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  Chapter 1


  Florence, South Carolina, 1869


  A hail of bullets tore through the port bulkhead to Billy Leary’s left as he dashed up the gangway from the aft engine room, and he threw himself to the deck. Splinters rained over him, and the shots traced back toward the airship’s stern. He heard the chime of bullets striking steel. Above him on the battle-deck Gatling gun and rifle fire answered; the huge dreadnought rocked hard to starboard. Billy’s heart leaped into his mouth. They’d surely cracked the engine casing.


  “The Pope’s holy arse!” Billy cried as he leaped to his feet and retraced his steps into the coal smoke and steam that poured up the passageway. “Come on, you stupid bastards! Get the hell out of there! Can’t you see they’ve cracked her? That locomotive’s a-goin’ to blow!”


  He made his way into the infernally hot engine room by feel and memory. Three men raced past, naked to the waist. The third, Tyler Baird, leaned on Robby Greene, clutching at his chest and retching. There should have been four of them. Where was Anderson?


  Billy felt along the bulkhead. Wind whipped at him. The Molly Blue righted herself, rocking back to center, then continued on, listing to port. Gatling fire chattered from above and from outside the ship now. The damned Rebs. Wasn’t it enough to shoot them out of the sky?


  The windows along the port bulkhead had been shattered, and out of them steam and smoke streamed; if not for that, Billy would have seen nothing at all. As it was, by the red glow of the enormous furnaces he could make out the first coal-bin and the hulking, black form of the engine with its spinning flywheels and cogs and arms. A shrill whistling sound erupted, bringing a chill to his blood: the engine casing was cracked, indeed.


  He felt around on the floor near the smoking furnace opening, near blind, eyes watering and stinging in the smoke, until his hand met flesh.


  “Anderson!” Billy cried. He reached down and tried to find the shape of Jonathan’s torso to grip him below the shoulders, but he recoiled when he found the left arm had been blown off, and his hand came back slick. Bile rose in Billy’s throat. A whimper escaped his throat as he stood and pressed the back of his hand against his mouth; but at that moment something popped and a fresh whistling began off to his left, near the top of the engine, rising in pitch and volume. “Fuck me, but I’m done for!” Leaving Anderson dead or dying he dashed back as he had come, out into the passageway and up the steps.


  On the walkway that circled the second level of the gondola beneath the vast steel-lapped bag of hot hydrogen gas he found Robby, clutching Tyler tightly. Tyler wheezed and babbled as Robby tried to calm him with soothing words that held an edge of hysteria. Just beyond Robby, the remnants of the port garrison still leaned over the rail, firing their Winchesters. Two men lay slain, their blue Union uniforms splattered with blood. Billy looked to where they were aiming.


  Where he had thought to see one or two Confederate airships, Billy was shocked to see four. Rather than the quicker Class A vessels he had expected, frameless dirigibles requiring positive gas pressure in their catenaries, which both the North and the South called “rexibles,” these were, like the Molly Blue, armored Class M dreadnoughts. Each had a full keel running up the spine of her catenary bag, and was fully framed, armed with heavier-caliber cannons, in addition to the riflemen, Gatlings, and light cannon that the smaller vessels carried. Their fire was wreaking havoc on the Molly and the other Union ships near her.


  Robby looked up at Billy. “Is she gonna go?” Tyler had gone slack.


  “Aye. Get your arse up to the artillery deck. Now!”


  Robby stood, letting the dead Tyler slump to the deck. They dashed past the blue-coated marines toward the next stairway. “Come on, you idiots!” Billy cried. “She’s about to pop!”


  The soldiers followed the two engineers up to the highest of the dreadnought’s three exterior decks. Soldiers and medics crowded this wider deck, running between the cannon positions and in and out of the hatches leading onto the ship’s bridge. Blood slicked the deck; the barking of cannons and the chatter of small arms and Gatling fire combined with the cries of wounded men into a wall of sound. To port the four Confederate airships pounded away at the Molly; Billy heard someone shout about five more to starboard.


  The Rebs had seemingly come out of nowhere.


  The air stank of blood, gunpowder, and coal smoke. Billy heard Captain Jones crying out orders, but he could not see him in the confusion.


  He turned and looked north toward the hills, to where two Union dreadnoughts fought another four Confederate ships. Hadn’t the Union force been eight ships in all? Had the others gone down already? Why hadn’t the Molly struck her colors yet? Or had she?


  The USAS Industry fought gallantly to the north, but Billy could not make out the other ships through the flames and smoke of her burning. Well, at least Jimmy’s still alive, Billy thought. He would have liked to see his brother one more time before the end, put an end to the quarrel between them. Maybe dying together would be as good as a reconciliation. Billy hoped it would be.


  A blazing salvo of cannon-fire erupted from the Confederate ships to port, and the burning ship burst into a fresh inferno. The force of the blasts rocked her into the Industry. Billy heard the crashing of metal and wood, and he hung his head. Good bye, Jimmy.


  Just then the Molly’s engine blew. It knocked Billy to the deck and sent men flying, many of them right off the battle-deck and plummeting toward the hills below, and it shredded the aft half of the gondola. Shrapnel of wood and metal blasted in every direction, tearing a hole a hundred feet wide into the bottom of the ship’s catenary shroud. Queasy with pain and dismay, Billy raised his head from where it had struck the deck; then the force of the airship screaming to earth in her dying agony sent his mind to a dark place.


  James Leary lowered his Winchester and looked out over the battle. Garrett Prescott, he thought, you’re a heathen son of a bitch. You didn’t need to have fired on those ships after they’d struck their colors, you right bloodthirsty bastard. Those men didn’t need to die. Somehow the Industry still held fast. He turned his gaze toward the Molly Blue. Her aft engine room belched black smoke and white steam. Rage mingled with sorrow in his chest. If Billy wasn’t dead already, he was not long for this world. He dashed tears and blood from his face with a grimy hand. Serves you right, you git. You take ship with me to this rotten new world, we make our marks together at the dock and wind up conscripts—and then you abandon me for cannon-fodder and accept a mechanic’s pay because you’d spent a year on a railroad. Tosser.


  Looks as though I’m for it, too. A pity, it is. Maybe Billy was right to stay away after our fight. It’s not like I ever did any good in this life, anyway. Jimmy looked away from the burning Molly. To starboard, the USAS Dragoon burned nearly as badly. He took a few more potshots at the nearest Reb dreadnought, but he could hardly pull aim through the tears.


  Then there came the loudest cannonade he had heard yet, and the Dragoon listed and swung upward. The Industry shuddered as the Dragoon collided with her. Jimmy found himself face down on the deck, and at that moment, Dragoon’s Number Two boiler blew—the one located atop the gondola, well inside the seven hundred and fifty-foot long envelope of the catenary shroud, whose purpose was to heat and circulate the ship’s hydrogen. Men on the Dragoon’s battle-deck fell dead or torn apart, or were engulfed in flames, as her vast black bag ignited into a ball of fire. The stricken dreadnought swung away from the Industry and began to plummet toward the hills. James pulled himself up from the deck. Blood ran down his right leg from where a shred of brass had lodged into his thigh; but otherwise, he seemed to be whole. He yanked out the shrapnel. Sure, and that would be one beauty of a scar!


  A few of the men around him had managed to find their feet; others would never stand again. Miraculously, the Industry was neither burning nor losing altitude.


  There was a terrific blast. Jimmy looked over the rail to see the Molly Blue’s envelope transformed into a ball of flame, the ship tumbling at half-speed toward the hills two thousand feet below.


  Good-bye, Billy. I’m sorry I called you a tosser, little brother.


  Billy woke, which came as an immediate surprise, for he’d never thought to do so again. What’s more, he was in no great amount of pain. When he tried to move, he found he was lying in a bed, with blankets and pillows; and something was wrapped around his head. He raised his hands to feel what it was.


  Bandages. Of course. And my, now that he thought about it, his head was pounding pretty badly after all. He opened his eyes.


  He lay in a long tent of dingy canvas, lined with beds and cots and litters, surrounded by wounded men, wrapped in bandages, covered in blankets—some of them drawn up over their faces, the poor bastards. Those who wore coats wore gray. Must be a Reb field hospital, he thought. He strained his ears, but the sounds of wailing, which always accompanied battlefield surgery, were faint and distant. Billy blessed his luck: he’d remained unconscious long enough to awaken in a recovery tent. He’d been spared what, from all he’d heard, might have been by far the worst experience of the war.


  By the entrance to the tent stood a group of men, conversing in low voices, the soft, drawling tones of the south. All except for one, who spoke with a suggestion of a Scots burr.


  “An airship mechanic?” the Scots voice asked. “You’re certain?”


  “Yes, sir,” said the Graycoat nearest him. “That’s what the badge on his uniform said.”


  “And an Irishman?”


  “That’s what they told me, sir.”


  “When did they ship out?”


  “Two days back, sir.”


  “Alright, then. Leave me.”


  The Scotsman walked toward Billy’s cot. He looked to be middle aged. Something about him reminded Billy of James, and the thought of his brother brought a new pang of remorse. Jimmy was dead.


  The officer stopped beside Billy’s cot. The Confederate uniform hung dusty and torn from his broad shoulders. His close-cropped brown hair where it showed from under his air officer’s peaked cap showed a hint of gray at the temples. Eyes the same gray as his uniform gazed sharply from a lean, stern face with high cheekbones. He held himself straight as a flagstaff, and yet seemed at his ease.


  “So, you’re awake,” he said, looking Billy in the eye and smiling. His eyes sparkled when he smiled. Billy nodded. “Can you speak, son?”


  “I think so,” Billy said in a weak but serviceable voice.


  “A terrible business, that encounter at Florence.”


  Billy swallowed, and he nodded.


  “I’m told you’re an Irishman. Is that true?” Billy nodded again. “Well, then, am I right in believing that you were conscripted into the service of the Union?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “My name is Prescott. Colonel Garrett Prescott of the Confederate Aerial Navy. I’d like to offer you a job, son.”


  “What kind of a job, then?”


  Prescott gestured about the tent. “They’re farmers, these Southerners. Good backwoods lads, tough as they come. But there’s not the industry here that they have up north. Most of these boys don’t know engines and mechanicals. They tell me you served your country as an airship mechanic.”


  “It’s not my country. All they ever done was send me brother and me out to get killed.”


  “Aye. Nor mine, though the Confederates have done well enough by me. We’ve done a fair job with this new Aerial Navy but we need men with certain skills. I’d like to offer you the chance to serve the country that saved your life as a mechanic.”


  “I think I’ve had enough of service for a while, sir,” Billy said. The thought of returning to war terrified him.


  The Colonel held up a hand. “You should give it some thought before you answer. We treat you Bluebellies pretty well, when you decide to join our aero-force. An extra month’s pay at the start, and a parcel of land in the Texas Territory when your service is up. Forty acres and a mule, my boy. You’ll not find a better offer than that.”


  It was a better offer for certain than the Union had handed him: a seat on a Union army transport, or a trip back to dear old Erin, with the hunger and the poverty and the law laying for him and his brother. Billy felt he’d seen enough killing for one life of just seventeen years, though.


  “I don’t think so, sir.”


  “Alright, young man, you think it over. I’ll come back in another day. That bandage should be coming off by then.” The Colonel nodded, turned, started for the flap of the tent. As he reached it he hesitated, as if he’d just remembered something. He turned back toward Billy. “Just bear in mind,” he added, in the same friendly tone, “we’ve got a place for Bluebellies who say no to us. It’s a pretty little resort not far from here. Name of Andersonville.”


  Ice raced through Billy’s veins. Since his conscription in 1867 he’d heard stories about the Andersonville prison camp—two years of them. Prescott pulled aside the tent flap.


  “I’ll do it,” Billy called to the man’s back, and he looked away, picturing Jimmy’s face scowling at him.


  Prescott returned to the cot and clasped Billy warmly on his upper arm. “I thought you’d see reason,” he said. “You strike me as a bright lad. I’ll be back to collect you tomorrow, then.” He straightened up, adjusted his cap. “By the way, son. What’s your name?”


  “It’s Reilly. Billy Reilly.”


  Chapter 2


  Arizona Territory, 1880


  “Captain Gallagher, sir,” Clo said, leaning into the captain’s cabin. “We got a train up ahead, just about to cross the trestle bridge.”


  Gallagher turned to face Clovis Washington, his first mate, and adjusted his top hat. “Are ye ready for a dust-up then, Clo?” he asked, twirling the waxed ends of his mustache.


  “Cap’n, I was born ready.” Tall and lean, Clo had skin black as coal. He’d served in one of the Negro units the Union had fielded in the War of Southern Independence, after escaping from a Georgia plantation, where he’d picked cotton and hauled hay. He still wore his blue Union topcoat, tattered and frayed, though under it he now wore a smart shirt with a high collar and a western style string tie.


  “Well, then, come on, boy-o. The bridge is waitin’ for us, she is.”


  Five years now Jimmy Leary had been Captain Gallagher. He’d taken on the name right after he captured his first airship, only a month out into the Arizona territory. Back home in Ireland, Captain Gallagher was a well-known character of legend from a century before, a highwayman who’d targeted the rich. The original Gallagher had forced a rich man to eat a stack of eviction letters at gunpoint. Jimmy loved that story.


  Not that Jimmy—Captain Gallagher—considered himself a hero. As a buccaneer of the air, he certainly got more than his share of swag from the captains of industry, both Union and Confederate. Aerobucks, the pirates called themselves in the territories. It was a profession much to Jimmy’s liking.


  He’d left Ireland barely a step ahead of the law, been conscripted near as soon as he set foot on America’s shores, lost his brother in the war, and was turned out at the end with a month’s pay and nary a “thank you.” Now things were better. He was a free man, expected to serve no one. His airship, the Anna Sable, was a fine carinale—what airmen called a semi-rigid ship with a keel but no ribbing, lighter and faster than a framed dirigible but sturdier than a non-rigid rexible. And he’d proven himself time and again, bringing back the best swag, making the best raids. The aerobucks of Bisbee adored and admired Captain Gallagher, and that was something Jimmy’d never had before.


  Stepping onto the bridge, he nodded to Greg Skinner, the quartermaster. He looked down to the desert a thousand feet below. The train tracks ran due east, and the trestle lay a mile ahead. A few lonely cactuses dotted the orange earth, but no animals stirred except a few buzzards. The train had nearly reached the trestle.


  “How fast are they makin’?” Gallagher asked as Clo handed him his spyglass. Emblazoned on the side of the locomotive he made out the Union Shipping stamp. Ah, Mr. McGuire, he thought. And haven’t ye shown me the love of a brother these last few years? How could I but feel the same for you? The Anna Sable, which would have been considered Class B during the war, devoured the distance between herself and the speeding train. Gallagher counted three passenger cars and four boxes.


  “I make it thirty-five knots, sir,” Skinner said.


  “An’ us? What is it we’re doin’?”


  “’Bout seventy knots, sir. We got ’em whenever we want ’em.”


  “Go on up to the gun deck, then, lad. Get the chasers ready. Take out the tracks once she clears the trestle.”


  “Sir,” Skinner said, “I hate to contradict you, but would it not be wiser to strike while the train is confined to the bridge?”


  “Sure, and it’ll be you who climbs out on the trestle and unloads the cargo.” Gallagher feigned testiness. “Now go, and do as I say, Greg.”


  “Aye, sir.”


  The Anna Sable, 500 feet from tip to tail, swooped out of the air just as the eastbound locomotive reached the far side of the gully. Her gondola was deep brown, all varnished wood and brass, and on her gun deck four six-pounders and four Gatling guns—only a portion of her armament—swiveled forward and downward. On the locomotive engine below, the mechanic pointed skyward. “It’s the Anna Sable,” he cried. “Captain Gallagher!”


  The engineer gave her hell, but there was no way the locomotive could outrun an airship. With a deep pop, the ship’s cannons let loose a barrage. A half mile ahead the tracks erupted in a shower of sand and alkali. “Son of a bitch!” the engineer shouted. “He’s taken the goddamn track out!” He cranked on the brake handle, pulling on the overhead cord at the same time to signal for the brakemen to set their brakes. The train screeched to a halt, spewing sparks and smoke where the wheels ground against the rails.


  As the train shuddered to a stop, several ruffled-looking passengers leaped out to the hard-packed clay. The moment their feet touched the ground, Gatling gun fire tore up the earth before them, stopping them short.


  The airship slowed until her two four-bladed props ceased to turn. Four stacks like those of a riverboat protruded through the top of her black catenary shroud, belching coal smoke. She chugged and hissed, slowly descending until she floated a hundred feet above the ground, her screws spinning occasionally to hold her stationary against the wind. Cannons and Gatling guns stared down the terrified civilians and the three train guards with their shotguns.


  A man stood on the top external deck of the gondola, wearing a high top hat, a black coat, and a green vest. Beneath that hat, bright eyes sparkled in a face that was lean and rather handsome, but his nose appeared flattened, as though it had been broken at some point. The wind toyed with a curled mustache and sandy brown hair that was almost shoulder-length. He raised a megaphone.


  “Good day to ye, folks,” he said. The lightness of his tone and his Irish accent were disarming. “Captain Gallagher’s the name. Now, I’m hoping you’ll stick close by the train, ’cause me boys’ll rip you if ye wander. It’s your wallets and your baggage we’ll be wantin’, an’ then the swag in them boxcars. A fair treatment you’ll get, left aside the track for the next train to find, if you play along nice. We’ll be having no heroes, now.”


  The airship sank to within a few dozen feet of the hard earth. Men of every possible description swarmed over the railings of her lowest deck, descending on ropes and rope ladders, along with a crowd of them in a porting basket. There were men tall and short, richly and shoddily dressed. There were whites and Negroes and Mexicans. A few men wore uniforms of the Union from the War of Confederate Independence, while some wore gray Confederate coats and hats. Thirty strong they approached the train, armed with rifles and pistols, Winchesters, Remingtons, Colts, even a cavalry saber or two. Without so much as a drop of salt water for hundreds of miles, still there could be no doubting that these men were pirates. Gallagher climbed over the rail and half-slid down a rope ladder to step lightly onto the hardscrabble, then lit a long-stemmed clay pipe with a match struck off one of the ladder’s slats and strolled behind his crew toward the train. Men still trained the artillery and the Gatlings on the passengers.


  Gallagher made a few gestures and a group of aerobucks climbed onto the engine and rounded up the engineer and mechanic, while three others disarmed the train guards and brought them to join the first two. Another detachment of six approached the door to the express car, led by Greg Skinner in his clean but threadbare suit. Skinner knocked on the door.


  “Mister expressman,” he called. “I suggest that you open up.”


  A muffled answer came from within, but none save the southerner could hear it.


  “Sir, I advise you to open the door. Perhaps it has escaped your attention, but there is an aerobuck crew out here with your crewmates and passengers. We have cannon ready to fire, and we have also come equipped with dynamite. The prudent course would be for you to let us in.”


  A few seconds later the door opened. “I knew you would see reason,” the quartermaster said, and he seized the expressman, a wiry man in his mid-twenties, by his checkered shirt and dragged him out onto the clay. “Now, sir, continue on your path of prudence and tell me the combination to yonder safe.”


  The expressman said nothing. The southerner looked over his shoulder at Captain Gallagher. The captain puffed at his pipe and shrugged.


  “I hope you understand, sir, that I abhor having to do this,” the quartermaster said, and he punched the expressman in his gut. The shorter man doubled over. “Now, I suggest you tell me what I want to hear, or some of these innocents may suffer the consequences.”


  The expressman looked to where the engineer, mechanic, and train guards stood, surrounded by aerobucks with rifles. He turned back to Skinner and spat out the combination.


  Skinner smiled, his lined and bronzed face folding into a series of lines. “You are a gentleman, sir,” he said. “Now, please go and wait with your cohort.” He shoved the expressman roughly toward the engine. Gallagher stepped up behind him.


  “Fine work, Mr. Skinner,” he said. He turned to the rest of the pirates. “Tommy Powell, Mr. Blake. I’ll thank the two o’ ye to aid Mr. Skinner in emptying this safe, I will.” At the very least the safe in the express car would contain cash for McGuire’s payroll: good paper money and coin, spendable in any city in the Union and many in the CSA as well and easily divided among the crew. “The rest of you should be about the business of relieving these good folk of their belongings, and then it’s to the boxcars. You people, be nice to me lads.”


  Not far from Gallagher stood a tiny woman, wizened with age and in the most proper of dresses, with a white bonnet that tied under her chin: a good Christian marm. She glared at Gallagher with disgust.


  “’Tis no true Gallagher are you,” she spat. “I’m a Dubliner born and bred, I am, and I know all about Captain Gallagher. He was a robber of the rich, was he, and a friend to the poor in the Old Country. Made a rich man eat a stack of eviction notes, he did.”


  Gallagher laughed. “Aye, mother. That he did. And ’tis true also that I am not he. But I ask you: is it not a rich man I’ve robbed? And many a poor man I’ve aided? For among me crew, there’s never a man of us but knows what it is to be a slave to another, from some time or other. Now shut your hole. Gallagher’s me name, right enough, so the likes o’ you lot can stand and deliver! Lads, it’s silver and gold from California we’ll be lading, or I’m an idjit.”


  Three hours later, as the Anna Sable descended over Bisbee, a contented Captain Gallagher lit his pipe. He and a few of the other aerobuck captains had established a haven in the fledgling mining town. They’d created a set of accords to govern it, largely with ideas Jimmy Leary had taken from a book about pirates he’d read as a boy.


  Between founding the Bisbee community and being one of the most successful raiders—along with a victory against a Union frigate a while back—Gallagher had become the most respected of the captains. He was listened to. He mattered, and that was something he’d never experienced before. Over the years he’d come to love the Bisbee aerobucks in a way he imagined must be like a father loved his children. Now, when not raiding in his own vessel, he often found himself making plans with the other captains, for the purpose of protecting this little community that supported and fostered him, where he was respected. There was hardly a man or a woman among the aerobucks he wouldn’t risk his life for. Often Gallagher found himself amused at the way the dissolute Jimmy Leary had come to feel responsible for so many others. He wouldn’t trade it for the world.


  Gallagher hummed a tune from the old country as the Anna Sable glided down toward her rented hangar.


  Dakota Territory


  Justine Arthurs leaned on the railing of the observation deck as the dirigible descended, the Black Hills spreading out below her. A hundred or more buildings clung to the steep sides of the slopes beneath, some of them fine houses, some barely shacks. Deadwood was a Gold Rush town, founded only a handful of years before but growing quickly. On the peaks of some of the higher slopes she saw tether poles, several of them occupied by small airships waiting to take on cargoes of gold and silver.


  Captain Starkweather appeared at her elbow. He caught her eye and nodded deferentially.


  “We’ll be preparing to dock soon,” he said, raising his voice to be heard above the din of the engines. “Best you go inside.”


  Starkweather clearly disapproved of a woman walking alone on the observation deck, but he could hardly protest. As Thom McGuire’s agent, Miss Arthurs’s position on the Sky Swan was a privileged one. Though she held no commission on the airship, and so did not technically outrank him, the captain was naturally disinclined to argue too strenuously with a representative of the Swan’s owner.


  Miss Arthurs smiled at Starkweather and assented. The first time he had raised objection to her walking on the observation deck, she had been momentarily tempted to demonstrate her disdain for his concern by performing a handstand on the railing but suppressed the impulse. It would have been foolish to attempt such a trick in her full skirts, and there was no reason to cause the captain more embarrassment and discomfort than he was already subject to. McGuire had clearly not seen fit to inform the captain that his passenger was a perfectly competent pilot herself, or that she had once been an acrobat with an air circus, and Miss Arthurs saw no reason to bother informing him so herself. While it might be amusing to antagonize a man who clearly thought women belonged in the kitchen and not on the bridge of an airship, there would be little profit in doing so.


  An hour later, her luggage disposed in her room at the Franklin Hotel, Miss Arthurs descended to the street and made her way to the Gem Saloon.


  After the bright mid-day sunlight outside, the nearly empty saloon seemed dark, the sun peering through the few small windows to strike yellow gleams off the brass fittings at the bar. Miss Arthurs proceeded to the long counter, where she asked for Mr. Prescott.


  “He ain’t here,” the barkeep said.


  When Miss Arthurs enquired as to when the gentleman might appear, the bartender shrugged and said, “Hard tellin’. It’s one of life’s great mysteries, Ma’am. Pull you a pint?”


  All this while the man himself, Justine firmly believed, sat at the front corner table by the window. The sunlight filtering through the dirty panes made him a dark silhouette, but Miss Arthurs had caught a glimpse of the scar that puckered his left cheek. She had seen Prescott only once, many years before, but the scar was unmistakable.


  As soon as the bartender set down her pint, it was swept from his hand by a burly man in a suit, who shouldered the server aside to place the glass before her with a flourish.


  “Ma’am,” he said, “I apologize for my employee’s insufferable rudeness.” He produced two shot glasses and a bottle. “May I offer you a snifter of my private stock?”


  “‘Private,’ I imagine, in the sense that you’re the only one who sells it, but it’s all you have to sell.”


  The man’s smile tightened. “I’d be a liar to say otherwise.”


  She nodded her assent. He poured and slid her glass across to her.


  “Would you know,” she asked, “where I could find a Mr. Prescott?”


  “Your health,” he said, and knocked back his shot. Miss Arthurs sipped half of hers, savored it, and swallowed, with little change of expression. The innkeeper leaned across the bar and lowered his voice.


  “Well now,” he said, “I’d venture to guess a perceptive lady like yourself has already determined where the gentleman might be found. But Mr. Prescott likes his privacy. If you could give me some idea of what Mr. McGuire wants with Mr. Prescott, I might be able to use that to persuade him to speak with you.” When Miss Arthurs said nothing to this, he added, “You are the agent from Mr. McGuire, aren’t you?”


  “Al!” bellowed a voice from across the room. “Quit poking your fuckin’ nose into my business and send the lass over here.”


  “Screw yourself, Prescott,” the saloon owner growled back. “I’m just looking after your privacy.”


  Miss Arthurs did not wait to be sent, but finished the second half of the shot, picked up her pint of beer, and walked to Prescott’s table. “Is this seat taken?” she asked.


  The man looked up at her. Though he’d been drinking, his eyes appeared unclouded, glowering from under heavy, gray brows in a seamed and lined face. The frown line carved into his right cheek was nearly as deep as the scar on the left.


  “I’ve a feeling it’s about to be,” he said. “I thought it would take you longer to find me, you being new to this and all.”


  “I am perhaps less new than you know.”


  “You’re here for McGuire. I know that. Sit down.”


  “I am here representing a consortium of merchants—”


  “Who will all do what McGuire tells them. Don’t insult my intelligence, girl.”


  Girl. There it was already, the disregard of the men who called the shots, and it made her angry. Inwardly Miss Arthurs growled, but outwardly she sighed.


  What Prescott had said was true, in the final analysis, though she knew from experience that there was more to Thom McGuire’s running of the consortium than just issuing fiats. Holding such a group together, easing egos that rubbed against each other, welding them to a common purpose, greasing the wheels of government licenses and permissions—such work demanded a heavy toll. She sat down.


  “This consortium has formed a new corporation—”


  “How much?” Prescott asked.


  “I beg your pardon?”


  “How much is McGuire offering? To deal with his pirates?”


  Miss Arthurs named a figure.


  “And…?”


  “And what?”


  “I don’t need their money, girl. They want their air pirates pacified, they need to offer more than money.”


  “What did you have in mind?”


  “If I’m to do this, I need a free hand. Tell McGuire he’s to declare the Territory a company protectorate and appoint me governor of it.”


  “You want to be made governor?”


  “For the period of time it takes me to deal with the pirates. Let him put a term limit on it, if he’s nervous. Say, the pirates broken, or a year, whichever comes first.”


  “You think you can suppress the pirates in under a year?”


  “If given resources and a free hand, yes.”


  “You realize Mr. McGuire can’t simply wave his hand and make such things happen. There are procedures, government regulations…”


  “That’s McGuire’s lookout. Those are my terms. Take ’em or leave ’em.”


  San Francisco


  Miss Arthurs considered that a telegram would have been more efficient than flying to San Francisco and back, but she had raised no objection. Deadwood was a day and a half by air from San Francisco, where her employer was now in residence, and any chance she had to be in the air these days she would take. Her position with McGuire Shipping sometimes called for travel, but more often entailed negotiating in stuffy offices with self-important businessmen and politicians who often expected that a woman would be a pushover—though they seldom made that mistake more than once with Justine Arthurs.


  It was a heady feeling sometimes, knowing she spoke with the authority of one of the richest men on the continent. Not as heady as piloting an airship, perhaps, but close. At least working for McGuire allowed her on a deck now and then. During the war, in her work as a Pinkerton, her only airship flights were spent in the cramped quarters of a merchantman’s passenger closet, or as a refugee in a troop transport, neither offering so much as a porthole.


  Miss Arthurs stepped from the Swan’s gangplank onto the rooftop dock and stopped, as she always did, to admire the view. She stood seventeen stories above the city. Only the Call Building, which she could see across town, stood taller, and that by a single floor. She took a deep, cold breath. At street level, there would be the pungent odors of a modern city: coal and wood smoke, steam, tobacco, shit, piss, rotting garbage, unwashed bodies, cooking food, alcohol and coffee, and oil fires. Up here, there was only a suggestion of that, and then only when the air was still. When the wind gusted, she smelled only clean, fresh air.


  Thomas McGuire’s office in the McGuire building hadn’t the breadth of an aerostat hangar, and his desk was smaller than a dirigible. Yet it indeed looked like one—the desk had been carved to resemble an airship, the desktop forming a large platform balanced on top of it. Like a tea-tray balanced on a cod, Justine had thought on previous visits, though she had refrained from laughing at it.


  “I notice Mr. Stockton is not in,” she said as she settled herself in the guest chair opposite McGuire. “Is he in Saratoga?”


  “Negotiating with Able, yes,” said McGuire.


  “He’s doing quite well. He’ll be ready to take over my job soon.”


  “He’ll never be able to keep my enemies, or my friends, off balance the way you do.”


  “Perhaps. Though I don’t seem to have unbalanced this Prescott very much at all.”


  “Tell me,” he said. She did.


  “Those are his terms,” she finished. “Take them or leave them.”


  McGuire did not appear surprised. The luxuriant iron-gray mustache did not twitch, nor did the perpetual frown of his eyebrows grow deeper. He nodded, walked two steps to stand before the window. With the floor-length drapes drawn back, his white hair glowed in the sunlight.


  “He’s right,” he said at last. He stepped back to his desk, opened a drawer. “It’s the only way he can do the job properly.” From the drawer he produced a file folder full of papers, bound in red ribbon.


  1“You were prepared for this,” said Miss Arthurs.


  “I’ve worked with Prescott before. You take this to him and tell him I’ll have two frigates and one destroyer available for him Monday next.”


  “He’ll want to outfit and crew them himself.”


  “He said so?”


  “No, but I’m certain of it.”


  “Why?”


  “If you were the Butcher of Pine Mountain, would you want to ship with a crew of Union airmen?”


  McGuire sighed. “Well, he’ll have little choice. He’ll need trained military airmen, and a complement of marines. I’m strictly a Union operation. I can’t get him Confederate men.”


  “But…”


  “Besides, most of them will be too young to remember the war first hand.” Justine raised an eyebrow at this, and McGuire had the good grace to look away. “Well, perhaps not, but they all swore an oath, and they’ll obey orders or face court martial. He can bring some of his own people if he likes, but the bulk of the force will have to be Union Aero-Corps. And we must do it quickly. We lost another shipment this week to that Captain Gallagher.”


  “Do we know anything about this Gallagher? Have you checked for service records?”


  “He has none in the Union, and we’ve filed a request with the Confeds, but I doubt we’ll hear anything positive.”


  “The Confeds won’t cooperate in tracking down a pirate?”


  “We’re fairly certain Gallagher is not his real name. It’s the name of a famous Irish highwayman. Our Captain Gallagher is a gentleman of a decidedly theatrical bent.”


  “He probably was a Union airman. Not many Irish fought for the Confederacy.”


  “You might be surprised. But no, there were very few first- or second-generation immigrants who fought for the South. Never mind. We’ll send you anything we find on him. Meanwhile, you need to get back to Deadwood and get Prescott started.”


  Miss Arthurs gathered up the bundle of papers and stood.


  “Be careful with Prescott, Justine,” said McGuire. “He’s usually fair, but he’s got a mean streak. You might see that side of him, if things start getting ugly.”


  “So how do you plan to control him?”


  “You. The Corporation has voted to appoint you as his second.”


  She stared at the file folder. “You’re asking a lot,” she said.


  Perryville, Kentucky, 1870


  The three Union soldiers were isolated as best could be done, at one end of the hospital tent, with a horse blanket hung up to hide them from the other patients. Nurse Justine Arnold stepped behind the blanket to check on them. Two were not expected to live out the night; the third had a slim chance. He had become conscious and spoken twice today; by tomorrow he would be moved to join the other prisoners, and probably all three beds would be free.


  “Nurse?” the voice was weak. He was a young man; Justine judged him to be in his early twenties at most, with sandy hair and dark brown eyes. She leaned over him.


  “Yes?”


  “I want to thank you for what you and the doctors done for my buddies and me. I know you done your best by us. Which is, I mean, what with we’re from the other side and all…”


  “There are no sides for doctors and nurses.” She smiled stiffly. “You are all simply wounded men.”


  “You got a husband? A brother? A suitor? Anyone in this fight?”


  Her cover story had been that her husband had been killed at Mumfordville two years before, but for some reason the young man’s question made her think of all the folks she knew and had befriended or allied herself with over the course of the war. Mr. Pinkerton, of course, and Sal, her partner on her last assignment. Dooley Hartman, a weaselly-looking little fellow who was one of the bravest operatives she’d ever met, and who had saved her bacon that time in Savannah. They were all in this fight, as the young man put it. Not on the front lines, perhaps, but behind the lines in jobs that would be just as deadly, were they found out.


  The young Northerner was watching her face. “See? You do have a side. You side with the people you care about. That’s natural, ma’am, to cleave to your own people. Just… Thank you for helpin’ our folks, too. Most wouldn’t.” Justine simply nodded and withdrew.


  A tall, broad man entered and stood at the door flap of the tent, a man of craggy, square features and piercing eyes. One cheek was deeply scarred. An Air Colonel, by his insignia. He scowled down the length of the tent, past the rows of cots to the horse blanket. As Justine moved to meet him, he started down the row.


  “You’ve got a Union airman down there?” he asked, gesturing beyond her to the horse blanket. His voice was gravelly, with a touch of a Scots brogue. “One likely to live?”


  “We hope so. The other two…” She shook her head.


  “The one who might live, what’s his rating?”


  Justine shook her head again. “I have no idea.”


  The colonel brushed past her and stepped behind the horse blanket. She hesitated. Probably he wanted to try to recruit the airman, convince him to change sides, but what if it was something else? Perhaps he thought the airman had important information. If the Confeds were about to discover something the Union didn’t want them to know, Justine needed to know about it, and alert the Union command. Murmuring voices came from behind the horse blanket. She picked up a bedpan at random and stepped closer, listening.


  Another step, and Justine started as a pistol went off. Some of the patients cried out or shouted, while others barely managed a groan. A second shot rang out, and she set down the pan and hurried toward the back of the tent, no longer caring if the colonel knew she was there.


  The man stood over the conscious soldier, his pistol leveled at the young man’s head.


  “Now, that was doing them a favor,” said the colonel. “And if you won’t join us, considering the state of our prisoner of war camps, it would be doing a favor for you, too.”


  “Fuck you, you yellow-livered Scottish bas—”


  The sound of the gunshot was loud in the tent, but where the first two shots had stirred up some of the wounded, the third silenced them all. The patients seemed to hold their breath, even those who normally could be heard rattling and wheezing many steps from the tent. She stared at the colonel. He holstered the pistol and turned, noticed her looking at him.


  “Well,” he said pleasantly. “Now you have three more beds for good Confeds.” A couple of ragged shouts and a feeble attempt at a rebel yell rose from the front of the tent, where the healthier patients were. The colonel smirked at this, nodded to Justine, and left.


  Justine would later discover that the colonel who had dispatched those three Union boys was named Garrett Prescott.


  Deadwood, Dakota Territories, 1880


  Once night fell, Justine watched until Garrett Prescott arrived at the Gem, where he was likely to remain for many hours. No stranger to male garb, she outfitted herself with trousers and a brace of pistols, just in case she was discovered or challenged on her way to the aerodrome. No one gave her a second glance, nor did the sentry notice her slipping by in the darkness. The soon-to-be territorial governor lived in a small apartment above the firm’s office. The locks were not challenging.


  Justine had not expected to find more than a single watchman on duty at Prescott Aeronautics, but she was surprised when that watchman proved to be an inattentive drunkard. Prescott, she suspected, would have cheerfully cut the fellow’s throat if he knew what a shoddy job he was doing. She felt badly for any miners shipping their ore with the ex-Confederate admiral’s firm. They would be easy pickings for an experienced blackguard.


  Justine, however, was not here to steal ore. She was after information about Garrett Prescott.


  She had expected little from the office itself, though admittedly the glass eye in its egg cup on Prescott’s desk took her off guard when the narrow beam of her dark lantern fell upon it. Other than this odd piece, the office was devoid of any personal touches. It contained not a single framed photograph, testimonial, or keepsake. She moved on to the upstairs.


  Prescott’s apartments were decidedly spare. The main room contained a woodstove with an easy chair beside it, and a plain deal table and chairs. No pictures graced the walls. Of books there were only a handful, on a small shelf. She saw several technical manuals on aviation, as well as Octave Chanute’s recent Progress in Flying Machines, and a book in German by Von Zeppelin, Leichter als Luft Innerhalb und Ihre Verwendung in Krieg. This book sat next to a German dictionary, which led her to conclude that Prescott did not read German, or not fluently. One shelf also contained copies of Thucydides’ The Peloponnesian War, a French translation of something called The Art of War by Sun Tzu (no French dictionary, so apparently Prescott was familiar with that language), and Plutarch’s Lives.


  Among these scholarly works Justine found a single novel, In Freedom’s Cause: A Story of Wallace and Bruce, by G.A. Henty. She noted several pages had not been cut, so obviously Prescott had not read it yet. A gift, perhaps.


  The bedroom contained a four-poster, a bureau, and a wardrobe. The bureau offered only socks and small clothes, but at the bottom of the wardrobe she found a small portmanteau. This contained several letters, and a daguerreotype of a dark-haired woman. Nothing in the portmanteau gave any immediate clue as to who the woman might be. Beneath the daguerreotype, however, Justine found two old letters, and a couple of newspaper clippings:


  London Times, Monday 15 May, 1850


  AERONAUTS AT THE EXPOSITION


  Famous Names Grace the First Public Presentation by British Aeronautical Society


  This Saturday past, the Great Exposition saw a series of presentations on the subject of various Balloons and Flying Machines, under the auspices of the British Aeronautical Society. His Grace the Duke of Argyll officially opened the ceremonies, and Sir Robert Baron Baden-Powell gave the introductory address, in which he urged Englishmen to look to the skies.


  Demonstrations of various balloons and flying machines proceeded, conducted first by Dr. Bland, who displayed the Atmotic Aerostat, in which he and two companions flew from Sydney to London in only thirteen days. Monsieur Giffard of Paris spoke about the designs and workings of his Steam Powered Dirigible Airship, and Dr. Breary presented his Aerodyne Aeronautical Apparatus, which was soon popularly dubbed “the Moth” for its physical resemblance to that creature.


  On Sunday, Mr. Breary engaged in formal debate with Dr. Bland over the advantages of heavier-than-air versus lighter-than-air flight. Monsieur Gifford gave a talk comparing and contrasting rigid-frame and semi-rigid aerostats with rexibles and balloons, demonstrating his points with models of each. A lecture was delivered by Captain Garrett Prescott, RN, on the subject Fire in the Skies: Aeronautical Warfare as it Has Been, and May Be. This last was the one presentation which stirred some controversy, and more than one audience member was heard to mutter sotto voce that dropping bombs from the sky upon one’s enemies was unsportsmanlike and Un-English.


  Models and drawings of these inventions will remain on display in the Great Hall of Flight, and further demonstrations of the Actual Devices are scheduled to occur on Saturday next.


  The second clipping was shorter:


  Glasgow Times, Thursday, March 6th, 1845


  Cameron, Captain Sean Emory RN, Ret.


  Deceased this Wednesday, of influenza. Born in 1774, eldest of six. As a young man, Capt. Cameron saw service under Admiral Nelson in the Napoleonic wars, served at Trafalgar, and engaged in the blockade of the American Atlantic coast in 1814. He was lately a partner in the firm of Cameron & Prescott Shipwrights, Ltd., at Gangeness-On-Clyde. Capt. Cameron is survived by his two nephews, Mr. Geordie Prescott & family, and Midshipman Garrett Prescott, RN.


  Prescott’s uncle’s death notice. Clearly, Uncle Sean had been more important to Prescott than his own parents, since he had not kept clippings of their obituaries.


  The first of the letters was from one George Henty, dated March 30, 1855:


  My Dear Prescott,


  I must say, it’s a damned shame, getting cashiered like that. Some of us know what sort of impossible odds you faced at the Fedyukhin Heights, and what those Russian Behemoth class airships are like, and also are quite cognizant of what an ass Cardigan made of himself, pitching those poor bastards into the breach without your air support.


  You should know that I offered to give evidence, and was turned down, not being a military man. As if that made my evidence worth less than any of theirs! A war correspondent is a better observer of what occurred than a soldier, when the soldier is preoccupied with fighting, and the journalist is there to observe. I suppose Cardigan’s cronies saw to it that no military man would attest to having seen any dispatches suggesting the Russians had no airships within a day’s travel, nor any who would produce those dispatches, which undoubtedly have long since been burned. It makes me ashamed for my countrymen.


  You have heard, I suppose, what old Bosquet said about it: “C’est magnifique, mais ce n’est pas la guerre. C’est de la folie.” Madness indeed. Would that the Admiralty had allowed the old general to testify, but I imagine French generals, being French, are in their estimation about as low as war correspondents, if not lower.


  Forgive my dwelling on what must be a painful subject.


  On a more pleasant note, there’s a fellow arrived in London this week that I think you ought to meet. Alec Creighton runs a shipping service up and down South America with a small dirigible. Since his business has proved quite profitable, he’s in London to commission two more aerostats and hire captains for them. I thought perhaps you could talk to the man, introduce him to some people. Join us for dinner at my club, Wednesday at seven, if you can make it.


  Sincerely yours,


  George Henty


  Justine had heard of this Henty. He was a British war correspondent and sometime novelist. That explained the unread novel on the bookshelf; the author was an old friend of Prescott’s.


  She was about to read the second letter when she heard footsteps on the stair. Prescott, coming home early? Or had the watchman seen the light of her dark lantern, and was coming to investigate? Justine quickly bundled the documents back into the portmanteau, and the portmanteau into the wardrobe. She snuffed the lantern and rushed to the window. The casement creaked as she opened it, and she cursed under her breath, hoping whoever was coming up the stair hadn’t heard. There was no convenient ledge outside, only the narrow sill. She clambered through, balanced precariously on the sill, and closed the window behind her.


  Letting herself down, Justine hung from the sill by her fingertips, telling herself this was much less dangerous than many of the routines she’d performed for Gambetti. The ground was a mere twenty feet or so below her, not the hundreds of feet she had hung over when performing her acrobatics for the circus. The air circus, however, was now many years behind her, and she found her confidence faltering. A fall of twenty feet might not be fatal, but it could still result in serious injury. Drop now, she wondered, and hope for the best? Or wait, trust the strength of her fingers, and return to the room when Prescott or the watchman had left? If it was Prescott, there was no guarantee he would leave at all; he might have returned for the night. If it proved to be the commodore, he might hear her when she finally did decide to jump. She let go.


  Justine landed as best she could, letting her knees bend to absorb the impact. But still, pain shot up through her left leg. She rolled against the wall and froze. No sound came from above. Her ankle throbbed. After waiting several minutes, and hearing nothing from the apartment, she gingerly got to her feet. A couple of steps assured her that she would be in some pain in the morning, but the ankle was only sprained. This would make escaping past the sentry more difficult, though considering his lack of attentiveness, not impossible. The problem would be concealing the injury from Prescott on the morrow. If he had noticed nothing untoward, she might not have to conceal it. If he knew, or intuited, that someone had been in his apartments, and escaped by the window, it might be a dead giveaway. There was nothing for it but to forge ahead and hope for the best.


  After the application of a salve the night before, Justine’s ankle was much improved the following morning, but she wrapped it tightly nevertheless. With a bit of practice, she just about managed to disguise the limp. For short periods, she could disguise it completely.


  She surveyed the Gem Saloon. A half-dozen patrons ranged around the room: miners, farmers, cowboys, and a couple of dudes in eastern clothes. The girls, in their threadbare finery, worked the room to little success. Prescott sat at a table in the center, playing cards with a tall, thin man in clothes that appeared to have been of good quality and expensive when new but were now dusty and worn from hard use.


  A man stood up from a table behind Prescott and started toward the players. A gunshot shocked the room, causing Miss Arthurs to jump, and the man fell dead. Prescott’s companion held a smoking pistol.


  “Jennings?” asked Prescott, hardly looking up from his cards.


  “I’m certain I don’t know the man’s name,” said the stranger, with a southern drawl.


  Prescott looked at the body on the floor. It still held an unfired gun in its hand. “Jennings,” he said, nodding. “Damn it. I knew he was going to do something stupid.”


  “That’ll be $150, please.”


  “You didn’t even stand up.”


  “My price does not vary. Except, of course, when I forgive it entire.”


  Slowly the murmur of conversation crept back into the saloon. “Fair enough, Doc.” Prescott shoved the pile of coins and bills before him across the table to the gunslinger.


  The man collected them, counted them, tossed back a few bills and a handful of coin. He stood, touched his hat brim, and turned to leave. Miss Arthurs committed the man to memory: tall, thin, medium brown hair, mustache, the dusty, worn clothes not those of a trail hand or miner, more the dress of a gambler or gunfighter. Turning to leave, he spotted Miss Arthurs and looked her over—not, she was surprised to note, with the sort of salacious glance she would have expected from such a character, but with the evaluating look he might have given an opponent at cards. He must know, she thought, that she represented McGuire. On the whole, she wasn’t at all sure she wouldn’t have preferred a more lascivious look, since controlling men with sex on their minds had become second nature for her.


  “Miss Arthurs,” he said as he passed her, tipping his hat.


  Ignoring the greeting, Miss Arthurs walked to the table with a carefully normal stride and took the man’s now unoccupied chair. She did allow the pain in her ankle to put an edge of annoyance in her voice when she asked, “Does everyone in town know who I am and what my business with you is?”


  “Deadwood is a small place, and gossip is its life’s blood.”


  Miss Arthurs nodded and turned to business. “Mr. McGuire will meet your terms, if you’ll meet his.”


  “And his are?”


  “You’re to accept his appointee as your second.”


  “Someone to keep tabs and report back.”


  “You certainly didn’t expect otherwise?”


  Prescott laughed. “You’re right, I didn’t. So, who is this appointee?”


  “I am.”


  Prescott did not laugh this time, as Justine had expected, but sat back and regarded her seriously. “Why you?”


  “Why me?”


  “That’s what I asked, girl. You needn’t check me back like an invoice. Why you?”


  “I am somewhat experienced with airships.”


  “How? What’s your background?”


  “I worked for three years with Gambetti’s Air Circus.”


  Now he did laugh. “Walking the spine? Suspended trapeze? That sort of thing?”


  “I’ve piloted as well.”


  “Well, I don’t fancy working with a girl, but at least you’re not afraid of heights. How did a lady aerialist come to work for McGuire?”


  “Mr. McGuire hired me as a special consultant at the suggestion of Mr. Alan Pinkerton. I can hand, reef, or steer in a schooner or an airship.” She suddenly felt weary of this recitation, tired of being evaluated. “I worked for Pinkerton behind enemy lines in the war, and I am not the least afraid of you, of Mr. McGuire, or of these pirates. Is there anything else you’d like to know?”


  Prescott raised his hands, smiling. “How soon can McGuire deliver me three airships?”


  The aerodrome field for Prescott Aeronautics had been built on a rare flat space to the southeast of downtown Deadwood, the back ends of the two huge hangars cut into the rising hill to leave as much open space as possible for the apron. One hangar was large enough to accommodate two aerostats. At present the single berth was occupied by one of Prescott’s own airships, the other by two armored Union semi-rigids. A huge Union dreadnought, armor gleaming in the sun, floated at anchor beside a docking pole above the apron. Prescott passed under her shadow as he approached the double hangar to meet Fred MacDonald.


  “Ach, these Union ships,” MacDonald said, stepping out of the hangar, shaking his head and jerking a thumb at the USAS dreadnought Valkyrie, “they’re too heavy by half.”


  “Makes you wish for the Kentucky Engineering Lorica class, does it?”


  “Too bloody right, sir. These things have got armor cladding where they don’t need it, and too many fuckin’ systems are duplicated.”


  “Duplicate systems can save your arse.”


  “In, what, one in a hundred cases? Ninety-nine times they just slow you down.”


  “So, strip ’em.”


  Fred MacDonald stared open-mouthed at his employer. “Are you fucking serious?”


  “As a funeral.”


  “They’re Union property.”


  “May be their boats, but they’re our lives. Do it.”


  “Aye, Sir.”


  “And MacDonald… make yourself a pal and a mentor to some of these Union boys. They’re bound to hate me, most of ’em, and I don’t mind that. But I need their loyalty, and you can secure that for me.”


  “Ken so, do you?”


  “Aye, I ken so.”


  “Well, we’ll see, then, won’t we?”


  It was clear the men at work in the dirigible hangar were not accustomed to a woman climbing their catwalks in jodhpurs and flight boots. Nevertheless, they directed her to the lower scaffolding, where Prescott’s chief engineer was conducting a final inspection of the suspension cables running to the catenary from the gondola of the semi-rigid frigate class Circe. She was, to Justine, a fine-looking ship, larger than the rexibles or carinales she had piloted previously. The rigid keel would make her more stable, but her increased weight and size would make her slower to maneuver. Justine brought back vividly to her mind the adaptations she’d had to make moving from a rexible to a carinale. Longer lead time, broader turns. She tried to mentally scale this up another level to that of the ship before her now.


  Looking up, Justine noticed a small pucker at the edge of the catenary. She climbed down to join MacDonald on the lower scaffold.


  “Mr. MacDonald?”


  The engineer nodded, barely looking up as he stalked along the narrow platform. “You’d be Miss Arthurs, then?”


  She paced him. “You’ve worked with Mr. Prescott before, I understand?”


  “Oh, aye. Crewed for the Commodore in the war, as his engineer.” He stopped and raised a heavy wrench, which he hammered against one of the lines, near where it was moored. It gave a clang but did not so much as quiver. He turned and walked on, speaking over his shoulder. “The South didn’t produce many of us, so those they had, they treated us well.”


  “You were an aero-engineer?”


  “A steam boiler engineer to start with. Still all I am, if you go by me papers.”


  They walked along, MacDonald peering at the lines as they passed.


  “Where did you learn your trade?”


  “The steam? Apprenticed in Glasgow. My employer died of the influenza, and me bein’ out o’ a job, I thought I’d try my luck in America.” He selected another line, apparently at random, to test with his wrench. “Learned the aero-engineering along the way,” he said, when the clang of metal on metal faded. “Of necessity, as ye might say.”


  “So, after the war you joined your Commodore in his business venture.”


  “Aye, so I did.”


  “What about this one?” she said, stopping and indicating a suspension cable.


  MacDonald stopped, looked at the cable she indicated, then looked her up and down. He grinned again. “A’right,” he said, “why not?” He swung the wrench at the cable, and this time besides the clang, the cable emitted a lower, more resonant twanging noise, which rang on for several seconds. The cable and its connector vibrated slightly. The engineer’s
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