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​Prologue

​Ford’s Theatre

​April 14, 1865

The laughter inside Ford's Theatre sounded strange to John Wilkes Booth.

Too joyful.

Too alive.

America should not have been laughing.

Not after the South burned.

Not after General Robert E. Lee surrendered.

Not after the Confederacy collapsed beneath Union boots.

Booth stood motionless in the narrow hallway outside the presidential box while the audience roared at the comedy playing below. Actors shouted across the stage. Music drifted through the theater.

Inside the box, President Abraham Lincoln leaned forward in his chair beside Mary Todd Lincoln, smiling for the first time in weeks.

Booth hated him for that smile.

He adjusted the small Derringer pistol in his hand.

One shot.

One moment.

One act that would save the South.

At least that was what he told himself.

The hallway behind him was empty now. His heart pounded hard enough to shake his hands.

Booth had performed on this stage before. The theater once felt sacred to him.

Tonight it felt like a tomb.

A servant passed nearby carrying wine glasses.

Booth lowered his head until the man disappeared down the stairs.

Then slowly, Booth stepped toward the door.

The play below erupted into another wave of laughter.

Perfect timing.

Booth quietly slipped inside the presidential box.

Lincoln never turned around.

The president’s tall frame sat silhouetted against the stage lights, relaxed at last after four years of war.

Booth raised the pistol.

His finger tightened on the trigger.

For one frozen second, history balanced on the edge of his hand.

Then—

Click.

Nothing.

Booth blinked.

The gun had misfired.

Lincoln began turning at the sound.

Confused.

Booth swore violently and pulled the trigger again.

The pistol exploded.

But Lincoln moved at the exact instant the shot fired.

The bullet tore through his shoulder instead of his skull.

The president screamed and collapsed sideways as blood sprayed across the chair.

Chaos detonated instantly.

Mary Lincoln shrieked.

Audience members stood in confusion.

Booth lunged forward with a knife, but Major Henry Rathbone slammed into him before he could strike again.

The two men crashed against the railing.

Booth stabbed wildly, slicing Rathbone’s arm open before throwing himself over the balcony.

He landed badly on the stage below with a sickening crack.

The audience gasped in horror.

Booth staggered upright, pain shooting through his leg.

“Sic semper tyrannis!” he shouted desperately.

Thus always to tyrants.

But the line sounded weaker now.

Panicked.

Union soldiers rushed through the crowd.

People screamed and shoved toward the exits.

Booth limped across the stage and vanished behind the curtains just before officers reached him.

Above the theater, Lincoln groaned in pain.

Still alive.

Doctors burst into the presidential box moments later.

One of them pressed trembling hands against the bleeding wound.

“He’s breathing,” the doctor whispered.

Another looked stunned.

“My God...”

Below them, Washington erupted into panic bells and marching boots.

The war had ended only days earlier.

And already, America was bleeding again.

Far from the theater, hidden in the darkness beyond the city, telegraph wires began carrying the news across the fractured nation:

Lincoln survived.

And by sunrise, millions of Americans would realize something terrifying.

The future they expected was gone.

​Chapter One
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​The Man Who Would Not Die
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Washington City did not sleep that night.

Rain hammered the streets while soldiers flooded every avenue surrounding Ford's Theatre. Horses thundered through mud. Lanterns swung wildly in the darkness. Every telegraph office in the capital glowed through the storm.

Inside the White House, men whispered like mourners waiting outside a grave.

But Abraham Lincoln was still alive.

Barely.

The bullet had torn through flesh and shattered bone near his shoulder before exiting through his back. Blood soaked the bed sheets while exhausted doctors worked beneath dim oil lamps.

One physician removed his spectacles with shaking hands.

“He should be dead,” he muttered quietly.

Another doctor glanced toward the unconscious president.

“But he isn’t.”

Outside the bedroom, cabinet members waited in silence.

Edwin Stanton stood near the doorway looking more like a battlefield commander than a politician. His black coat remained soaked from the rain.

Across the room, Vice President Andrew Johnson wiped sweat from his forehead.

“Have they caught Booth?” Johnson asked.

Stanton’s expression darkened.

“No.”

Johnson cursed under his breath.

The secretary’s eyes shifted toward the guarded hallway.

“Washington is locked down. Bridges sealed. Rail stations occupied. He won’t escape for long.”

But even Stanton sounded uncertain.

Booth had vanished into the night.

And rumors were already spreading.

Confederate agents in the capital.

Secret assassination lists.

A second attack coming before dawn.

Every shadow suddenly looked dangerous.

The bedroom door creaked open behind them.

A doctor stepped into the hall.

“He’s awake.”

Everyone moved instantly.

Lincoln looked pale against the pillows when they entered. His breathing came slow and painful. Fresh bandages wrapped his shoulder and chest.

Yet somehow his eyes were open.

Clear.

Alive.

Mary Lincoln sat beside the bed gripping his hand so tightly her knuckles had turned white.

When Lincoln saw Stanton, he managed the faintest smile.

“You look worse than I do, Edwin.”

Several men actually laughed in relief.

Only briefly.

Stanton stepped closer to the bed.

“Mr. President, Booth escaped the theater.”

Lincoln’s tired eyes closed for a moment.

“Was anyone else hurt?”

“Major Rathbone survived.”

Lincoln nodded weakly.

“Good.”

Johnson stepped forward nervously.

“The country will demand vengeance.”

Lincoln slowly looked toward him.

“No,” he whispered.

Johnson frowned.

“Sir?”

“No more vengeance.”

The room fell silent except for rain striking the windows.

Lincoln winced slightly as he shifted against the pillows.

“The war already took enough from this nation.”

Stanton crossed his arms.

“With respect, the man attempted to murder you.”

“And if we answer hatred only with hatred,” Lincoln replied softly, “then this war never truly ends.”

Nobody answered.

Because nobody in the room fully believed peace was still possible.

Not after four years of slaughter.

Not after nearly a million dead.

Not after tonight.

A sudden knock interrupted the silence.

A Union officer entered quickly, visibly nervous.

“Mr. Secretary,” he said to Stanton, “there’s been another incident.”

The room tightened instantly.

“What happened?” Stanton demanded.

“The telegraph station on Seventh Street was attacked.”

“By who?”

The officer hesitated.

“They left Confederate flags behind.”

Johnson swore again.

Lincoln’s expression darkened for the first time.

“How many dead?”

“Three soldiers.”

Outside, thunder rolled across Washington.

Stanton looked toward the president carefully.

“This may not be over.”

Lincoln stared at the storm beyond the window.

Somewhere out there, Booth was running.

And somewhere deeper in the South, thousands of defeated Confederates were hearing the news that the president they hated had survived.

A dangerous thing had just been created.

Not peace.

Not victory.

Unfinished war.

Then Lincoln spoke quietly enough that only the men closest to him heard:

“If the country believes I survived for a reason...”

His tired eyes drifted toward the darkness outside.

“...then we had better give them one.”

​Chapter Two
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​The Actor in the Swamp

[image: ]


The horse was dying.

John Wilkes Booth could feel it beneath him.

Every uneven step through the muddy Maryland swamp sent pain shooting through his broken leg. Blood soaked the boot he could no longer feel properly. Rain hammered through the trees while distant dogs barked somewhere behind him.

They were hunting already.

Good.

Let them hunt.

Booth clenched his jaw against the pain and forced the horse deeper into the darkness.

The newspapers would call him a monster by morning.

A failed assassin.

A coward.

But Booth knew the truth.

He had tried to save the South.

And now the South would either rise beside him—

—or abandon him entirely.

Thunder cracked overhead.

Booth nearly fell from the saddle as the horse stumbled through black water. His vision blurred from exhaustion.

He needed shelter.

Fast.

A lantern suddenly appeared ahead between the trees.

One light.

Then another.

Booth reached instinctively for the revolver at his belt.

“Stop right there,” a voice called.

Men emerged from the swamp wearing ragged Confederate coats. Shotguns pointed directly at Booth’s chest.

Their leader stepped forward slowly.

An older man with a gray beard and one missing eye.

Captain Silas Rook.

Booth recognized him immediately.

Rook had once commanded guerrilla fighters in Virginia during the war. Union newspapers called his men butchers.

Booth called them patriots.

Rook stared at him coldly.

“You failed.”

Booth’s face hardened.

“I wounded him.”

“You were supposed to kill him.”

Booth slid painfully from the horse.

“He































































































​Chapter Three
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