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​Fire Beneath the Ashes

The train burned for nearly three hours.

By dawn, only the iron skeleton remained.

Black smoke drifted across the Georgia countryside while Union soldiers searched through the wreckage for survivors. Twisted railcars lay scattered beside the tracks like broken toys. Steam hissed from shattered pipes. Blood mixed with rainwater beneath the mud.

Captain Elias Turner stood silently near the ruins holding a telegraph report in trembling hands.

Thirty-seven dead.

Most civilians.

Two children still missing.

A federal supply train destroyed thirty miles south of Atlanta.

And carved into the side of one burned railcar, someone had painted three words in thick black tar:

WE DIDN’T LOSE

Turner looked away from the message as another body was carried from the wreckage.

The South was burning again.

Only now, nobody wore uniforms.



Washington City
May 1865
The White House had stopped feeling like a home.

Telegraph operators moved through the halls day and night carrying stacks of coded reports beneath dim gaslight. Armed guards stood outside nearly every doorway. Visitors passed through military checkpoints before entering the grounds.

Even the silence sounded tense now.

Abraham Lincoln sat alone inside the Cabinet Room studying casualty reports from across the South.

Georgia.

Mississippi.

Tennessee.

Kentucky.

Every state carried fresh attacks.

Destroyed railways.

Bombed courthouses.

Freed Black families disappearing in the night.

Union patrols ambushed on isolated roads.

The violence no longer looked random.

It looked organized.

Lincoln removed his spectacles slowly and rubbed tired eyes.

The bullet wound in his shoulder still ached whenever storms approached.

Lately, it always seemed to ache.

A knock came at the door.

“Enter.”

Edwin Stanton stepped inside carrying another telegram.

His expression alone warned Lincoln this report was worse.

“The Atlanta rail bombing,” Stanton said quietly.

Lincoln already knew.

“How many?”

“Current estimate is thirty-seven dead.”

Lincoln lowered his eyes briefly.

Stanton handed over the telegram.

“There’s more.”

Lincoln read the final lines carefully.

Witnesses report attackers wore no uniforms. Civilians among them participated willingly.

That line lingered.

Not soldiers.

Supporters.

Which meant Booth’s movement was no longer hiding in isolated camps and tunnels.

It was spreading into towns.

Into ordinary people.

Lincoln set the paper down carefully.

“Where’s Grant?”

“Already moving south.”

Of course he was.

Grant had become a constant motion since the assassination attempt. Riding rail lines. Inspecting garrisons. Hunting insurgent cells before they could grow.

Sometimes Lincoln wondered if the general slept at all anymore.

Stanton remained standing near the table.

“The Protection Corps bill reaches Congress tomorrow.”

Lincoln nodded faintly.

“And?”

“The opposition is growing.”

That surprised nobody.

The United States Protection Corps—the new federal security force Lincoln proposed—had divided the country almost instantly.

Supporters called it necessary.

Critics called it dictatorship wearing legal language.

Several newspapers had already begun comparing Lincoln to a king.

Lincoln almost laughed at the absurdity of that.

A frontier lawyer from Illinois becoming a tyrant.

Yet somewhere beneath the mockery sat a dangerous truth:

Power given during fear rarely disappeared afterward.

Lincoln understood that better than anyone.

Stanton crossed his arms.

“If Congress delays authorization, we lose momentum.”

Lincoln stared toward the storm outside the windows.

“And if we move too fast?”

Stanton answered immediately.

“Then we survive long enough to regret it.”

Before Lincoln could respond, another knock interrupted them.

A young officer hurried inside looking pale.

“Mr. President...”

He hesitated.

Stanton’s voice sharpened.

“What is it?”

The officer swallowed hard.

“Richmond telegraph station was attacked an hour ago.”

Lincoln stood slowly.

“Casualties?”

“Unknown.”

The officer looked sick.

“But witnesses claim the attackers carried federal weapons.”

The room fell silent.

Stanton frowned immediately.

“That’s impossible.”

But Lincoln’s expression darkened.

No.

Not impossible.

Defections.

Sympathizers.

Union men changing sides.

That was how countries truly began collapsing.

Not through invasion.

Through infection.

The president walked slowly toward the map hanging across the far wall.

Red markers already covered much of the South.

Now several had begun appearing farther north.

Like sparks drifting ahead of a wildfire.

Lincoln stared at them quietly.

Then finally spoke.

“Bring Grant back to Washington.”

Stanton looked surprised.

“You think it’s that serious?”

Lincoln did not look away from the map.

“I think,” he said softly, “we are no longer fighting remnants of the Confederacy.”

Thunder rolled outside.

The president’s eyes remained fixed on the spreading pins.

“We are fighting whatever comes after it.”
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​The Shape of Rebellion

Richmond smelled like wet ash and gunpowder.

Rainwater flowed through cracked streets while Union patrols marched beneath shattered buildings that still carried scars from the war. Some storefronts had reopened. Others remained burned hollow, their windows boarded shut like blind eyes staring into the storm.

But the city was alive again.

Dangerously alive.

General Ulysses S. Grant stood inside the remains of an old customs office now converted into a military command center. Telegraph wires covered the walls. Officers moved rapidly between tables carrying casualty reports and coded messages.

Nobody spoke loudly anymore.

Too many walls had ears.

Grant studied a large map spread across the center table while Captain Elias Turner briefed him beside flickering lanternlight.

“Three more attacks overnight,” Turner said. “Savannah, Birmingham, and outside Knoxville.”

Grant’s eyes stayed on the map.

“Patterns?”

Turner hesitated.

“That’s the strange part, sir.”

Grant finally looked up.

“They aren’t hitting military targets first anymore.”

That drew Grant’s full attention.

Turner pointed toward the reports.

“They’re targeting infrastructure before troops arrive. Rail depots. Telegraph relays. Food storage.”

Grant’s jaw tightened slightly.

Not random violence.

Preparation.

Someone was weakening the government’s ability to respond before larger operations began.

The kind of strategy armies used before invasions.

Only this invasion was happening from inside the country itself.

Another officer entered quickly carrying fresh telegrams.

“Washington priority dispatch.”

Grant opened it immediately.

BRING GRANT BACK TO WASHINGTON.

SIGNED — LINCOLN

Grant read the message twice.

Short.

Urgent.

That alone worried him.

Lincoln rarely used urgency unless absolutely necessary.

Turner noticed the general’s expression.

“Something wrong, sir?”

Grant folded the telegram carefully.

“The war is changing again.”



Outside Richmond
Same Night
The meeting took place beneath a tobacco warehouse near the river.

No lanterns burned openly.

No names were exchanged.

The people gathered there came from every corner of the fractured South—former Confederate soldiers, angry farmers, factory workers, widows, drifters.

And increasingly, former Union men.

That was the part Booth liked most.

John Wilkes Booth stood near the center of the underground chamber while rain hammered the roof overhead.

He no longer limped badly.

The broken leg had healed crooked, leaving only a slight unevenness in his walk.

A reminder.

One failed shot had reshaped the country.

And now Booth intended to finish reshaping it.

Silas Rook approached from the shadows carrying a stack of reports.

“Mississippi cells expanding faster than expected,” Rook said quietly. “Tennessee too.”

Booth nodded faintly.

“And the rail attacks?”

“Successful.”

Rook lowered his voice.

“Federal response times are slowing.”

Good.

That meant the pressure was working.

Booth stepped toward the massive map covering the table.

No Confederate flags remained in the room anymore.

That phase had ended.

The Confederacy was dead.

This movement needed to become something else.

Something harder to destroy.

One of the younger recruits spoke nervously from the far side of the chamber.

“People are beginning to call you the Ghost.”

Several others nodded quietly.

Booth almost smiled.

Legends spread faster than armies.

Especially in frightened countries.

But legends were useful only if they survived.

“Forget the name,” Booth said calmly.

The room fell silent.

“We are not building mythology.”

His eyes swept across the gathered faces.

“We are building permanence.”

That unsettled some of them.

Because permanence sounded larger than rebellion.

Larger than revenge.

Rook studied Booth carefully.

“You still think Lincoln can be broken?”

Booth answered immediately.

“No.”

That surprised the room.

Booth rested both hands on the map.

“Lincoln is strongest during crisis,” he said. “The war proved that.”

He pointed toward Washington marked far north on the paper.

“But every expansion of federal power creates fear.”

His finger slowly moved southward across the map.

“And fear creates resistance.”

A long silence followed.

Then Booth said quietly:

“We don’t destroy Lincoln.”

His eyes darkened slightly.

“We make Americans destroy trust in him themselves.”



Washington City

The storm reached the capital shortly after midnight.

Rain slammed against White House windows while telegraph operators rushed through dim hallways carrying reports from the South.

Inside his office, Abraham Lincoln stood alone beside the fireplace reading newspaper editorials spread across his desk.

FEDERAL OVERREACH FEARED

PROTECTION CORPS SPARKS CONSTITUTIONAL CRISIS

IS LINCOLN BUILDING A PEACEKEEPING FORCE — OR A SECRET POLICE?

Lincoln looked exhausted.

Not physically.

Spiritually.

The country no longer argued about how to rebuild.

Now it argued about how much freedom people would surrender to feel safe again.

A soft knock interrupted the silence.

“Come in.”

Mary Lincoln entered quietly.

She noticed the newspapers immediately.

“You shouldn’t read those before sleeping.”

Lincoln smiled faintly.

“That advice would eliminate most of government.”

Mary moved closer to the desk.

“You’re worried.”

Lincoln looked toward the rain-covered windows.

“Yes.”

“About Booth?”

Lincoln shook his head slowly.

“About what fear turns democracies into.”

Mary stayed silent.

Because she understood him better than most people ever could.

Lincoln picked up one of the newspapers.

“They think I’m becoming dangerous.”

Mary studied him carefully.

“And are you?”

The question lingered between them.

Not accusation.

Not comfort.

Honesty.

Lincoln looked down at the unsigned casualty reports scattered across his desk.

Burned trains.

Murdered families.

Ambushes.

Children killed in crossfire.

Then he looked toward the proposal authorizing the Protection Corps.

A force with national authority.

Expanded surveillance.

Federal arrest powers.

Emergency wartime jurisdiction during peacetime.

Dangerous powers.

Necessary powers.

Perhaps both.

Finally Lincoln answered quietly:

“I think the country may force me to become something I never intended to be.”

Thunder rolled over Washington.

And far beyond the capital, hidden networks continued spreading through the South like roots beneath poisoned soil.
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