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A Note on the Setting

This novel is set against the backdrop of the American Civil War, beginning May 12th, 1861 — one month after the Confederate bombardment of Fort Sumter that opened the conflict. Charleston, South Carolina serves as the primary setting: a city of extraordinary beauty, deep contradictions, and the particular tension of a place that has committed itself to a cause it has not yet fully tested.

The characters and immediate events are fictional. The historical framework — Fort Sumter, the First Battle of Bull Run, the institution of slavery, the Underground Railroad, the military figures of the early war — is drawn from the historical record with the care it deserves.

The Black Rider observes all of it. He cannot, in the end, remain entirely apart from it. This, the author suggests, is not a flaw.
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PART ONE: THE RETURN
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Chapter 1: A New Sky, An Old Earth

The stars above South Carolina were the same stars Tom O'Leary had watched from the hill above Picasso City, though he stood now in a different longitude, a different latitude, and a different year entirely. May 12th, 1861. The air here smelled of salt and magnolia, of cannon powder already drifting inland from the coastal fortifications, of something older — the sweet rot of a world tearing itself apart at the seams.

He had been gone from Earth for one year by terrestrial reckoning. In the time of his own galaxy it was barely the blink of a navigation lamp. But Earth's capacity for self-destruction operated on a different clock, and those who had sent him here understood that the fractures visible from the stars were deepening by the day.

Tom pulled his new horse — Ruby, named for the chestnut fire of her coat — to a halt on a low ridge east of Charleston. Below him, the city lay spread in its antebellum splendour: white-pillared mansions catching the last of the May evening light, church steeples rising above the rooftops like sentinels, the harbour glittering with the masts of ships and beyond them, the squat silhouette of Fort Sumter, already scarred by the bombardment of a month before.

The Civil War had begun.

The orders his superiors had transmitted through the ship's communication array had been unambiguous. He was to observe. He was to record. He was to return with a full account of the conflict's nature — its causes, its conduct, its human cost. He was not to interfere. He had heard those instructions before. He had broken them before. The debrief on his last mission had been long, cold, and not particularly sympathetic to his explanations about a woman named Joan Two-Rivers, a corrupt mayor, and a cavalry charge that would have ended badly without his intervention.

They had sent him back anyway. That, he supposed, was a kind of forgiveness — or a kind of test.

Ruby shifted beneath him, her flanks warm, her communication chip pulsing a quiet enquiry into the base of his skull through the matched receiver at his temple. She was reading the unfamiliar terrain, cataloguing the scents that rose from the city — horse dung and woodsmoke, frying pork and gunpowder — and feeding him the composite data in a series of images that played at the corner of his vision like a second sight.

The harbour garrison is reinforced, came the translated impulse. Approximately eight hundred soldiers within a three-mile perimeter. Cannon emplacements on the east shore.

"I can see them," Tom said quietly. He spoke aloud to Ruby when no one else was present — it was easier than the purely neural method and, if he was honest with himself, less lonely. Picasso City had made him accustomed to voices.

He had chosen his cover carefully this time. In Picasso he had arrived as a drifter, anonymous and undefined, which had proved both useful and a liability. Here, in a city already taut with suspicion of strangers, he would need a story that held more water. He carried papers that identified him as Thomas O'Leary, journalist and sketch-artist, representing the Dublin Illustrated Review — a publication sufficiently obscure and sufficiently foreign that no Confederate officer was likely to have read it. The Irish were broadly sympathetic to the South, or at least to the principle of states resisting the imposed will of a distant federal power, and his accent, which he had modulated carefully over a year of study, would pass.

His weapons were unchanged: the Colt 1860, the Henry rifle, the stock whip coiled at his saddle. To every eye in Charleston they would appear as standard issue for a man travelling alone through uncertain country. Only Tom knew what lay beneath the surface of each one — what a finger pressed to the almost invisible button beneath the trigger guard would unlock.

He hoped, as he nudged Ruby forward down toward the city's outskirts, that he would not need to find out.

The road into Charleston was a broad dirt avenue lined with live oaks draped in Spanish moss. Other travellers moved along it — a farmer's wagon, a squad of Confederate infantrymen in their grey-butternut mix marching south in loose formation, a woman in a wide bonnet driving a gig with a slave girl sitting rigid and silent beside her. Tom kept to the edge of the road and attracted no particular attention. His black coat and dark hat were universal enough, and Ruby's quality was more a mark of a gentleman than a vagabond.

At the edge of the city proper a young Confederate soldier with a militia armband stopped him with a raised hand.

"Sir. State your business in Charleston."

Tom produced his papers with the practised ease of a man accustomed to borders. "Thomas O'Leary. Journalist. I'm writing a series of illustrated reports on the progress of the Confederacy's defence of Charleston. I have a letter of introduction to General Summerville's staff."

The soldier squinted at the papers, turned them over, squinted again. He was perhaps eighteen, with a sparse, optimistic moustache. "Irish?"

"Dublin born," Tom said. "The Review has fifteen thousand readers who are very interested in whether the South can hold what's hers."

The soldier grinned at that — the magic of sympathy from foreign shores still worked its small miracle — and handed the papers back. "Carry on, sir. The Planters Hotel on Meeting Street takes gentlemen of the press. General Summerville keeps his headquarters at Fort Trident, three miles north."

"Much obliged," Tom said, and rode on into Charleston.

He found the Planters Hotel without difficulty — a handsome white building with a long veranda where officers and planters sat drinking bourbon in the gathering dusk. He stabled Ruby with a boy who promised her the best hay available with the faintly apologetic tone of a man who knew the best hay available was not very good. Tom touched the chip receptor at his temple briefly — stay alert, I'll return at dawn — and carried
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