked up some bad habits from your minder, young lady, especially where respect for this committee is concerned.”
“No, Al,” Senator Huffman said, “we owe them an explanation.” The senator placed her cup on the table. “The guilds’ control over the aether process gives them tremendous power. No government on the face of the earth wants to make an enemy of them. Harboring a fugitive from the alchemists is a dangerous proposition even under the best of circumstances. It’s doubly dangerous if that person is also wanted by the guilds of other nations. The situation becomes even more complicated if those nations are our allies.”
“If it ever came to light that Telacivic was in Union custody and we didn’t turn him over, it would be considered a grievous breach of trust,” Scarlet said.
Senator Huffman nodded. “With the Confederacy below us and the British Canadians threatening us from the north, we need all the allies we can get. I’m sorry, Scarlet. The risk of diplomatic repercussion was simply too great.”
“Even if it might have cost us our lives?” Scarlet asked.
“I’m afraid so,” Senator Huffman said, a note of sadness in her voice.
“We still think Horton is our best shot at finding Telacivic,” Senator Cummings said, “but we’ll need to move fast. One of our contacts at the Treasury Department recently sent us information which may be helpful. Either of you ever heard of the Shining Light Industrial Corporation?”
“One of the largest companies in the Confederacy,” Scarlet said. “I’ve been following its progress in the papers. They’ve been extremely successful since the stalemate began. They earned record profits last year, even with the Southern economy on the brink of collapse.”
“Correct,” Senator Cummings said. “The company’s owned by a man named Silas Worthington.”
“The Worthington family fortune exceeds that of some countries,” Copperhead said.
“Worthington’s name has been on several Union watch lists for some time,” Cummings continued. “Our friends at the Treasury Department have been chomping at the bit to get something on the Worthingtons, even from before the war. Finally, they’ve had a lucky break. One of their agents discovered tremendous sums of money being funneled from Shining Light into several sham businesses.”
“I’m afraid I don’t follow, senator,” Copperhead said. “What does Worthington’s money have to do with our investigation of Horton?”
“The funds from Shining Light were disbursed to multiple businesses, but those businesses all had one thing in common. They were all owned by the same man, a Mr. Francis Julip, late of Greenville North Carolina.”
“I’ll be damned,” Copperhead said. “Frank Julip is the widow Julip’s late husband.”
“And as you stated in your report, the widow Julip has recently taken up with Horton,” Senator Huffman said. “Whatever the general’s up to, it’s consuming vast sums of greenbacks. Greenbacks which we now know the Worthington financial empire is providing.”
“And if these funds have anything to do with Telacivic’s work?” Scarlet asked. “What then?”
“Then God help us all,” Senator Huffman said.
“Is this everything we know, Pratley?” Copperhead asked.
“That’s all of it,” Senator Huffman replied.
Nathaniel nodded, pulled out his leather-bound notebook, and began to write.
“I’m afraid this brings us to a rather unpleasant bit of business,” McCormick said, a cheerful smile on his face.
Copperhead’s lead pencil, poised above the notebook, froze in place.
McCormick’s smile widened. “Since you were both unable to apprehend Horton or to confirm the presence of Dr. Telacivic, we have no choice but to consider your assignment a failure.”
Scarlet heard the snap as her minder’s pencil broke in half.
“Furthermore, you narrowly avoided capture,” McCormick continued. “Can you imagine what would happen if an agent of the department were to fall into Confederate hands? The damage it would do to Strategic Intelligence?”
“What are you getting at, Rudholfe?” Copperhead demanded. “Spit it out.”
“It was with a heavy heart that duty compelled me to convince the other members of the committee to issue you both formal reprimands.”
Scarlet actually laughed. Nathaniel stood from his seat and swore so violently the two clockwerk guards burst into the room, rifles at the ready.
Senator Cummings slammed his cane onto the wooden floor. “That’s quite enough, Nathaniel!” The senator’s blue eyes were rheumy and watery with age, but his voice could still silence a room. “We know what formal reprimands mean to an agent. Believe me when I say we did not reach this decision lightly. Before you storm out of here, Copperhead, I urge you to hear what acting Vice Chairman McCormick has to say.”
Scarlet sat quietly, still numb with disbelief. Copperhead, shaking with rage, fell into his seat next to her. McCormick smiled, satisfied with himself. Senator Huffman, unable to meet Scarlet’s eyes, looked out the window at the Capitol gardens below.
Copperhead put away his notebook and got to his feet. Scarlet followed his lead. “We’ve heard enough for today, I think,” her minder said. “This meeting is over.”
“Agents, please,” Senator Huffman pleaded.
Scarlet followed her minder toward the door.
Suddenly, Copperhead stopped short and turned to face the committee. “What exactly was Telacivic working on for us when he disappeared?” he asked.
“I’m sorry, Nathaniel,” Senator Cummings said. “I’m not at liberty to share that with you. That information is classified.”
A look of disgust flashed across Copperhead’s face. “I see.” The old spymaster shook his head. “Formal reprimands and withholding information vital to our investigation? Good to know the committee is still looking out for the agents in the field.”
Copperhead resumed his walk toward the exit and Scarlet followed.
“I don’t blame you for wanting to leave, Nathaniel,” McCormick said. “Senators, may I have a word with Agents Faraday and Alayne? In private?”
Scarlet’s minder froze in his tracks. Scarlet turned to see Senators Cummings and Huffman file out of the room. Huffman looked pained. Cummings’ face was unreadable.
“You don’t have any children, do you, Nathaniel?” McCormick asked. “You never remarried after Estelle passed?”
“You know we didn’t have any children of our own,” Copperhead said through clenched teeth. Scarlet watched her minder’s hands curl into fists. “And I’ll thank you to keep my wife’s name out of your damn mouth.”
The mention of Estelle Faraday brought back a flood of memories. If she closed her eyes, Scarlet could still taste the sugar cookies, hot from the oven. She could smell the lavender oil Ms. Estelle had favored, could still feel the fresh-laundered bed sheets, warm from drying in the summer sun. Scarlet never forgot the love Ms. Estelle had shown a skinny little street urchin with unruly red hair. She’d loved Scarlet as if she were her own, when there had been absolutely no good reason to do so.
“You’ve no right, Agent McCormick,” Scarlet said.
“Oh, I’ve every right, young lady. I’m your superior. And it’s ‘acting vice chairman,’ if you please. Now, Nathaniel, I know you could care less about your own record, but what about your pretty little protégé? Closest thing you and Estelle ever had to a daughter, isn’t she? We both know a formal reprimand will end her career.”
Copperhead didn’t move or speak. Scarlet watched as a smile crept across McCormick’s face. The fat bastard had them right where he wanted them.
But not if she could help it.
“Whatever it is he’s going to ask you to do,” she whispered. “You don’t have to. Not for my sake.”
Copperhead continued to stare straight ahead.
McCormick laughed. “Never let it be said that I’m not a benevolent man, Nathaniel. With a wave of my hand, I’m going to give you a chance to make all your protégée’s troubles disappear.”
Copperhead turned around.
“That’s what I thought,” McCormick said, a smug grin on his face. “You see? That’s your problem right there, Nathaniel. You’ve always been far too loyal. Loyalty is a poor quality for a spy but an excellent one for a minder. And there’s no denying it. You’re one of the best. You’re so good, in fact, that I’ve convinced the rest of the committee that you should take another agent under your wing.”
“What agent?” Copperhead asked.
“The young man who discovered the link between Horton and Worthington,” McCormick said.
“The Treasury clerk?” Scarlet asked. “Treasury clerks are not DSI agents.”
“I’m afraid you’ve caught me in a bit of a lie, young lady.” McCormick sighed. “He is not an agent, per se, but he does come well-recommended. He should be a great help in analyzing any documents you find. The Assistant Secretary of the Treasury speaks very highly of the boy, says he’s quite skilled, in fact. He’s waiting for you now in the Rotunda. Be sure to collect him on your way out.”
“I see your game,” Copperhead said. “Trying to get me killed, aren’t you, you fat sonofabitch?”
“Well, it would rid me of one of my life's greatest annoyances.” McCormick chuckled. “But who knows? You’ve got until you leave to get him trained up. With your legendary skill, you should have plenty of time to teach him enough to keep you all alive.”
“Until we leave?” Scarlet asked. “Leave for where?”
McCormick laughed. “Why, North Carolina of course. To fix the mess you two made. If you can do that and come back intact, Nathaniel, I’ll withdraw the girl’s formal reprimand.”
“It can’t be as easy as all that,” Copperhead said. “Not with you, McCormick. What’s the catch?”
“No catch,” the acting vice chairman replied. “You’d best get to it, though. You leave in three days.”
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“FAIR WEATHER FOR THIS TIME A’ year,” the telegraph operator said. Montclair watched, disgusted, as the old man spat a viscous stream of tobacco juice at a brass receptacle in the corner. “Y’all are lucky you came down when you did, Mr. Trotman. Usually hotter’n aether-blue blazes in August.”
Greg smiled. “Yes. Quite lucky.”
Montclair and Gregory stood side by side in the cramped telegraph office. Sweat ran down their faces, each drop landing with a plop on the wood plank floor.
“Christ the Healer,” Greg swore, keeping his voice low. “If this is ‘fair weather’, I’d hate to see a hot day.”
Montclair removed his hat and wiped his face. “Yep, and it’s still early. Church bells haven’t even rung eleven o’ the clock yet.”
After their meeting at the Red Hawke Tavern in Richmond, Montclair telegraphed Washington with everything they’d learned from Congressman Cyrus Wallace. Washington had cross-referenced Wallace’s known associates with the long list of Confederate presidential candidates, and in no time, they had a name.
“Reckon y’all are in town for the congressman’s gala?” the operator asked, gnawing at his plug of tobacco.
“You reckon rightly,” Greg said. “How did you know, if you don’t mind my asking?”
Montclair tensed. Had something given them away? If their cover was blown already, they and the mission would both be done for. Montclair’s hand slipped down toward the Colt hidden in his satchel.
“Welp, y’all ain’t from Greenville.” The telegraph man’s Adam’s apple bobbed up and down as he spoke. “And if you ain’t from Greenville, yer stayin’ in some lodgings somewhere, and the only lodgings in the direction y’all rode in from is the Lady of Greenville Tavern & Inn. Man needs to be right rich to afford stayin’ at the Lady. Only new rich folk in town are here for Smythe’s money-raisin’ shindig.”
Montclair was impressed. “That’s a very astute observation, sir,” he said. His shooting hand relaxed.
The telegraph operator spat another stream of thick, black saliva toward the corner. “Jest puttin’ two and two together.” The old man finished typing out the message Greg had given him and handed the pages back. “Right peculiar turn a’ phrase you’re using here in your type,” he grunted, tapping the papers. “Used more words than you needed to say what you wanted. That’ll cost you extra. A lot extra.”
“Land deals are complicated,” Greg said, taking the pages. The coded message they contained was now well on its way to a remote office in Wichita. From there, it would be relayed directly to Washington. “Mind you, send it exactly as it’s written. Be an extra couple of greenbacks in it for you if you do.”
The old man let loose a low whistle. “Two whole greenbacks? I’m takin’ yer money unfairly as it is, and now you’re tellin’ me you want to pay two more greenbacks on top of it?” The telegraph operator shook his head. “I swear I’ll never understand the rich.”
Greg made small talk while they waited for a response from D.C. Within minutes, the telegraph machine was clicking and clacking as a message came through. The slim man behind the desk transcribed the pages quickly. Greg paid him twice the asking price for his services, took the hand-written pages, and shoved them into a leather document case. Their business concluded, Greg and Montclair mounted up and headed back to the inn. One turn of the clock later, they were sitting together in the drawing room of the major’s suite decoding the message.
Montclair frowned as he read it. “I’m not liking what I’m seeing here.”
Greg shook his head. “Not by a long shot. Troops won’t be happy about it, either.”
“This came right from Grant himself.”
“You have a plan yet, at least?”
Montclair scratched his chin and leaned back in his chair. “Just the beginnings of one, maybe.” He yawned and stretched his tall, muscular frame. His clockwerk hand flexed open and closed, open and closed. “Why don’t you send an order down to the kitchens before we get everyone in here? By the time the food arrives, I should have the broad strokes worked out.”
“Good thinking, Julius. The troops will be more apt to accept these sorry-assed orders with their bellies full of supper.”
Greg rang the service bell and put in their order. While he took care of supper, Montclair sent word summoning the undercover soldiers and Marines to Greg’s suite.
The food arrived just as the men and women began filing in. After they’d all had their fill of roast venison, herbed vegetables, hot baked bread, and fresh brewed beer, Montclair pulled out the encoded telegraph message.
“Ladies and gentlemen, we’ve received new orders from Washington.”
“I knew it,” one of the Marines, a blonde-haired corporal, said with a grin. “Giving us vittles that good, something had to be up.”
Greg sat off to the side in a Louis XVII chair, a toothpick in his mouth. “Keep the comments to yourselves and let the colonel finish.”
Montclair held up the pages. “You all know from our earlier briefing that we’ll be attending Smythe’s gala. What you haven’t heard is that the scope of our assignment has changed. We’ll be doing more than just observing, according to these.”
“Any chance those orders say we’ll see some action, sir?” one of the soldiers, a slightly built female corporal from the Vindication, asked.
“It’s a possibility,” Montclair said, favoring her with a smile. “So we’ll need to be ready.”
“Changes in assignments, colonel?” asked a grizzled old Marine.
“A few, gunnery sergeant, but not for everyone. If you were assigned concealed overwatch position, then your orders are the same. Keep an eye out for trouble, and if you see it, I’ll be expecting quick rounds on targets in large quantities. Confederate peacekeepers will be out in force, but we’ve just received word there may be Shadow Army too.”
“Shadow Army are some tough sons a’ bitches,” the old Marine grunted. “Nothing we can’t handle, though.”
The men and women in the room mumbled their agreement.
“As for everyone else, we’ll need to shuffle you a bit, since we’re now providing material support. Assignments will be finalized this evening. Then, we’ll have one last briefing tomorrow before we move out.”
“Did I miss something in one of the briefings, colonel?” one of the men asked, looking around. “I don’t recall you mentioning anyone else on this mission, sir. Who will we be supporting?”
Montclair took a deep breath. “We’ll be supporting DSI. This is their mission now.”
“I knew there was a catch,” Montclair heard the blonde Marine corporal say, just before the room erupted in shouting.
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COPPERHEAD REMOVED his wide-brimmed hat and wiped sweat from his forehead. “Keep up, Mr. Fluvelle. We’ve got a long march ahead of us.”
Without enough air left in his lungs to reply, Abe only managed a weak nod. He was saving his strength for hiking, not talking. Copperhead followed close behind him, but Scarlet, impatient with their slow progress, ranged far on ahead.
Less than a week ago, Abe worked for the Union Treasury Department under the direct supervision of the assistant secretary. As a condition of his employment, Assistant Secretary Field gave Abe an impossible task. Wade through a sea of fraudulent financial documents and trace the money back to its original source. No one had expected him to succeed, but he had.
He’d followed the Confederate money trail all the way back to where it began, a company called the Shining Light Industrial Corporation. Soon after, he discovered Shining Light was owned by a man named Silas Worthington, and that vast sums of Worthington’s illegal money were being routed to a Confederate general by the name of Horton. It turned out Horton was the subject of a second investigation, led by veteran Strategic Intelligence Agent Nathaniel Faraday, a legend in the department who preferred being called by his moniker, “Copperhead”.
After the department informed him of Copperhead’s work, Abe was immediately reassigned to the old spy’s field operation. Abe thought sending an untrained accounting clerk out to do field work was unusual, so he’d asked about it.
“Yes,
highly unusual,” Assistant Secretary Field said. “I have no idea why they would do such a thing. I mean, you’ve no training for such work.” The assistant secretary wrung his hands and shook his head angrily. “I’ll be certain to file a formal inquiry with the Secretary of the Treasury himself. At our next meeting, of course.”
Three days later, Abe now found himself with a sixty-pound pack on his back, hiking through the blackened, aether-blasted hills of central Virginia’s demilitarized zone. So much for the assistant secretary’s formal inquiry.
The sun beat down on onyx-colored sand, turning the desolate valley into an oven. Sweat ran from underneath Abe’s ill-fitting gray hat. He felt the desert heat through his loose clothing and saw it rise in waves from the ground ahead of them.
Abe feared the three days of training Copperhead had crammed down his throat before leaving were woefully inadequate. In all likelihood, he’d probably learned just enough to get himself killed. Was this how the department treated all its agents? If so, it was a wonder any of them ever survived.
Abe had lots of immediate problems, not least of which was his survival, but there was one that was even more pressing than all the rest. One he had no idea how to go about solving. He was completely and utterly in love.
The second he’d laid eyes on her in the Capitol building’s Grand Rotunda, he’d known. He’d known it as sure as he now knew what she thought of him. When she looked at Abe, it was the same way a person might look at a weight tied around their neck during a long, treacherous swim. Or a heavy rock chained to their ankle as they tried to scale the face of a cliff. She saw him as a liability to her and her minder and nothing more. And he hated himself because of it.
She looked like a gorgeous, angry goddess waiting at the crest of the dune. Two boulders, cracked apart and melted like candlewax from the extreme heat of the aether munitions, formed a natural passageway. She stood in it tapping her foot. She’d tied her fiery hair up in an ash-colored scarf and tucked it underneath a black Stetson. They all wore shirts and pants of gunmetal gray cotton, dyed with splotches of black to better blend into the barren landscape. Scarlet’s clothing, pressed against her by the wind whipping between the boulders, did little to hide her tantalizing curves.
“Drink,” she said, tossing him a canteen as he approached.
Scarlet’s rucksack was just as heavy as his, but she moved as if it weighed little more than a parasol. She leaned back, relaxed, her pack braced against one of the boulders. One foot she’d propped against the opposite wall of the narrow passage, the other she’d planted firmly in the deep black sand. Her magnificent rifle rested easily in the crook of her arm as if it belonged there.
Distracted by the sight of her, Abe missed the canteen she’d thrown. It landed at his feet, forcing him to reach down to get it. Unable to balance the weight of his heavy pack, Abe tumbled forward and landed face first in the coarse ebony sand. He grasped the canteen and raised his head up slowly, dreading the look of disgust he knew he would see on Scarlet’s face. But the beautiful DSI agent was staring off into the sky. It was robin’s egg blue, with not a cloud to be seen.
Copperhead walked up behind him. He knelt in the sand next to Abe and placed a hand on his shoulder. “See that range of hills over there, Mr. Fluvelle? The ones far off in the distance?”
Abe took off his hat, shielding his eyes as he peered off into the distance. Far off to the east, he could just make out the hazy outline of a series of low-lying, jagged black peaks. “I see them. Just barely. They look like the teeth of some beast from a storybook.”
“Those serrated peaks, Mr. Fluvelle, are the result of a particularly gruesome aether bombing campaign. The Widowed Sisters, they call those hills on account of all the men who died during that battle.”
“That’s terrible,” Abe said, staring at the small mountain range.
“That’s war,” Copperhead said. “It’s also quite a sight to see now and as good a place to stop as any.” The old spy stood and then helped Abe get to his feet. “You’ll need to be a bit more vigilant than you have been. If you expect to make it through this, that is.”
Abe brushed black dust from his face and clothes as best he could. He took a long drink from Scarlet’s canteen, secretly thrilled to put his lips in the same place hers had been not so long ago. The tepid water slid down his throat, taking a fair amount of grit from the desert floor along with it. It was the sweetest water he’d ever tasted.
Scarlet shouldered her rifle and peered through the looking glass. As she surveyed the desolate lands below them, she held out her free hand and motioned for her canteen. Abe threw it back, thankful she didn’t see the bright red color rise to his cheeks. She caught it easily.
Copperhead pulled a well-worn map from his pack. “Come here for a moment, Mr. Fluvelle.” The old spymaster pointed to the map. “This is our current position, about twenty miles south of the Union border and well into the demilitarized zone. We’re ten miles south of what used to be Fairfax, in the heart of what was once some of the most prized pastureland in Virginia. This was all before the war, of course.”
“Hard to imagine this place as anything other than desert,” Abe said.
Copperhead nodded. “A tragic side-effect of modern warfare. Now from here,” he said, turning his attention back to the map, “we head south until we hit what remains of Fredericksburg. There's a DSI outpost there. We’ll pick up horses and fresh provisions when we arrive.”
“Brutes, sir? Or live horseflesh?”
“Living, breathing horseflesh, Mr. Fluvelle. I know you can’t ride a clockwerk. It said as much in your file. We couldn’t afford to be spotted riding through the demilitarized zone on horseback. No matter, though.” Copperhead waved it away as if the hellish hike through the wastes was little more than a Sunday stroll. “From Fredericksburg, we’ll ride south until we cross the Virginia - North Carolina border,” Copperhead traced his finger down the map. “Then, we’ll make our way onto the town of Rocky Mount.”
Abe took off his hat, wiping as much of the sweat and coal-colored sand from his face as he could. He ran his hand through the mop of soaked brown hair on his head and sighed.
Copperhead nodded toward Scarlet. “Looks as though my protégé isn’t ready to leave yet. To tell the truth, I could use a bit more of a break myself.”
The redheaded agent had taken a knee but still had her rifle trained on the valley below. Copperhead was right. She didn’t appear to be in any hurry to get going, and Abe was in no hurry to take his eyes off her.
“How about we go over our cover stories one more time?” Copperhead asked, somehow making it sound more like an order than a suggestion. He folded the map and put it away. “Let’s begin with your name.”
“Trevor Fortenberry,” Abe said. “I’m traveling with my older cousin Mr. Arthur Hargrave and his daughter, Amelia.”
Copperhead nodded. “Very good. Continue.”
“Cousin Arthur is a wealthy plantation owner. He has a vast property in our home state of Kentucky.”
Copperhead pulled a leather-bound book from his pack and began scribbling notes. “And what are you and your cousins doing in Greenville, Mr. Fortenberry?”
“We’re in town to attend Congressman Smythe’s fundraising gala. My cousins and I are staunch supporters of the congressman. We strongly believe he’ll be the next President of the Confederacy.”
“Excellent, Mr. Fluvelle. For a cover to work, you have to know it front to back, through and through. You have to believe you really are the person you’re making yourself out to be. Anything less could get you killed and Scarlet and I right along with you.”
Of all the lessons they’d pressed on him before they left Washington, the cover story was the only one Abe felt like he’d really been able to grasp.
“I know we’ve thrown a lot at you in a very short time, Mr. Fluvelle, but we—”
“I’ll say you have,” Abe said, suddenly frustrated. “Why was I even sent on this assignment in the first place? A week ago, I was perfectly content, reviewing ledgers and doing the kind of work I’m comfortable doing. The next thing I know,” Abe continued, his voice beginning to rise, “I’m ordered to Washington, assigned to you, and now, I’m stuck out here in the middle of this Healer-forsaken wasteland. Granted, I’m with the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on, but I’ve absolutely no business being in the field!” Abe realized he’d been shouting.
Scarlet took a step toward them, looking as if she were about to speak. Copperhead put up his hand, and she returned to watching the valley below.
“I-I apologize, sir,” Abe said. The young clerk placed his head in his hands. “It’s not like me to yell.”
For several minutes, Copperhead said nothing. Tattered clouds, driven by the hot desert wind, moved across the sky. It was an uncomfortable breeze, but it was still a breeze.
“None of this is your fault, Mr. Fluvelle.” Copperhead looked off into the distance. “There are . . . circumstances which are beyond your control. Some are beyond my and my protégé’s control as well. Truth is, you’ve been caught up in something much larger than yourself. Something that could prove very dangerous, I’m afraid. For that, it is I who must apologize to you.”
“Is this all just a game to someone sitting up on high someplace?” Abe asked, wishing he could rinse the grit from his mouth. “Are we all just pawns in it?”
Copperhead put his hand on Abe’s shoulder. “You’re a perceptive young man, Mr. Fluvelle. I know you didn’t ask for any of this, but I promise you that if you follow my and my protégé’s instructions, we’ll get you out of it alive. We may be pawns in a game, Abercrombie, but even a pawn can take an enemy’s king if he moves wisely.”
The veteran spymaster favored Abe with a smile, looking for all the world like nothing more than a kindly old man, albeit a very physically fit, frightening one. Abe smiled back, hopeful for the first time since they’d met.
“It’s time, sir,” Scarlet said from right behind him. Abe hadn’t even heard her approach.
The Union spymaster stood, extending his hand and helping Abe to his feet. “Come along, Mr. Fluvelle. What do you say we get out of this damned desert?”
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SMYTHE and his wife stood behind the balcony double doors in the south wing of Rosetree Manor. “You’ve outdone yourself preparing for this,” he told her. “I’ve never seen the manor look so lovely.”
Just outside the doors, an entire ballroom of people stood below them, waiting for Smythe to make his entrance. The air seemed to crackle in anticipation.
He kissed the back of his wife’s hand. “Still not nearly as lovely as you, though, my dove.”
Christina Smythe was stunning, with more grace and charm than a woman of only twenty-four years had any right to. She turned, looked down at her husband as she stood a full head taller than Smythe, and reached down to adjust his waistcoat and tie. “I wanted everything to be perfect for you, James,” she said. “As perfect as the next President of the Confederate States deserves.”
Christina wore a handmade ball gown of the palest pink silk. Carat-sized jewels adorned each of her ears, and around her neck was a matching string of diamonds worth more money than several plots of good farmland. The necklace sparkled in the low lamplight of the hallway, the diamonds falling in a “V” shape and resting between a perfect pair of melon-sized breasts.
Christina was the congressman’s fourth marriage. He was her second.
Through the thick oak of the double doors, Smythe heard himself being introduced. His wife gripped his arm and gave it a squeeze, and they strolled out onto the ballroom’s second floor landing as the band in the orchestra pit played “Dixie”. Hundreds of guests stood assembled beneath them, all of them clapping and cheering. Smythe and his wife stood at the balcony’s iron railing, waving and soaking in the accolades of the crowd.
Carefully, Smythe escorted Christina down the long marble staircase to the ballroom floor. At the bottom, they posed for a daguerreotype before wading into the crowd of enthusiastic admirers. The ballroom looked like something from a child’s storybook. A chandelier the size of a steam carriage hung from the domed ceiling, filling the cavernous space with light. A massive wooden clock, its minute hand as long as a man was tall, dominated the wall above the entrance. Banners of sunset orange and indigo, the Confederate colors, hung from the balcony, which ran the circumference of the structure. Guests danced on a polished marble floor as the band switched from “Dixie” to an up-tempo waltz.
Smythe held court in a circle of supporters, his arm wrapped around his wife’s slim waist. He leaned in close when he spoke, his voice loud over the clinking of glasses and the murmur of a hundred party conversations.
Smythe and his wife circulated throughout the vast ballroom, greeting guests and shaking hands. As they made their way through the crowd, Smythe turned and saw that at some point Wagstaff had materialized behind him. The Confederate soldier-turned-head of security was doing an excellent job. Smythe made a metal note to give the giant of a man a raise. A full turn o’ the clock flew by, and Smythe barely noticed. He was a master at working a room, and he was in his element.
“Enough, James!” Christina said after another quarter turn o’ the clock. “If I don’t eat something soon, I'll simply lie down and die.”
“Of course, my dear. My apologies.”
Smythe excused himself from a group of bankers he’d been delighting with stories of political scandal and escorted his wife to the buffet. Wagstaff followed behind them, as close and quiet as a shadow.
Christina Smythe had planned a table fit for a king. Smythe helped himself to oysters on the half shell, pulled from the sea that morning and kept cool on a bed of high mountain ice and crushed rock salt. He piled his platter with shrimp from the Atlantic and bitter salad greens, fresh from his own Rosetree estate gardens and drowned in a delicate sauce made from pomegranate and vinegar. He scooped up several spoonfuls of imported caviar from a silver serving bowl, packaged and delivered via airship from the Tsardom of Russia.
Smythe ravaged his plate and then washed it all down with great gulps of the finest illegal French champagne money could buy. He licked his lips and gazed at the crystal flute in his hand. “In France, a bottle of this sparkling liquid fetches the same price as a horse,” he told his wife. “On the Confederate black market, it costs twice that amount.”
Christina nibbled her caviar. “Perhaps it cost you a little less since your friend the Gambler procured it for us?”
Smythe’s lips curled into a smile. “Perhaps. . . but tonight, for my influential guests and I, this liquid gold will flow as quickly as the clockwerk servants can pour.”
Christina Smythe took a sip of champagne “Then they’ll realize what you truly bring to the table, my love.”
“They will indeed.”
As Smythe and Christina finished their meal, the congressmen from Mississippi and Florida made their way over. The politicians and their wives were in attendance at Smythe’s urging. He desperately needed their support for his presidential bid to be successful, and he was willing to do whatever it took to ensure he had it.
Smythe instructed Christina to occupy the men’s wives while he and the two congressmen discussed business. The tall blonde with the piercing gray eyes did as her husband bade. She and the congressmen’s wives floated off, the women cooing with envy as Christina discussed the finer points of ballroom decoration. Smythe secured a corner space away from the crowd where he and his colleagues could speak freely. Half a turn o’ the clock later, Wagstaff tapped Smythe’s shoulder and pointed at someone approaching from across the ballroom.
George Horton forced his six-foot, heavily muscled frame into the close conversation. “Pardon me, gentlemen,” he said. “I hope I’m not interrupting, but I’ll need to be borrowing Congressman Smythe from you.”
“You did me a service, George,” Smythe said after the two politicians were gone. “I’d been trying to extricate myself from that conversation for at least the last ten minutes.” Smythe shrugged. “But what can you do? I must have the support of Tennessee and the Florida territory. Both are critical.”
Horton popped a handful of cold shrimp into his mouth and began to chew. “I did happen to overhear some of that conversation, congressman. Sounds like they got real trouble down in Florida. Word is that Louisiana, Mississippi, and Arkansas aren’t faring much better. With the Mexican Empire threatening to invade Texas, it could spell real trouble for the Confederacy.”
“Nonsense,” Smythe scoffed. “I’ve read the reports out of Louisiana. I have assurances they’re more exaggeration than fact. And if the distinguished gentleman from Florida can’t properly manage his own territory, I’ll replace him with someone who can. Once the election is over, obviously. You’d best stick to matters of strategy and tactics, George.” Smythe gave the general a pat on his broad back. “Leave the governing to the professional politicians.”
“Sounds like good advice to me,” Horton said, his mouth still full of shrimp. “When the governor of Florida calls me in to swoop down and save his sorry ass from Freedmen insurrectionists, I’ll keep it in mind.”
Smythe smiled as Horton laughed at his own joke, but inside, he was seething. If it wasn’t for his need of Horton’s guns and men, Smythe would simply rid himself of the cur. Wally was right. Horton was a killer and could only be trusted to do what was in his own best interest.
Smythe swirled his champagne in its glass flute and got himself under control. “Not to be rude, George, but I do have a speech to give shortly. You mentioned you wished to speak about something?”
“I do. It’s urgent, I’m afraid.” Horton nodded toward Smythe’s hulking head of security. “I’d rather speak in private if possible.”
Smythe didn’t think much of going into his private offices alone with Horton and without the benefit of Wagstaff, but with a party full of people, what could Horton possibly do? Besides, Horton needed him as much as he needed Horton. At least for the time being.
“Mr. Wagstaff,” Smythe said, “why don’t you help yourself to something to eat? I recommend the maple cured ham and ginger deviled eggs. Both are excellent.”
“You sure about that, sir?” the big Georgian asked.
“Of course. No need for concern. Perhaps you can check in with your men outside afterward? I’d like to make sure the grounds are secure.”
Wagstaff eyed Horton with a look of mistrust. “As you say, congressman,”
Horton chuckled. “Don’t worry, sergeant. The congressman’ll be safe as a babe in the cradle. I’ll see to it you get your boss back in one piece.” He gave the big Georgian a wink.
Smythe watched Wagstaff lumber off, the bodyguard’s displeasure apparent as he shouldered his way through the crowd. Smythe headed in the opposite direction, pushing through the ballroom of adoring constituents with Horton following close behind. It was slow going as every few feet Smythe was forced to stop and speak with a wealthy party member or kiss the hand of some donor’s wife.
A quarter turn o’ the clock later, they reached the foot of the ballroom’s marble staircase. Underneath it and tucked into a dark alcove was a battered, dust-covered wooden door. After making sure no one had seen them slip into the shadows of the alcove, Smythe reached into his waistcoat and pulled out a rusted iron key.
“Follow me, George,” Smythe said, unlocking the door and stepping into a pitch-black space. “Mind your step.”
Smythe felt along the wall from memory until his hand closed around a torch. He pulled it from its sconce and lit it. The flame gave off an eerie flickering light, revealing worn wooden beams and cobwebs. The damp stone landing was a stark contrast to the magnificence of the ballroom they’d stood in only a moment before.
From the ballroom, Smythe heard the distinct bong bong bong of the massive wooden clock. The bells rang out ten times, once for each hour, with the last ring ending precisely at ten o’ the clock.
Horton closed the door behind them, the music of the gala fading as it creaked shut. The two men spoke in hurried, hushed tones as they navigated a steep set of stone stairs leading to a subterranean passageway.
They walked for several hundred feet before turning a sharp corner, taking the feeble torchlight with them and leaving the entrance to the underground corridor in darkness. Neither of them noticed the comely redhead in the midnight blue ball gown slip in behind them.
    
SCARLET STOOD outside the old wooden door, muscles tensed like a lioness stalking her prey. Even in the shadows of the alcove, she felt exposed. If anyone saw her there, she’d have to think fast.
On the clock’s tenth ring, she removed her shoes and lashed them to her wrist. She tried the door handle. It was unlocked.
Excellent. Saves me the fifteen seconds it would have taken to pick it.
Scarlet took a deep breath, opened the door, and slipped inside. She eased it shut behind her, careful not to make any noise. Afterward, she froze in place, her back pressed flat against the door, the rough wood biting into her bare shoulders. She breathed in deep and exhaled, willing her heartbeat to slow. She heard Horton and Smythe’s murmured voices from the passageway below. The light from their torch flickered and faded as the two men rounded a corner several hundred feet away.
Scarlet stood in the pitch black, letting her eyes adjust. She felt the clammy floor of the landing, slick with condensation, soak through the sheer blue silk of her stockinged feet. A quick check under several layers of satin evening gown assured her the derringer was still strapped to her thigh. Satisfied, she crept down the worn stone stairs, following the sound of Smythe’s voice and the stomp of Horton’s heavy riding boots.
Scarlet kept her arms in close to her body as she moved. Soon enough, conscious thought ceased, and training took over. She walked heel to toe, her body crouched. Her weight was distributed evenly, her every muscle was engaged. She chose her following distance carefully, not close enough for them to detect her behind them but not so far away she couldn’t hear their every word. She clung to the shadows just as she’d been taught, her footsteps soft as a housecat’s.
The tunnel construction became older the farther they went. The rough-cut granite floor gave way to stone worn smooth from countless years of footsteps. The wooden support beams, still green near the tunnel’s entrance, began to show signs of rot. The musty smell of decay became more pronounced. Scarlet followed behind them like a ghost, the scent of damp earth and mold strong in her nostrils.
Suddenly, they stopped, catching her off guard. She wedged into a corner and froze, not daring to move a muscle. The midnight blue satin of her dress blended perfectly into the darkness. She hadn’t chosen this gown just because it brought out the sapphire in her eyes.
Risking a glance from her hiding place, Scarlet spotted Horton and Smythe farther down the passage. The flickering torchlight revealed them standing next to a recessed door of black oak. Underneath the door’s handle was a pewter lock engraved with filigree. Smythe pulled a long black key from his pocket and inserted it into the lock. There was an audible click of the tumblers, and the door swung open.
As the two men walked in and closed the door behind them, Scarlet crept closer. She raised her skirts to better position herself in the space in front of the entrance. Taking a knee as best she could, Scarlet braced her hands against the weathered black wood and put her eye to the keyhole. She watched as Smythe placed the sputtering torch in a wall sconce and lit an aether lamp. Soft light filled the room, spilling from the cracks and the edges of the door and into the passageway. A quick glace left and right verified she was alone in the corridor.
Through the keyhole, Scarlet studied Smythe’s office. The wood paneled walls and the grand Revolutionary War-era desk fit with what she’d read in the congressman’s file.
“Narcissistic with an overly developed sense of self-importance.” Sums it up quite nicely from what I can see.
Horton collapsed into a seat next to Smythe’s antique desk and propped his feet up on a nearby table. The general pulled a cigar from the pocket of his dress uniform, struck a match from his boot heel, and puffed the stogie to life.
Smythe, dressed in a formal black suit, champagne glass still in hand, remained standing. “You know, George, that bureau you’re resting your feet on once belonged to your namesake. We purchased it from an auction of President Washington’s personal belongings. We had it delivered via airship, straight from Virginia.”
“You don’t say?” Horton replied, puffing away at his cigar. He placed his hand on the sturdy piece of wooden furniture. “Damn fine footrest it makes too.”
Scarlet shifted her body in an attempt to get a better view inside the room. Horton really is a bastard. Be a pleasure clamping him in irons if we don’t have to kill him first.
Smythe took a seat on the edge of his desk. “What was so urgent as to warrant dragging me from my own party?” Smythe glanced at his silver pocket watch. “I have a speech to deliver in less than a three-quarter turn o’ the clock.”
Horton exhaled, and a pungent cloud of smoke wafted toward the ceiling. “In the interest of helping you keep your speaking engagement, congressman, I’ll cut to the chase. We’ll be needing to move a bit sooner than originally planned.”
In the darkness, Scarlet heard a chittering sound. She winced as tiny sharpened claws dug into her skin. The soft, hot belly of what she guessed was a rat slid across the top of her foot. Its coarse fur brushed against the bone of her shin and caused her reflexes to betray her. Before she realized it, she’d kicked the creature away in disgust.
She heard a satisfying chunk as it impacted against the far wall. Then. . . nothing. She gasped, covering her mouth as it dawned on her what she’d done. She stood statue-still, hand poised above her derringer and ears straining for even the slightest indication she’d given herself way. Lucky for her, the two men in the office hadn’t seemed to notice anything.
“From what you’ve told us, everything seems to be in readiness,” Smythe said. “I don’t think moving a little sooner will be an issue. Of course, we’ll have to speak to the other members before we do anything. When were you thinking of launching?” Smythe took a sip of champagne.
“Sometime later tonight,” Horton replied.
Smythe choked on his bubbly. “You can’t be serious?” Smythe asked, wiping his mouth with his sleeve. “We’ve been planning this for the last two years, George. We all agreed moving too soon would put our larger plans at risk. Not to mention the others need to be included in a decision of this magnitude.”
Horton sighed. “Congressman, are you or are you not the head of the cabal?”
“That’s not the point, George. You know I—”
“And,” Horton interrupted, holding up his hand, “as the head of the cabal, did you or did you not grant me power over all operational matters requiring military tactics or strategy?”
Smythe set his glass down and folded his arms. “You’ll at least enlighten me as to why you think this is a good idea.”
“Simple.” Horton crossed his feet on General Washington’s bureau. “If anything good came of what happened at Beth Juniper’s farm, it’s that the Union tipped its hand. DSI knows something’s going on. I’d bet my best horse they have agents in the area already. They know something’s up, but they don’t know what. More important, they don’t know when. They’ll need time to figure that out. If we strike tonight, we take that time away from them.”
Smythe picked up his champagne glass and studied it closely. “You’re saying they’ve forced our hand? I don’t like making forced moves, George, but it seems we have no choice in the matter.”
“Not much, congressman.” Horton got up and leaned in over some documents on Smythe’s desk. “Look here,” he said, pointing to one of them. “We’re close enough to early fall that the prevailing winds will be in our favor. Telacivic assures us they’ll carry the residue a good distance. He says we might be able to expand the effective radius another fifteen or twenty miles.”
“Can Telacivic be trusted?”
Horton laughed. “Only insofar as a man who’s been kidnapped, tortured, and pressed into service can be. I believe we can trust him well enough. He knows what will happen if he misleads us.”
Smythe nodded and pointed to another document. “You’d originally planned to move in the dark of the new moon. How is it tonight? Will anyone spot the Raven?”
“Moon’s been in retreat the last several days,” Horton said. “Should be sufficient cover for a black airship to fly unnoticed. I saw clouds rolling in from the east when I rode here tonight. That should help.”
“And the telegraph lines?” Smythe asked.
“Already been cut.”
“You had this done before you knew the rest of the group would agree?”
Horton shrugged. “Had no choice, congressman.”
“I see. And your men?”
“Ready to move on my command.”
Smythe looked at his pocket watch again. “Well, I suppose that settles it.”
“Suppose it does,” Horton said. He straightened his uniform jacket and took a last puff from his cigar.
Smythe held his hand out toward the door, inviting Horton to leave first.
A jolt of adrenaline shot through Scarlet as she readied herself to move. She couldn’t afford to be caught, but she needed to wait until the last possible second before looking away from the keyhole. Something very bad was going to happen tonight, and she couldn’t run the risk of missing anything that might help them stop it.
“You’re sure you won’t be needing anything else in the way of assistance?” Smythe asked.
“Don’t expect I will, congressman.” Horton smashed the life from his cigar with a stone paperweight from Smythe’s desk and threw the cold stogie into a brass waste bin. “Anything we need from here on in, my boys and I will see to ourselves.” Horton pulled a plug of tobacco from his uniform and placed it in his mouth.
Smythe stared at the general’s distended left cheek. “Disgusting habit, George. At least try and wait until you get outside before you start spitting all over the place. Oh, be a good man and grab that torch, would you? As for the change of plans, I’ll break the news to the rest of the group tonight after you’ve already left.”
They moved toward the door.
Scarlet looked up, judging the height of the space above her. Smooth as glass, she braced her hands and feet against the opposing walls. She scrambled toward the ceiling like a spider, wedging herself between the opposing walls to keep from falling. She looked down and swore. The skirt of her gown hung in folds, blocking the front of the door. Grunting with the effort of supporting herself with only three limbs, she reached down with one hand and gathered her skirts.
The door swung open, a whispering swish as the hem of her gown brushed against the head jamb. Smythe exited the room, followed by Horton. They paused in the entryway, mere inches beneath her. Close enough that she caught the scent of the lavender oil the congressman used in his bath. Close enough that she could see the fold in the top of Horton’s Cavalry Stetson. Could smell the rich, acrid scent of his chewing tobacco. Scarlet practically willed herself invisible, not daring to move. Not daring to breathe.
“I’ll explain why the change was needed and why there was no time to consult the group before we took action,” Smythe said. “I’ll take care of Louis and Silas. You just focus on the work at hand. I assume we’ll know when it’s done?”
“Oh, you’ll know, most certainly. It will be historic.”
Smythe slammed the door shut behind him. The lock snapped into place with a loud clack.
It wasn’t until she was alone again in the dark that Scarlet dropped to the floor. She allowed herself to exhale. The two men had spoken outside the door for only a few seconds, but to her screaming muscles, it had felt like an eternity.
Satisfied she hadn’t been discovered, Scarlet shook the knots from her limbs. She pulled a pair of matching pearl combs from her hair, retrieving a long, thin piece of metal from each one with practiced ease. She smiled at the thought of those tortuous hours spent picking locks. Copperhead had insisted. She’d done it in broad daylight, in total darkness, even underwater. Within seconds of placing her pins into the pewter keyhole, all her practice paid off. She pushed the heavy oak door aside and slipped into Smythe’s office.
Several minutes later, she stood above the antique desk, barely able to grasp the magnitude of what she saw.
“No,” she said, shaking her head in disbelief. “This can’t be what I think it is.”
She scanned the documents a second time, desperately searching for something, anything, that would let her be wrong, but it only confirmed the worst of her fears.
“Christ the Healer,” she swore, her voice trembling.
    
“SAYS HERE you and your manservant are guests of Congressman Wallace.” The Confederate soldier said, inspecting Greg’s invitation. “But I don’t see the congressman anywhere abouts.”
Montclair and Greg stood at the top of the stairs leading to Rosetree Manor’s sprawling front porch. They’d been waiting a full turn o’ the clock to show their invitations. Behind them, a long line of invited guests stretched between the majestic oaks of the plantation’s main road. A string of torches ran the length of the thoroughfare as far back as the eye could see, providing the well-to-do invitees with light while they waited.
The notes of a waltz drifted to Montclair’s ear from the gaily lit mansion. The party was in full swing. From inside, he heard snatches of conversation: the end of a toast to the late Jeff Davis, two men discussing the latest Freedmen insurrection, a woman’s laugh, the sound bright and clear over the music.
The soldier squinted in the light of the nearest torch, trying to match the name Greg had given him to the one on the forged identification papers. He eyed them with suspicion.
Montclair frowned at the private. Come on, boy, don’t be a hero. Just wave us through.
Operational snags were an accepted part of the work they did. Montclair had come to expect them. He just hadn’t planned on running into one so soon.
Greg smiled at the young soldier. “Well, I was told to say the congressman suddenly took ill, but between you and me, he’s not as young as he once was. I’m afraid I may have worn the poor dear out.” Greg winked.
The young Confederate drew back in disgust. Suddenly, he was unable to get them past quickly enough. Greg laughed as they walked by.
“Quick thinking,” Montclair said as they took a second set of steps leading to the mansion proper. The section of the porch was deserted, allowing them a quick respite from their tradecraft. “That’s some pretty good acting you’ve been doing lately.”
“Don’t start with me, Julius. I’ve taken enough shit from my own men. I’m not about to listen to it from you, too. If a man feels the urge to lay with another man, who the hell am I to judge him? Not that my tastes run in that particular direction, mind you.”
“Who to judge, indeed?” Montclair replied. He nodded to a group of gentlemen standing near the mansion’s grand front doors as they entered.
Greg let out a low whistle. “I attended a ball at the French embassy once. It had nothing on this place.”
Montclair took in the expanse of the room from the polished stone columns to the marble floors and the massive crystal chandelier and couldn’t help but be impressed. “The congressman certainly didn’t spare any expense.”
A clockwerk draped in bright orange and blue and bearing a tray of drinks ambled by. Montclair and Greg each took a glass.
Montclair sipped. “Not bad.”
Greg laughed. “Up to the standards of Creole royalty?”
Montclair raised an eyebrow and pointed toward the side of the room, at a small alcove that looked semi-private. When he and Greg were away from prying ears, Montclair resumed their conversation. “I’ve had my share of excellent French champagne, but calling me ‘Creole royalty’ might be a bit of an exaggeration.”
“I’ve read about your mother, Julius. If it’s an exaggeration to say she was royalty, it isn’t much of one. Anyone who’s seen her daguerreotype wouldn’t have a hard time imagining her as a queen.”
Montclair surveyed the vast ballroom with a practiced eye, noting the placement of each gray-coated soldier. For every one in uniform, Montclair guessed there were at least two dressed in evening clothes moving unseen amongst the crowd. It looked as though every wealthy family in the Confederacy was here. With a crowd like this, Smythe wouldn’t take any chances with security.
“You’re sure Wallace won’t be waking up anytime soon?” Montclair asked, changing the subject the way he always did when conversation turned toward his family.
“I’m sure,” Greg replied. Another clockwerk, its metal surface polished to perfection, made its way through the crowd with a tray of strawberries. Greg plucked one from the mechanized servant’s platter and placed it in his mouth. “I gave him diluted nightshade. Put it in his wine.”
Montclair’s eyes grew wide. “You gave him what?”
“Diluted nightshade.”
“That stuff is nothing to fool with, Greg. One drop too many can mean the difference between ‘unconscious’ and ‘dead’. Where in hell did you get diluted nightshade anyway? Only members of the guild have access to poisons like that.”
Greg shrugged. “One of my Marines was taken by the guild when she was eight. When the war broke out thirteen years later, she renounced the alchemists to fight for the Union.”
“So, you’re telling me you not only have a Marine who speaks Croatan, but you also have one with an alchemist’s training? Don’t you think those might have been important details to share before now?”
Greg swallowed his strawberry. “To be fair, Julius, you never asked.”
Montclair shook his head. “You know, I’ve actually been foolish enough to believe I was in charge of this mission.”
“You are, technically speaking. Can’t tell you all my secrets, though.”
“When this is over, you and I are going to have a serious discussion about chain of command.”
Above the ballroom’s main entrance, a tremendous clock as big around as a small fishpond hung on the wall. The hour hand crept perilously close to Roman numeral eleven.
“Julius,” Greg said, grabbing Montclair’s arm and pointing him toward a grand marble staircase at the room’s far end. “You won’t believe who just decided to join the party.”
Two men emerged from a dark alcove behind the staircase. It was pure luck that Greg even saw them. If he and Montclair hadn’t been standing exactly where they were, away from the bulk of the guests and near the back of the ballroom, they would have missed them. One of the men was short, rotund, and aging. His bald head shone under the lights of the chandelier. Snow-white hair, clipped close to the scalp, clung to the sides of his head just above his ears. His companion was tall, in his thirties, with the brawny build of a professional soldier. His black hair hung loose past the collar of his Confederate-gray dress uniform.
“Everything I’ve read on him says the general’s a twisted sonofabitch,” Greg said. “Has a taste for hurting people, women in particular. Looks the part, too. The old congressman doesn’t appear to be much of a threat, though, does he?”
“Don’t let appearances fool you. There’s blood on Smythe’s hands too. He may not have done the killing himself, but make no mistake, Smythe’s wealth and influence have ended plenty of lives.”
“Easy,” Greg said. “I recognize that tone. Don’t go getting all righteous on me. This isn’t the time to let those sanctimonious Catholic sensibilities get the best of you. We need your head in this.”
Montclair frowned. His mother’s Creole blood tended to run hot. Thankfully, his father’s strict obligation to duty and unquestionable view of right and wrong served to temper that heat. Much as he hated to admit it, Greg was right.
“We’ve got Smythe and Horton together in the same place,” Greg said, “and neither of them knows who we are. We won’t get another opportunity like this. Can you keep your emotions in check?”
Montclair nodded. “First thing we should do is get ourselves another glass of this excellent champagne. Then, we can meet our host and thank him for it in person. To do otherwise wouldn’t be polite.”
There was a table near the edge of the crowd. It was covered with champagne flutes, stacked in rows to form a four-foot high pyramid. The undercover Union officers retrieved fresh glasses as they passed and quickly made their way through the shadows to the alcove where Smythe and Horton stood.
“Follow my lead,” Greg whispered as they approached. “There you are, congressman!” Greg shouted. He grabbed the politician’s arm and whipped him around so they were face to face.
Smythe cried out in surprise, his eyes darting back and forth between Greg and Montclair.
Smythe’s reaction had been just what Montclair expected. They’d achieved their goal to rattle the congressman’s cage and see what fell out. But Horton was a different story. Other than a subtle shift of his hand toward his gun, he hadn’t flinched.
As Montclair sized him up, the two men locked eyes. Montclair’s body tensed, and the hairs on the back of his neck rose. An icy chill ran the length of his spine.
“Pleasure to finally make your acquaintance, sir!” Greg said. He gripped Smythe’s hand and pumped it up and down.
“I’m afraid you have me at a loss, sir,” Smythe said.
“William Trotman, congressman. At your service.”
“Trotman, you say? Why does that name sound familiar?”
“My close friends call me ‘Bill’,” Greg said. “And since you and I have a mutual one in Congressman Wallace, I’d be honored if you would do the same.”
A look of recognition dawned on Smythe’s face. “Ah! Of course, Wally’s new friend. Trotman of the Kansas Trotmans.” This time, Smythe extended his hand. “Wally’s told me so much about you, Bill. Speaking of, where is he? I’d expected the two of you would be attending together?”
“The poor dear took ill just this evening. He asked me to send his deepest regrets that he couldn’t attend. He knows how much this night means to you. I’ll pass along your regards. He’ll be happy to know you were thinking of him while he was under the weather.”
“Please see that you do, Bill. And who might your companion be?” Smythe looked up at Montclair, seeming to notice him for the first time.
Montclair quickly got a sense of the man. Ambition. Greed. A willingness to devalue the lives of others in pursuit of his own desires, but not the same sense of malevolence he’d gotten from Horton.
“Congressman,” Greg said. “Allow me to introduce my manservant, Jasper.”
“Your manservant has an ill look about him,” Horton said. His gaze never left Montclair’s. “Where I’m from, niggers don’t look so into the eyes of their betters. Seems to me this one’s forgotten his place.”
Smythe gave Horton a distasteful look. “And my very outspoken companion here is General George Horton,” Smythe said. “You’ll have to excuse him. A man doesn’t attain the rank he holds at such a young age without being forthright.”
“Think nothing of it, congressman,” Greg said, placing himself between Horton and Montclair. “The next President of the Confederate States need not apologize to any man. Besides, the general is right. The fault is all mine, I’m afraid. With so many clockwerks at our disposal, we’ve become lax in disciplining our human servants. Jasper here has traveled with me so much he’s obviously grown too comfortable, a shortcoming I’ll see corrected very soon. Eyes down, Jasper!” Greg barked. “On the floor where they belong!”
With more effort than he would have thought possible, Montclair lowered his eyes. Inside, he raged. Every fiber of his being wanted to strangle the dark-haired Confederate general.
“I’d love to stay and make sure this insolence was dealt with properly. . .” Horton sneered. “But I’ve got an appointment to make.” He nodded to Smythe. “Congressman.”
Montclair felt Horton’s eyes as the Confederate general walked passed. Montclair’s jaw ached from the force of gritting his teeth. He clenched his fists until his fingernails bit into flesh. His body shook with the effort it took to keep his sights focused on the floor. Montclair looked up just in time to watch Horton turn and make his way toward the exit, shoving guests aside as he pushed his way through the crowd.
“And I think we’ve taken up enough of your valuable time as well, Congressman,” Greg said, breaking the tense silence.
“Nonsense, Bill. If I hope to have the support of the Trotman family during this election, the least I can do is take a few minutes to make the acquaintance of the family’s eldest son. Besides, any friend of Wally’s is a friend of mine. But I do fear I must excuse myself. I have a speech to deliver in,” Smythe glanced at his pocket watch, “about a quarter turn o’ the clock. But it has been a pleasure, Bill.” Smythe shook Greg’s hand a final time. “Please, avail yourself of all the hospitality Rosetree has to offer. If I don’t see you after my speech, take care of our Wally. Let him know I’ll expect to see him as soon as he recovers.”
“I certainly will,” Greg replied.
When Smythe was gone, Greg grabbed Montclair by the arm and took him aside. “What the hell was that? That’s not at all what we discussed! You were to—”
“Enough, Greg!” Montclair snarled. “You may have forgotten, but I’m still your commanding officer!”
“Then you should act like it!”
A look of rage flashed across Montclair’s face.
“You can’t let revenge get in the way of duty, no matter how justified your actions may be,” Greg said, not backing down. “My commanding officer once told me that.”
“I’m going to kill him,” Montclair said, more calm than before.
“This mission’s given us both scores to settle,” Greg said.
“We’ve misjudged this whole thing, Greg. Smythe isn’t our primary target. It’s Horton.”
Greg shrugged. “I’ve known you long enough not to question your instincts, Julius. What’s our next move?”
Montclair looked up at the big clock above the ballroom entrance. “We need to find those DSI agents,” he said. “Horton has to be stopped. Permanently.”
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MONTCLAIR SEARCHED THE CROWD, his keen eyes sweeping back and forth across the ballroom.
Greg leaned in close to Montclair’s ear. “It’s like a needle in a damned stack of needles,” he said. “There must be hundreds of people here. Not to mention the ones still waiting to get in. These agents could be anywhere.”
“We’ll know him by his red ascot and the bright copper pin on his jacket,” Montclair said back, low enough so that only Greg heard him, “and they’ll know us from our daguerreotypes.”
Greg cleared a path through a cluster of laughing partygoers. “A red ascot and a copper pin? Well, that narrows it down. Be a hell of a lot easier if we had daguerreotypes of them too.”
Montclair searched among the revelers, desperate for a glimpse of a man with red neckerchief or the shimmer of copper on his chest. He pulled Greg off to the side, conscious of the vicinity of the other guests. “You know better than that. Strategic intelligence agents don’t generally circulate images of themselves.”
Greg shook his head. “Damned DSI.”
“You have a right to distrust them, but now isn’t the time.”
“You’re one to speak about timing after what just happened with Horton.”
“I know,” Montclair replied. “You and I both have scores to settle now.”
Montclair and Gregory continued searching the crowd from their place in the shadows but with no luck. Montclair glanced up at the ballroom clock, a worried expression on his face.
“This is ridiculous,” Greg said. “Is there a backup plan in case we can’t find these agents?”
“There is, although I’d hoped to avoid wasting any more time. We’re to meet them near the serving tables if we haven’t made contact by—”
The bells of the massive clock began to sound. They rang out eleven times before falling silent again.
“Eleven o’ the clock,” Montclair finished. “Lead the way, Mr. Trotman.” Montclair stood aside so Greg could go ahead toward the serving tables. “And hurry. Every minute puts Horton that much further out of reach.”
Greg pushed through richly dressed bodies until he and Montclair arrived at the serving area. Sturdy wooden tables groaned under the weight of gourmet fare, the likes of which Montclair hadn’t seen since the grand affairs his mother used to host.
Two men stood next to the endmost table. The older of the two wore a black formal suit with a bright crimson ascot tied loose around his neck. On his waistcoat was a gleaming copper pin, fashioned in the shape of a slithering snake. He was tall and serious, with a clear set of eyes Montclair would bet missed very little. His companion, though, was a puzzle.
The second man stood several inches taller than the first but was much younger. Early twenties, Montclair guessed. His dark brown hair was shoulder length but had been tied back neatly. His formal suit fit him well, but he fidgeted in it as though he’d never worn such clothes before. There was something else about him, something just beneath the surface that Montclair couldn’t quite read.
“You make the introductions,” Montclair said as he and Greg approached the agents. “After that, I’ll be doing the talking. We clear?”
“Crystal,” Greg replied.
“Good evening, gentleman,” the older DSI agent said. “A balmy night here in our glorious Confederacy, is it not?”
“Long live the Confederacy,” Greg said.
The older man nodded and bade them follow him. When they were well away from the other guests, he extended his hand. “Phrasing is a bit hokey for my taste, but the words serve their purpose well enough. Major Gregory, isn’t it?”
Greg hesitated but then shook the agent’s hand.
The agent turned to Montclair. “Which would make you Colonel Montclair.”
“Pleased to make your acquaintance,” Montclair said. The old man’s grip was firm and cool. “You’ve obviously been briefed on who we are, but how should we address the two of you? And wasn’t there supposed to be a third?”
“Call me Copperhead,” the senior agent said. “My young friend here doesn’t have a moniker, but you can call him Fortenberry for now.”
Fortenberry nodded but otherwise stayed quiet.
“And, yes, there are three of us. My protégé is busy, but I expect she’ll be joining us any second.” Copperhead glanced down at his gold pocket watch.
Montclair saw a look of concern, but it was gone as quickly as it appeared.
“Not every day you get to meet the hero of the Potomac face to face,” Copperhead said, catching Montclair off guard.
“I-I’m no hero, Mr. Copperhead.”
“In that you are very much mistaken, Colonel. And please, just ‘Copperhead,’ if you don’t mind.”
“Much as I enjoy pleasantries, Mr. Copperhead, we’re in a bit of a hurry,” Greg said. “Horton’s already gone, and instead of chasing him, we’re wasting time here with you.”
The old spymaster studied Greg for a while before he responded. “I’m aware of your history with the department, major, and for what happened to Ms. Sanchez, I’m truly sorry. I want you to know I had no part in that operation. I promise you that when this assignment ends, I’ll do everything in my power to help you find the answers you’ve been looking for.”
Greg’s eyes grew wide. Montclair could almost feel the major’s body tense up at the mention of Carmen Sanchez’s name. Greg started to speak but seemed to think better of it. Montclair had never seen Greg at a loss for words. He found it more unsettling than anything the Marine major could have spoken aloud.
“The major may not have put it very well,” Montclair said, “but that doesn’t mean it’s any less true. We should have left here a quarter turn ago.”
“Just waiting for my protégé, colonel,” Copperhead said. “I’d bet whatever she’s found is worth the extra time. Besides, your support troops will tell us exactly which way Horton’s headed. Your shooters had a fine view of him through the glass on their long rifles, didn’t they? They’re positioned all around the property, correct?”
“How the hell did you know that?” Montclair asked.
The old spy shrugged. “I didn’t until just now, but it’s what I would have done.”
“Sir,” Fortenberry interrupted. He whispered something to the older man that Montclair couldn’t quite hear. Then, Fortenberry pointed toward the ballroom staircase.
“Yes, I see her, Mr. Fortenberry. Good eye, young man. Looks like our wait is over.” Copperhead pointed his champagne glass in the direction of a woman approaching through the crowd. “Here comes my protégé now.”
Montclair saw a young woman push her way through a nearby group of guests. She had hair as red as a pile of embers. Her sapphire blue eyes focused straight ahead. Her gown hugged the curves of the young woman’s body as if it were made for her, which Montclair guessed it was. One look at her face, lovely as it was, told Montclair something was terribly wrong.
She spotted Copperhead and made right for him, shoving several people aside in the process. Ignoring Montclair, Greg, and the agent called Fortenberry, she grabbed Copperhead by the shoulder and whispered something in his ear. The color drained from the old man’s face.
“Time to go, gentlemen,” Copperhead said.
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THE STEAM CARRIAGE raced into the night. They’d burst through the gates of Rosetree and pushed the aether-powered vehicles hard. After several miles, they pulled off the main road where Abe’s carriage circled behind a copse of trees and came to a stop. He followed Copperhead and Scarlet out of the carriage and into a wide, grass-covered clearing. The first things he saw were the brutes.
He’d never actually operated one, but Abe had seen the mechanical horses before, agricultural models built mostly for pulling plows and carts. Nothing like the machines at the edge of the clearing. These were heavier than their farm cousins, with limbs as thick as tree trunks and heavy armor plating. These brutes, bristling with weaponry, were never meant to haul corn or potatoes. They were machines of war.
Groups of men and women moved about the clearing. Some saw to the brutes, while others loaded pistol and rifle and readied themselves for the coming fight. Most had shed their formal suits and gowns, trading them instead for oddly patterned shirts and trousers. They passed sticks of charcoal between themselves, rubbing the soot onto their faces and hands. No one spoke above a whisper, but the air crackled with pent-up energy.
“I’m headed to the colonel’s carriage,” Copperhead said. “We’ll need a few minutes to discuss what happens next.” He tossed Scarlet a canvas rucksack. “Three minutes,” he said, before walking off toward the opposite side of the clearing.
To Abe’s surprise, Scarlet shimmied out of her evening gown. He blushed crimson at the sight of her in a dark-colored corset and lace underclothes. Scarlet paid no mind to his discomfort. Nor had the other female soldiers as they changed, come to think of it. Modesty took a back seat to practicality in the field, he supposed.
From the canvas sack, Scarlet pulled a set of clothes similar to the uniforms the soldiers wore. Abe stared open-mouthed as she faced away from him and wiggled into the patterned trousers.
“At least do me the courtesy of picking your jaw up off the ground,” she said, her back still turned. She laughed as Abe turned a deeper shade of crimson.
A soldier arrived with a message just as she was buckling her gun belt. “Colonel Montclair and Major Gregory have requested your presence, ma’am,” he said.
Scarlet thanked the soldier and followed him, pulling Abe along as she walked. The soldier led them to a steam carriage at the far end of the clearing.
“Took you long enough,” Copperhead said as they stepped up into the cabin. The old spymaster was alone. He had removed his suit jacket and was loading rounds into a rifle magazine.
“We’d expected Colonel Montclair and the Marine major,” Scarlet said.
“Relaying the information you found to their troops. They’ll be along in a minute. Some damn fine work you did back there, girl. If you hadn’t uncovered those plans. . .”
“We’ve still got our work cut out for us,” Scarlet said.
Copperhead grunted his agreement and picked something up from the seat next to him. “For you, Mr. Fluvelle.” He tossed Abe a revolver, still in its holster. “I’m hoping you won’t have to use that, but better to have it and not need it, as they say.”
Abe took the weapon without a word. He’d hunted with his father in Pennsylvania, but he’d never touched a revolver before. He fumbled with the holster’s straps and buckles for several minutes before Scarlet took pity on him and led him outside.
Scarlet slipped the shoulder holster over Abe’s arms and reached up to buckle the strap at his chest. For a brief second, it felt almost like an embrace. Abe felt the swell of her breasts against his torso. He smelled the jasmine in her hair. He fought the impulse to take her in his arms. Abe looked down at her, and their eyes met. His heart beat quickly, and his skin felt flushed.
Scarlet gave the shoulder holster a final tug and cinched it tight. “You’re going to have to do something about all that blushing,” she said.
Abe took a deep breath and looked up through the break in the trees. The night sky was clear and full of stars. A bank of clouds moved in from the east, threatening to obscure what little moonlight there was.
Scarlet snapped her fingers to get his attention. “Abe! That’s the third time I’ve called your name. If you expect to survive this mission, you’re going to have to start paying attention!”
“I’m sorry,” Abe said.
Scarlet sighed. “None of this is your fault.” She seemed to soften a bit. “I think I owe you an apology, Abe. But I’m afraid I’m not very good at it. I—”
“Hope we’re not interrupting?” Colonel Montclair asked.
Abe had been so preoccupied with Scarlet he hadn’t heard them approach. The colonel was still in his evening clothes. His friend, the Marine major, had changed into the same brown, black, and green uniform Scarlet and the other soldiers wore.
Colonel Montclair greeted Abe with a nod. “Mr. Fortenberry,” he said. Colonel Montclair stood ramrod straight, his chest and arms straining the material of his formal vest and shirt. The colonel had rolled up his shirtsleeves as if anticipating the fight to come. A revolver in a black holster lay strapped to the colonel’s right leg, a large knife was strapped to his left. The colonel wore a black leather glove on his left hand. Strange he would need gloves in August, Abe thought. Stranger still he wore only the one.
The powerfully built brown-skinned man extended his hand to Scarlet. “I’m Colonel Julius Montclair,” he said. “I don’t think we’ve had the pleasure?”
“You can call me Scarlet, colonel.” She placed her hand in his. “An honor to meet you.”
To Scarlet’s and Abe’s surprise, Colonel Montclair turned her hand and brought the back of it to his lips. “The honor is mine, agent.”
Scarlet laughed. “Colonel Julius Montclair, 1st Union Air Corps, West Point graduate, and commander of the Vindication. The youngest ever appointed full command of an airship if I’m not mistaken. Your reputation precedes you, colonel.”
Abe couldn’t be certain, but he thought he detected a flutter in her voice. A pang of jealously struck like a punch in the gut.
The Marine major cleared his throat. “We don’t have a lot of time, Julius.”
“Right.” Colonel Montclair placed his hand on the major’s shoulder. “Scarlet, Mr. Fortenberry, this is Major Aldan Gregory, Union Marine Corps, and as is sometimes the case, the major’s right. The clock isn’t on our side tonight.” The colonel held out his hand and helped Scarlet up into the carriage, affording himself a long look at her backside as he did. Then, he and the major climbed into the cabin.
Unsure if he was welcome, Abe stood outside the door.
“Come along, Mr. Fortenberry,” Copperhead said from the inside of the carriage. “We haven’t got all night.”
The colonel’s carriage was much larger than the one Abe, Copperhead, and Scarlet had taken to the gala. Twelve grown men sitting shoulder-to-shoulder could fit inside with room to spare. There were control consoles in the cabin’s front and rear. Wooden crates marked “ammunition” were stacked in neat rows underneath the bench seats. In the center of the cabin was a rounded table. On it lay a yellowed map that someone had done a poor job of smoothing out. Abe slid into a vacant seat next to Scarlet.
“Can your man be trusted, Copperhead?” Colonel Montclair asked.
“He and I came up through the ranks together, colonel. This was his last assignment before leaving the agency for good, so I know his work was thorough.”
“Good enough.” Colonel Montclair crossed his arms and stared at the map. “Greg?”
Major Gregory shrugged. “Our scouts verify all your information, Copperhead.” The major traced his finger along a line on the map. “They followed Horton the whole way in. The direction Horton took, the features of the terrain, even the description of the barn . . . they all match what your man gave us.”
“No reason they wouldn’t,” Copperhead said. “We’re all on the same side here.”
“We’ve confirmed Horton’s location,” Colonel Montclair said. “We can get eyes on him, but we can only see so much in the dark.” The colonel tapped his foot underneath the table. “I want this bastard before he has a chance to run. What else do you know about this barn, Copperhead?”
“Our people have seen Horton there before, and the reports say Smythe was recently seen with him. Going off what Scarlet told us about Smythe and Horton’s tête-à-tête during the gala, Smythe’s as much a part of it as Horton. The smart money says that whatever’s going on, that barn is smack-dab in the center of it.”
Abe watched as Colonel Montclair flexed his gloved hand open and closed. “We’ll deal with Smythe later,” the colonel said. “For now, the focus is Horton.”
“What about the building itself, Copperhead?” Major Gregory asked. “And the area surrounding it?”
“I’m sure your scouts have already told you the strangest thing about the place is its size. It’s at least three or four times that of a normal barn.”
“What can we expect to find in there, Copperhead?” Colonel Montclair asked.
“I’m afraid it could be anything, Colonel. We know from the plans in Smythe’s office that they are planning to use some powerful explosives, but that doesn’t tell us why the barn needs to be so big. Could be manufacturing for the explosive device, test facility for the rumored new brutes the Confederacy is working on, truth be told, we haven’t been able to get anyone inside, so there’s no telling what’s in there. Add those sentries to the equation. . .” Copperhead shook his head. “Not an ideal scenario, I know, but there it is.”
Major Gregory studied at the map. “Armed guards, huh? Anything that well-protected is important,” he said. “Now they’ve got me curious.”
Copperhead nodded. “The barn’s in an open clearing, nothing but several acres of field behind it. The only road in is this one.” He pointed to a line on the map. “There’s trees on either side all the way in. That’s to our advantage.”
“We’ll need to go in quiet,” Colonel Montclair said. “No need to wake the neighbors on this one.”
“I agree,” Scarlet said. “We can approach from three sides.” She pointed at the areas on the map surrounding the barn. “Just off the main road, then from the north and the west. Here, here, and here. These hills in front of the barn will give us the high ground.”
Major Gregory nodded. “The forest will give us some cover going in, but that single road equates to only one avenue of approach for our support. It’s sure to be well-covered.”
“Sure to be,” Colonel Montclair agreed. “I’d much prefer a different route. Actually, I’d prefer a platoon of Marines and more than one airship’s worth of support behind us.”
“So it’s settled then,” Copperhead said. “We’ll take him at the barn.”
Colonel Montclair rolled up the map. “We’ll take him at the barn. I want us on the move in five minutes.”
    
A TURN O’ the clock later, Abe knelt on a pile of pine needles in the dark Carolina woods. He listened to Copperhead give Scarlet instructions as if his own life depended on it, which, come to think of it, it very well might. Sweat ran down Abe’s back, soaking the material of his dress shirt. His heart was beating faster than a jackrabbit’s.
“You’ll move in with the advance squad,” Copperhead whispered to Scarlet. “Don’t expect you’ll have enough light to make good use of it, but take the Chassepot just in case.”
Scarlet slung the precision French rifle across her back. With her Chassepot secure, she draped a repeater sling around her neck and put the butt stock into her shoulder. Even in her strange uniform, her face black with soot, Abe thought she was the loveliest thing he’d ever seen.
“Watch yourself,” Copperhead told her, “and good hunting.”
“You too,” Scarlet told her minder. She joined a group of soldiers waiting nearby and then disappeared into the blackness of the trees without so much as the snap of a twig.
The complaining of crickets was the only sound Abe heard. The clouds he’d seen earlier finally shifted, covering the thin sliver of the waning moon. The night turned black as pitch.
Copperhead turned to face Abe. “I want to make sure you well understand what I am about to tell you,” he whispered. “Where I step, you step. What I do, you do. Keep your mouth shut and follow instructions. Doing otherwise might get you killed or, worse, get someone else killed. Do I make myself clear?”
Abe swallowed hard and moved his head up and down. He thought back to Philadelphia, when Assistant Secretary Field first made the offer that led him here. If he knew then what he knew now, he’d have told the assistant secretary exactly where to go with his offer.
Copperhead smiled in the darkness. “Good. Now try to relax. It’s just like shooting varmints up in Pennsylvania. Only difference is these varmints shoot back.”
Abe saw Scarlet and the soldiers move like shadows through the woods ahead. Colonel Montclair and the rest of his troops would follow behind them, while Major Gregory and his contingent of Marines would approach from the west. They’d all thought it best if Abe stayed by Copperhead’s side and brought up the rear. Abe couldn’t have agreed more.
“All right. We’re up, Mr. Fluvelle,” Copperhead whispered.
Abe drew the revolver Copperhead had given him earlier and followed the Union spymaster as he maneuvered through the trees at a crouch. Abe’s body was alive, every nerve ending firing as he strained all five senses. His eyes drank in every drop of available light. The smell of pinesap and loam was strong in his nostrils. Suddenly, the crickets were as loud as a marching band, their noise drowned out only by the sound of his own heart beating in his ears.
Abe caught glimpses of the soldiers as they floated through the darkness ahead of him. The deeper in they went, the more of them he saw, but he didn’t hear a single footfall. He had to give it to the soldiers under Colonel Montclair’s command. They were as stealthy as the Natives in the stories his mother had read to him as a child.
Far ahead, Abe spotted the barest hint of light. Several hundred feet ahead, the trees ended. Just past the tree line, the ground sloped before flattening out into the clearing from the map. There sat the barn. True to the description, it was the biggest one Abe had ever seen.
Light streamed from every mud-caked crevice of the structure. It leaked from the edges of the great double doors, and in that light, Abe saw silhouettes of the guards as they went about their rounds. Copperhead motioned for him to get down, and he did as he was told.
One of the guards stopped near a small entrance, cut from the barn’s much larger outer door. Abe knew from experience there was usually a smaller door cut into the barn’s outer door, so farmers and hired hands could come and go without having to move something two or three times their height.
Abe watched as a flame sprang to life inside the guard’s cupped hands, briefly lighting up the face of the Confederate soldier. The soldier puffed his cheeks, and a cloud of smoke appeared. He shook his match, and everything went black again, allowing a dark shape to slip from the trees unnoticed.
Before Abe could count to three, the dark shape covered the distance from the woods to the guard’s back. There was one quick, precise movement, and a flash of light like the reflection off polished metal. The smoking guard crumpled to the ground.
Abe had never witnessed a man’s killing before. He would have thought killing harder than what he’d just seen. In the space of a few seconds, the soldier had appeared out of the forest and cut the other man’s throat, quieter than a graveyard wraith and with less effort than it took Abe to get out of bed in the morning. Abe thought he should feel some sort of shock or revulsion, but he didn’t feel either. He didn’t feel anything.
The barn’s inner door swung open. What only seconds ago had been a dark shape stood revealed as one of Major Gregory’s men, his bowie knife bloodied, and his eyes blinded by the light from the barn.
Before Abe knew it, he was on his feet with revolver in hand. Copperhead grabbed him by the collar and snatched him down so hard his teeth rattled.
Then, all hell broke loose.
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“DAMNATION!” Montclair swore as he watched Greg’s corporal go down in a hail of gunfire.
His adrenaline surging, Montclair broke cover and dashed toward the fallen Marine. Something grabbed ahold of Montclair and yanked him back. Breath flew from his lungs as he impacted the earth just before a storm of lead ripped through the space he’d occupied only seconds ago.
“No use, colonel!” the soldier who’d just saved his life shouted. “He’s gone!”
His soldier was right. There was nothing they could do.
Montclair shoved the young troop behind him. “Fan out!” Montclair yelled. Then, he dropped to a knee, sighted in, and returned fire.
Montclair heard repeaters opening up from his left flank. Greg and his Marines, now wanting vengeance for their fallen brother, had joined the fight. Under covering fire, one of them ran to the barn’s entrance and dragged his comrade’s body back to the tree line.
Montclair scrambled to the cover of the trees, shouldered his rifle, and squeezed the trigger. The plan had been to quietly remove the sentries and breach the barn door. Thirty seconds in and the whole thing had already gone to shit.
“Moving!” Montclair shouted as he crouched low and sighted in on the barn.
“Move!” someone yelled in response, letting Montclair know he was covered.
Montclair sprinted left, sliding in behind a thick maple and getting back up to a knee. Heavy fire poured from inside the barn. Repeating rifles only, judging by the sound. From his new angle, Montclair saw the enemy shooting from covered positions inside the barn. He let loose a string of curses. A few of the enemy wore Confederate gray, but most were dressed in faded black.
“We got Shadow Army!” Montclair shouted. Confederate regulars were one thing, but elite Shadow Army soldiers meant they had a fight on their hands.
Montclair leveled his rifle and fired. Three quick shots, three enemies down. He pulled the trigger again, and a Confederate dropped like a puppet with its strings cut. Greg and his revenge-hungry Marines took several more. Suddenly, the guns in the barn went silent, and the massive outer doors swung shut.
Montclair moved ahead in a cautious crouch. With eyes forward above the sights, rifle in his shoulder and finger near the trigger, he signaled his troops to move. Behind him, they slipped from the relative safety of the trees into the open terrain surrounding the barn.
Montclair gestured right and then left. Without a sound, his soldiers split evenly, half to one side and half to the other. They’d almost reached the sides of the barn when the wooden doors began to creak open.
Light flooded the clearing. For a split second, Montclair was blind, but his eyes adjusted quickly, and he glimpsed inside the barn.
The airship was twice as sleek and looked three times as deadly as any he’d ever seen. The engine design was unfamiliar, but it took only a second for the airship commander to recognize the genius in the engineering. The ship’s most striking feature, though, was its color. From stem to stern, she was completely black.
That was when Montclair noticed something else, the twin Gatlings mounted on the airship’s forward deck. Two Shadow Army soldiers leapt into position behind the guns’ black-plated shielding.
“Get to cover!” Montclair roared. “They’re spinning up Gatlings!”
The black airship’s twin guns buzzed like a swarm of angry wasps as they spat nine-hundred rounds a minute at Montclair and his troops. Soldiers dove left and right, hitting the ground and clawing at the dirt to get clear.
Montclair pointed his rifle skyward and ran. He rounded the barn’s corner and skidded to a stop, nearly tumbling forward but bracing himself with his clockwerk hand at the last second. He thrust his back against the wall and flattened out. Montclair’s heart raced. Sweat ran from every pore, and his chest heaved like a bellows. Four of his troops had beaten him to cover, and a wave of relief washed over him at the sight of them.
Montclair dropped the magazine from his repeater, checking his ammunition. Empty. He reached into his pocket, pulled out a fresh magazine, and slammed it home, the action as practiced and natural as a handshake.
“Anyone hurt?” he asked the soldier next to him.
“No, sir,” she replied, breathing heavily. “But those Gatlings got us pinned down. What’s your orders, colonel?”
The airship’s deadly stream of fire poured from the barn. If Montclair was pinned down, Greg and his Marines were too. They’d brought along the modified steam carriages and mechanized cavalry for exactly this reason. Where the hell were they? Montclair listened for the sound of the carriages and the thunder of mechanical hooves, but all he heard was the buzzing of the black ship’s guns and the clatter of empty shells falling like rain onto her deck.
Two streaks of bright blue screamed from the forest in quick succession. A whir and a crack split the night, not once but twice. Montclair knew exactly what it was. Somewhere in the dark woods above them, two aether rounds had left the barrel of a precision French Chassepot.
A smile spread across Montclair’s face. God bless that girl. The black ship’s Gatlings fell silent, their operators taken out by the DSI agent with the fiery red hair.
With a roar of its engines, the first of the two armored carriages burst over the hill, taking to the air as it crested the old dirt road. The second followed hot on its heels, with the armored brutes right behind.
Montclair breathed a sigh of relief.
The carriages hit the clearing and slid to a halt, spitting dirt and rocks and raising a cloud of dust. The armored vehicles opened up on the barn with every bullet and rocket in their arsenals. The brutes came behind them with guns wide open, forming up and marching in line toward the huge barn. Montclair’s troops cheered as they broke from cover and advanced. Montclair could feel it. The tide of the battle had turned.
“On me!” Montclair shouted.
Using the cloud of dust as cover, he sprinted from the side of the barn and lined up behind the closest steam carriage. Montclair sighted in and fired from behind the armored vehicle, dropping enemy soldiers as fast as he could pull the trigger.
Then, he heard something odd. The sound was strange but at the same time familiar. It reminded him of something he knew, something he’d heard many times before. Then, it hit him—the hum and whir of Vindication as her
engines spooled up before a flight.
“Oh, no,” he said.
To their credit, the steam carriages and brutes kept up their rate of fire. Rounds ripped into the walls of the barn and the dark airship’s hull as it rose. Montclair’s eyes grew wide as the black airship pivoted. He counted no less than four heavy cannon.
“Get clear!” he shouted, grabbing the collar of the nearest soldier.
They rushed from behind the steam carriage, diving just in the nick of time. The aether shells exploded on impact, decimating Montclair’s mechanized cavalry and lifting the armored carriage in a ball of blue-orange flame. Thrown by the force of the explosion, Montclair tucked into a ball and rolled. He gasped in pain as a large rock, unseen in the darkness, banged into his shoulder. He lost control and crashed to a halt inches from the base of an old loblolly pine.
Montclair struggled to get up, the heat from the flames hot on his neck as the vehicle behind him and the soldiers who’d crewed it burned. He got to his hands and knees and crawled behind the tree. Using his rifle as a prop, he braced himself against the rough bark and stood.
The trees of the forest cast flickering shadows as the remains of the brutes and the steam carriage burned. Montclair looked to his left and saw the soldier he’d grabbed was bruised but would live, which was more than he could say for the ones who’d been inside the carriage.
Like an angel of death taking flight, the black airship surged forward. The great barn doors, still only partway open, burst in a spray of wood and debris as the vessel crunched its way through.
Montclair pushed off from the tree. He spread his feet wide and dropped his center of gravity. Then, he snapped his rifle up and sighted in. He stood square with the rising vessel, his body exposed to the enemy’s fire.
“Stop that airship!” he shouted at anyone who could still hear him as he squeezed off round after round.
What remained of the barn’s colossal double doors fell to either side, the hinges giving way, the beams snapping like twigs. Montclair kept firing.
The black airship, now clear of the confines of the barn, took to the sky. Purple waves of energy, pulsating with dark power, emanated from its engines as it rose. Then, standing on the deck near the bridge, Montclair spotted Horton. The general strolled to the edge of the deck, a rifle cradled in his arm. He caught sight of Montclair, smiled, threw his head back, and laughed.
Montclair’s rifle was up again in an instant, the sights over Horton’s chest, but too late. The black ship turned and brought her port guns to bear. Montclair’s heart leapt into his throat as he realized where they were aiming.
“Get back!” he shouted.
Having seen firsthand what the black ship was capable of, the second steam carriage reversed engine and tore backward toward the tree line. The black ship’s shells hit and exploded, leaving a wagon-sized crater where the steam carriage had been. With nothing to stop it, the ship turned and headed north.
Montclair refused to accept Horton’s escape, firing even as the black ship increased its altitude. Montclair continued to pull the trigger long after the last round was spent until the click click click of the hammer on an empty chamber brought him back to his senses. He felt a hand on his shoulder and jerked away angrily.
“Julius,” Greg said. He and his Marines had left the cover of the forest to join Montclair in the clearing. Greg pointed at the barn. A sea of gray uniforms poured from the smashed doors and encircled what was left of Montclair’s troops.
One of the Confederates, a sergeant by the stripes on his jacket, stepped forward. “Ya’ll are done for,” he said. “Whoever’s in charge, have the rest of your men come out a’ them trees and lay down their arms. All that cooperate’ll be spared.”
Greg leaned in close to Montclair’s ear. “Better to die on our feet than on our knees,” he said.
Greg was right. No way were the Confederates were going to just let them walk out of there. There would be no surrendering this night.
“It’s been an honor, my friend,” he said.
Montclair gripped his rifle. Just as he was about to give the order to attack, he heard the faint thrum of engines and the sound of one-hundred war cries.
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A WAVE of Croatan braves and their Freedmen allies burst over the crest of the hill, battle cries ringing in their throats and a cloud of dust behind them. The Native warriors and former slaves galloped into the clearing and formed a moving circle, surrounding the same Confederates who’d surrounded Montclair and what remained of his troops.
The circling fighters reined their mounts to a stop. Their rifles leveled, they walked their horses forward and closed the rebels in. No one spoke. The only sounds were the clinking of bridles and the snorting of restless horses. A group of Croatan warriors parted and allowed someone to pass. Montclair’s heart began to race as the daughter of the Croatan war chief rode triumphantly into the clearing. The engine hum Montclair heard earlier grew louder. He was barely able to contain himself when Vindication appeared in the night sky over Ayita's shoulder. When his soldiers recognized their ship and began to cheer, Montclair thought his heart might burst.
“Well, that is just about the welcomest damned sight I’ve ever seen,” Greg said.
The airship passed above the barn, flared, and began its descent. Montclair smiled as he shielded his eyes against the dust and debris her engines kicked up. Vindication pivoted, graceful as a dancer, above the open field before coming to rest just above the grass.
As Montclair’s airship lowered its gangplank, Ayita, her bearing every inch that of the royalty she was, walked her stallion up to the Confederate sergeant. “Lower your weapons, graycoats,” she commanded. “If you do, you have my word your lives will be spared.”
Left with no choice, the Confederate soldiers put their rifles on the ground and their hands in the air.
Montclair let his rifle hang from its sling and helped Ayita from her horse. Before her feet touched the earth, he’d swept her into an embrace and put his lips to hers.
Copperhead raised an eyebrow. “So you and War Chief Tooantuh’s daughter have met, colonel?”
“We are somewhat acquainted,” Montclair said, still holding her, his eyes still locked with hers.
“I see.” Copperhead turned toward Ayita. “I was beginning to worry you wouldn’t make it on time.”
The Croatan princess extricated herself from Montclair’s embrace. “We almost did not. We were delayed in meeting our Freedmen allies. Then, the darkness caught us, but we rode on into the night.” She smiled at Greg. “Good to see you again, Major Gregory.”
Greg kissed her hand. “Good to be seen again, princess.”
Ayita looked up at Montclair. “We caught sight of your ship just as we rode past Greenville. Thanks be to the spirits that all the spymaster’s messages got through.”
Montclair looked at Copperhead. “Messages?”
The DSI agent shrugged. “Given all we didn’t know, I thought some backup was in order.”
Montclair nodded his thanks. “We haven’t much time. We need to alert Washington immediately. How quickly can we seize the telegraph office in Greenville?”
Sometime during the commotion, Scarlet had appeared at her minder’s side. She shook her head. “They’ve cut every telegraph line within a hundred miles, Colonel. I saw towns marked with red X’s on maps in Smythe’s office. Didn’t make any sense at the time, but now I understand. The X’s were telegraph locations. I’m sorry I didn’t catch it sooner.”
Copperhead waved away his protégé’s apology. “No way you could have known. Colonel, is Vindication fast enough to catch the black ship?”
Montclair thought for a second. “Vindication can be in the skies over Washington in three and a half hours. From the looks of her engines, I’d wager the black airship could do it at least as fast, if not faster.”
“We have to try!” Fortenberry said, his voice cracking with emotion.
Montclair had forgotten about the young agent. He envied him his optimism. Montclair could remember a time when he too felt things would always work out simply because they should.
“You’re right, Mr. Fortenberry. We are going to try. Ayita, we need every mounted brave and Freedman you can spare riding for the closest towns. We’ll need them to secure any telegraph they can and wire the capital. Are you able to help us?”
Ayita nodded. “We’ll see it done.”
She spoke a few words of Croatan to one of her nearby braves, a young woman with braided hair and the same golden eyes as her Chieftain’s daughter. The Native woman took off at once, relaying Ayita’s message to Croatan and Freedmen alike. Knowing their own fates and that of the Union were intertwined, the Native warriors and Freed-men and women mounted up. Within minutes, they were thundering away, riding hell for leather and hoping against hope to make it to a working telegraph in time.
Members of the Order of the Healer began filing down Vindication’s gangplank.
Montclair turned to the Marine major. “Greg, let’s get these wounded onboard and have the members of the Order see to our dead.”
“Consider it done,” Greg said. “I’ll have the rest of the troops prep for immediate takeoff.”
A gathering of Croatan and Freedmen had remained behind to serve as Ayita’s personal guard.
“Chieftain’s daughter,” a brave with steel-gray hair and weathered skin said, “we must go.”
Ayita acknowledged the brave and mounted her stallion. “It seems I must leave you again,” she said to Montclair.
Montclair took her hand. “Thank you for bringing me my ship.”
“Hmph. Don’t suppose I had anything to do with that?” Copperhead said as he and the other two DSI agents walked past.
Ayita leaned down from the saddle.
Montclair pulled her in and kissed her. “Someone once said to me, ‘if it is meant to be, our paths will cross again.’”
“This ‘someone’ sounds very wise,” Ayita said. Then, she grew serious. “May the spirits guide you in saving your capital, Julius.” She put her hand to his cheek. “Be safe.”
Then, she was gone.
Montclair watched her gallop away, her Croatan and Freedmen fighters following close behind her.
A thought occurred to him as they rode out of sight. Not far away, several of his troops stood watch over the Confederate prisoners. He called one over.
“Get those rebs onboard and in the stockade,” Montclair said. “I want them interrogated immediately. Have the DSI agents see to it.”
“What should I tell them are the terms of the interrogation, sir?” the soldier asked.
Montclair set his jaw. “There aren’t any. Too much at stake for us to be asking politely. And one last thing. Pass the word I want sky under our feet in the next ten minutes. We’ve got ourselves a ship to catch.”
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THE UNION SOLDIER stifled a yawn and extended his hand. “Papers, sir?”
Horton smiled as he handed over the forged documents.
The heavyset soldier glanced at them. “Says here you’re traveling on business, Mr. . . Obadiah Collins. Out of Baltimore, Maryland.”
“That’s right,” Horton said, affecting a passable Northern accent.
“What’s your business in the capital today, Mr. Collins?” the soldier asked, rubbing sleep from his eyes.
“Delivery,” Horton said. “We’re dropping off some inventory. My company has several storehouses in Washington.”
“We?” the soldier said.
“My staff and I.” Horton nodded toward some of his Shadow Army troops, who were dressed as laborers. The men grunted and groaned in the predawn gloom as they lugged a gigantic wooden crate from a flatbed steam carriage.
“What sort of inventory are you shipping, Mr. Collins?” the soldier asked, the suspicion in his voice just barely evident. He inspected Horton’s documents more closely before handing them back.
“Spices, mostly. Just getting back from a trip to Java, matter of fact. Usually a pleasant enough place but this trip was overly long by half. Be good to get home, though.” Horton beamed like a proud business owner.
“Any reason you’re shipping these crates by train, Mr. Collins? Seems like airship would have been the best way.”
Horton caught himself before he rolled his eyes. He wished he could just gut the soldier and be done with it. It was just what he needed, another
Yankee threatening to further muck up his and the cabal’s plans.
Horton leaned in close. “I’m a bit embarrassed to admit this, corporal, but I’m deathly afraid of flying. We made the whole entire trip by sea.”
The soldier raised an incredulous eyebrow. “By sea?”
Horton nodded slowly. “Had every intention of sailing right into Baltimore harbor, but we stopped off in the Caribbean, and there was a message waiting for me. My partner’d wired me, said this inventory was needed in Washington right away. So I had the ship’s captain change course. We sailed into the deep harbor at Norfolk and hired these steam carriages to haul everything overland. That was yesterday evening. Travelled all night just to get here.”
The soldier eyed the crates. “Why not take them all the way by steam carriage, then?”
The soldier’s curiosity was beginning to wear thin, but Horton did have to admit, this one was perceptive. Horton could only imagine what he’d done to pull such a shit duty as this.
“Those carriages have to be back in Norfolk by tonight,” Horton said. “Not enough time to get to Washington, unload, and cross the wastelands again. Just enough time if I send the flatbeds back and send our wares the rest of the way by train.”
“You won’t mind us checking your cargo, then?” the soldier said, already moving in the direction of the crates.
On the flight up, Horton had changed from his dress grays to civilian clothes. He felt the reassuring weight of the Colt holstered at his ribcage inside his suit jacket. His men’s rifles were within easy reach, covered by the tarps they’d thrown over the crates. The muscles in Horton’s hand tightened, ready to draw if the Yankee soldiers inspected the crates too closely.
The corporal signaled inside the building, and two other Union soldiers appeared. Horton knew from his earlier reconnaissance reports there were ten of them at the small waystation garrison, too few to pose a threat to his own well-trained shock troops. Together, the three Yankees pried the lid off the nearest crate. One of them sniffed at the bright red dust inside and erupted in a fit of sneezing.
The Union corporal dismissed his counterparts and put the lid back on the crate. “Seems like a steep price to pay, Mr. Collins, shipping all this by sea just on account of being scared to fly. Everything appears to be in order, though.” He touched the brim of his cap. “Apologies for the inconvenience. Just no such thing as being too carful nowadays. You and your men need help loading your cargo?”
Horton’s gun hand relaxed. “No, thank you. We can manage.”
The soldier made his way down the waystation’s rickety platform and returned to his post. This ramshackle building was all that remained of the once bustling city of Fredericksburg. Horton recalled traveling here once as a child, back before the war. Fredericksburg had been the jewel of northern Virginia then, before the bombs transformed broad swaths of the border states into the blackened wastelands of the demilitarized zone.
Horton stood beneath the station’s dilapidated awning, watching as eight of his men struggled to load the crate with the large letter “O” branded on its side. He’d burned the marking into the wood himself. It wouldn’t do to lose track of which crate the device was in.
The locomotive, a state-of-the art Baldwin 6000, loosed a lonesome, piercing whistle. Built at the Baldwin Locomotive works in Eddystone, Pennsylvania, it was a behemoth of a machine, designed to be the latest in speed, power, and luxury. Horton smiled at the thought of using such a marvel of Union technology as the means of delivering its destruction.
The conductor popped his head out from one of the passenger cabins. “Ten minutes to departure!” he called out.
Horton checked his pocket watch and smiled to himself. The 3:00 AM to Washington was right on schedule. It was a good bit of luck after the earlier run in with DSI. Remembering it made Horton’s blood boil.
That damned Yankee intelligence agency. How the hell had they found the barn so fast? They’d almost ruined everything!
And damn that mulatto-looking bastard of theirs, too. Leave it to DSI to stoop so low as to hire a mongrel to do their dirty work. Horton knew the half-breed was trouble, knew it the second they’d locked eyes back at Smythe’s stuffy soiree. Horton’s instincts immediately told him the half-breed was bad news, but he hadn’t listened. He cursed himself for not pinning the abomination to the wall of Smythe’s ballroom with his saber when he had the chance. At least the mulatto sonofabitch and his DSI masters were stranded back in North Carolina. They were Smythe’s problem now.
The loading of the cargo complete, Horton’s men exited the freight car and began making their way to the passenger compartments.
One of them, a Shadow Army lieutenant, approached. “We’re ready, sir,” he said.
“Is the Raven sky-borne?” Horton asked.
“Yes, sir, general. She took off about a quarter turn o’ the clock past. Should be well on her way to the secondary hangar by now.”
“Good. Wait for all the passengers to board. Then, we’ll see to that other business.”
The Shadow Army soldier nodded and went off to follow his orders.
Minutes later, Horton kneeled behind a stack of crates adjacent to the waystation. His dead blue eyes gazed down at the rapidly cooling Union corpse at his feet. He wiped the blood from his knife and slid it back into his boot.
Just then, the lieutenant returned. “We’re good, sir. No witnesses from the Union garrison. Just like you asked.”
“Very good, lieutenant. Get the men boarded. Quickly. And I want lookouts posted in every passenger car between the caboose and the engine.”
“You expecting company, general?” the lieutenant asked.
“No. Not really.” Horton looked down at the rapidly cooling body of the Union corporal. “Just no such thing as being too careful nowadays is all.”
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A CHILL WIND cut Montclair to the bone as the airship sped through the sky. His muscles convulsed with the effort of suppressing a shiver. The air was always so much colder at altitude, but the view was worth it. They’d broken cloud cover more than half a turn o' the clock past, and now, the stars shone above them like jewels on black velvet.
Montclair and Greg hurriedly made their way across Vindication’s foredeck while Major Vincent struggled to keep up and brief them at the same time.
“We stayed as close as we could to Virginia, sir,” Montclair’s executive officer said between breaths. “Just as you ordered. The Saratoga found us yesterday. They had the DSI agent’s message detailing the location of the barn, along with orders straight from the president himself.”
“And you flew through Confederate territory to reach us?” Montclair asked. “That’s quite a risk, Major.”
“It was, sir. A roll of the dice to be sure, but I thought it was warranted under the circumstances.”
Montclair raised an eyebrow. “A roll of the dice?” He smiled and gave Major Vincent a pat on the back. “I knew I made you my XO for a reason.”
“You must be one hell of a gambler, Captain,” Greg added.
“A fair hand at poker, sir,” Major Vincent replied as they came to a doorway.
The three men stepped through and jogged down a flight of metal stairs, returning the salutes of several passing crew as they went. They took a side corridor and entered Vindication’s war room. When Montclair stepped through the hatch, everyone in the crowded space stood.
Montclair waved off the courtesy. “Please, take your seats,” he said.
Montclair noted the faces in the room: the sergeant major, the captain of Vindication’s ship’s guard, the DSI agents, and several of Greg’s Marines. Ueda had also agreed to join at Montclair’s invitation. As usual, the samurai stood rather than sat. The head matron of Vindication’s contingent of healers and the ship’s head engineer were both notably absent.
“Good to see you again, Ueda-san.” Montclair clasped the samurai’s forearm in greeting.
“Julius-san,” the warrior from Nippon said, his hand resting comfortably on the hilt of his sword.
Montclair took a seat at the large metal table in the center of the room. To Montclair’s right were Agents Copperhead, Scarlet, and Fortenberry. Greg sat to his left, and next to Greg was Sergeant Major French.
“I see you managed to find your way back,” the old soldier said. “Took you long enough.”
Montclair smiled. “Ran into a bit of trouble, sergeant major. We all here?”
“Only missing the head matron and engineering,” the sergeant major said. “Per your orders, the Head Matron’s busy prepping the sick bay for casualties, and Chief Maddern’s below decks trying to squeeze every ounce of blood he can from the engines. Hear him tell it, there’s a more than fair chance one of ‘em will blow ‘fore we can catch this black ship of yours.”
“We don’t move fast enough we won’t catch them anyway,” Montclair said. Then he called for quiet and addressed the room. “The black airship left Greenville less than a turn o’ the clock prior to Vindication’s arrival. Onboard was General George Horton of the Confederate peacekeeping forces as well as an unknown number of Shadow Army regulars. Thanks to the efforts of our guests from Strategic Intelligence, we also know they have a weapon of some sort, one we think is massive enough to threaten Washington.”
“What kind of weapon is big enough to threaten an entire city?” Major Vincent asked.
Montclair looked at the Strategic Intelligence operatives. “Agents?”
“We have some information,” Scarlet said, “but we aren’t at liberty to share it.”
“Dammit,” Greg swore. “Just when I was starting to warm up to you three.”
Sergeant Major French leaned across the table. “Is there anything you and your minder can tell us, agent?”
The red-haired operative shook her head. “I don’t like it any more than you, sergeant major, but—”
Copperhead put up his hand. He turned to Scarlet. “If we’re going to ask the men and women of this airship to risk their lives for something, the least we can do is tell them why. The time for secrets has passed.”
She nodded and gave her minder the floor.
The old DSI agent pulled out a leather-bound notebook. His hand shook as he opened it—barely noticeable, but Montclair saw it. He filed the information away for later.
Copperhead cleared his throat. “Several months ago, a scientist named Mudrac Telacivic went missing. Dr. Telacivic is known for his work with the element aether. At the time of his disappearance, he’d begun experimenting with the dark form of the substance.”
Murmurs broke out in the war room.
The sergeant major let out a low whistle. “Dark aether, is it? Christ the Healer.”
Copperhead nodded. “As we all know, dark aether is outlawed by every civilized nation on earth, and its use is expressly forbidden by the Alchemists Guilds. Despite the risks, Telacivic continued his experiments and achieved some level of success. Unfortunately, his success attracted a great deal of attention. The guilds placed a price on Telacivic’s head. Every government and criminal organization in the known world is searching for him.”
“And let me guess,” Greg said. “Someone found him. And by ‘someone’, I mean DSI.”
“It was the department's intent to take Telacivic into custody,” Copperhead said, “but somebody beat us to the punch. We think it was the Shadow Army.”
The sergeant major shot Montclair a look and then turned toward Copperhead. “You think Telacivic is on this black ship? And that some sort of weapon forged from dark aether is onboard as well?”
Copperhead nodded. “We do.”
The room went quiet.
Major Vincent broke the silence. “Vindication is the fastest Eagle class airship in the Union fleet. Nothing the Confederacy has can match us. Couldn’t we just overtake this black ship?”
Montclair frowned. “I saw the black ship take to the air. She moved fast. Damn fast.
We may be able to catch her. We may not. Either way, we’re going to try. I’ve ordered Chief Maddern to run us with the gauges as far in the red as possible.”
“How long can we fly like that?” Greg asked.
“For as long as we need to,” Montclair said, “or until the engines blow and Vindication shakes herself apart. Whichever comes first.”
“Been thinking on this some, colonel,” the sergeant major said. “Doesn’t make any sense. The capitol’s air defenses are near-on impenetrable. Even a black ship in the dead of night don’t stand a chance of making it past the patrols.”
“If they can’t deliver the weapon all the way to the city, then what are they doing out here?” Greg asked. He scratched his head. “We’re missing something.”
The jangle of the war room loudaphone jarred everyone from their thoughts. Major Vincent snatched up the earpiece and listened.
“Who was it?” Montclair asked as soon as Vincent hung up.
“Chief Maddern, sir. He says it’s bad. If we don’t slow down, we’ll lose engine number one.”
As if on cue, the massive airship lurched left and then right. Fortenberry fell from his seat, nearly taking one of Greg’s Marines with him. Montclair gripped the edge of the table and braced himself with both hands as a pile of charts skidded onto the floor.
In the commotion, Montclair noticed Ueda standing at the far end of the room. The samurai seemed unaffected by the movement of the floor beneath him. He stood gripping the hilt of his sword and staring through a porthole at the night sky. Montclair wondered what the samurai was looking at.
Vindication shook a second time before she resumed her smooth course of flight.
Major Vincent picked himself up off the floor and began collecting the fallen charts. “The chief said the engine casing’s strained, sir. It’s cracking. If it breaks and fails to contain that aether reaction. . .”
Montclair held up his clockwerk hand. “I know, Jasper. What’s our current position?”
“Best guess, sir? Seventy, maybe eighty miles south of Fairfax as the crow flies. We should be getting pretty close to the demilitarized zone. If we maintain current speed,” Major Vincent placed the maps back on the table and looked at his pocket watch, “we’ll reach Washington just after sunrise.”
The men and women in the war room began to argue over the appropriate course of action. Montclair rubbed his temples as they fought to be heard over one another. A wave of fatigue washed over him.
Montclair closed his eyes. When he opened them again, he held up a hand for silence. “All of you,” he hissed. “Quiet.”
The arguing ceased. For a few moments, they sat in silence. No one moved or spoke.
Kenshin Ueda’s eyes moved toward the porthole. The samurai favored Montclair with a nod and left the war room.
Copperhead jerked his head toward the hatchway. “Go with him,” he told Scarlet, “and take Mr. Fortenberry with you. He may be on to something. Lend the samurai whatever assistance you can.”
Greg turned to Montclair, a puzzled look on his face. “What the hell’s gotten into your Nipponese friend?”
“Not sure,” Montclair said, “but I’ve learned to trust Ueda’s instincts. If he’s on to something, he’ll let us know. In the meantime, we have bigger issues.”
The loudaphone went off again. Major Vincent grabbed the earpiece.
“It’s the bridge, sir!” Vincent said. “Another messages from the Chief.”
“Ignore it,” Montclair said.
“Sir?”
“Did I stutter, Major?”
“No, sir.”
“Good. Now, stand by, and don’t disconnect that line.”
Montclair leaned over the table full of maps and stared at them. Everyone in the room leaned in closer next to him, peering at the maps as if the answer to their dilemma would suddenly reveal itself if they only stared hard enough. Copperhead picked up a miniature metal version of Vindication and placed it on the yellowed paper.
“Our current position is here,” the old spy said, pointing to the tiny ship. “We’re headed north, toward D.C.”
Montclair picked up a thick lead pencil. “You’d think the black airship would be carrying its payload straight into the city. . .but the patrols around the capital will blow any non-Union vessel clean out of the sky.” Using a straight-edged piece of metal, he drew a line across the map, running north to south and bisecting the Wastelands.
“I’ve made use of the blasted lands many times in the course of my work, colonel,” the spymaster said, “and that directional heading you’re looking at? There’s nothing out that way for miles.”
Montclair drew a second line across the map. “And this was the last direction we saw the black airship take.” He rubbed his chin. “But Washington D.C. lies further east.” Montclair followed the dark gray line on the map with his eyes.
“That takes us away from Washington and right into the heart of the badlands,” one of Greg’s Marines, a navigational expert, said. “If we follow that heading, colonel, we lose any chance we have to fly ahead and warn Washington.”
Montclair nodded as he looked closer. “As you say, right into the heart of the badlands.” He looked at Copperhead. “There’s nothing between here and there. Nothing, that is, except—”
Copperhead tapped a small square mark on the map with his pointer finger. “Except the train station.”
Montclair smacked his fist into his open clockwerk hand. “That’s right,” he muttered, angry with himself that he’d been too thick-brained to see it at first. “Damned locomotive runs straight into the center of Washington. The black ship was only the first step. They’re going to take it the rest of the way by train.”
“We may not be able to catch that airship, but a train’s a different story,” Copperhead said. “About time we had a little luck.”
Greg frowned. “That’s a hell of a gamble, Julius. Are you sure about this?”
“No. I’m not sure, but it’s the only chance we’ve got.” Montclair turned to his XO. “Jasper, relay those train station coordinates up to the bridge. Let them know exactly where we’re—”
There was a loud boom, and Vindication shook so hard Montclair’s teeth rattled. The airship’s warning claxons began to sound with earsplitting urgency.
“That didn’t feel like engine trouble,” Copperhead said.
Montclair stood to his feet. “It wasn’t, Copperhead. Those were aether shells. We’re under attack.”
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“ARE YOU ALL RIGHT?” Abe shouted, taking Scarlet’s arm.
Scarlet shook her head, more in an effort to clear it than in response to Abe’s question. Fighting the waves of nausea and dizziness that swept over her, she accepted his help without protest.
If only that damned ringing in her ears would stop! The warning claxons weren't helping much either.
“Just a second,” Scarlet mumbled. “Just need to get my bearings.” What was that alarm for again? Her thinking was so fuzzy.
“Are you certain you’re all right?” Abe asked, concerned.
Scarlet rose unsteadily to her feet. She remembered now. The claxons sounded General Quarters. Vindication was under attack. They’d been hit, and that first blast had thrown her.
“Follow me!” she yelled a bit more loudly than she’d planned. Her mind and vision starting to clear, Scarlet grabbed Abe by the hand and rushed across the deck.
“Where are we going?” he asked, gasping to catch his breath.
“No time to explain,” she said, dragging him up a metal ladderwell.
They moved quickly, following the direction she’d seen the samurai take. She knew exactly where he was headed. Two more direct hits rocked Vindication before they arrived. The decks of the great airship heaved and lurched as it dove into evasive maneuvers. When they reached the foredeck, the scene was utter chaos.
“Christ the Healer,” Abe swore.
Dozens of crewmen lay scattered on the deck. Matrons ran back and forth, their starched white aprons stained red with blood as they alternated between moving survivors to the infirmary and caring for the critically injured on the spot. With scarcely enough resources to see to the living, they left the dead to fend for themselves.
Vindication’s guns boomed like thunder overhead while the matrons worked feverishly. The airship was throwing everything it had at an attacker no one could see. The claxons blared, and the wind carried with it the coppery scent of blood. Scarlet coughed as thick, black smoke strangled her. Somewhere, the ship was burning.
Scarlet turned to see her minder running toward them.
“I thought I’d told you two to follow the samurai?” Copperhead shouted. “Are you bleeding?” he asked without waiting for a response.
Copperhead brushed aside a damp strand of fire-red hair, touching a wound on the side of Scarlet’s head. The tips of his fingers came away wet with blood.
Copperhead set his jaw. “Can you fight?” he asked.
“I can always fight,” she said.
“Good. The colonel and his men left for the bridge as soon as the first rockets hit. Figured I could do more good manning a gun than getting in their way.” A fit of coughing seized Copperhead. “Damned smoke!”
He covered his mouth with a handkerchief and hustled Scarlet and Abe away from the edge of the deck.
“I’m going to find myself a Gatling. I suggest you and Mr. Fluvelle do the same. Start putting rounds in sky and hope like hell you get lucky.”
Just then, Scarlet spotted something from the corner of her eye, the faintest blink-and-you’d-miss-it hint of blue against the black velvet sky. In the split second it took to register, the buzzing began.
“Get down!” Scarlet shouted.
She grabbed Abe by the collar and lunged for the deck just as a volley of aether-fueled explosives pounded Vindication’s hull. The whole of the airship shook, causing them to lose their footing. Quick as cats, Scarlet and Copperhead were up again and helping Abe to stand.
All the while, the ship’s claxons continued to scream.
    
“STATUS! “Montclair thundered as he stepped onto the bridge. The view through the thick forward glass was just as he feared. Sable night sky, moon obscured by cloud cover, and somewhere in the darkness, a jet-black airship waiting to destroy them.
“We’re taking fire, sir,” the watch lieutenant said.
“I never would have guessed,” Montclair replied.
She stepped aside, allowing him to take the commander’s position. “We can’t see anything sir,” she said, taking her new position at the airship's helm. “Damned ship is invisible!”
A boom jarred Vindication, the deck beneath Montclair’s feet shuddering with the impact.
“Evasive maneuvers!” he shouted. Montclair grasped the railing on the bridge to steady himself. “Get our envelope armor between the engines and the enemy airship’s last known point of fire! If they kill our rotors, we’re dead in the air.”
Montclair’ stomach lurched as Vindication swung hard to port, placing her engines and propellers as far from the black airship's cannon as they could get.
“All right, people,” Montclair said. “Issue an airship wide order: anyone who’s stationary, strap in and hold on. This is going to get rough.”
Boom boom boom. Three hits in quick succession, smaller impacts than the first, jolted the airship’s rear starboard side.
“That first volley was thirty-two pounders,” Montclair said. “The second was shell guns. We’ve got only minutes before they reload their heavy cannon.”
“Those impacts came from different angles, sir,” Major Vincent said. He’d followed right on Montclair’s heels and taken the executive officer’s position on the bridge. “They’ve changed their heading, sir, now turning to match our course.”
“They’re trying to get aft of us,” Montclair said.
“That shouldn’t be possible, sir. No airship has that kind of speed.”
“Possible or not, Jasper, it’s happening. She’s fast. Faster than anything we’ve seen.”
“But, how? Confederate technology isn’t that advanced. How can they move like that?”
Montclair gritted his teeth, thoughts of the kidnapped scientist flitting across his mind. “I’ve got my own theory on that. “
The sound of shell gun rounds impacting thick iron plating thrummed through the airship, rattling the crew to their bones.
“Helm,” Montclair said, “relay to the engine rooms: full hold on the port engine, full burn on the starboard, and pray to the Healer the rudder holds. On my mark.”
The helmsman hailed the engines and relayed the order, one eye on the loudaphone clutched in her hand, the other on Montclair. The bridge fell silent, the moving of levers and the whirring of components under the crew's capable hands the only sounds.
Montclair began to pace. “We can’t see it, but we know they’ve got thirty-two pounders and shell guns onboard that thing, and we know they have Gatlings. They turned them on us when they left the barn outside Greenville.”
Montclair concentrated his thoughts. There were rules to airships, the black airship’s dark aether technology-related speed notwithstanding. The thirty-two pounders had to be the biggest guns on the black airship, and they were the only thing that could actually bring Vindication down. Cannon that size had specifications. It took a good gun crew three minutes to reload them and fire. He’d been counting the seconds since the last volley. His timing had to be exact. Experience told him it would be.
“Mark!” Montclair shouted.
The helmsman relayed the order.
Vindication spun like a top, her aft end whipping around as a volley of heavy aether shot screamed through sky that only seconds ago had been occupied by airship.
A cheer went up from the bridge crew.
“Hold the celebration!” Montclair yelled. “There’re not done yet,” he growled. “Not by a long shot. Master Gunner, full broadside volley, starboard guns. Now!”
The master gunner nodded at his console, at the same time flipping levers and shouting into the loudaphone to the gun lines. Vindication swayed to port as her starboard guns blasted smoke and blue fire.
“If we’re trying to hit something we can’t see, a full volley is our best chance,” Montclair muttered. He waited a beat, desperate to see a flash of fire in the distance. He held his breath until the helmsman uttered the words he'd dreaded hearing.
“Negative impact, sir.”
“Damnation!” Montclair slammed his clockwerk fist into the bridge railing just as more shell guns struck on their starboard side. “Set me a countdown helm,” he snarled. “Two minutes thirty seconds, starting now. “
“We can’t evade them forever, sir,” Jasper said.
“Don’t I know it.”
“Seems you’ve got the timing of their thirty-two pounders, sir. That was a masterful maneuver, by the way.”
Montclair snorted. “We’ll be damned lucky if we manage to pull that trick off again.”
Major Vincent nodded. “Our armor’s too thick for their shell guns and Gatlings to penetrate, sir. Maybe if we stand our ground? Wait them out?”
“And let Horton carry out his plans, losing Washington and the Union in the process? Not an option, Jasper.”
“Thirty seconds left in your countdown, sir!”
“Thank you, helm.”
Christ the Healer, Montclair. . . think! If only we could see them. Even for just a second. If only. . .
“Helm!” Montclair yelled, the beginnings of an idea forming in his mind. “On my order, come about forty-five degrees! Full burn, full propeller to port engine!”
“Sir, “Jasper said. “That will bring us directly into their line of—"
“Dammit, Jasper, not now! Helm, execute my order!”
Vindication twisted on its axis like a spinning wheel. Montclair’s eyes narrowed as the trajectory of the incoming heavy aether rounds streaked right toward the bridge.
“Take us up, helm! Climb!”
Vindication’s elevators groaned with the effort of the ship turning upward. The incoming rounds dipped below the bridge, slamming into the airship’s ironclad belly just below the nosecone. Montclair, the only one on the bridge who hadn’t taken his own advice to strap in, flew from the platform, landing hard against the bulkhead.
“The colonel’s down!” someone shouted.”
Jasper was at his side in seconds. “You all right, sir?”
Montclair shook his head. The claxons had started again, blaring their banshee call throughout his ship. “I’ll live. Damage report?”
Major Vincent helped Montclair to his feet.
“Coming in from all decks, sir. Fires on decks three and five. Damage to the outer main bulkheads. Engine room says rotor one is at thirty percent. The Chief says one more hit like that and we’ll be down to a single engine.”
Montclair grabbed his head. “Someone shut off those damned claxons! Any damage to the envelope?”
“It took the brunt of the last volley, but the armor is holding. Not sure for how long, though.”
“Good.” Montclair shifted his attention to the helmsman. “Where does our countdown stand, lieutenant?
“Two minutes forty seconds sir,” she said.
“All right. Let’s make those minutes and seconds count. Jasper, you started as a lieutenant in the engine rooms, didn’t you?”
“I did, sir.”
“How much do you know about envelope gas?”
“Some, sir, at least what they taught us in engineer officer’s training.”
“How quickly can we vent aether gas?”
Major Vincent’s brow knitted in confusion. “Sir?”
‘You heard me, Major. How quickly can we vent aether gas?”
“Sir, if we vent, we’ll drop like a damned rock.”
Montclair laughed. “Did you just swear, Jasper? Christ the Healer, they grow up fast,” he said, shaking his head. “Listen to me, Jasper. Vindication is the mightiest airship in the union fleet. I learned from the best, and I know her like the back of my hand. That Confederate airship is about to erase us from history. If they blow us out of the sky, we’ll drop like a rock anyway. Now I’ve got something in mind. . . but if it’s going to work, it’ll take sharp eyes from our gunners and the absolute trust of my crew. Will you grant me that trust, Jasper?”
Jasper set his jaw. “Of course, sir. I will, sir. I mean, I do, sir. Always.”
“Good. Now, answer my question. How quickly can we vent?”
“If all the stops are opened? The entire envelope could vent in minutes.”
“Two minutes, sir!” the helmsman shouted.
Montclair nodded. “All right, Jasper, how much could we vent in, oh, I don’t know, say two minutes?”
“Forty percent, sir.”
“And if we vent forty, will sixty percent be enough to keep us in the air?”
“It will, sir, but just barely.”
“Just barely will have to do. Helm! Turn us about. Roll fifteen degrees and give us all the pitch you can. That’ll put the wind at our backs and buy us some speed. We just need to survive this next volley. If we manage to somehow do that, relay this order to the engine rooms: standby to vent aether gas from the envelope.”
“Engine room standing by, sir,” the helmsman said. “Awaiting your command.”
“Initiate defensive flight pattern. One minute after that next volley hits, start venting gas. One minute and fifty-five seconds after that, I want every Gatling and shell gun we’ve got spitting lead in sky.”
    
“GET TO THOSE GUNS!” Copperhead ordered.
She watched as the man who’d taken her in and given her life purpose sprinted away from them across the deck.
“Scarlet,” Abe said, bringing her mind back to the present. “Look.” He pointed toward the bow of the airship. “Look.”
Amidst the chaos of battle, Ueda sat peacefully. The warrior from the island nation of Nippon’s legs were crossed beneath him. His sword lay flat across his lap, and his hands rested on his knees. Stationary rocket-launchers with crewmen sitting ready at the controls were positioned to his right and left.
“What is Ueda doing?” Scarlet asked.
“From what I can tell, it looks like he’s sitting,” Abe said.
Scarlet rolled her eyes. “Christ the Healer, Abe, how you’ve survived this long I’ll never know.”
She grabbed his hand again and took off at a dead run. Just as they reached Ueda’s position, another volley rocked Vindication from stem to stern. Scarlet braced herself against one of the rocket platforms.
“Damnation!” she swore.
Seeing Abe had fallen, she scrambled to him, grabbed his arm and pulled him up.
He grinned. “Thank you,” he said, his cheeks burning three shades of red.
“You should do as your minder told you,” Ueda said. The samurai unfolded his legs and stood. “Get to one of the guns.”
“How did you know what he said?” Scarlet asked. “We were clear on the other side of the foredeck.”
“Unimportant,” the samurai said. “When I move from this place, you will do as I do. Understand?”
Scarlet nodded. Inaction had never been her strong suit. Her philosophy had always been, “when in doubt, attack,” so she grabbed Abe and followed her minder’s instructions.
“Stay close,” she said as they ran toward the nearest Gatling gun.
The gun was covered with a protective canvas tarp. A crewman lay next to it. The matrons, busy with the wounded, had passed him over. He couldn’t have been more than twenty, Scarlet reckoned.
“See to him,” she told Abe. “Carefully.”
The gun’s tarp was lashed to the deck with thick hemp rope. While Abe placed the young man’s body gently to the side, Scarlet pulled her saber from its sheath. The razor-sharp blade sliced through the rope like silk, freeing the tarp from its moorings in a single stroke.
With the tarp clear, Scarlet swung herself up into the gunner’s seat. She grabbed ahold of a handle protruding from the back of the weapon and, with a grunt of exertion, yanked it back. There was a satisfying chunk as the well-greased bolt of the weapon slid forward, seating the first in a long string of aether shells.
Abe returned from laying the young soldier’s body aside.
“You ever operated one of these?” she asked him.
Abe shook his head. “Never.”
“It’s easy. When the gun runs dry, all I need you to do is load the string of shells in that crate,” she pointed to a wooden box of ammunition sitting nearby, “right into here.” She indicated an open slot near the handles of the big four-barreled gun. “When the ammunition in the crate starts to get low, run over to the munitions shed and get another one. Got it?”
Abe nodded.
“Also, this gun swivels fast, so if you’re not loading or carrying a crate of shells, then hang on tight. And don’t touch anywhere near those barrels. They’ll melt the flesh from your hand after about a thousand rounds or so.”
“I won’t let you down, Scarlet,” Abe said.
“See that you don’t. One last thing. Try not to get yourself killed.”
Figuring it was the least she could do for someone who might possibly die within the next few minutes, Scarlet leaned down from the gunner’s seat and gave him a peck on the cheek.
“For luck,” she said. “Don’t read too much into it.”
Just then, a massive blast rocked Vindication to its bones.
Abe clung to the gunner’s platform to avoid being thrown. “Christ the Healer!” he shouted.
Scarlet gripped the controls as shockwaves rolled through the vessel. The black airship’s cannon had scored another hit, this time just below the keel only several hundred feet beneath them. It was so close she smelled the acrid scent of the aether. Another fire had broken out below decks. She heard crewmen shouting as they rushed to battle the blaze. Over the side of the airship, she saw the glow of bright orange flames.
“Damn them!” she shouted.
Scarlet spun the wheel that controlled the gun’s yaw. With well-lubricated speed, the big gun swiveled one-hundred eighty degrees. She could only guess the black ship’s speed and direction. With every ounce of battle-honed intuition she could muster, she set the crosshairs to the spot in the sky where instinct told her the ship should be. With a defiant shout, she twisted the weapon’s firing crank.
The platform shook with recoil as the Gatling spat lines of bright blue flame into onyx sky. A shower of spent shell casings rained on the deck, each one seeming to dance about as it landed.
“Did we get them?” Abe asked.
Scarlet fought to control her breathing. “No idea.” She smiled. “But it sure felt good to shoot back, didn’t it?”
Her smile faded. If they kept taking hits like the last one, they’d be lucky if Vindication survived the next turn o’ the clock.
“Abe, I’m going to level with you,” she began. “If we don’t—”
She stopped midsentence. Ueda, who’d been sitting idly by the entire battle, was on the move. The samurai marched straight toward a crewman sitting at the controls of a shell gun.
“If we don’t what, Scarlet?” Abe asked.
“Quiet,” she said.
Abe followed her gaze to the samurai. “What is he doing now?”
Scarlet strained to see. “They’re arguing.”
Ueda said something to the crewman at the launcher controls. The crewman shook his head. Ueda threw the man from his seat and took over.
“Do you think he sees it?” Abe asked. “The enemy airship, I mean?”
Scarlet shook her head. “He can’t have. It’s not possible.”
She remembered what the samurai had said to her less than a half turn o’ the clock past.
When I move from this place, you will do as I do.
Ueda spun the platform up and left. He fired off a shell and then a volley of three more in quick succession. The first rocket continued off into nothingness, impacting somewhere in the vast, empty wastelands of the demilitarized zone. The next two followed suit. To Scarlet’s amazement, the fourth shell found its target. There was an explosion of blue fire like a burst of gas igniting quickly followed by a steadily burning orange flame. In the distance, Scarlet caught sight of the barest glimpse of violet light.
“Get me another crate of those rounds!” Scarlet shouted.
The accounting clerk leapt from the platform and raced across the foredeck to the munitions shed. Scarlet spun the Gatling around with lightning speed, centering the crosshairs on the black shape floating inside a cloud of illuminated gas.
“We’ve got you,” she whispered. She twisted the weapon’s crank.
The sky opened like fireworks. A hail of fire poured from Vindication’s
decks. A chorus of guns joined with Ueda’s and Scarlet’s as every weapon in Vindication’s considerable arsenal turned its sights on the sleek black shape gas in the distant night sky, silhouetted against a glowing blue ball of gas.
Several small explosions onboard the enemy ship followed the first. Then, nothing.
Vindication turned and began its approach, and the tiny speck of flame in the distance grew larger. Her engines damaged, without the advantage of stealth, the black airship was no match for them. The crippled enemy vessel’s guns fell silent. Its progress was slowed to a crawl.
The claxons rang out three times, one long burst, one short burst, one long burst. Cheers from the men and women of Vindication’s crew carried upward to Scarlet and Abe.
“What’s happening?” Abe asked, out of breath and still holding the crate of ammunition.
Scarlet slumped back into the seat of the Gatling. “Three blasts of the claxons means secure from General Quarters.”
“Secure from General Quarters?” Abe asked, panting. “What does that mean?”
“It means we won’t be needing that ammunition. We’ve won.”
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MONTCLAIR SHIFTED IN THE SADDLE. His mount seemed restless, but that was an illusion. The brute beneath him was a machine. But Vindication was a machine, too, wasn’t she? And
she was just as alive to Montclair as any flesh and blood horse he’d ever ridden. Much as Montclair hated to admit it, he was avoiding the obvious. The machine wasn’t the restless one.
Montclair sighed. Who under my watch will die today? A few minutes alone with your thoughts was a dangerous thing for a soldier.
Montclair gave the brute’s metallic shoulder a pat. Must be nice, having
no responsibility. No one ever looking to you for guidance. Just follow the commands stamped into your punch cards.
Montclair’s clockwerk hand flexed open and closed, open and closed.
“You mind not doing that?” Greg asked. His brute stood waiting, shoulder to shoulder with Montclair’s. “With your hand, I mean. The noise grates on my nerves something fierce.”
“Sorry.”
Montclair tried to disguise his embarrassment. He clenched his clockwerk hand into a fist, making a mental note to get his nervous habit under control.
Every man and woman going into battle felt nerves, even the most battle hardened. If they said otherwise, they were either crazy or lying. Montclair had always told his troops that real courage wasn’t the absence of fear but doing right in spite of it. Today, he would strive to practice as he preached.
Muted conversation filled the darkened cargo hold. Montclair listened, here and there catching fragments—last minute instructions from a veteran soldier to a younger one, an argument over which brothels had the best girls in Washington, another over which tavern served the strongest ale. Montclair even heard a prayer or two.
Everyone onboard had been briefed. They knew today’s actions would determine the fate of thousands of innocent souls. The weight of their task hung heavy in the air, but Montclair’s crew carried it well. For that and so much more, he was proud of them.
To Montclair’s left, Copperhead spoke quietly with his protégé, the flame-haired beauty called Scarlet. They’d proven themselves several times over last night, helping Montclair overcome most of the natural distrust he held for Strategic Intelligence. He was thankful to have them along. They’d left behind the one named Fortenberry, who was by far the least experienced. He hadn’t been too happy about it, but Montclair thought leaving him behind a good call on Copperhead’s part. He wondered how the young agent had even managed to make it through DSI indoctrination, a process legendary for its brutality.
“How you holding up, colonel?” Copperhead asked. The agent favored Montclair with a smile. He reminded Montclair of a kindly old uncle, provided that kindly uncle was a highly trained assassin who worked for the Union government.
Montclair shrugged. “Could be worse, considering the circumstances.”
The old man laughed. “Horse shit. We’re all dead tired, colonel. Understandable after last night.”
Copperhead was right. Montclair felt like he’d been rode hard and put away wet. Between the gala, the battle outside the barn, and then defeating and capturing the airship they’d later found out was called the Raven, it was a wonder they had energy enough to stand, let alone fight. Montclair decided then and there that if they made it through this, he was going to approve so much crew leave he’d probably be court martialed.
“My crew will hold up,” he told the spymaster.
Copperhead nodded. “I know they will. This your first drop?”
“My third,” Montclair said. “Bull Run, Antietam, now here. You?”
“Scarlet and I have executed the Buxton maneuver several times. Nothing I’m at liberty to discuss, though.”
Montclair shrugged. “Classified, I suppose? Not surprising.”
Copperhead looked at Greg. “What about you, major? This your first time? You’re looking kind of green around the gills.”
“No need to worry on my account, spymaster,” Greg said through gritted teeth. Beads of sweat sat on Greg’s brow and upper lip. He removed his cavalry Stetson and wiped his face.
“It’s all right, son,” Copperhead said. “We were all virgins once. I am surprised, though. You rode with Buxton, didn’t you? Figured you’d have done this before.”
Greg swallowed hard. “I’m not your son,” he said.
Montclair noticed Greg did look a little nauseated.
“Strategic Intelligence doesn’t have the best reputation,” Montclair said to the agents, “and it’s not entirely undeserved.”
Montclair cast a sympathetic glance at Greg. He couldn’t imagine how hard it was for his friend, who was probably even now thinking of the woman he’d lost in Cuba.
“That being said,” Montclair continued, “the information you uncovered last night will save a lot of lives. Given my past experience with the department, this is hard for me to say. . .” Montclair looked down at the saddle of his brute. “You’re both a credit to your country, Copperhead, you and Scarlet. If fortune doesn’t allow me to say it later, it’s been an honor to ride with you.”
“What we do is only in service to the Union,” Copperhead said. “Nothing more. But to ride next to the hero of the Battle of the Potomac? Well, sir, I have to say that the honor is ours.”
Montclair shook his head. “I’m no hero.”
“Pardon me, Colonel ‘I’m no hero,’” Scarlet interrupted, “but if you’re both done kissing each other’s asses, we should probably get ready for the drop.”
Montclair looked where the agent with the fiery hair and matching disposition pointed. Off in the distance, he spotted a thin trail of smoke. The 3:00 AM train, bound for Washington, was running right on time.
The bombing campaign
responsible for creating the demilitarized zone had left great gaping holes in the earth. The damage in some places was so extensive the tracks had to be rerouted, resulting in an enormous half-moon shaped detour. The rail workers had taken to calling the curved length of track “the Crescent Run,” and it was the only chance Vindication had of catching the powerful Baldwin locomotive.
“Guess we’d best get to it then,” Montclair said.
Two crewmen stood ready at the far end of the cargo hold. Montclair gave them a nod, and they activated the cranks that controlled the aft door. Like a great gaping maw, the top and bottom halves of the door yawned open.
Montclair gave the signal to move. “Forward!” he bellowed.
Twenty-one brutes moved their mechanical legs toward the rear of the cargo bay, the men and women at the controls directing them to step gingerly out onto the
lowered platform.
Wind whipped Montclair’s face as a panoramic view of the demilitarized zone spread out beneath him. The moon had shifted from its hiding place behind the clouds, and by its cold light, he witnessed the emptiness of the wastelands. Shadowed craters, like pockmarks on an old man’s face, marked the impact of thousands of aether rockets. To the east lay the dark, still waters of the Chesapeake Bay. To the west, the 3:00 AM to Washington screamed down the tracks at breakneck speed.
They’d flown overland as fast as they could, bisecting the Crescent Run in hopes of nullifying the massive steam engine’s speed. If they’d calculated correctly, there was a tiny window during which they matched the locomotive’s pace. They only had one chance, and that was where the brutes came in.
The crewman at the door wheel held his pocket watch high. “One minute, colonel!” he shouted.
Montclair gave him a thumbs up.
There was sudden lurch as Vindication dropped altitude. Montclair’s stomach jumped into his throat. Standing orders for Union Army Air Corps vessels were quite clear. No one was to execute the Buxton maneuver from a height of more than twenty feet. Anything higher was too dangerous.
Montclair had absolute confidence in his pilot, but the Buxton maneuver had never been attempted from an Eagle class airship. Flying something so big only twenty feet above uneven terrain was suicide. Montclair ordered the pilot to get only as close to the ground as he could, which by Montclair’s estimate was about thirty-five feet. Casualties were a near guarantee.
Vindication flew fast and low. Her engines, already pushed past capacity, screamed in protest as Chief Maddern squeezed them for every ounce of power he could get. The pilot’s instructions were to slow only a split second before Montclair’s signal. Otherwise, the locomotive would outrun them. The timing had to be perfect.
Montclair raised his hand as the airship came about. “Steady,” he commanded.
A hollow pit formed in Montclair’s gut, and his heart threatened to beat from his chest. His human hand was slick with sweat inside his glove. His clockwerk hand flexed open and closed. Vindication dipped, beginning her final descent.
Montclair crossed himself the way he’d been taught so many years ago in the Catholic churches of Orleans Parrish. How long has it been since I last confessed my sins? He laughed to himself. Too late now.
Montclair leaned forward in the saddle and looked to his right, checking on Greg one last time. The beads of sweat on the Marine’s face had become rivulets. Greg’s eyes were shut so tight the skin around them had gone from red to white.
“Gentlemen,” Montclair said. “And ladies,” he added, bowing slightly to Scarlet and the several female soldiers behind him, “I believe we have a train to catch.”
Montclair walked his brute to the edge of the platform. Behind him, twenty mounted fighters followed in unison. Thirty-five feet beneath Montclair, the earth sped by in a blur. On Vindication’s port side, the locomotive surged ahead, beginning its wide arcing run around the set of low, jagged mountains known as The Widowed Sisters. They’d plotted Vindication’s infiltration route on the eastern side of the peaks for a twofold purpose. By placing the Sisters between the airship and the locomotive, the crags provided natural cover for their descent. And by inserting at the point where the tracks circled around the unnatural rock formations and forced the train to slow, they gained precious seconds that Montclair and company needed for their brutes to overtake the engine on the other side.
The powerful engine disappeared behind the cruel peaks as they descended, but they were close enough to the tail end now that Montclair could just make out the silhouette of a passenger walking through the aisle. With every passing second, the train grew closer, its details more distinct. Montclair saw the rich wood paneling of the cabin walls, the dull red rug which ran the length of the aisle, even the elegant lettering on the side of the train, warning passengers to watch their step when boarding. Through a lit window, he spotted an old woman. She read by lamplight, oblivious to the airship approaching from across the plains.
Only seconds now.
“Steady,” Montclair said. “On my mark. . .”
Montclair’s hand dropped, giving the signal. Then, his brute lunged forward, and together, they plummeted into yawning, empty space.
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THE BRUTE HIT the ground running, impacting with teeth-clacking force and knocking the wind from Montclair’s lungs. The landing was far from his best, but he’d made it. Before Montclair could fully catch his breath, he was thundering headlong across the plains.
Montclair stole a glance to the rear to watch as Greg landed safely. Copperhead, a determined look on his face, hit next. The spymaster’s protégé, Scarlet, followed him. Montclair’s own captain of the ship’s guard, her close-cropped blonde hair in stark contrast to the darkened landscape, landed behind Scarlet. Montclair didn’t have time to confirm anyone else safe on deck before the cry of the locomotive’s whistle pulled him back on task.
Montclair pointed his brute at the approaching train. He rode low in the saddle, his head near the brute’s neck and every muscle in his body tensed. Following his lead, Montclair’s boarding party cut across the barren terrain of the wastelands. If they’d timed it correctly, for a few short moments, they would match the juggernaut train’s speed.
As they closed the distance, Montclair searched for signs of movement on the train. Seeing nothing to indicate they’d been discovered, he breathed a sigh of relief. Maintaining the element of surprise was key to their success, and so far, they’d managed to do it.
Montclair, his troops, and the DSI agents galloped across the blasted moonlit landscape. Montclair raced alongside the monstrous locomotive and then slowed his speed even as the rest of his boarding party increased theirs. They thundered ahead of him, organizing themselves into columns of two on his right flank. Montclair, riding alone, fell to the last position in the formation, ensuring he would be the first to board as the train rushed past.
Like some hell-beast belching smoke and brimstone, the locomotive roared by. The sound was deafening. The train sent a shockwave through the earth as it passed, the energy rushing up through the legs of his brute and into Montclair’s body, shaking him to his bones.
The massive steam engine flew by in a rush. The passenger cars were next, followed by the baggage cars. When the last of the baggage cars passed, Montclair spurred his brute into action.
Montclair stood in the stirrups and crossed himself one last time. Now or never. He took a deep breath and then leapt from the mechanical horse.
He cleared the caboose railing and landed with a thud, his knees bending to absorb the shock. He stood and unslung his rifle in one smooth motion, then crept forward and put his ear to the caboose door. Hearing nothing from inside, he stood and gave the door a violent kick. It crashed inward, the wood around its hinges exploding into splinters.
Montclair moved into the darkened rail car at a crouch, his eyes sweeping left and right over the rifle’s iron sights. The startled eyes of a brakeman greeted him. The man’s hand shot toward the ceiling, the pan he held above a small wood stove clattering to the floor.
“We’re Union military,” Montclair said. He lowered his rifle. “And you can relax. We're not here for you.”
He counted the thuds as his troops landed on the platform behind him. Warriors with clear eyes and ready weapons began to fill the caboose, much to the brakeman’s discomfort.
“We don't mean you harm,” Montclair told the brakeman, “but I’m afraid we are going to have to detain you.”
The man nodded, his mouth wide open. Montclair ordered him bound and gagged, with the apologies of the Union army.
When the brakeman had been made as comfortable as possible under the circumstances, Montclair did a more thorough sweep of the area. The inside of the caboose was a story in muted, dust-filled darkness. Pale moonlight streamed in through several small windows near the ceiling, providing the only source of light save for the dull glow from the woodstove.
“We’re all secure here, Julius.”
“Good.” Montclair’s jaw tightened. “I only heard seventeen of us land. There should have been twenty.”
“We lost three in the jump.”
“Status?”
“We don’t know. If they survived, Vindication will circle back to get them, but for now, we have to stay on mission.”
“Stay on mission,” Montclair agreed. He offered up a quick prayer anyway.
“I saw eight baggage cars roll past,” Greg said. Some of the color had finally returned to Greg’s face. Even in the low light, the Marine looked much better than he did before the drop. “The device has to be in one of them.”
Montclair pulled Greg, the DSI agents, and the captain of Vindication’s ship’s guard in close. “We’ll move forward, clearing each car as we go. We don’t know what we’re looking for, but anything powerful enough to do the kind of damage we expect has to be big and probably under guard. I’d wager we’ll know it when we see it. Captain, we’ve got three along with technist training, don’t we?”
Montclair’s captain of the guard shook her head. “Only two, sir. Lost one in the drop.”
Montclair gritted his teeth. Damn. He looked at the captain. Her storm-gray eyes betrayed none of the worry he knew she was feeling. “I want both of those technists in the rear. We can’t risk either of them getting shot before we have a chance to disarm this thing.”
“I’ve got a Marine with some mechanist training,” Greg said. “Thought he might come in handy.”
Montclair nodded. “Good. I’ll take that help. Have him stay close to my technists.”
“If anyone can take this thing apart, it’s Telacivic,” Copperhead said. “Horton must have him here to activate the device. Scarlet and I are the only ones who can identify him. If it’s all the same, colonel, we’ll take the lead.”
“Yes, the two of you will take the lead,” Montclair said, “right behind me.”
Montclair took point. One by one, the boarding party crept over the caboose’s coupler and onto the next train car. They paused at the entrance, where it took only seconds for Scarlet to defeat the baggage car’s simple lock. Luggage sat in stacks from floor to ceiling and piled on racks along the aisles. The walkway was exceedingly narrow, not even wide enough for two men standing shoulder to shoulder. Too cramped for a rifle. Montclair slung his repeater and drew his Colt.
They searched the baggage car but found nothing. Montclair exited first, the barrel of his Colt revolver leading the way. The baggage car landing was clear, but light spilled from the cracks around the next car’s doorway. Montclair’s pulse quickened, and the hairs on the back of his neck rose. Unoccupied rail cars were rarely lit from the inside.
Montclair hopped the narrow space between cars, landing as softly as he could. Greg and two of his Marines followed. They stopped and listened, making sure they hadn’t been discovered. Hearing nothing inside the car to indicate they’d lost the element of surprise, Montclair placed a cautious clockwerk hand on the door. He tried the knob. It was unlocked.
Montclair pushed, and the door swung inward. They moved with practiced speed. Montclair took the left, Greg hooked right, and the two Marines went straight ahead. Before the Marines cleared the threshold, Montclair had put a round between the surprised eyes of a Shadow Army regular. Greg ended a second enemy soldier. He was dead before his partner’s body hit the plank floor. There’d been four armed guards in the baggage car. The remaining two had either better training or better luck. Not wanting to end up like their comrades, they took cover behind piles of luggage and returned fire.
Unable to make entry into the baggage car, the remainder of Montclair’s boarding party hunkered down outside the door. The close quarters battle inside rendered Montclair’s superior numbers useless. For the time being, he, Greg, and Greg’s two Marines were on their own.
Greg dove to avoid Shadow Army bullets, crashing into several large suitcases in the process. Greg’s repeater had gone dry, but the heavy luggage behind him provided suitable enough cover for him to reload.
Montclair found himself some cover across the aisle from Greg. “This noise is going to bring company!” Montclair shouted, fighting to be heard over the gunfire. “We’ve got to finish this fast!”
The bolt of Greg’s rifle slammed home on a fresh magazine. “‘Finish this fast,’ he says!” Greg yelled. Greg peeked out from behind cover, fired off two quick shots, and tucked back in tight. “In case you haven’t noticed, Julius, we’re working on it!”
A well-placed round from one of Greg’s Marines took out the third enemy guard. The last Shadow Army soldier, deciding that discretion was indeed the better part of valor, broke and ran. He was through the far door and halfway across the railcar coupling when Montclair heard a whirring sound, followed by the crack of a rifle. The fleeing soldier’s body went limp as a rag doll and tumbled to the tracks below.
Montclair turned and saw Scarlet on one knee, the buttstock of the Chassepot resting in her shoulder. A tendril of smoke curled from the tip of the barrel and rose in lazy circles toward the ceiling. She yanked the weapon’s bolt to the rear. The spent shell casing hit the floor with a loud ping. As she returned the bolt home, a second aether-tipped bullet slid into place.
Montclair grinned from ear to ear. “Remind me never to get on your bad side.”
Scarlet lowered the rifle and gave Montclair a wink. “Consider yourself reminded, colonel.”
Copperhead, followed by the rest of Montclair’s boarding party, crowded into the baggage car. Copperhead moved past Scarlet, his eyes focused on a large, covered object off to the side. Montclair watched as Copperhead inspected it.
“Think we’ve got something, colonel,” Copperhead said.
Montclair’s stomach dropped. He pointed to the object. “Remove this tarp,” he ordered. “Carefully.”
The soldier nearest the tarp swallowed hard. Getting up his nerve, he took a firm grip on the canvas and pulled. Everyone in the baggage car held their breath as the rough canvas covering slid to the floor.
Underneath was a pine crate, half the height of a tall man and half again as wide. A large “O” was burned into the side of the wood.
“Open it,” Montclair said.
The soldier pulled a pry bar from his pack. Several others followed suit, and together, they pried the lid from the wooden crate.
The contraption was enormous. It was spherical in shape and as big around as a large boulder. To Montclair, it looked like a giant toy ball covered in pipes, wires, and gadgetry. A pulsing purple light emanated from the device’s interior.
Montclair knew firsthand the damage someone could do with enough raw aether under the right circumstances.
It had helped the Union win the Battle of the Potomac. Not much was known about the dark form of the element, except that the Alchemists had seen fit to make its use an offense punishable by excommunication from their guild. Now that unknowable, potentially unfathomable power was in the hands of the enemy, with the added power of Telacivic’s science behind it. God only knew how much destruction it might cause.
“Colonel,” Copperhead said. The spymaster pointed to the back of the device.
Montclair walked around the crate for a look. His eyes grew wide. There was a large chronograph attached to the rear of the device. It read twenty-six, but less than a minute later, the numbers flipped with a clack to show twenty-five.
Montclair’s heart sank. “It’s counting down,” he said.
“How long ‘til’ we reach the capital?” Greg asked.
“A half turn o’ the clock,” Scarlet said. “The same amount of time left on this clock. This device must be timed to go off the minute we get into the center of Washington.”
Montclair swore. Only twenty-five minutes. He had to think quickly.
He called for the technists. “You two, take Major Gregory’s mechanist Marine and see if you can figure out how to disarm this thing, but don’t act unless you’re certain. Or if you have to,” he added. “Copperhead, you and Scarlet are with me. If Telacivic is on this train, he’ll know how to disarm this safely. The two of you are the only ones who can identify him. The rest of you, form up and follow us. We’re going to clear this train, car by car.”
Montclair, Greg, their troops, and the agents made their way through two more empty baggage cars without incident. Then, they arrived at the passenger cars. Montclair was first through the door, with Greg, Copperhead, Scarlet, and the rest of the remaining boarding party following behind. The few passengers who were awake gasped at the sight of the tall brown-skinned man with the rifle. They shook their families and traveling companions from sleep.
Montclair hadn’t changed from the clothes he’d worn to the gala: black formal pants and vest, white shirt open to the collar, sleeves rolled above his thick forearms. He held his rifle at the low ready. On his right leg was his trusted Navy Colt. Strapped to his left was his cavalry saber. A black leather glove covered his clockwerk hand.
Montclair cleared his throat. “Ladies and gentlemen, my name is Julius Montclair. I’m a colonel with the Union Army. Please don’t be alarmed.”
Montclair gave his most reassuring smile. The passengers, eyeing the armed soldiers in full battle dress at Montclair’s back, didn’t appear overly convinced. Most looked as though their last good meal had been some time ago, Montclair noted. The majority of them wore clothing comprised of more patch than cloth. Only the poor passengers rode in the cars closest to the rear. The rich rode in luxury cars, usually situated close to the engine.
“We’re searching for an enemy of the Union,” Montclair continued, trying his best to exude an air of calm. “The man we’re looking for has taken passage on this train. I ask you to please stay calm and that you cooperate with my soldiers in any way you can. If you do as I say, I promise you and your loved ones will be safe. You have my word.”
As he spoke, Montclair scanned the compartment for signs of anything out of place. Meanwhile, Scarlet and Copperhead searched the faces of the passengers for the kidnapped scientist.
Montclair turned to Copperhead. “Anything?” he asked.
The spymaster shook his head. “He’s not here, colonel.”
Montclair frowned. He imagined he could still hear the sound of the device’s chronometer ticking away.
Montclair posted two soldiers at the head of the car to keep the passengers safe and maintain order. Then, it was on to the next passenger car, where the enter-search-reassure scene was replayed. They quickly repeated this process in two more cars.
“Only one second-class car left,” Montclair said to Copperhead after they’d cleared the third passenger car.
Horton and his men had to be in one of the cars ahead. Montclair was running out of spare troops to secure the passenger coaches, and they were all running out of time.
Montclair entered the last second-class car. He’d memorized his passenger speech two cars ago and now repeated it for the newest group. As Montclair spoke, he noticed a man in the first row of seats stand and reach into his coat. Drawing the revolver was the last mistake the man ever made. A hail of Union bullets ripped into the disguised Shadow Army soldier. He died before he hit the floor, his hand still gripping the revolver.
The passenger car exploded into panic. Women clutched coats and bags, screaming and shielding their children as best they could. Working-class men cowered in the corners of their hard, wooden benches. Through the chaos, Montclair saw a man near the front of the car stand and run for the door. Montclair recognized him. He was a Shadow Army soldier from last night’s skirmish outside the barn, the same one who’d opened the barn door and killed Greg’s Marine. If he escaped and warned Horton, it would make Montclair’s job of stopping the bomb and protecting the train’s passengers that much more difficult.
Montclair slung his rifle and yanked his Colt from its holster. He pulled Greg in close so the Marine could hear him over the commotion. “Get this under control,” he said.
Without waiting for a response, Montclair turned and forced his way through the throng of panicked bodies toward the front of the passenger car. Montclair got clear of the rush and sprinted through the exit just in time to see the Shadow Army lookout flee onto the luxury coach. Montclair leapt the coupling between the cars, hot on the enemy soldier’s heels. He was mid-jump when the fleeing soldier slammed the coach entrance shut. Montclair landed on the platform at the rear of the car, tucking into a tight forward roll. He came up at a dead run, lowered his shoulder, and threw his body full into the door. He burst through with a crash, stumbled, and regained his footing. Quicker than an eye blink, his revolver was up and ready.
The luxury coaches and the passenger cabins were as different as night and day. Where the standard passengers sat on hard wooden seats covered in cheap rawhide and wool, the luxury coach had cushioned benches of red and purple velvet. Passengers in the luxury coach enjoyed semi-private booths, separated by low walls and frosted glass, where the poorer passengers had to satisfy themselves with open seating.
The luxury coach passengers, already startled by the fleeing Shadow Army soldier, descended into panic at Montclair’s sudden and violent entrance. Montclair’s gaze swept the car. A polished serving tray lay in the center of the aisle, pieces of broken china strewn all around it. The still-steaming contents of a silver coffee pot soaked into the coach’s Persian carpeting. A porter in a wine-colored jacket with gold epaulets sat in the middle of the mess, rubbing his elbow. The Shadow Army soldier was nowhere in sight.
Where are you hiding?
Montclair’s gaze followed the length of the luxury car. Curious heads poked out of the booths. Rubbing sleep out of their eyes, they peered around the frosted glass to see what the disturbance was. He saw the jacketed porter on the floor, unaware how fortunate he was that the only serious injury he’d taken was to his pride.
Then, at the far end of the coach, Montclair saw the open door. There, framed in the bright green doorway of the next luxury coach, was the fleeing soldier. The luxury coach with the green door was the last passenger car before reaching the locomotive’s engine. Horton had to be there.
Wind blew through the aisle as the locomotive screamed into the predawn darkness. Montclair blinked to clear his vision.
The fleeing soldier clawed at the green door’s handle, knowing his only chance lay in getting through it. Montclair eased the barrel of his revolver up until it was level and pointed it square at the fleeing Shadow Army soldier’s back.
An image of the young Marine who’d died at the barn door back in Greenville flashed into Montclair’s mind.
“This is for you, corporal,” he said.
As the fleeing soldier opened the green door, Montclair squeezed the trigger.
Screams of terrified passengers filled Montclair’s ears. He strode forward, ignoring them. Montclair opened the revolver’s cylinder as he walked, dropping the empty shell casings to the carpet below. As he approached the downed Shadow Army soldier, Montclair pushed six fresh rounds into his revolver.
“Dining car’s the one ahead of us,” Greg said, having just arrived with Copperhead, Scarlet, and what remained of the boarding party. “How do you want to play this?”
Montclair thought for a beat. “Get this car secured,” he said, “and have someone stay back to see to these passengers’ hurts.” Montclair’s eyes narrowed. “Horton is in the next car. I can feel it. I want you, the captain of my ship’s guard, and the agents with me when we take him.”
Scarlet studied the dead Shadow Army soldier slumped in the doorway of the car ahead of them. “No way Horton doesn’t know we’re here now,” she said.
“Colonel had no choice in the matter,” Copperhead said, checking the ammunition in his rifle. “Surprise is no longer on our side, but we’ll make it work somehow.”
Eager to see an end to this, Montclair crossed the coupling between the passenger and dining cars. The luxury dining car’s green door hung half open, flapping in the wind, banging against the body of the dead Shadow Army soldier. Montclair eased the door all the way open and stepped over the enemy soldier’s body. Greg, the agents, and the rest of his troops followed close behind him.
Montclair’s Colt swept the length of the coach. He didn’t like what he saw over its sights. He lowered his pistol. “Looks like you were right, Scarlet.”
The passengers had been roused from their sleeping booths and moved ahead to the dining car. They’d been lined up along the walls, huddled between tables covered with white linen cloths and fine crystal. Men, women, and children, all dressed in sleepwear more expensive than most people’s best Sunday clothes, stood or sat in terrified silence. One of the children, a little girl, whimpered. The child’s mother, in tears, tried desperately to soothe her.
At the far end of the car, two Shadow Army regulars stood watch over a prisoner seated between them. The prisoner was small, with chalk-colored skin covered in a clammy sheen of sweat. The man’s thick head of black hair, graying at the temples, was in disarray. A poor attempt at makeup did little to hide the bruises and cuts on his face. A pair of spectacles, a crack spreading across one lens, sat perched above his long nose and pencil-thin mustache.
“Professor Telacivic?” Montclair said. His voice sounded unnaturally loud in the tense silence of the luxury coach.
The prisoner in the rumpled suit nodded with more enthusiasm than Montclair would have expected.
“We’ve come to get you out of here,” Montclair said.
A tall, powerfully built man with dark shoulder-length hair stood from a table near the front of the car. The man turned to face Montclair. “Afraid that’ll be easier said than done,” Horton said.
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SCARLET SQUEEZED the rifle’s pistol grip until her knuckles cracked. She watched as Horton locked eyes with Montclair from the far end of the dining car. Scarlet looked from one man to the other. A silent battle of wills raged, and it could only end one way. With the spilling of blood.
Across the aisle to Horton’s left were two of his Shadow Army soldiers, both their pistols pointed at the head of one Doctor Mudrac Telacivic. Three more, dressed as civilians, rose from their chairs and moved to stand next to their general.
Damnation! Scarlet thought. A hollow pit formed in her gut. If Montclair’s technists in the baggage car failed, Telacivic was their only chance at defusing the device, but Horton’s men had him at gunpoint, and time was running out. Come on, Agent Alayne. Think!
Scarlet wondered how fast she could shoulder the Chassepot and sight in. Could she do it faster than two Shadow Army regulars could pull their triggers? She did a quick mental calculation. Her pretty lips twisted into a frown at the conclusion. She was good, but not that good. As Scarlet desperately searched for a tactical solution, Horton spoke up.
“Figured us out, have you?” Horton asked, the question aimed at Colonel Montclair.
Colonel Montclair smiled, a look of satisfaction on his face. “Wondering where your ride is, General? She’s not coming.”
Horton’s eyes flashed with rage a brief second before Horton regained control, the cold, calculating demeanor returning as quickly as it had left.
“All right, then. Hadn’t planned on this being a suicide run.” Horton shrugged. “She was a fine ship, at any rate.”
“She is a fine ship,” Colonel Montclair said. “She belongs to the Union now. I imagine you’re re-thinking that exit strategy right about now?”
Horton bared his teeth. “Enjoy your victory while you can, half-breed.” Horton took off his suit jacket, revealing a pair of revolvers harnessed to either side of his ribcage. He folded the jacket into a neat square and placed it on the back of his seat. “If that airship isn’t coming, then it looks like this is a one-way ticket for all of us. What? You think with Telacivic you can put a stop to the device? He’s mine, mongrel. If I’m gonna burn, at least the last thing I’ll see is every man, woman, and child in Washington burning with me.”
“You’re going to fail,” Montclair said.
While Colonel Montclair engaged Horton, Scarlet noticed the man standing next to her. He was one of Major Gregory’s Marines. He held his repeating rifle at the low ready position. His finger was straight and off the trigger, but the rifle hung only inches from his shoulder. She’d seen him in action last night, in the woods outside the barn. He was an outstanding shot, almost as good as she was, and he was quicker than most getting his rifle on target.
Then, it dawned on her.
How would two rifles instead of one affect their chances? Scarlet did the calculations again, only this time the frown from earlier was replaced by a cocky half-smile. Success wasn’t guaranteed, but the stakes were sky-high, and time was running out. They had to risk it.
“Going to fail, am I?” Horton laughed. “So you say, but fate’s a cruel bitch sometimes, isn’t she? If mine is to die today on this train, I’m resigned to it, but I’ll make sure our ‘package’ reaches its intended recipients before I go. Make no mistake about it.”
Colonel Montclair shook his head. “Not going to happen, Horton.”
Horton laughed again. “You got grit. I’ll give you that. You’re nobody’s damned manservant, that’s for sure. What are you, boy? Freedman? Or somethin’ else? Since we’re layin’ all our cards down, why don’t we skip the foreplay? Who do you work for? Union Army? DSI? What’s your name, half-breed?”
“Colonel Julius Montclair, 21st Union Army Air Corps, and you’re coming with us, Horton. Either dead or alive, though, I certainly have a preference as to which.”
Horton’s smile faded. “Well, I’ll be. They sent the goddamned Hero of the Potomac himself to bring me in? Somebody must have a pretty high opinion of me, going to all that trouble.” Horton’s pale blue eyes grew cold. He shook his head in disbelief. “I’ll tell you this much, half-breed. Today might be the day I stand before the gates of hell, but it’ll be a pleasure to send your mixed-breed hide there ahead of me.”
Montclair cocked his revolver. “You’re welcome to try.”
With everyone distracted, Scarlet seized her chance. “How fast are you with that?” she whispered to the Marine. She eyed Telacivic and his two guards, weighing the chances of success a final time.
The Marine followed Scarlet’s gaze. “I’ll take the one on the right.”
Scarlet nodded once. “On my three,” she whispered. “One,” she breathed.
Her grip on the Chassepot tightened. Scarlet focused on the Shadow Army soldier’s face. Fat beads of sweat ran down his forehead. A greasy shock of hair hung limp, just above his right eye. His cheek bulged from a plug of chewing tobacco.
“Two.”
The soldier pressed the barrel of his pistol tight to Telacivic’s temple. Scarlet focused, visualizing the rise of her rifle, sighting in, squeezing the trigger. Her body tensed, muscles tightened, ready to explode into motion.
“Three.”
Scarlet’s body moved faster than her thoughts, the hard-earned muscle memory of countless hours of practice taking over. Two rifle shots cracked the air simultaneously. Before anyone had time to react, it was over.
Scarlet, now kneeling beside a table set for breakfast service, took her eye from the smoke-colored looking glass mounted atop her rifle. A welcome sight greeted her as she lowered the barrel. One badly shaken scientist was flanked by two red splotches where the Shadow Army soldiers had stood.
For a few seconds, there was only stunned silence. Then, the dining car erupted in panic. Passengers dove for the floor as the remaining Shadow Army regulars opened fire.
With two less soldiers, Telacivic free, and a coach full of panicked passengers to cover his retreat, Horton turned and headed for the exit.
“Horton!” Colonel Montclair shouted.
“Come find me, boy!” Horton replied. “I’ll be waiting!”
Horton snatched up his cavalry saber and dashed through the door as the three remaining Shadow Army soldiers covered his escape.
Copperhead kicked over the nearest table, sending china and silverware crashing. He dropped to a knee and took aim at the Shadow Army soldiers. “We’ve got Telacivic!” he shouted to Montclair. “You get Horton!”
Scarlet watched the colonel acknowledge her minder with a nod. Union rifles opened up on the Shadow Army troops, forcing them to keep their heads low long enough for Colonel Montclair to dash toward the rear of the dining car and back the way they’d come in.
Smart, Scarlet thought. By climbing over the top of the dining car, Montclair would bypass Horton’s rear guard.
“He’s going to need some backup!” Scarlet said to her minder.
“I’ve got him!” Major Gregory yelled. “Just give me some cover!”
The major zigzagged toward the back of the dining car, keeping his head low as he moved from overturned table to overturned table.
“No!” Montclair shouted from the door. “Stay where you are, Greg! Horton’s mine!”
“Don’t be a fool, Julius! You’ll need help to—”
“I said stay put!” Colonel Montclair roared. “I’m your commanding officer, and that’s an order!”
Major Gregory swore a streak that would put a Union sailor to shame, but he did as he was ordered. Scarlet leaned out from behind a pane of frosted glass and began sending aether rounds downrange as fast as she could work the rifle bolt, covering Colonel Montclair’s exit. Between herself, Copperhead, Major Gregory, and the rest of the boarding party, they managed to see Montclair safely through the door.
All around Scarlet, passengers screamed, and bullets flew. The Shadow Army soldiers had regrouped and were firing indiscriminately into the crowded train car. Their aim was to destroy a city full of innocent people. Scarlet didn’t suppose they had any qualms about killing a few railroad passengers in the process.
Scarlet leapfrogged from cover to cover, communicating and returning fire as she went. As Scarlet, Copperhead, and the Union forces drew closer to the front of the car, the three remaining Shadow Army decided to mount a retreat. One by one, the soldiers peeled off, covering each other as they moved until the last Shadow Army regular darted out the door.
“Captain!” Scarlet shouted at Montclair’s captain of the ship’s guard. “Follow them!”
The head of Vindication’s ship’s guard grabbed the three nearest Union troops and raced after the fleeing enemy soldiers. Scarlet watched as she and the three men she’d taken with her rushed past.
“Corporal,” Scarlet said to the Marine who’d helped her take out the first two Shadow Army soldiers. “Get a working party formed and secure this train car.”
“What about Major Gregory and the colonel?” the Marine asked, concern for his commanding officers evident in his voice.
“Nothing Colonel Montclair’s captain of the ship’s guard and her men can’t handle. Right now, I need you to lead the effort of seeing to these civilians and making sure this coach is clear of Confederates.”
“Aye, ma’am,” the Marine replied.
“Before I forget, corporal,” Scarlet added. “That was some damn fine shooting back there. Good work.”
The corporal smiled his thanks and took off to follow Scarlet’s orders.
Scarlet walked to the front of the coach and joined Copperhead. Her minder stood at the end of the carpeted aisle, watching as Telacivic quivered beneath a bench. His two Shadow Army guards lay next to him, each of their heads containing one fresh hole apiece, courtesy of Scarlet and the Marine corporal.
“You look like you could use a hand,” Scarlet said.
She took Telacivic by the elbow and helped him to his feet. The slightly built physicist brushed bits of broken glass from his jacket.
Her minder was forced to look down at the scientist, who stood about a foot shorter than Copperhead. “Doctor Telacivic,” Copperhead began, “this young lady and I,” he nodded toward Scarlet, “are representatives of the department. Are you injured? Can you walk?”
“No,” the scientist mumbled. “I mean, yes. I mean, I’m not severely injured, and I can walk. The department, you say? Then you are with Strategic Intelligence, yes?”
Scarlet strained to understand Telacivic’s heavily accented English. “That’s correct,” she replied. Scarlet spoke four languages with conversational ease, but English with a thick Armenian accent was not one of them.
“I’d hoped as much. If I was to be captured, your organization is the best by far of many bad options.”
“I’m afraid we don’t have time for pleasantries, doctor,” Copperhead said. “There is a device onboard this train that we’re going to need your help to disarm. Are you up for that?”
The scientist nodded. “Yes. Yes, of course. I think I can be of some help, although I do not know where the Confederate general and his cohorts may have hidden the device.”
“Horton,” Scarlet said. “His name is Horton. Come with us.”
Scarlet and Copperhead flanked the smaller man and led him back the way they’d come. They rushed through the train cars as quickly as possible, ever conscious of the seconds ticking away. The train passengers moved about in various states of fear and shock. As Scarlet and her minder escorted the scientist through the passenger cars, they passed the soldiers and Marines of the boarding party tending to the wounded. The Union agents and the scientist attracted little attention from the Union troops, who were busy dressing wounds, calming survivors, and seeing to the dead. The soldiers performed like quiet professionals, exuding an air of calm and seemingly oblivious to thoughts of the massive bomb set to go off in mere minutes.
Scarlet saw someone had managed to locate a doctor and press her into service. She was feverishly working on a man with an ugly gunshot in his abdomen. If they couldn’t stop Telacivic’s creation, it would all be for nothing.
Two rail cars later, they arrived at the device. Scarlet noted the troubled looks on the technists’ faces as soon as they opened the door.
“Can’t make heads nor tails of it, sir,” one of the soldiers, Scarlet couldn’t recall his name, said to Copperhead. “Ain't like anything we’ve ever seen. We figured we’d best not fiddle with it until the colonel got back, or at least ‘till time was near up.” The soldier pointed at the chronometer. “We’re cuttin’ it mighty close as it is.”
As he spoke, the chronometer flipped from 5:00 to 4:00.
Scarlet felt the train car shift. “Did you feel that?” she asked Copperhead. “Are we slowing down?”
“Feels like it,” Copperhead said. “Major Gregory must have made it to the engine. I think we’re reversing course. Thank the Healer. We’ll likely die today, but at least Washington will be safe.”
Telacivic’s gaze fell to the floor. “I am afraid that may not actually be the case, agent.”
A feeling of dread washed over Scarlet. “What do you mean?” she asked. “What are you saying? We’re at least two miles outside Washington. There’s no way the blast radius is larger than that. I saw the projections myself.”
“That is inaccurate,” Telacivic said, seeming to take no pleasure in correcting her. “Given the time required to slow a locomotive of this size, reverse its course, and again achieve full steam. . . I am afraid it will make little difference. The projections you saw were from an earlier estimate and were calculated using the measurements for standard aether only, not the dark version of the element. Where the blast radius for standard aether is only two miles, in its dark form, that radius increases to fifteen. My captors placed me under great. . .” Telacivic paused to collect himself. “They placed me under great duress. They forced me to increase the device’s yield. I am not a strong man, agents. Because of their persuasion, I did my work well. Too well.”
Telacivic rubbed his arm, which Scarlet now saw was at an odd angle as if it had been broken and the bone improperly set. The pain must have been unbearable.
“The radius of this device is beyond even what my captors had hoped,” Telacivic said. “Anything within fifteen miles of the point of detonation will be incinerated in an instant. Depending upon the prevailing winds, the damaging effects of the super-heated aether particles created by the blast will sicken and destroy any living thing within ten to twenty miles past the blast radius.”
“Christ the Healer,” Scarlet swore. “What have you done?”
The pistol was out and pointed at the scientist’s head before she even realized it.
Copperhead grabbed her by the wrist and yanked her in close. “Cecelia!” he hissed into her ear.
Scarlet averted her eyes, embarrassed by her actions and unable to meet her minder’s gaze.
“No, agent,” Telacivic said. “This young woman is right. Death at the end of a pistol is more than I deserve.”
“Like hell it is.” Copperhead released his grip on Scarlet’s wrist and shoved the slightly built scientist toward the device. “You’re going to fix this, doctor. Time to end what you’re responsible for starting in the first place. Disarm this damned thing! And you. . .” Copperhead turned to Scarlet. He took her by the shoulders, forcing her to look him in the eye. “I need your head back in this game. Are you with me or not?”
Scarlet looked up at her minder and nodded. She felt like she was ten years old again. What the hell had gotten into her? One minute, Telacivic was talking, and the next, the Colt was in her hand. She’d never lost it that way before, and she damned sure didn’t like it. Copperhead was right. She needed to get her head back in this. Too many lives depended on their success. She filed the episode away so she could deal with it later.
Scarlet watched as Telacivic removed a panel from the rear of the device. Inside, a cavity underneath the panel was a jumble of thick wires and piping. The device’s innards smelled like burnt sulfur and machine oil.
“The Confederate general who held me captive—Horton, I believe you named him? He and his conspirators took measures to prevent disarmament.” The scientist tugged at a thick yellow wire. “But these are simple and brutal men we are dealing with, not scientists or engineers. I am confident I can overcome anything they have placed in our way.”
Suddenly, the baggage car lurched. The Baldwin 60000’s brakes screamed in protest as they fought to arrest the behemoth’s movement. The technists Colonel Montclair had left behind both fell hard to the floor. Copperhead held fast to the device, grabbing ahold of Telacivic to prevent him from falling. Scarlet nearly lost her footing, saving herself from a nasty tumble by bracing against the baggage car bulkhead.
What was only a few seconds felt like an eternity to Scarlet as the massive train crawled to a stop. Everyone in the baggage car held their breath. Slowly, the train began the painstaking task of reversing course. All the while, the device’s chronometer continued its march toward zero. Dreading what she would see, Scarlet looked: only one minute left. But with no second hand, how many seconds remained? Thirty seconds? Or twenty? Or two?
Copperhead glanced at the ticking clock and closed his eyes. “Whatever it is you’re doing, Telacivic, you’d best make it fast.”
The scientist moved a mass of wires to the side. A single bead of sweat slid down his nose and fell, landing with a plop on the bomb’s control panel. He swore in Armenian.
“What is it, doctor?” Scarlet asked.
Only seconds left now. Scarlet had never really thought about the end of her life. Having survived so many dangerous missions with her minder, she’d never even considered the possibility of death. The truth was that the end came for everyone, even DSI agents. Even her.
“This panel, here,” Telacivic said, pointing. “It allows access to the inner workings of the device. Beneath it is a simple switch, a failsafe, which can be used to deactivate the detonator. They have secured it with a locking mechanism.”
“Easy enough,” Copperhead said. He reached across his chest and gripped the handle of his revolver. “One well-placed shot’ll take care of that.”
“Wait!” Telacivic shouted. “The force of the projectile may aggravate the reactant inside the device. It could explode!”
“If we don’t solve this in the next ten seconds, it won’t make a difference,” Copperhead said. “We’ll die anyway, taking a good chunk of D.C. with us.”
A sense of calm came over Scarlet. She knew what she had to do.
“To hell with it,” she said.
She raised her Colt and fired.



27 THE DEMILITARIZED ZONE, APPROACHING WASHINGTON, D.C., JULY 1864
MONTCLAIR HOLSTERED his sidearm and began the long climb up the ladder. It would take him to the roof of the dining car, where he thought Horton would be waiting. Montclair knew Gregory would be beating on the locomotive door with the butt of his rifle, yelling for the engineer to let him in. He’d told Greg to use force if necessary, but with the full authority of the president and the Union government behind them, Montclair hoped force wouldn’t be needed.
Now, with Greg attempting to stop the locomotive and Scarlet and Copperhead working on disarming the device, there was nothing left for Montclair to do. They’d all either be blown into ash, or they wouldn’t.
How much time could be left on that chronometer?
With everything going on, Montclair had long since lost track of the minutes. Even if time was almost up, there wasn’t anything he could do about it. It was up to Copperhead and Scarlet now.
Montclair felt the rust flake from the ladder’s rungs as he grasped them. Each step of his climb pulled him that much closer to his destiny, whatever it might be. Montclair gripped the top rung. As he crested the roof of the dining car, he drew his revolver.
“Come on up, boy!” Horton shouted. “Been waitin’ on you long enough. Weren’t you ever taught more respect for your betters?”
Montclair ducked his head. He was vulnerable on the ladder. No use letting Horton get a bead on him.
Horton laughed. “I imagine you’ve got that Colt drawn? Well, you can go on and put it away. I’ll not fire on you.”
Montclair popped up over the edge of the roof, the barrel of his revolver leading the way. Horton sat on top of the mail car. Both his pistols were holstered. It looked as though Horton would be true to his word and not shoot on sight, although Montclair wasn’t sure why. He certainly would have were the situation reversed. Horton’s cavalry saber lay across his lap, its edge shining razor sharp in the dying moonlight. Montclair de-cocked his sidearm with a clack.
The clouds from the previous night were gone. The morning’s few stars shone fitfully in the heavens. The moon was close to setting, but there wasn’t yet a hint of light in the eastern sky. The wasteland, a study in barren desolation, sped by them at breakneck speed. Bathed in moonlight, the demilitarized zone looked strangely beautiful to Montclair. The wind carried the smell of smoke from the locomotive’s stack. It dried the sweat from Montclair’s face.
A horrendous screeching shattered the morning stillness as the train’s brakes engaged. The mammoth Baldwin 60000 lurched forward, nearly throwing Montclair from the roof. He landed hard and rolled, managing to catch himself at the last second with his clockwerk hand.
Quicker than it seemed possible given the machine’s size, the behemoth train rolled to a stop. There was a pause, and the engine began to inch backward. One-hundred twenty-thousand tons of metal completed a slow, painful shift, now crawling back in the direction it had just come. A triumphant smile spread across Montclair’s face.
Horton stood and tossed the scabbard of his saber over the side of the train. “Looks like you've managed to stop the engine,” he said.
Something about Horton’s tone set off alarm bells in Montclair’s head.
“The Union is saved!” Horton shouted, raising both arms above his head as if in celebration. The blade of his saber flashed in the moonlight. Then, Horton’s false smile faded, and his blue eyes went dead as a corpse’s. He cocked his head to the side. “Or is it?”
A cold chill crawled down Montclair’s spine. Something was wrong. With the train headed away from the city, that should have been the end of it. Even if Montclair, his boarding party, and everyone else onboard the train died, Washington would still be safe. Horton had lost.
But Horton didn’t look or sound anything like a man who’d just been beaten.
“What are you playing at, Horton?” Montclair asked.
“Worked it all out while I was waiting for you to make your way up here, boy. The red-headed whore and the old man who came onto the train with you, they’re DSI, aren’t they? Recognized them from last night’s shindig. I figure one of ‘em must have snuck into Smythe's office and got a look at our plans. Sound about right?”
Montclair glared at Horton but held his peace. He needed to know what the Confederate general knew.
“Not a bad bit of work,” Horton said, “but turns out the joke is on you. The blast estimates you saw were wrong. See, our little lab rat did a fine job. He’s increased the device’s yield almost eight times over.” Horton laughed. “Doesn’t matter how fast this train goes. Washington won’t escape the blast.”
“You lie!” Montclair shouted.
“No. I don’t. Got no reason to lie to you, half-breed. You cancelled my ride out. Don’t know how the hell you did it, but you took the Raven. I don’t expect I’ll be leaving this train alive.” Horton shrugged. “Might as well have a little sport before I go. I don’t see anyone else around, so I guess you’ll have to do.” Horton planted his back foot and raised his saber. “En garde, half breed.”
Montclair clenched his jaw. Anger took ahold of him so strong his body shook. He’d been awake for over twenty-four hours, fighting or flying nearly the entire time. Exhaustion, coupled with the uncertainty of the past few weeks, was finally beginning to take its toll. All of a sudden, Montclair didn’t know if he could stand, let alone fight.
Greg had managed to get the train stopped and moving away from the city. That was something, at least. The DSI agents were working to disarm Telacivic’s device. Nothing he could do would affect the outcome of either, so he put them from his mind. One thing remained within his power to do, and that was eliminating Horton, but first, he had to get himself under control.
Before Ueda agreed to take him on as his pupil, he’d insisted Montclair learn one thing.
“Before battle, you must always center yourself,” the samurai had said at the beginning of Montclair’s very first lesson.
Montclair thought back to then. The samurai had closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. He’d gestured for Montclair to sit and do the same. He’d instructed Montclair to first focus only on things outside himself like the sound of the wind as the Vindication flew, the creaking of the airship’s timbers, the thrum of her engines far below. Then, he’d told Montclair to look inward, focusing only on the sound of his own breathing and the beating of his own heart.
Montclair pushed away thoughts of that day and returned to the present. With the warm pre-dawn wind on his face, Montclair breathed in deeply, concentrating on slowing his racing pulse. He felt the grip of his saber, the wind rushing by as it cooled the sweat on his chest and neck.
If this was the end, it wasn’t such a bad place to die, and his cause was a just one.
Montclair crossed himself. His spirit was centered now. He was focused. He was ready.
“Never put much stock in prayer myself,” Horton said. He leaned casually on his saber. “But I’ve never begrudged another for their beliefs, even your kind.” Horton smiled. “Your time on this earth grows short, boy. Figured I’d at least do you the courtesy of letting you speak to the Healer before I sent you off to be judged by him. I’m about out of patience, though.”
Horton stretched. There was a series of audible cracks and pops as he rolled his neck and shoulders.
Montclair drew his saber. The time for talk was over.
Horton gave a slight bow, inclining his head toward Montclair in a mock salute. Horton’s swordplay was renowned throughout the South. Montclair had heard stories of the countless men who’d fallen beneath Horton’s blade. He didn’t plan on being one of them.
Both men moved at once. They circled each other with tentative steps, like the beginning of some deadly dance. Suddenly, Horton lunged forward, feigning a stab toward the outer range of Montclair’s defenses. Montclair moved to deflect the blow, but Horton reversed mid-cut. The Confederate general’s blade missed Montclair’s midsection by a fraction of a hair.
Horton attacked with a fury, placing Montclair on the immediate defense. Horton followed up with a flurry of feints, all of which Montclair was barely able to parry. Seeing an opening, Montclair delivered a powerful slash to Horton’s throat. Horton dropped below the blade, moving from the waist like a boxer slipping a punch. Montclair’s blade passed within an inch of Horton’s head. Horton stepped back. Montclair followed suit. Both men paused, each taking the measure of the other.
Horton laughed. “Half-breed has a little skill, I see.”
Montclair noticed Horton’s breathing was slow and steady. His own chest heaved like a bellows. Sweat poured down his face and stung his eyes. Horton actually looked more relaxed than when they began, if such a thing were possible.
Horton twirled his saber, watching as the blade caught the moonlight. He seemed to be enjoying himself. “Who was it taught you to fence, boy?” he asked.
Montclair needed to buy himself time to recover. Engaging this beast was as good a way to do that as any. “My father,” Montclair said through gritted teeth. “You?”
“Oh, I had many teachers over the years. All of them fell under my blade. . . eventually.”
With Horton’s eyes focused on his saber, Montclair saw an opportunity. He ended the parley with a lunging attack.
Montclair had hoped the feint would catch Horton off guard, but the general wasn’t fooled. Quick as a snake, Horton whipped his saber behind his own back, blocking Montclair’s strike. His blade moved faster than Montclair’s eye could follow. Before Montclair could react, the tip of Horton’s blade pointed at his heart.
Horton casually withdrew his saber from the space near Montclair’s chest. “Hmm,” Horton said, thinking. “Montclair. . . I have some recollection of that name, even outside you being the Butcher of the Potomac and all. You wouldn’t be any relation to General Phineas Montclair, would you? General Montclair was a white man. But if I recall, he was known to occasionally congregate with Creole filth.” Horton shuddered. “Disgusting if you ask me, but it does fit. You’re about the right age, and you are a half-breed.”
“Enough,” Montclair said, his breathing heavy and labored. ”You. . . want to. . . fight. So. . . let’s fight.”
Both men stood still like two jungle cats set to pounce. The air crackled with the promise of violence.
Horton smiled. “That‘s it, isn’t it? You’re the late General Montclair’s Creole bastard, aren’t you? I’ve heard New Orleans is lousy with Creole. They say you people actually think you’re equal to the white man. That isn’t really true, is it, Montclair?” Horton stressed the French pronunciation.
Without warning, the train lurched around a bend.
Horton crouched low, steadying himself. “I went down there once,” Horton said, taking his time. “To New Orleans, I mean. Cesspool of a place. Hated every second of it. Too hot in my opinion. Too much damned humidity! Whole city stank like river water and rotten sewage. Your daddy loved it though, didn’t he?” Horton shook his head. “I’ll bet he did. You know, it amazes me. General Montclair was married to a fine woman. A real Southern belle, I heard told. Didn’t she and the general have a son? A legitimate one, I mean?”
“Enough,” Montclair growled. The mention of his half-brother tore open old wounds, wounds Montclair had been foolish enough to believe had healed.
“I hear tell in New Orleans a man can do as he pleases,” Horton said. The joy of twisting the knife lit his face. “Step out on your fine white wife and son and have a whole other family with a Creole mistress if you like.” Horton made a face. “All that race mixing, downright disgusting, you ask me. Not surprised Phineas Montclair would end up goin’ back to a privy gulley like New Orleans, though. Everyone knew the general had a taste for dark meat.”
“I said enough!” Montclair roared.
Images of his mother flashed through Montclair’s mind. His blood boiled. Rage clouded his vision. He charged at Horton.
Horton sidestepped, an easy laughter on his lips. As Montclair flew past, Horton plunged forward, the point of his saber aimed at Montclair’s belly. Montclair parried the blow and leapt backward, his momentum carrying his sword arm back and around in a tight arc. Just as Montclair moved into his cut, Horton lunged inside. Too late, Montclair realized he’d fallen into a trap.
Horton whipped his saber behind his back a second time, only now steel bit through cloth and flesh as the blade slashed Montclair’s midsection. Montclair grunted in pain, angry his fighter’s reflexes had betrayed him. Utilizing the momentum of the strike, Horton sailed effortlessly past.
“Well, what do you know?” Horton said. “The Butcher of the Potomac is a mere mortal after all.”
Montclair pressed his lips together, not trusting himself to speak. He didn’t know what was worse, the pain of his wounds or the effortless manner in which Horton was winning this duel.
Montclair touched his gloved hand to the cut across his waist. His fingertips came away slick with blood. For now, adrenaline kept away the worst of the pain, but blood loss would end a duel just as surely as a strike to the heart. Flames of fear and doubt began to lick at Montclair. He needed to end this quickly, or else he would bleed out.
Montclair set his feet as best he could, his clockwerk hand clutching at the torn flesh of his waist in a futile attempt to stem the bleeding. Horton grinned, murder in his cold blue eyes. With his victory all but secured, Horton attacked.
The general executed a lightning fast thrust. Montclair surprised himself, parrying with a degree of power he didn’t realize he possessed. Horton’s attacks grew more aggressive like a wolf who’d caught the scent of blood from his wounded prey. Emboldened, Horton pressed his advantage. Montclair blocked every attack until, finally, he glimpsed an opening and struck.
Montclair’s blade flashed in the moonlight. Horton dodged the cut with ease, delivering a vicious counterstrike of his own in the process. Horton’s blade bit again, slashing Montclair across the back of his arm.
“That’s two for me,” Horton said, “in case you’re keeping count.” Horton turned his back to Montclair and walked over to the edge of the roof. “Some have referred to me as the finest blade in the South,” Horton said, looking out at the passing wastelands. He flicked Montclair’s blood from his saber. “That point’s arguable, I suppose, but I would have thought the son of the great Phineas Montclair would at least give me a little more sport in my final hour. Seems I’m to be disappointed. If we’re being honest with one another, Montclair, I have to tell you I’m getting a little tired of this.”
“Then. . . end it,” Montclair gasped, hardly able to breath. “If. . . you can.”
Montclair put on a brave front, but there was no doubt in his mind as to who was winning this fight. Montclair was a talented swordsman, but if he was a musician with the saber, then Horton was a maestro. Montclair was far outmatched, even on his best day. Factoring in blood loss and exhaustion, Montclair saw just how slim his chances were.
All right, Montclair. Get it together. If this is to be the end, let’s make it a damned good one.
As he readied himself to die, something tugged at the back of Montclair’s mind. No matter how he tried to focus, the “something” refused to be ignored. It gnawed at him from deep within his subconscious. Then, as if someone had hit a switch, it became clear. A memory bubbled to the surface of his mind.
Montclair could almost hear Ueda's voice speaking to him the very first morning after he’d agreed to train Montclair with the eastern sword.
“For the true samurai, Julius-san, failure lies not in death.”
“It doesn’t?” Montclair laughed.
“No!” Ueda bellowed.
The laughter died on Montclair’s lips.
“Failure lies only in disappointing one’s master. As long as there is breath in the warrior’s body, redemption may yet be achieved. Often, it is only a single sword stroke away.”
The warm wind on Montclair’s face brought him back to the present. Montclair chuckled to himself. “Only a sword stroke away,” he mumbled.
Horton turned back to face Montclair. “Oh, my, started talking to yourself, have you? If we’ve gotten to the point of delirium, I’d best put you out of your misery.” Horton raised his blade, and the mask of civility he'd been hiding behind fell away. Hid dead blue eyes filled with blood lust. “Come on, half-breed!” he shouted. “Let’s, you and me, make an end to this!”
As Horton lunged in for the kill, Montclair raised his saber above his head. Montclair took up the two-handed katana stance Ueda called Jodan-No-Kamae.
Horton swung his blade, striking three times in quick succession. Feeling more relaxed and at peace than he ever had in the heat of combat, Montclair blocked each attack.
Then, for a split second, time seemed to stop.
As Montclair parried the third blow, he dropped his body and spun on the ball of his right foot. Montclair twisted from his waist, pouring every ounce of strength he had into a vicious two-handed cut.
The blade slashed deep, slicing into Horton’s midsection. A red smile split the general’s torso, stretching from rib to rib and slicing him near in half. Horton’s saber dropped to the roof of the dining car with a clatter. Horton fell to his knees, staring at his ruined belly in shock.
Montclair fell backward, off balance and scrambling for a handhold. He managed to get back up, using his saber as crutch. He regained his feet but leaned heavily on his blade for support.
Horton looked up at Montclair, his eyes already beginning to cloud. His face, contorted in pain, was a mixture of contempt and disbelief. “H-h-how?” was all he managed to say.
Montclair looked into Horton’s eyes, hungry to see the light fade from them. He spat in the general’s face. Then, summoning the last of his strength, Montclair kicked Horton’s dying body from the train. Montclair sank back down to his knees as what was left of Horton tumbled to the tracks below.
Montclair’s vision swam. “More than you deserve, you bastard.”
Montclair tried to use his saber to stand again. This time, the point of the blade slipped, and Montclair collapsed onto the train car roof. Montclair’s mind said to rise, but his body refused.
Montclair chuckled. So this was what dying felt like.
“Did I miss the joke?” Greg asked as he climbed onto the roof. “You know how much I love a good—Christ the Healer, Julius!” Greg rushed over to Montclair.
“You missed quite a party,” Montclair managed to say. The effort to speak took more out of him than he’d thought it would.
Greg ripped a first aid kit from his pack. Using his teeth, he tore off several strips of bandage. He propped Montclair up against his own body and began applying the wrappings.
“Looks like I’m just in time to help clean up, though,” he said, his voice shaking. “What happened up here? And where is Horton?”
“He had an appointment in hell,” Montclair said, his teeth clenched in pain. “I just helped him to keep it.”
“Christ the Healer,” Greg swore again.
“Water?” Montclair asked.
Greg pulled out his canteen and set it to Montclair’s lips.
Montclair drank and nodded his thanks. “Copperhead and Scarlet?” he asked.
Horton was dead, but that victory meant nothing if the DSI agents hadn’t been able to disarm the bomb.
Montclair felt Greg shrug behind him. “A Shadow Army regular broke through the door. After I dealt with him, I got the engineer to reverse the train. Then, I came up here and found you. I don’t know if they succeeded or not.” Greg sighed. “One way or the other, we’ll know within the next couple of minutes.”
Montclair slumped forward. Greg, his closest friend in the world, pulled him back up to a sitting position. Greg was closer to him even than his own brother.
A memory of Randall Montclair fought its way to the front of Montclair’s mind. Two young boys, brothers as well as the best of friends, alike yet different, fenced with wooden swords behind their father’s estate in Orleans Parrish.
Strange he would think of Randall now. Yet another semi-healed wound Horton tore open.
He and Greg sat quietly on the roof of the mail car as the wasteland gave way to the lush woodlands surrounding Washington. Montclair’s eyes grew heavy.
Montclair opened his eyes. Had he dozed off? He felt Greg move behind him and turned to see. Greg was looking off into the distance. Montclair followed his friend’s gaze to the east, where a brilliant orange ball of fire broke the horizon.
A new day had dawned.



28 WASHINGTON D.C., ROCK CREEK PARK, OCTOBER 1864
“IT’S NOT TOO late to call this off,” Montclair said, his breath frosting in the chill night air.
Greg shook his head. “I’m sick of discussing this, Julius. I’ve earned it. He promised us whatever we wanted. ‘Name your reward’, he said. Those were Grant’s exact words.”
Montclair frowned. “I’m not sure taking out a high-level DSI handler was what the president had in mind.”
“After all the dirt Copperhead dug up on him, he’s guilty of treason three times over, and you know he damned well deserves it, Julius. For what he did to me. . . For what he did to her.”
Montclair nodded.
Thick, cold mist hung heavy over Rock Creek Park. Montclair flipped up the collar of his black wool overcoat. He winced in pain. The slash across his stomach and the cut on his arm were healing, but he still felt them if he moved the wrong way. He reached under his clothing to check the bandage for blood and was relieved when his fingers came away clean.
Montclair looked Greg in the eye. “And you’re certain this is what you want?” he asked. “If you cross this line, there’s no turning back. For either of us.”
“I’m more certain of this than I’ve been of anything in a very long time.”
“I guess that settles it then.”
Montclair and Greg were dressed as civilians in plain woolen suits under black overcoats. Dark Stetsons kept their faces in shadow. They’d arrived at the park at dusk, a full two hours before the agreed-upon time of Greg’s meeting. Two hours gave them plenty of time to survey the area and come up with a plan. Now, there was nothing left to do but wait.
The two men stood behind a copse of pine trees, just outside the glow of the nearest aether lamppost. Montclair had an excellent line of sight on the designated park bench. He fought against the urge to fidget. He wanted nothing more than for this night to be over.
“You sure you’re up for this?” Greg asked.
Montclair wondered if Greg was asking because of his injuries or because of something else.
“I’m good.” Montclair said, deciding he’d go with the former over the latter. “Take more than a few saber cuts to stop me. No way I was letting you do this alone.”
Greg seemed to accept that, for which Montclair was grateful. For a time, they waited in silence and also watched, on the lookout for signs that they themselves weren’t being surveilled. The freezing mist turned to a gentle, steady rain.
Greg looked at his pocket watch. “Almost time. I’d better get into position.”
Greg moved behind a stand of trees opposite Montclair. A quarter turn o’ the clock later, the man Greg was meeting strolled into view. The man was dressed head-to-toe in drab gray. He wore a faded gray hat and overcoat, gray slacks, scuffed gray shoes. From his height, to his gait, and the way he moved, nothing about him stood out. Everything was perfectly ordinary and perfectly forgettable. The man’s bowler hat obscured his face, but Montclair knew it was him. Montclair felt the same uneasiness he’d felt that night in the Yellow Oval Room. He watched as the forgettable man took a seat on the park bench.
Right on time, Greg emerged from behind the trees and took a seat next to the man. Montclair bent down and re-checked the pulses of the two heavyset men who lay bound and gagged at his feet. Both of them were unconscious but alive. Montclair and Greg had given their word there would be no collateral damage.
“You’re late,” Agent Kincaid said. His singsong voice was oddly soothing.
Greg shook his head. “On the contrary, Mr. Kincaid, I’m right on time.”
Kincaid hadn't survived the intelligence business as long as he had without good instincts. Montclair saw from Kincaid’s body language that the DSI agent knew something was wrong. Montclair moved his overcoat aside and gripped the handle of the Colt on his hip.
“You’re not my usual contact,” Kincaid said, the barest hint of concern creeping into his voice.
“You don’t recognize me?” Greg asked. The Marine major tipped his black Stetson, revealing his face.
Kincaid’s eyes grew wide with fear. He stumbled to his feet. “You!” The DSI agent hissed. Kincaid’s head whipped back and forth, frantically searching for a sign of his two-man security detail.
“Agents!” he cried out.
“They won’t be coming,” Greg said. “No one will.”
“Dead, I expect,” Kincaid said, his voice quivering. “You call yourselves soldiers, but you’re nothing more than glorified killers.”
Greg smiled. “No, they aren’t dead. I don’t envy them the headaches they’ll have in the morning, but otherwise, they’re unharmed.”
Montclair watched as Kincaid’s eyes darted back and forth. The spymaster was trying to think his way out of this. Montclair almost felt sorry for him. Almost.
“All this for a Cuban whore you barely even knew?” the DSI agent squeaked, still looking around for the two-man security team laying bound and senseless at Montclair’s feet.
“She was my wife,” Greg said. His voice was flat, as if all emotion had drained from it. “We were married in secret. I’d planned to bring her here to the Union after we’d finished our assignment in Cuba. That was before they left her to die. . . on your orders.”
Kincaid laughed, high pitched and maniacal. “Let’s be reasonable, major,” he said, struggling to keep his tone even. “Every man has his price. Name yours, and I’ll see it done. Perhaps we can still work something out.”
Montclair saw the DSI agent’s hand inch toward the pocket of his gray overcoat. Montclair pulled his Colt and took aim.
“Work something out?” Greg asked. “No, Agent Kincaid. I don’t think we can.”
The derringer leapt from Kincaid’s coat pocket, but Greg was more than ready. Greg knocked Kincaid’s arm aside as the DSI man squeezed the tiny trigger. A single shot rang out in the night. The round struck an ancient oak several hundred feet away, but not before Greg’s blade slipped between Kincaid’s ribs.
The DSI agent dropped his weapon and slumped forward into Greg’s arms. With one hand, Greg grabbed Kincaid by the lapel, forcing the smaller man to look up into his eyes. With his other hand, Greg stabbed the agent several more times. Greg grew angrier with each thrust. Montclair lowered his Colt and watched as Greg avenged the death of his wife.
At last, Kincaid’s body went limp. Greg dropped the cooling corpse to the ground. He knelt next to the body and used Kincaid’s faded gray overcoat to wipe the blood from his blade.
Montclair holstered his sidearm and walked to where Greg knelt. “I’m sorry about Esmerelda,” he said.
The chilly rain continued, slow but steady. Greg wiped his hands on the wet grass and stood up next to Montclair. Neither man spoke as they stared down at the corpse. A minute passed. Then two.
“He deserved it,” Greg said, breaking the silence. Rain dripped down his face. He retrieved his Stetson from the bench and placed it on his head. “I’ve been ordered to take some leave. Didn’t want to at first, but maybe that’s not such a bad idea now that I think about it.”
“Maybe not,” Montclair said, not knowing what else to say.
“From here, we go our separate ways,” Greg said. “We’ll draw less attention.”
“You sure?” Montclair asked. “That you’re all right, I mean?”
Greg laughed. “I’m far from all right.”
Montclair frowned. “Meet me at City Tavern,” he said. “The one in Georgetown. You know the place. Meet me there in three weeks’ time. I want your word on it.”
There was a long pause, too long for Montclair’s liking.
“Your word, Greg.”
Greg nodded, finally. “You have it,” he said.
Montclair clasped Greg’s hand, thought better of it, and pulled his friend into an embrace. “First tankard is on me,” Montclair said.
Greg walked away without another word. Montclair watched as he disappeared into the night. Then, Montclair turned and went in the opposite direction, trying in vain to dismiss the uneasiness he felt.



29 PARIS, BANKS OF THE SEINE, OCTOBER 1864
OF ALL THE places she’d been with the department, Scarlet loved Paris most. She felt at peace as she strolled the walkway along the Seine. Those few incredible moments between full sunset and twilight were a magical time in Paris. The soft glow of the streetlights on the water mesmerized her. She paid little attention to the appreciative looks of the men and a few of the women who walked by.
The assignment had been a simple one, an easy kill. The senator from South Carolina secretly had been meeting with a delegation of European leaders, his goal to secure formal recognition of the Confederacy as a sovereign nation. He’d come very close to succeeding. He may have even done it if not for Strategic Intelligence intervention.
The senator’s one weakness had been beautiful young women. Brunettes were his diversion of choice, the younger and prettier the better. With perfect French and a dark brown wig to hide her fiery tresses, Scarlet fooled the elderly senator and his security detail. She wined him, dined him, and then drugged him. The deadly nightshade worked quickly. Scarlet was down to her corset and lace undergarments when the senator at last clutched his chest and collapsed. Once he was dead, she undressed him and carefully set the scene.
The world would believe the old man died in bed of a heart attack brought on by the stress of negotiations with the Europeans. The senator’s security detail would believe he’d died in the saddle, overcome by the ministrations of a skilled Parisian courtesan. They would disavow any knowledge of the prostitute for fear of embarrassing the Confederate government. Only a handful of people would know the truth, that the senator had died at the hands of a DSI assassin.
Scarlet slipped into an alleyway and tossed the brunette wig onto a trash heap. A few minutes later, now a blonde, she entered the hotel. She smiled politely at the staff in the lobby. The senator’s death was just another roadblock in the Confederacy’s bid for international legitimacy. She felt satisfied she’d done her work well, even if it had taken a little longer than she’d anticipated.
Scarlet stepped onto the lift and in excellent French told the bellhop to take her to the sixth floor. She exited the lift and floated down the hallway, a vision in a gown of fine yellow silk. She stopped in front of room 637. She knocked three times, paused, and then knocked twice more. At the last knock, the door opened.
“You’re late,” the man who opened the door said. His hair was as blond as the wig Scarlet wore. He de-cocked the hammer of his Colt and swept Scarlet inside.
“Just finishing up some work,” Scarlet said. She leaned up and kissed him on his cheek. The whiskers of his white-blond beard were rough against her lips. “Always good to see you, Dublin.”
“You too, girly,” the senior agent replied.
“How’d you end up with door duty?” Scarlet asked as she brushed past him. “Paladin not around?”
“He stood watch for an hour ‘fore I took pity on the lad and spelled him,” Dublin said. “He’s in the parlor with the others.”
“Sorry about that,” Scarlet said.
“It’s the job. No need for apologies, especially after what you and your minder pulled off on that train. Fine bit o’ work there, girly. Saved the city, you did. Likely the Union itself.”
“We had help,” Scarlet said. “It wasn’t just us.”
The tall Irishman grinned. “Aye. Hero of the Potomac, eh? Guessin’ they’ll have to come up with a new name for ‘im now. ‘Hero of the Union’, or some such.” He nodded toward the interior of the suite. “We’d best get in there. They’re waitin’ for us.”
Scarlet followed Dublin through the foyer and into a large parlor area surrounded by a suite of rooms. Scarlet was greeted by the sight of four DSI agents seated around a fireplace. There was a table between them, with tea service set for six.
Dublin’s protégé, Paladin, sat nearest the fire. Scarlet had to look up when she spoke to Paladin. He was nearly as tall as his minder. Paladin had a clean-shaven head, beautiful dark brown skin and features that looked as if they were chiseled from ebony.
Next to him sat Athena, slightly built with curly blonde hair and bright green eyes. Scarlet gave the smaller woman a nod. They’d gone through Indoctrination together.
Next to Athena was her minder, Mockingbird. Mockingbird was stern and stately in a wine-colored dress, its buttons fastened all the way to the top.
Next to Mockingbird was Copperhead. Flanked by two empty chairs, he sat sipping his tea. He stood when he saw Scarlet and invited her and Dublin to sit.
“How did it go?” Copperhead asked, settling back into his seat. His teacup sat on a small table next to his chair. The shaking of his hand was barely noticeable.
Scarlet smiled and shrugged. “How does it always go?”
“You can debrief your protégé later, Nathaniel,” Mockingbird said. “This is most unusual, holding a meeting all the way in France, even by the standards of the department. We have work to do elsewhere, as I’m certain you know. Why have you called us here?”
Copperhead took a sip of his tea and then looked into the eyes of each agent. “I’m sure you’ve all heard about our last mission by now?” After seeing nods all around the room, Copperhead continued, “While Mr. Fluvelle is an outstanding young man, and one who performed admirably under pressure I might add, his assignment to Scarlet and I was a. . . liability.”
Mockingbird nodded. “Yes, I’d wondered about that,” she said. “Assigning a civilian to a mission is highly irregular.”
“You’re right, Ramona,” Copperhead said. “Cecelia and I were lucky. Critical information was kept from us. We were meant to fail.”
The agents exchanged worried looks. The room grew quiet. Scarlet heard the crackle and pop of the wood burning in the fireplace.
“You have a history with McCormick,” Dublin said.
“I do,” Copperhead replied, nodding in agreement. “I’ll be the first to admit it.”
“History or not, sir,” Athena added, “we never place an agent in harm’s way without good cause. What you are saying the acting vice chairman has done flies in the face of our code.”
Copperhead smiled at Athena. “Correct,” he said. “The reasons for my feelings toward McCormick are my own, but this goes even beyond that. McCormick sent us into the field with incomplete information.”
Mockingbird crossed her legs, settling into her chair. “What sort of information did he withhold, Nathaniel?”
“For starters? Information about the scientist and about his work. Any of you know Telacivic was working with dark aether?”
Scarlet watched as the room went dead quiet. Her extensive training in the reading of body language and mood detection failed her. To their credit, none of the agents gathered in the parlor betrayed a thing.
“Does the Guild know?” Dublin asked.
Copperhead shook his head. “Not yet.”
Mockingbird's brow furrowed. She cleared her throat. She looked at Scarlet and then at her minder. “What proof of this do you have, Nathaniel?”
“I saw Telacivic's plans,” Scarlet said, “and we debriefed Telacivic as soon as we had him in custody. He gave us almost everything.”
Copperhead set his teacup down. “From there, it wasn't hard to put two and two together. McCormick never wanted us to know what Telacivic was capable of. I believe he hoped we'd die trying to stop the device, and I believe he's colluding with the Confederates.”
Paladin actually laughed. “Begging your pardon, sir, but you're telling us the acting vice chairman is a traitor to the Union? That's lot to accept and quite an accusation.”
Copperhead nodded. “It is, and not one I take lightly.”
“That’s preposterous,” Dublin said. “Why, I’ve known Pratley Huffman since I was fresh out of Indoctrination. She’s true as they come. She’d never allow this.”
“I think you’re right, Seamus,” Copperhead said. “She’d never allow something like this, unless she was told to do so by a higher authority. Pratley’s. . . a good soldier. She follows orders. I don't think she knows how far this goes.” Copperhead paused. “Somehow, McCormick’s gotten to the chairman.”
Mockingbird shook her head. “Impossible,” she said. “Cummings has chaired the committee since the department’s inception. He’s always been a friend to agents in the field. Now you’re telling us he’s appointed a colluder as vice chairman? I can’t believe it.”
“We don’t expect you to take us simply at our word, ma’am,” Scarlet said. “You all have your own sources. Look for yourselves. If your investigations lead you to conclude we’re wrong?” Scarlet shrugged. “Then so be it. Turn my minder and I in to Oversight and be done with us.”
“And if it turns out you’re both right?” Mockingbird asked. “What then, Copperhead?”
“If we’re right, then something will have to be done about McCormick.”
“What is it you’re suggesting we do, Nathaniel?” Dublin asked.
Copperhead took a drink of his tea and crossed his legs. “The only thing we can,” he said. “Who’s up for staging a coup?”



30 ROESTREE ESTATE, THE GREENHOUSE, OCTOBER 1864
“ANYTHING?” Wally asked.
“Nothing," Smythe said. Smythe stared at the blood red rose petals, not really seeing them. His mind was elsewhere.
“We have to assume he was killed, James, or compromised, which would be even worse.”
“No,” Smythe said, clipping an errant petal. “He wouldn’t have been compromised. His soldier’s pride would never allow it.”
“Christ the Healer, James, is that all you have to say?” Wally squeaked. “A team of DSI assassins could be on their way here right now!” Wallace looked around the greenhouse as if a group of black-clad Strategic Intelligence agents might burst through the door any second. Wally rubbed his bald head nervously. “I’ve got to start making plans. Maybe one of my homes abroad?” he said, talking to himself. “The Dominican Republic is nice this time of year.”
Smythe’s face darkened. He’d had about as much of Wally’s anxious muttering as he could stand. “Calm down, Wally. Get ahold of yourself. Let’s think this through.” Smythe clipped away a bit of dead brown rose petal. “Horton isn’t the type to surrender information, even under duress. Besides, if DSI had any inkling this was about so much more than the Presidency of the Confederacy, they’d have sent an assassin to Rosetree long ago. We still hold the advantage, Wally, despite the general’s apparent failure.”
“How can you be so calm, James?”
Smythe finished with the blood roses and moved over to a small azalea bush. The pruning shears flew in Smythe’s gloved hands as he clipped and trimmed.
“Well?” Wally asked, impatient for an answer. “I suppose you have some sort of contingency plan?”
Smythe sighed. “How long have we been friends, Wally? I thought you’d know by now I always have a contingency plan. As a matter of fact, it’s already in the works.”



31 OUTSIDE WASHINGTON, MARYLAND WILDERNESS, OCTOBER 1864
ABE WATCHED fat drops of rain slide down the steam carriage window. So much had happened in the weeks since Copperhead and Scarlet had left him onboard the Vindication.
Not that he blamed them—anymore. He’d been angry with them for leaving him behind until he later realized the things they’d done on that train were far out of his depth.
He thought back to that day. As soon as Scarlet and Copperhead had dropped in alongside Colonel Montclair and Major Gregory, Vindication had circled back to pick up the soldiers injured during the maneuver. With all the casualties from the battle, plus the three from the drop, the ship’s contingent of healers had been overwhelmed. The head matron had wasted no time pressing Abe into service.
As he bandaged burns and lacerations and helped set broken bones, Abe had prayed Scarlet, Copperhead, and the Union soldiers could prevent the destruction of Washington. Lost amidst the work of saving lives, he hadn’t even noticed when his prayers had been answered.
Major Vincent had waited until sunrise before ordering the airship full speed ahead to Washington. It’d been just past seven o’ the clock that morning when the city’s sky patrols had waved them through. A few minutes later, they’d hovered above the roof of Armory Square Hospital. As they’d lowered their wounded to the rooftop and onto waiting stretchers, the crew had looked down at the street below. Abe’s heart had sank as he watched a bloodied and unconscious Colonel Montclair being carried through the hospital doors.
Later that afternoon, two DSI security agents with thick necks and low foreheads had escorted Abe into the old brick building which housed Strategic Intelligence headquarters. When he’d seen Scarlet and Copperhead alive and well, he hadn’t contained himself. He’d raced over and pulled them both into a bear hug-like embrace.
In the days that followed, President Grant had offered the men and women who’d helped save the city anything they wanted as a reward. The president’s eyebrow had risen when Abe had asked for his.
“Are you certain this is what you want, Mr. Fluvelle?” President Grant had asked.
“Absolutely, sir,” Abe had replied.
Despite his misgivings, the president had granted Abe’s request.
Now that the day his wish was to become a reality was here, Abe suddenly wasn’t so sure anymore.
“Will it be difficult?” Abe had asked Scarlet earlier that morning.
Copperhead had laughed. “Oh, it most certainly will be difficult.”
“What you’re going to learn will keep you alive,” Scarlet had added.
Neither she nor Copperhead had seemed particularly pleased with Abe’s choice of reward, but they’d both been kind enough to see him off.
“More importantly,” Scarlet said, “it’ll keep your fellow agents alive.”
“That doesn’t really answer my question,” Abe said.
“It should be answer enough,” Copperhead told him.
Abe’s thoughts drifted further back, past this morning and all the way to the summer. Assistant Secretary Field had mentioned then that Abe was being drafted into the employ of Strategic Intelligence. Field had gone on to explain that although Abe technically worked for the agency, it would not be in the capacity of an official agent.
“All DSI recruits are required to undergo formal training and selection,” the assistant secretary told him. When Abe had pressed him for more detail, Field had tried to elaborate.
“I’m no expert,” he’d began, “but as I understand it, Indoctrination is a special course of study, one designed to instill within new agents a very basic skillset. They teach them a bare minimum, designed to both keep them alive and allow them to complete their assignments. Once in the field, the agent’s minder teaches them the rest of what they need to know.” The assistant secretary had taken off his stovepipe and scratched his head. “But for someone to be drafted directly into field work seems highly irregular. This new vice chairman must have great faith in your abilities.”
The sound of anxious laughter pulled Abe back to the present. There were three others in the carriage with him: a tall man about Abe’s age wearing a bright yellow suit, a sturdily built Native girl in a simple dress, and a slight Freedman girl with delicate features. The two young women stayed quiet. It was yellow suit whose laughter Abe heard.
“Sorry,” yellow suit said, “I laugh when I get nervous.”
The rain picked up, changing from a gentle autumn shower to a downpour. It beat down on the roof of the steam carriage like a drummer gone mad.
“It’s really coming down,” yellow suit said.
Abe gave him a polite nod but held his peace.
“I'm a bit of a genius,” yellow suit volunteered.
“Pardon?”
“I said I'm a bit of a genius,” yellow suit repeated. He laughed. “It's why they chose me. I'm sure you were wondering. They chose all of us for a reason, you know.”
Abe looked at the two young women across from him. Both returned his gaze, eyes hard and cold. Neither spoke. He suddenly wondered how they'd come to be here.
“So, how'd you get picked?” yellow suit asked.
“It's a long story,” Abe said.
The rain fell steadily as the steam carriage chugged along. The dirt road they traveled quickly became a quagmire. Twice, the driver had to stop and dig them from the mud. Finally, they turned, passing through a wooden gate and continuing on down a well-maintained gravel driveway. They’d gone perhaps a mile when the carriage came to an abrupt stop.
Abe peered out the window. An old manse dominated his view. What were once majestic white columns had grayed with age. The grand front porch looked on the verge of collapse. The mansion’s white paint flaked and peeled, revealing patches of soft, rotten wood underneath.
A sloping hill ran behind the dilapidated mansion. Several drab wooden buildings, long and low like military barracks, sat at the foot of the hill. As Abe wondered what the buildings were for, a peculiar man emerged from the mansion. He bounded down the old porch stairs, taking them two at a time.
The man wasn’t very tall. Abe reckoned the top of the strange man’s head would come up to about his chest if they stood face-to-face. The man wore a long, dark coat. A wide-brimmed hat kept the rain off his face, and a pair of round-rimmed smoke-colored spectacles perched on the end of the man’s nose. He clutched a rattan cane in his left hand, although judging by the way he’d come down the manor house stairs, he had little need for it.
The man came to a stop and stood in front of the steam carriage. The doors of the carriage swung open, seemingly of their own volition.
“Everyone, out, if you please,” the man said. He smiled, his lips tight. Abe noticed the man paid little attention to the downpour.
“But, sir,” yellow suit said. “It’s pouring outside. Perhaps we might trouble you for an umbrella?”
The strange little man moved with impossible speed. His rattan cane whipped forward lightning quick, cracking yellow suit across his cheekbone. Yellow suit fell back onto the carriage’s cushioned bench and cradled his face in pain. Dark red drops of blood ran from between his fingers and dripped onto the bright yellow fabric of his jacket. Abe didn’t think yellow suit would be asking another question anytime soon.
“Would anyone else care for an umbrella?” the small man in the coat and hat asked. “No? All right then. Let’s try this once more. Everyone, out of the carriage, please. Quickly now.”
Abe and the rest of the recruits fell over one another in their haste to exit. Less than a minute later, they all stood in a shabby line, ankle deep in muck. The frigid, muddy water soaked into Abe’s stockings.
“Good afternoon, everyone,” the man said. “My name is Mr. Lynch, but for the duration of our time together, you may call me ‘sir’.”
Mr. Lynch paused for a moment and looked each recruit over. His gaze focused on Abe for what seemed an unreasonably long amount of time. The former accounting clerk felt heat rise to his cheeks despite the bone-chilling rain.
Mr. Lynch placed his cane behind him and paced back and forth in front of Abe and the other recruits. “In these coming weeks, I will teach you many things,” he said. “Success here is not easy, but it is simple. You need only do one thing, and that is follow my orders explicitly. You will do what I say, when I say, in the exact manner I say. Or you will fail.”
Abe stood quiet with the other recruits and watched the clouds his breath formed in the cold air. Abe looked at the other recruits from the corner of his eye. Like him, they were drenched to the bone and shivered uncontrollably. Yellow suit’s cheekbone bled and had turned a nasty shade of purple. Neither Abe nor his three new companions dared to speak.
“Despite this simple key to success,” Mr. Lynch continued, “some of you will not make it here.”
The Native girl stood next to Abe. He heard her teeth chattering with cold.
“In the long run, we have found this to be a much better outcome than sending you into the field to die or, worse yet, causing the death of fellow agents. In this world which you have chosen to attempt to enter, much can be overlooked, but responsibility for the death of a fellow agent is a cardinal sin.”
Mr. Lynch paused before continuing. The freezing rain continued to fall.
“Now,” Mr. Lynch finally said. “If you would, please, I’ll need you all to assume the push-press position. Ladies, hands and knees will do for now if that is all you can manage.”
The other recruits didn’t seem to know what a push-press position was. Abe, familiar with the exercise from his baseball days, took the lead. The chilly mud squished between his fingers as he placed his palms flat to the wet ground. A lock of soaked hair hung limp from his head. Cold water poured down his face and into his eyes. Now, Abe knew what the president meant when he’d asked if this was what Abe really wanted.
“Very good, ladies and gentleman,” Mr. Lynch said. Abe looked up from the ground to see Mr. Lynch check his pocket watch. “Twelve o’ the clock,” Lynch said. “Your training has officially begun and right on time! Let me be the first to formally welcome you all to Strategic Intelligence Indoctrination.”



32 SKIES ABOVE THE ATLANTIC, NEAR THE COAST OF NEW JERSEY, NOVEMBER 1864
MONTCLAIR SWUNG the eastern sword at a precise forty-five degree angle. Despite the chill wind on Vindication’s foredeck, Montclair worked up a sheen of sweat as he moved through the practice cuts.
Most of the stiffness was gone now. In its place, Montclair had two brand new scars. They were all that remained of the physical wounds Horton had given him. His other injuries were a different subject.
Ueda gave Montclair a rare nod of approval. “Very good, Julius-san. Your brush with death was an excellent lesson.”
“Third time’s the charm,” Montclair said.
Cats had nine lives. Montclair didn’t know how many lives he had, but between the battle on the Potomac and his duel with Horton, he’d already used up two of them.
Ueda shook his head. “I do not understand this reference.”
“Never mind, Ueda-san.”
“You are not focused, Julius. Your mind is not here,” the samurai growled. He pointed to the sword Montclair held. “Again,” Ueda said, slicing his empty hand through the air for emphasis.
Ueda was right. Montclair’s mind was elsewhere. Montclair had negotiated President Grant’s promise of a reward for saving the city into fourteen days of leave for himself and his crew. Montclair knew exactly where he was going to spend it. He planned to do a lot of staring into a certain pair of golden eyes south of the demilitarized zone. He’d even had Grant agree to look the other way while he snuck across the Mason Dixon. The next two weeks were going to be something. He’d need every bit of it to put the past few months behind him.
After the events onboard the train, Montclair had woken feeling weak and dizzy. His skull had throbbed at the slightest sound. The whiteness of the hospital walls and linens had hurt his eyes. Just turning his head had been a struggle. When his eyes had finally been able to bear the daylight, Montclair opened them. The sight of Vindication’s Head Matron seated at his bedside greeted him.
“Decided to rejoin the land of the living?” the head matron asked. She smiled and gave Montclair’s hand a motherly pat. “You lost a lot of blood. Gave us all quite a scare. It was nearly too late when they brought you in. Thank the Healer it wasn’t.”
Montclair motioned for water, his body so weak he hadn’t yet mustered the energy to speak. The head matron placed the cup to his lips. She sat with Montclair, waiting for his strength to return. Obviously, Washington was still in one piece; Montclair could see the Capitol Building from his hospital window. But as for what unfolded after he’d passed out on the roof of the dining car, he had no idea. Montclair motioned for water again and then somehow found the strength to ask about the passengers onboard the train.
The light in the head matron’s eyes faded a bit. “Not everyone made it,” she said. “By the time they arrived at the station, it was too late for some of them. Your boarding party saved everyone they could.”
Montclair closed his eyes. “My crew?” he croaked.
“All accounted for,” the head matron said, her smile tinged with sorrow, “but not all safe. You know we lost some when the black ship attacked, but it could have been so much worse. There were no more fatalities after that.”
Montclair sighed in relief and whispered a prayer of thanks.
“There were some broken bones, mind you,” the head matron said, wagging her finger, “but that’s to be expected. I’ll never know what you were thinking, colonel. Leaping from Vindication on the backs of those accursed mechanical beasts . . . What a foolish thing to do!”
Montclair smiled. Only the head matron would scold Montclair while he lay at death’s door.
“Such a lack of regard for your own well-being is due to the company you keep,” she said. “But,” she continued, her tone softening a bit, “they’re also the reason you keep managing to defy the odds.”
Montclair nodded. “Greg?” he managed.
“Major Gregory sat in this very spot for four days straight. The president finally ordered him back to the Marine barracks. I’d swear it wasn’t a quarter turn o’ the clock later when the Strategic Intelligence agents showed up. Now, that surprised me.” The head matron shook her head. “You know how I feel about the spymasters, but those two seemed to be. . . different, somehow. They left here not long ago. Called away to do the Healer knows what, I imagine. They asked to be informed as soon as you woke.”
Three days after his talk with the head matron, Montclair had hobbled through the doors of Armory Hospital on little more than willpower and a hickory cane. He’d collapsed into a waiting steam carriage, soaked with sweat from the effort it had taken to leave the hospital.
“Take me to my ship,” he told the driver, right before letting his head fall back against the seat and closing his eyes.
When the driver delivered Montclair to Mason Island, he found Vindication moored and floating idle. With the exception of a skeleton crew, she was deserted.
“All on furlough, sir,” Montclair’s captain of the guard told him. “By order of the president.”
As she escorted Montclair to his quarters, the captain of the guard caught Montclair up on everything that passed while he recuperated. Vindication had been placed on temporary assignment to the Washington air commandant. For the time being, they’d been incorporated into the city’s daily sky patrols. As she opened the door to Montclair’s suite, the captain assured Montclair that Major Vincent had done an outstanding job in his absence. Montclair thanked her for her assistance and for a job well done, as well as for her actions onboard the train. She thanked Montclair and then shut his door, leaving him alone with his thoughts.
Montclair remembered the feeling of sitting in his stateroom the day he had returned. He’d sat in his chair and closed his eyes. Strange as it sounded, he’d wanted a few minutes alone to reacquaint himself with his ship. He’d settled in and breathed deep of the smells of home. Then, he’d dipped his pen into the inkwell and drafted a message to the DSI agent who went by the moniker “Copperhead.”
Not long after, Montclair had helped his best friend Major Aldan Gregory kill the man responsible for the death of his wife.
Montclair had lost no sleep over agent Kincaid’s killing. If anyone had it coming, it had been Kincaid, but there was a definitive line between soldier and assassin. In taking his revenge on Kincaid, Aldan Gregory had not only crossed that line, but he had taken Montclair with him. That had been only two days ago, but worrying about Greg was eating Montclair alive.
Before cutting Montclair and his crew loose, President Grant had asked for one last thing, for Vindication to deliver Telacivic to Watervliet Armory in New York State. An easy enough assignment. Montclair had decided to use the time to continue his training under Kenshin Ueda. If not for Ueda’s tutelage, Montclair would have died at Horton’s hands. Who knew what might have happened then?
“Again,” Ueda said, bringing Montclair back to the present. Sometime during Montclair’s training session, a black bank of clouds rolled in from the east. The sky darkened as Montclair’s blade sliced through the air.
President Grant’s orders to Montclair were clear. Keep the events of the past several months secret. Montclair reasoned that the president felt secrecy was in the country’s best interest, and Montclair readily agreed. To make it all public knowledge would tip their hand to Smythe, or worse yet, upset the stalemate. Renewed war was something neither Union nor Confederacy could afford.
And so, peace, fragile as it was, prevailed. At least for the time being.
A far-off flash of lightning caught Montclair’s eye. A crack of thunder followed quickly.
Ueda looked up at the sky. “Enough for today,” he said.
Montclair sheathed his sword and bowed. “Thank you, Ueda-san.”
Ueda returned Montclair’s bow and was gone. Montclair picked up an old rag and wiped the sweat from his face, arms, and chest. They needed to fly clear of this storm or else get the ship bedded down someplace before the lightning reached them.
Montclair frowned. There was an uneasiness in the air, and it wasn’t just the weather. Smythe was still out there, planning the Healer knew what. His presidential campaign was still going strong, and from all indications, he would likely win. The fierce Northmen still threatened the Union’s border with British Canada. And then there was Telacivic's device. Montclair feared for a world where such weapons were available to men like Horton.
Montclair dressed as he walked. He pushed away thoughts of all the threats to his country, instead running through a mental checklist of the airship’s foul weather procedures. He would control what he could and trusted the Healer to take care of the rest.
Lightning flashed again, this time closer than before. Montclair froze, staring east. A heartbeat later, a thunderclap cracked the sky. Montclair turned up the collar of his coat and hurried toward the bridge.
A storm was coming, and it was headed right for them.
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IT WAS Charles Dudley Warner - essayist, novelist, and Mark Twain collaborator - who first uttered these famous words:
“Everybody complains about the weather, but nobody does anything about it. “
I've read countless incredible stories written by some amazing authors. And I've also read others that were maybe not so amazing. In those times, I'd often think to myself how, for some reason or another, the story was just not satisfying. In those times, I'd be sad that someone had gone and wasted a great concept, and that if the story would have just gone in a slightly different direction, it could have been way cooler. I'd never really thought to myself that I could do better . . . still don't, actually. But this thing you're holding in your hands or reading on your screen?
Well . . . it's just my attempt at doing something about the weather.
My thanks to my wife and my kids, without whom this book would not have been possible (and by that I mean thank you for leaving me alone long enough to write it!). I love y'all so much.
To the fine folks at Cobble Publishing: thanks for taking a shot on a total rookie/noob like me.
Oh - and before it slips away from the old memory banks - please go check out my website www.thomaswebbbooks.com. Sign up for my newsletter. There may be a FREE gift in it for you (hell-there may even be two . . . sometimes I just feel crazy like that!). Seriously, though - the newsletter's a great way to hear about things like contests and giveaways, what's going on in pop culture, other awesome authors, 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!
Wow-that was a lot of thank you's and words, wasn't it? Oh wait - what's that you say? Y'all thought I forgot . . . didn’t you?
My biggest, most sincere thanks I reserve for you - the readers. Without you, I'd just be a dude sitting alone for hours and hours. Typing. For no reason. And that would just be weird. So thank you for not making me (too) weird.
And thank you for coming along on this carnival ride I drug, kicking and screaming, from my imagination. But it's not just my imagination anymore. A part of this world now belongs to you, doesn’t it? And 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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