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  “…in a larger sense, we cannot dedicate — we cannot consecrate — we cannot hallow — this ground. The brave men, living and dead, who struggled here, have consecrated it far above our poor power to add or detract."—  Abraham Lincoln, Gettysburg Address, Nov. 19, 1863








  
  Chapter One


Present Day
July 21
The rain hurled down in a blinding sheet, reminding Jason Sparks what a weathered Conch fisherman had once told him—a tropical rain drenches a body down to the soul. At the time, Sparks had thought that the man’s wisdom had welled from a rum bottle, but now he began to understand. 
Cursing his circumstances, he made his way along the poorly lit pathway from the parking lot to the beach condominium, trying not to stumble into the intruding palmetto bushes. The walk had lasted only a few minutes, but he already felt like he had fallen into his hotel pool back in Fort Myers. The officer ahead of him paused for a moment and pointed to the darkened mass that had to be the condo. The officer said not a word and hurried back to the dry patrol car.
It must normally be a nice job for a police officer, working on Sanibel Island. Lying a couple miles off the southwest coast of Florida, connected by a causeway, the island was a curious blend of expensive bungalows, hotels, houses, and tourist shops, all carefully blended into a landscape of beaches and wildlife marshlands. This exotic piece of the deep Caribbean was just a short drive from the T-shirt/bathing-suit culture of Fort Myers Beach. It was a great place to visit and do some shelling, sit in the sand, and dream away an afternoon.
Not a place you’d expect to be viewing a dead body during a thunderstorm.
Sparks circled the condo—this unit was a separate building, more like a little bungalow—toward the Gulf side and came upon three men working around the body, covered in a tarp, in a patio area illuminated by temporary lights. The rain, caught in the light, sparkled like ice.
“Someone here named Johnson?” Sparks had to half-shout his question over the roar of the rain.
“That’d be me.” Johnson was a slight man, despite the rain gear he wore. “Are you Sparks?”
Sparks nodded.
Johnson motioned to the tarp and the two men walked over. Sparks lifted the corner.
The body belonged to a man in his forties, slightly balding, with a mustache. He looked to have been in pretty good shape, but his face was swollen and bruised. It wasn’t difficult to figure out the cause of death. The knife slash stretched from one ear to the other and had cut clear through the windpipe and esophagus, nearly severing the head. There was little blood on the body—a good downpour had washed away the gore.
“You know him?” Johnson asked. The officer studied Sparks’s face as they squatted over the body.
Sparks didn’t answer the question. “Can we go inside and get out of the rain?”
Inside the bungalow, they shook off the water, and Johnson directed Sparks to an area the crew had already gone over. The rain was stronger now, the thunder more disconcerting.
“I’m Lieutenant Barry Johnson, Lee County Sheriff’s Special Crime Unit.” Johnson put aside his raincoat and then managed to extract a dry cigarette. “You have ID for me? And do you know who the guy out there is?”
“I had an appointment with a Mr. Drury for tomorrow,” Sparks said, pausing as he showed Johnson his identification. “If that’s him out there, I wouldn’t know… never met him.”
“The bureau places you out of Washington. What’s your business in Southwest Florida?”
Sparks ran his hand through his hair. He suddenly felt tired. “I don’t even know if it was official business or not,” he replied. “I got a call yesterday from a guy identifying himself as Frank Drury. He knew who I was, knew I was an agent working as a special liaison with Treasury. He said he had information that could be worth millions of dollars to the government. Said he would only talk to me and would only talk here on Sanibel Island.”
“That was enough to get you on a plane?” Half statement, half question.
“I went to college in Miami and still have friends and family there. I was going to swing down to see them and take a week of vacation.”
Lightning flashed, followed immediately by a concussion blast of thunder from above the bungalow. The crew members crowded at the door, cursing and yelling that they weren’t going to stay out there in the storm. Johnson waved them in. Then he turned back to Sparks. “Millions of dollars? He wasn’t any more specific than that?”
“I would have said so if he was. He refused to be specific, insisted I meet him here tomorrow. I flew in this afternoon, checked into the hotel I told him I’d be at, and figured I would hear from him in the morning. Then I got your call… how did you find out about me?”
Johnson moved to a handsome mahogany table against the window. It stood out in the bungalow’s teal décor and looked like a favorite piece brought from somewhere else. “Your name and room number at the hotel were prominently displayed here on the top page of his appointment book. At least, I assume it was Drury’s.”
“You’ve got a positive ID on him?” Sparks asked.
“His driver’s license, credit cards, and passport, as well as other incidental things in here, suggest that this place was his. We’re still early in the investigation. Hell, we’ve only been here for an hour.” Johnson held out Drury’s address book for Sparks to see. “But whoever killed him was very neat about it, other than the method. The room was searched—very methodically. The only things you can tell might be missing are some pages from this book. Drury evidently kept it as a notebook as well. No smartphone or laptop around.”
Johnson was right on that assessment. Many of the book’s other pages had been taken. In fact, aside from the page with Sparks’s name on it, there were only three other pages with writing on them at all.
“Any valuables taken?” Sparks asked.
“Not that we can tell so far,” Johnson said. “Wallet is empty, but the bungalow wasn’t ransacked.”
“Professionals. They were after something,” Sparks said. “Who found the body?”
“A couple on their honeymoon came walking by on the beach and decided to cut through the property. They found the body around dusk. Can’t tell for sure yet until we have an autopsy, but I don’t think he was dead too long. The rain started in heavy right at dusk.”
One of the officers approached Johnson, giving Sparks an opportunity to walk around the bungalow. The three-room unit sat by itself, away from the other ones, separated by heavy vegetation.
Inside, except for the mahogany desk he had already seen, the bungalow was furnished in the typical light-colored, cool material so often seen in these vacation places.
Against the far wall in the bedroom was a work desk of modern design with a computer screen and a keyboard, and a bookcase. The books were exclusively historical. Sparks sat down at the desk and suddenly realized that there was no computer to turn on.
“You could have asked permission.” Johnson was in the doorway and his tone was clearly one of annoyance. “You’re lucky this was the first room we worked, or I’d be kicking your ass.”
“Sorry. You notice something out of place here?”
“Uh, yeah… you think?” Johnson said.
“Someone took all his files and then decided to be safe and took the whole damn computer for good measure,” Sparks said under his breath.
“And there’s something else… ” Johnson added as he glanced pointedly at the desk.
“I’ve already noticed it,” Sparks said. “There are no disks or memory sticks, either. Someone took everything he had backed up.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Johnson was done with Sparks after another half hour of questions. Still, he asked for Sparks’s vacation itinerary and phone numbers. The storm had moved onshore, so the rain and wind had died down by the time Sparks got back to his car, parked on the main road. The deputy who had showed him the way to the bungalow was still in his cruiser with the interior light on. Most of the drive back from the island, across the causeway, and into Fort Myers found Sparks wondering about the circumstances of the murder. 
Why would Drury—apparently some kind of historian—pick him out of the entire U.S. Treasury Department to call about some information? Someone must have given him Sparks’s name, since he had asked for him specifically. Drury’s urgency and his statement that the information was worth a large amount of money to the federal government were intriguing.
Approaching Fort Myers on San Carlos Boulevard, Sparks caught up to the lightning, rain, and wind of the storm cell that had just left Sanibel. With the lateness of the hour, there wouldn’t be much parking close to the hotel, which meant a long, wet walk from his car.
His thoughts turned to his family in Miami. He looked forward to seeing them.
A few minutes later, he reached the hotel near the Southwest Florida International Airport. The rain had reached the same intensity he had experienced on the island, and just as he had expected, he had to park on the outskirts of the lot.
With his raincoat collar turned up, Sparks headed along the path that ran next to the lot and through elaborately landscaped grounds, branching off to the pool area one way, the tennis courts another, and a third way to the hotel. The entrance at the end of the path, accessed by room key card, was closer than the hotel’s main lobby.
The rain was deafening and Sparks walked briskly. A flash of movement out of the corner of his eye caught his attention as he came around a bend in the tree line. Moments later, a splash broke through the din of the rain. In an instant—the millisecond it takes for an image to flash through a mind—Sparks thought of Drury, his throat cut from ear to ear. Sparks’s body tensed ahead of his conscious thought as an arm wrapped around his throat.
I’m not gonna let him slit my throat! Back right, under the rib cage! Move now!
The figure pressed against Sparks’s side and wrapped a leg around his. Sparks threw his arm back with all the force he could muster and was met halfway by the striking arm of the figure. He snapped his head back into the face of his attacker.
They staggered apart, and Sparks swung around to face his assailant. The black shape was covered in shadow, but made no effort to run or hide his presence. He crouched low with the knife still in his right hand, turned up.
A single profane word came from the dark, and the shape lunged at Sparks. The knife swung up from below.
Hand to the arm! Block!
Sparks could tell he had the advantage in strength and quickness as he gripped the killer’s arm. Killer. His mind raced. He had little doubt that this was the man responsible for Drury’s death. The two of them were locked arm-in-arm, muscles straining against each other. Though the other man’s face was inches from his own, Sparks didn’t look at it, instead concentrating on turning the knife arm out and away from his body.
Turn it away… he’s concentrating on the knife… a little longer… now!
With all the effort his adrenaline-charged body could muster, Sparks shifted his weight to his left leg and thrust his knee into the area of the killer’s groin. The knife arm immediately relaxed as the attacker gasped in pain and fell back onto the grassy slope.
Sparks staggered from the sudden loss of force against him. He readied himself for another assault. The man struggled to his feet, far from incapacitated. Sparks pulled his wet coat off and risked a quick glance both ways down the path.
They were alone.
Did the killer still have the knife?
The answer came as the man assumed a stalking stance with the knife again in his right hand. Sparks figured that the killer had realized that his target was more dangerous than he’d first thought. Suddenly, the other man lunged—not with the knife, but instead going straight for Sparks’s legs.
The force of the blow was lessened by a quick side step, but Sparks still took enough of a hit to throw him back into the mud beside the path. The man threw his shoulder into Sparks and brought his arm up, preparing to strike. On his back, with the man’s arm against his throat, Sparks knew the blow was coming and with every bit of strength he could find, he lifted the man up as the blow came down.
The man fell to the side.
Sharp pain… burning.
“Hey! What the hell’s going on?” The shout came from the direction of the hotel.
Despite the pain, Sparks turned toward the four shapes standing about a hundred feet away and then moved to face his attacker. “I’m a federal agent, call the police now,” he yelled.
The killer slipped into the shadows in the direction of the parking lot.
“Hey, are you all right?” asked a youthful man, who was now standing over Sparks, along with his three companions. Two were women. “Come on, let’s go after that guy, Travis.”
“No… don’t,” Sparks said. “Help me up.”
Once on his feet, Sparks ran along the path to the hotel, but veered left as it closed in on the parking lot. Cutting through the tree line, Sparks reached the lot in time to see a dark sedan accelerate through the area.
His attacker was gone.
The kids approached cautiously from behind. “No way to get a plate?” asked the first one.
Rainwater streaming down his face, Sparks’s thoughts screamed through his head as he fought to catch his breath. The burning along his left side remained.
There was a sharp intake of breath from one of the women. “God, you’re bleeding.”
Sparks looked down to see his shirt saturated in red along the entire left side. Nausea swept through him.

      [image: image-placeholder]Johnson pulled apart the crumpled, bloody shirt, discarded on the hospital gurney, and looked at the slash in its side. “He was trying to go up underneath your rib cage,” Johnson said. “Fortunately for you, it was more of a glancing slash.” 
He turned to face Sparks, who sat on the edge of a nearby bed in the emergency ward. A resident and a nurse were applying tape to the bandage while Sparks held up his left arm, but the action didn’t come without considerable pain. “You want to tell me now what this is all about, or am I going to have to call Washington and get your boss to give you a lesson on federal-local relations and how you should help the sheriff’s deputies of Lee County?”
Sparks shook his head and sucked in his breath as another layer of tape was placed on his side. “He was a pro, and it’s obvious he’s the same guy who did Drury. I believe in coincidences, but this is more than a stretch.”
“A pro that uses a knife instead of a gun?” Johnson said.
“You would think a knife wouldn’t be the weapon of choice. It’s not one hundred percent effective—I’m living proof of that. It’s messy and requires close contact.” Sparks paused. “This guy uses a knife because he likes it.”
“All the more reason to help me,” Johnson said. “What’s going on here?”
“This isn’t about need-to-know crap or anything like that, Johnson. I simply don’t know what Drury was all about. But it’s obvious someone thinks that Drury and I were a lot better acquainted than we were.”
“Or that you have or knew about something he had at the bungalow.”
“That’s clear,” Sparks said as he gingerly put on a new shirt Johnson had brought. “Have you got a safe house I could stay at for tonight? I’ll go back for my things in the morning. I didn’t come prepared to fight off evildoers.”
“No gun?” Johnson asked.
“I was going on a vacation after this little detour.”
Johnson tossed the bloody shirt to Sparks. “Vacation’s over. Something weird is going on here. Watch your back.”






  
  Chapter Two


September 23, 1862
Jackson Prescott eased his solid frame into the black coach and sat facing forward. The horseman started the animal off smartly from in front of the hotel and moved into the flow of traffic. The ride to the Executive Mansion would only take a few minutes, and Prescott needed every second to collect his thoughts. 
He didn’t know the reason for his summons, which had come in the early morning, barely fourteen hours ago. A messenger from Secretary of State Seward’s office had brought word of a meeting that would be held at 3 p.m. between Prescott, Seward, and the president. The messenger had been plain in his delivery—Prescott was to speak to no one before the meeting. A carriage would pick him up from in front of the hotel half an hour beforehand.
Why was he being brought to Lincoln? Could it have something to do with his personal heritage? Born in Boston, Prescott’s father had moved the family to Charleston, South Carolina, in 1840 and worked as an import-exporter. His late uncle had built up the business, but had had no other heirs to leave it to, so in the end, Prescott’s father had inherited it. Rather than sell the business, Prescott’s father had worked to expand its influence in Charleston, specializing in cotton exports and manufactured goods coming in from Europe.
Prescott, though raised in the South, had been taught firmly from the beginning not to forget his New England heritage and to be proud of it, despite the taunts of other schoolchildren as he’d grown up. He’d been sent home to Cambridge—across the Charles River from Boston—to attend Harvard, and afterward, he had returned to South Carolina.
It was when he had returned home that the conflict with his father had begun. Prescott had found that his father had hardened. The business had grown ever more prosperous, and greed had festered in his father. The rift between the two became unbridgeable seven years ago when his father announced to the family over dinner that the business would be expanding yet again with a new venture—brokering trade for Negro slaves.
“You would turn the family’s business into the very filth you used to disdain?” Prescott had said.
“I have decided this is an excellent opportunity, Jack,” his father had said, his voice edged in ice. “There’s much money to be made with our associations. It’s a dirty business, but competition is forcing me to make this decision. The pressure is too great not to expand our interests.”
“Our interests?” Prescott’s words slashed at his father. “The importation has been illegal for years, and you’ll bring shame to us all. With a simple statement, you declare to the world what our family stands for, and I, for one”—he glanced at his two sisters—”will not become a part of it. You’ve brought an outdated, disgusting, vile institution to our doorstep.”
“A doorstep that you still benefit from, Jackson,” the elder Prescott said. “The matter isn’t up for further discussion, and I’ll not have you upsetting the family.”
Prescott rose from his seat and threw his napkin into his chair. “That situation will presently be remedied.”
Prescott left the house that night for the final time. He did speak to his father on one more occasion, but the discussion followed the same path. Prescott’s final reply to his father’s financial reasoning was as simple as it was direct: his father would have to add the loss of a son to his financial ledger.
Now, seven years later, Prescott was traveling in a Washington carriage on his way to meet the president on a subject he knew nothing about, except that the original courier who had contacted him in Maryland had used the words “a matter of extreme importance to the Union.”
The city was alive with the movements of the day as the carriage passed by the unfinished Capitol building. Prescott had overheard many people speaking at breakfast in the hotel’s dining room about the startling news that had been announced the day before: the president intended to free the slaves now held in the Confederacy.
A bold political move, Prescott thought, but one that wouldn’t hold weight unless the Union won the war, which now seemed in great doubt. George McClellan’s troubles at the hands of Robert E. Lee in Sharpsburg just days ago provided Prescott with all the proof he needed that this was going to be a long war, and a long war meant the South might gain a permanent separation if Northern citizens didn’t have the belly for a long fight. And Prescott was certain that they didn’t.
That thought brought sadness, for his full title was Lieutenant Jackson Prescott, of the 12th Massachusetts, Army of the Potomac. And he had been there at Sharpsburg for the bloodiest day man had ever seen, near a creek called Antietam.

      [image: image-placeholder]The carriage brought Prescott up to the mansion’s main entrance. He stepped from it with his customary firmness. It was his way to keep his balance within—always show decisiveness. The Negro doorman gave a small smile to Prescott and motioned quietly for the lieutenant to follow. 
“Are you sure you know where I’m supposed to go?” Prescott asked. “I haven’t been introduced. I have no papers.”
“Are you not Lieutenant Prescott?” the doorman asked in return.
“Of course, but… ”
“That’s all the information that’s necessary, sir.”
“Lead on.”
There was singular lack of activity as they walked into the building. Prescott took special care to glance at the paintings and the fine furnishings.
As they turned a corner, they were met by a man of average height, dressed in a tailored suit of dark blue with a rumpled white shirt and a black cummerbund and matching tie. His longish hair hung over his ears, his face dominated by a pair of heavy eyebrows and a pronounced, authoritative nose.
Upon assessing the pair, he shuffled his papers and immediately took charge. “Ah, Lieutenant Prescott. You’re just about as I imagined you would be from the descriptions I’ve heard of you. Came through the battle without injury?” The man extended his hand. “I’m William H. Seward.”
“Mr. Secretary, I’m honored to meet you, sir,” Prescott said, taking the man’s hand. “As you might guess, this is my first visit here, and while the experience is worth the anxiety over the past fifteen hours, the reason for my being here still escapes me.”
“All in good time, Lieutenant,” Seward said, motioning for the doorman to leave. “The president is ready to see you now, and I’ll join the two of you in a few minutes. He’s up the stairs, down the hall on the right.”
“Just go down on the right and walk in, no introduction?” Prescott asked.
“You’ll find the president detests the formality of official meetings and relishes personal discussions best. He’s preoccupied today, as you might expect. You have heard the news of his proclamation?”
“I have, indeed, sir.”
“Fine, fine. Well, go ahead, then. I’ll return in a few moments.”
Prescott climbed the stairs and made his way down the corridor. There were sentries stationed in the hallway, but they let him pass without challenge. He stopped just short of the doorway to straighten his sleeves and refasten a button. Holding his hat before him—and thankful he had something to do with his hands—he walked into the room.
The office was furnished simply, with a table and seven chairs in the middle, and a separate desk facing the room with a high-backed chair. The walls were covered with maps and newspapers stacked high on the tables and desk. There were two large wicker baskets half-filled with debris, though there was much about that deserved similar placement.
A lone figure stood at the half-opened window, looking out over the grounds. His hands were behind his back. President Lincoln was tall, with chin whiskers and a darkness about the eyes. His clothes cried out for proper tailoring.
A creak in the floorboard announced Prescott’s entrance.
“Lieutenant Jackson Prescott, 12th Massachusetts, reporting as ordered, sir.” Prescott was surprised and pleased with the firmness of his voice.
“Lieutenant.” Lincoln walked from the window and around the desk to Prescott. “Thank you for coming to see me immediately. But I think you’ll understand the urgency once it has been made clear.” He shook Prescott’s hand with a strong grip and motioned for him to sit down. He then sat behind the desk.
“First, I’ll let you know that I have a special duty the Union needs to have filled and your name came up specifically because of who you are, Lieutenant. These are dire times for our country, young man, and I hope what I’ll be asking you to do is within your abilities and desires.”
“As to my abilities, Mr. President, I am just as any man, but as to my desires, I have always felt that it was my duty to serve my country.”
“I’m pleased to hear that, son, but I must ask you about your family and your ties to the South. The Prescott name is prominent in Mr. Davis’s government. Your father was mentioned as a possible cabinet choice, and your family’s ships have—I believe I’m being fair here—been associated with blockade runners this past summer. I would like to hear in your own words your feelings on this. From your commander, I heard that you have distinguished yourself more than once on the battlefield, but I would like to know your manner of mind about your place in the war.”
“My father and I disagree on many things, sir, and I haven’t spoken with him in more than six years,” Prescott said. “He’s spent the last six years as, among other ventures, a slave broker. When he entered that business, I chose to leave the family. I correspond with my mother and sisters alone.”
“It requires a determined man to contradict his father on such an issue,” Lincoln said. “I grieve for this country every day that this war continues. And I fear that it will continue for a very long time. But the end result, whether it comes next month, next year, or beyond, must be the preservation of the Union… no matter the cost.”
“We shall win the war, sir, with willpower and courage,” Prescott said, crossing his legs as he began to feel more comfortable.
Lincoln studied Prescott’s face for a few seconds. “Yes… well, I do, indeed, hope you’re correct, Lieutenant. Tell me about your background.”
For the next few minutes, Prescott talked about growing up in South Carolina, but he was sure to point out that his family always stressed its New England roots. He talked about his love of the outdoors, his family that still lived in Charleston, and his military service. Finally, he touched on the horror of Antietam.
Lincoln stood and walked around the desk, pulling up a chair next to Prescott, who was surprised by the gesture but appreciative. He could understand now why Lincoln could charm common folk as well as people in power. He had a relaxed way about him, and Prescott, who always felt he was a good judge of men, could see there was much more to this man than the country bumpkin he had been portrayed as in newspaper editorials.
“Tell me, Lieutenant, do you feel General McClellan should have pursued Lee these past days? Do you feel there have been mistakes made during this campaign?”
“It’s not my place to criticize my commanding officer, sir,” Prescott replied.
“I respect your loyalty, but you didn’t answer my question,” Lincoln said, “but, then again, perhaps you did.”
Seward entered the room and closed the door behind him. “Forgive me, Mr. President, Lieutenant—I had to send some notices off with the afternoon courier,” he said, taking a chair on the other side of Prescott. “Have you started with the business at hand?”
“I was learning more about the lieutenant, though I believe Secretary Stanton’s evaluation was very thorough,” Lincoln said. “He’s intelligent, appears resourceful, and his loyalty to the Union is strong.”
“Evaluation? Secretary Stanton?” Prescott edged up in his seat. “Gentleman, I do feel privileged to meet you, but I desire to know why I’ve been brought here. Fifteen hours ago, I was with my unit. A courier comes in the middle of the night with a message from General McClellan’s command ordering me to report to Washington. I’m taken by armed escort on a wild ride to a railroad depot and put on a lone train car behind a single engine, implying it was arranged entirely for me. Upon my arrival, I receive another order this morning to be brought here without an explanation as to why.”
Lincoln motioned for Seward to explain.
“This is a perilous time for the Union,” Seward said. “The Rebels are putting together a formidable resistance, and the war could become one where simple attrition will win the day. The blockade we have in place has been effective, but I’m sure you read the newspapers and hear the talk. The politics of war are often the most treacherous. As we speak, the Confederacy has two representatives in England and France working to garner favor with political or, possibly, material support. For the sake of our discussion, we’ll concern ourselves only with the Confederate representative in England, James Mason.”
“I read about him and the other in the newspapers,” Prescott said. “They were detained off an English steamer… ”
“The Trent,” Lincoln said quietly.
“Yes, that’s the ship. If I remember, they were released back in the winter.”
“After careful negotiation,” Seward replied. “Our own representatives in England have sent word of rumblings in the halls of Parliament. Continued Rebel success on the battlefield, a more drawn-out conflict, and we may fall prey to foreign intervention.”
“Is this true? Could we be facing a fresh threat from Europe, sir?” Prescott asked.
“Even with General McClellan’s tremendous victory last week notwithstanding.” Lincoln’s gaze was measured. Prescott thought he was still waiting for a response from the lieutenant on the question when they were alone.
“It’s difficult to estimate the true danger, but we do know this… ” Seward made sure he had Prescott’s full attention. “We cannot afford for other influences to come to bear.”
“And that’s why you’ve come to me?” Prescott asked.
“You’ve heard of the gold strikes in the Colorado and Montana territories in the last years and months?” Seward said.
“Just what has been in the newspapers. There have been some discoveries, and there are the beginnings of a gold rush. Many prospectors are on the way to Western Montana territory.”
Seward leaned forward in his chair. “We have some well-placed information that some Southern interests are determined to use gold from that area to finance their war effort, or at least give it away in return for military support. Do you know a man named Jameson Stallard?”
“Patriarch of the Stallard family,” Prescott said. “They’re a prominent family in South Carolina and Georgia. They’ve done business with my father, though I’ve met neither Mr. Stallard nor any of his family.”
“The Stallard family has been involved with sympathizers out west in bringing a large shipment of gold to garner favor in Parliament. We don’t know how much, how, or where they intend to ship it. They could take it down the Mississippi, unload it short of New Orleans, and try to go through Texas, or they could go through Canada—many sympathizers there—or they could try to get it through a northern port as contraband cargo.” Seward stood and walked slowly around the room as he continued. “We had a man—a spy, if you like, though I hate the use of that word—who got us this information, but unfortunately, he has been lost.”
“Lost?”
“He was killed in a skirmish outside Sharpsburg a few weeks ago,” Lincoln said.
“We believe it was unrelated to his work on this gold-smuggling group,” Seward added. “It was an accident of war. But it leaves us with little information to use. His last wire said he was going to Philadelphia to see a Mr. Cassias Fitzroy, a rather unusual name.”
“‘Fitzy’?” Prescott was stunned by the revelation.
“You know this man?” Lincoln didn’t seem surprised.
“He was a business associate of my father’s. He may live in Philadelphia, but his heart is with South Carolina. He was born and raised there. He and my father did business together for years before the war. He’d be the perfect man to help the Stallard organization.”
“Well… ” Lincoln paused. “It seems we have an opportunity here. Would you be willing to try to contact this organization and learn for us where and when they plan the first shipment, and give us the names of the people involved here in the North?”
“I’m flattered, sir, and honored, but I’m a simple soldier. I’m not trained in the manner of methods I believe would be necessary.”
“Your colonel was quite complimentary,” Seward said. “You have an enviable knack for staying alive in dangerous circumstances. We would be relying on that ability. The work in this business is dirty, even devilish, Lieutenant. Many men are being asked to go through hell every day to fight for something as simple as an idea. You yourself have done so. You’ve been through it, seen the elephant. Your tasks will be just as deceitful as is necessary. And you’ll have to think quickly and make decisions on your own.” Seward’s voice rose with urgency. “We can’t go in with regular personnel and arrest people. We won’t get everyone involved, and more importantly, the gold might still leave the country. We need a complete list of the names, both here in the East and wherever the gold is out west.”
“I still don’t fully understand this,” Prescott said. “At twenty dollars an ounce, how could they possibly move that much unprocessed gold out of the country to make it worth the interest of England or France?”
“Two things make it possible,” Lincoln said. “Your predecessor’s last wire said that the gold would be not gold ore, but processed gold. Close to pure and more easily transported, though that still must be a large problem for them to overcome. Railroad traffic is too unpredictable for a quiet operation and traveling by wagon would put them at the mercy of the winter snows and spring rains.”
“And the second item?” Prescott asked.
“The final wire also said the source of the gold was the largest strike ever found. It’s a mother lode. The inference there is that the source could be unlimited.”
“Then take a brigade and find the strike and close it down,” Prescott said.
“Without knowing the location, it could take months, and diverting resources out there would be difficult,” Seward said.
“And in that time, the Union as we know it could cease to exist,” Lincoln added quietly.
Seward sat down next to Prescott and looked at Lincoln, then at the lieutenant. “You could be ordered to do this, but the president and I feel you should have the choice. If you refuse, you’ll be returned to your unit, no further questions asked. You’ll be sworn to secrecy under the threat of court-martial. But there will be no record of this conversation, and there will be no official hindrance to your career because of your decision.”
And with that, he finished. The two men stared at Prescott.
“And you must have a response at this time?” Prescott asked.
“Life’s important paths are often chosen with little notice,” Lincoln said.
Prescott nodded. He understood and was convinced of their need. “I accept.”
Both men smiled and Seward slapped Prescott’s knee. “That’s my boy,” he said. “That good New England stock. I’ll take your leave for a moment and begin creaking the old wheel into motion.”
He hurried from the room and left Prescott alone with Lincoln, who now leaned forward to make their discussion more intimate.
“There’s an additional matter.” Lincoln rose stiffly and moved to the open door. He glanced outside, then returned to his chair. “I must speak quickly to you. What we spoke of, about this group of men, was all true. But I must apologize, for there’s another truth of which I didn’t speak. And even the good secretary doesn’t know this. The final message from our operative said the group was in communication with someone within this administration… a very important someone.”
“Certainly not, sir!”
“One thing you would learn living here in Washington: the politics are as foul and fetid as the summer city. It seems I cannot rely on even my own cabinet, if I’m to believe the cryptic words of a dead man. The only men I truly trust are my own Mr. Nicolay and a gentleman you’ll come to meet in a short while.”
“Can there not be an official investigation, arrest the traitors?”
“Moving against them without clear proof would doom this administration politically.” Lincoln shook his head. “And as much as I’ll enjoy returning to practice law in Illinois, my country calls for my service as long as I’m able.” He reached over and placed his hand on Prescott’s shoulder. “Give me the name of the man, more if there are more than one, so we can cut out the sickness… or I fear the Union will be imperiled.”
“I’ll do my best, sir, but… there’s one problem. Fitzroy knows my family, and he knows about my father and myself. I cannot go to him and expect him to believe I’m interested in helping the Confederacy. I’m sure he’s aware of my rank and position.”
Lincoln’s face faded to melancholy. “We do have a remedy.”
“And that would be… ?”
“To do a traitor’s work, one must wear the coat of a traitor.”






  
  Chapter Three


Present Day
July 22
Sparks stepped from the sheriff’s sedan, squinting at the sun’s reflection off the hotel’s vast glass exterior. July in South Florida was oppressive. A single step from an air-conditioned car or building and the humidity sucked one’s breath away. Sparks immediately felt the perspiration on his forehead as he pulled his raincoat from the back seat. He thanked the driver and headed through the main entrance back into the main lobby’s cooler surroundings. 
Wearing his own sport coat, but with a shirt borrowed from Johnson, Sparks went to the front desk and inquired about any messages. There were two, one from the bureau—something about misplaced paperwork—and one from a rather forceful young woman in Cambridge, Massachusetts. In a demanding tone, she was asking why the hell—the hotel clerk had actually used the word—Sparks hadn’t called to tell her he was stopping in Fort Myers on his way to Miami.
“Jennifer… Jennifer,. Sparks smiled as he turned toward the elevators.
“Mr. Sparks,” the clerk said. “There’s another message. The concierge left a note saying he has something for you.” She pointed over to the right front corner of the lobby.
The concierge’s desk held a prominent position in the lobby. The man at the desk instantly drew respect from Sparks, for he was smartly dressed and groomed and carried a sophisticated air of competence. Just the sort of person one expected to hold this position at a four-star. Sparks approached the desk, wincing in pain from the slash wound in his side as he sidestepped a three-year-old running past him.
“Good morning, sir, can I help you?” asked the concierge with a cultured British accent. The picture was complete.
“The front desk said you had something for me. Jason Sparks.”
“Yes, I do. I have a package that was dropped off for you yesterday morning. I apologize that you didn’t receive it when you arrived, but the gentleman gave me explicit instructions to give it to you this afternoon… not when you checked in yesterday. May I see some identification, please?”
“That’s strange.”
“The identification?”
“No, the instructions,” Sparks said, showing his driver’s license.
“I thought so as well.”
The package was a standard manila envelope sealed with tape. On the outside was Sparks’s name, but nothing else. “Can you describe the man?”
“Late forties, I’d say… balding. He had wire-rimmed glasses. He did seem preoccupied and somewhat nervous.”
“Nervous?”
“Yes. He looked around quite a bit.” The concierge stopped for a moment to direct a bellhop in the direction of a large family trying to maneuver an overloaded luggage rack, then returned to Sparks. “I almost thought for a moment that he was asking me to hold on to something illegal, but he said he was afraid he would miss an appointment with you and that this was just a precaution. Everything’s fine, I hope.”
“Sure, thanks.”
Everything wasn’t fine. The concierge had just described Frank Drury.
Taking the elevator, Sparks scanned the people, then the hallway after he reached his floor. At his room, he pulled out the .38 caliber service-issued handgun that Johnson had loaned him and slid the card into the slot. A quick perusal of the room revealed nothing missing, and the room didn’t appear to have been searched. The maids had not yet been there, and Sparks could tell that everything was where he had left it before his drive out to Sanibel Island.
Double-locking the door, Sparks sat on the edge of the bed and opened the envelope from Drury. The letter was typed, single-spaced, with narrower than normal margins—much like a college term paper would be set up.
Mr. Sparks,

I do so hate melodrama, but if you are reading this letter, then either I am dead or incapacitated. What seemed to me like a simple inquiry has become something sinister. You do not know me, but I am not one for exaggeration.

My full name is Professor Frank Drury, and I am on sabbatical from the history department of the University of Pennsylvania. My specialty is the Civil War. My bungalow on Sanibel Island is my working home away from home, and while it has usually been a getaway place during the winter recesses from Penn, I have been here throughout the summer, working on a project unrelated to the circumstances that caused me to contact you.

About ten days ago, I received a phone call from a man who identified himself as Peter Coleman. He said he represented a New England family that had come into some information pertaining to an incident during the Civil War. He asked if I would be willing to meet with him and see if my expertise could help.

I was intrigued, of course, and I met with this Coleman last Monday. The story was interesting, because while the information they had was new to me, I had heard about something similar from another source.
Drury may have been worried about his safety and the confidentiality of his information, but he didn’t seem rushed when he wrote this note, Sparks thought. The FBI agent took off his jacket and gun holster and propped up the pillows on his bed. He continued reading.
This “New England family” said they had come across a letter that had been written in 1863 and delivered to a law firm in Boston with instructions that it be forwarded to a certain Florida family at the end of the war. It seems the law firm dutifully held on to the sealed letter, but just as the war was coming to an end, the firm fell upon hard times and one of the partners died in a fire at their offices.

Apparently, he died while setting the fire so as to collect insurance on the building, according to a newspaper account from back then. 

Much of the official papers handled by the dead partner were destroyed, but the lone other partner in the firm did have access to some documents. Still, it appears the letter in question was among the surviving documents, but it was never delivered to the Florida family and instead got misfiled and eventually stored permanently.

The letter was eventually found and opened. The letter was handwritten from a Southern gentleman by the name of Parker Stallard, and it was addressed to his brother, Lawrence Stallard. Parker Stallard wrote that he knew the location of a large stash of gold and that if Lawrence received this letter, it meant that Parker had not survived the war. Parker meant for Lawrence and his family to have the gold.

The letter doesn’t give the gold’s location, but only specific directions from a starting point. Evidently, there was a second person with whom Stallard hid the gold. Their theory was that the second person, and hopefully his decedents, would have the missing information.

I had heard of a family that goes back a number of generations in Florida. I didn’t remember the name off hand, but I went back through old research and found they were, indeed, named Stallard, and they had been around northern Florida since before the Civil War. I never got in touch with them directly, but I checked the Internet yesterday. The family doesn’t have a Web site, nor is it mentioned in any others that I could reach. You should check into families in that part of Florida.

At first, I was quite intrigued by the thought of trying to locate this gold, but I have come to feel uncomfortable with the man with whom I am dealing. He seems quite unsavory, and when I hesitated to mention the family, he became threatening. I have felt like I am being followed, and I do fear for my safety, but I really have no proof there is anything wrong.

Apparently, my feelings have been correct if you are reading this. I finally acquiesced and told Coleman about the Florida family. I feel I have done them a great disservice. As I said on the phone, I have a friend who has had some dealings with the Treasury Department, and he sent me your name as sort of a department trouble shooter. I hope you can rectify any wrong I may have caused by dealing with this Coleman fellow. I have no phone numbers or addresses to help you along with your investigation.

Sparks sat for a few minutes to digest what he had just read. This Coleman, or one of his agents, was responsible for Drury’s death and the attempt on his own life. This unnamed family in New England certainly believed there was lost gold somewhere. And they had already shown a willingness to use lethal methods to get their hands on it.
Sparks swung his legs around and reached for the phone between the two double beds. First, a call to the office, then one to Miami, and then one to Cambridge and a certain young lady who left demanding messages.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Dad, it’s about time you called me.” Jennifer’s tone was one of scolding with a twist of teasing. “Uncle Terry said you changed your plans and hadn’t arrived in Miami yet. What’s going on?” 
“Nothing, Jen,” Sparks said. “Just a short diversion on business, but it appears I’ll be delaying my vacation for a few weeks or so. I’ve got something that has come up at work.”
“And, of course, it’s really, really top-secret, need-to-know, for-your-eyes-only-type stuff,” Jennifer said with a little laugh, just like her mother used to tease him with. “Nothing dangerous, right?”
“Nothing dangerous.” Sparks picked at the bandage along his left side. “I might get a nasty paper cut if I’m not careful.”
“Well, if you delay it a couple of more weeks, I might join you and Uncle Terry and Aunt Joan. I’ll be finished with summer school work, and I’ll have eighteen days before the fall semester begins.”
“Great. Tell me how it’s been going,” Sparks said. He listened intently for another ten minutes while Jennifer, his daughter and the light of his life, gave a dissertation on the subtleties of contract law. He left with a plan to call her in the next week or so to firm up an itinerary for a vacation. Still, Sparks knew it would probably have to be scrapped, but there was no use disappointing her until later.
Next up was a short phone call to West Kendall in Miami-Dade County and Terry and Joan. Sparks would give his apologies. Fishing in the Keys would have to wait.






  
  Chapter Four


September 24, 1862
Prescott shuffled to the cell window in the Old Capitol Prison. His lieutenant’s uniform had been replaced with a gray prisoner coat and pants. A somewhat ironic choice of colors on the commandant’s part, Prescott thought as he glanced around the prison’s interior wall. 
Prescott knew about this place. The Federal government had met in this building for years after the British had burned down the old capitol during the War of 1812. Then, if he remembered correctly, it had been a boardinghouse. Its simple design reminded Prescott of many of the houses in Philadelphia, where, if everything worked out soon, he would be knocking on the door of one Cassias Fitzroy.
Since the building was downtown and near the still-under-construction Capitol building itself, it seemed out of place. But there was no mistaking its purpose and effectiveness, a chilling reminder of what was happening in the country.
He had been in the cell only a day, but he was already claustrophobic. The colonel who had taken custody of Prescott, after he had left the president’s residence yesterday, had immediately placed the lieutenant under arrest. Lincoln and Seward had explained that for security considerations, Prescott was alone.
The two of them, plus Secretary Stanton and the colonel who had just processed him, would alone know his true position. When the time arrived for reinforcements, when he had enough information to hang the entire group, he was to send a wire to Lincoln or Seward. When contacting either, Prescott was to begin the wire with two words: “North Star.”
How to explain his change back to his Southern roots called for a most radical plan. And it bothered him. Lieutenant Jackson Prescott, a solid and resourceful soldier, his colonel had called him, was being branded a traitor by the War Department, and a convincing amount of evidence was being distributed to the press even now, with a detailed record of his attempting to lend secrets to the South. Now he was awaiting, not a trial, but a transfer to a prison farther north—just where, had not been revealed. A trial was to be scheduled sometime in the future.
“You, away from the window! It’s against the rules.” The guard stood at the door to the small room. Behind him was a stern-looking man with a colonel’s uniform. Prescott left the window and moved toward the door but stopped at the room’s middle.
“This is outrageous! I demand to be allowed to contact my colonel with the 12th Massachusetts,” Prescott said. “There has been a grave error here. I’ve been accused of something I know nothing about. I want to see the commandant.”
“I’m Colonel Wood, Lieutenant Prescott.” The man moved in front of the guard. “And you’ll demand nothing of me or this command. My instructions are to hold you until tomorrow, then release you into the custody of Colonel Brison, on orders from Secretary of War Stanton himself.”
“Where am I to be taken?”
“Fort Delaware. From there, I don’t know, nor do I care,” Wood said. “I take no satisfaction out of being in charge of you. If the charges against you are true, then you’re everything I despise. You’re a traitor, which is worse than being a Rebel, and I will await word of your execution. And then I’ll have a drink to honor it.”
“I’m innocent of these charges. I must be allowed to prove my innocence.”
“I’m sure counsel will be provided.” Wood turned and stepped away.
The guard, grinning, pulled on the door. “Now don’t be trying anything while you’re here, or I’ll just have to make it unnecessary for there to be a trial.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Prescott was awakened from his cot by the sudden opening of the door. A road-beaten cavalry officer, his blue uniform covered with caked-on mud and dust, strode into the room. The guard followed close behind, but was stopped short as the officer turned into his face. 
“I will see the prisoner, alone.” The officer closed the door in the guard’s face.
“Damn, it’s about time you got here.” Prescott walked with urgency up to the officer.
Colonel Andrew Brison put his finger to his lips, his eyes telling Prescott to keep quiet. Then, in a loud voice, he said, “Prescott, there are some questions the Secretary of War would like you to answer before we transfer you to Fort Delaware. It will go easier on you if you give us information now.” He cracked the door and peered down the hall. When he appeared satisfied the guard was gone, he eased the door shut.
Brison was a good-sized man, an inch more than six feet, with a sturdy solidness about him. His dark brown hair and eyes turned black in the room’s dim light and framed his square face, which was accented by a prominent nose. “I just spent nearly two days in the saddle. It’s not like I was attending a presidential reception with a fine young lady from Washington society,” Brison said. “We don’t have much time, and I want to get some sleep.”
“I didn’t mean… ”
“Not another word. After we rest up a bit today, I’ll be back to transfer you at seven tonight. We’ll go by wagon with a single team and one other guard besides me. You’ll be in leg irons, but you’ll complain about your ankle swelling up, and I’ll take them off once we’re out of the city. The driver won’t be in on this because we need him to help establish the details of your escape. When we reach the outskirts of Baltimore, I’ll make up an excuse to go in the back with you, and you’ll then overpower me and shove the driver off the wagon. We’ll take the wagon a good ways up the road to where we’ll give you one of the horses, and you’ll be on your way with money and my uniform.”
“And you?”
“I’ll wait long enough, then double back to pick up the driver and begin my theatrical debut.”
“The rest is up to me.”
“I don’t even know what your assignment is, but the president seemed damn certain it was very important.”
“And I haven’t a clue about how I’m going to go about it, either.”
Brison smiled. “Well, keep an eye out for trouble and a good cigar in your breast pocket. That’s my motto.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The sun was touching the horizon as Prescott, in leg chains and with his hands tied with rope and sitting in the back of the covered backboard, was taken away from the Old Capitol Prison. Wearing a clean uniform, a refreshed Brison sat in the right front. He carried a rifle and his personal sidearm, while the driver sitting to his left carried a sidearm. They left the prison and took a road heading north-northeast out of Washington for the long ride up to Fort Delaware. 
Brison would occasionally look back at Prescott, but other than that, there was no recognition of their plan for the staged escape. The details were straightforward, but Prescott was still worried. The driver was armed, and he was a decidedly reckless variable.
The early evening brought with it a chill, as cool air moved through without rain, but the stars were beginning to appear and a clear night with a new moon was settling in. The wagon continued west at a moderate pace. They were to stop on the southeast side of Baltimore, about forty miles away, for fresh horses and food—at least, that was what Prescott had made out from the driver and Brison’s conversation. Lanterns tied to the horses led the way, but the trip still called for alertness.
Prescott was too nervous to fake sleeping, so he sat pensively in the back. About ten miles out of Washington, he complained to Brison about his leg irons, and Brison released him in good order with a few choice words about trying anything. Now it was closing in on midnight and the time had arrived.
Brison glanced back to Prescott and nodded.
“These ropes are cutting into my hands,” Prescott barked over the wagon noise. “Can you loosen the rope a bit? Then I can lie down. My back is stiff as hell.”
“The ropes looked fine to me earlier,” Brison shot back. “As far as your back is concerned, you can go to hell.”
The driver laughed, but then steadied himself as they came to a difficult bend in the road.
“Look, Colonel,” Prescott yelled with more urgency, “these ropes were wet when I was tied up, and they’re tightening up. I don’t give a damn about how you feel about me. I’m still an innocent man until I’m proven guilty by a military court.”
Brison glanced at the driver, who shrugged and continued concentrating on the team and the road. Brison leaned his rifle against the seat and jammed the butt into the corner of the floorboard and climbed into the back. He pulled a knife from his belt and made his way to Prescott, trying to steady himself as the wagon rumbled on.
“You ready?” Brison said as quietly as he could above the noise. He cut the ropes.
Prescott nodded and rubbed his wrists.
“Take my gun. Now, I’ll make a noise like you hit me over the head.”
At that instant came a muted thud, but for a second, neither Brison nor Prescott recognized what had happened. The both turned to the front as the driver went limp. Then wood splintered from the seat area and flew back to where they stood swaying.
“Gunshots!” Prescott cried.
“Get down!” Brison yelled.
Bullets darted past them and more hit the wagon’s side. The horses, without a steady hand, cried out and increased their speed in panic.
“What the hell’s going on?” Prescott said, now on his knees and crawling along toward the front and the now-dead driver.
“Robbers, I don’t know,” Brison said, barely able to keep his balance while on his knees as well. “First thing, we’ve got to get control of the team.”
“I’ll go for the team—you get your rifle and see if they’re behind us.”
The wagon lurched to the right as the wheels dropped into a rut, throwing both men onto their faces against the right panel. The left side wheels came off the road, hung in the air an agonizingly long second, then dropped back to the packed-down surface. Prescott reached over the driver to get the reins. He didn’t worry about shielding himself from the sharpshooters because there was no way to do it.
The reins were gone, having dropped down in front of the wagon and behind the two-horse team. If anything, the horses seemed to be running faster.
Prescott checked the driver. The shot had caught him cleanly in the chest near the heart. Prescott pulled him from the seat and dropped him into the back as Brison came up from behind.
“I can’t see if anyone is following us, but you’ve got to believe they’re there,” Brison said.
“The shot came from the front,” Prescott said. “It’s a hell of a shot no matter how far away they were. I can’t reach the reins. Come on.”
The two made it back to the bench. Another large kick threw them both forward into the seat. Brison caught the edge with his jaw.
Prescott looked up as they both regained their balance and what he saw made his stomach turn. The long stretch of straight road was about to end in seconds with a sharp bend to the right. He looked to the left and could see nothing but the outline of trees.
“We’ll never make the turn!” he shouted to Brison.
“Better to jump now than get caught up in a rolling wagon,” Brison said.
“I can try the team.”
“No time, it’s got to be now.”
“The right side looks like it might be grassy and soft.”
“Let’s do it.”
Brison grabbed his rifle and satchel and ripped back the cover on the wagon far enough that they both had a chance to jump at the same time. They had only seconds now. The turn was almost upon them. They both jumped from the wagon at a backward angle. It seemed like the jump itself was slow and for a moment, they were suspended in air.
But the ground came rushing up and both men met it with their feet, only to roll over onto their hips, backs, and shoulders. They had landed, with no small amount of luck, on a slight incline away from the road, and it served to cushion their fall. They still tumbled down the incline, gasping and crying out as they went out of control.
Just as they stopped and were regaining their senses, they heard the crash of the wagon and the panicked cries of the horses as they failed to make the corner.
“You all right?” Prescott surveyed himself as best he could in the dark. He was scraped up but nothing was sprained or broken.
Brison wasn’t so lucky. “My ankle’s pretty bad. It hurts like hell.”
Prescott checked it and was relieved to see that it was probably not broken. Nonetheless, Brison was in no shape to defend himself, and that was foremost in Prescott’s mind as he heard the approach of horses from down the road where the shooting had occurred. “It’s not broken, Colonel, but I’ll bet you won’t be dancing at any of those Washington balls,” Prescott said. “Here they come. Damn! I didn’t take the sidearm from the driver. Where’s your rifle?”
“It’s got to be around here close to us. I lost it while we were tumbling.”
A quick search on his hands and knees, and Prescott found the rifle. He felt it and realized that it was a new rifle he wasn’t familiar with. It was a breech loader, not a muzzle loader. He pulled the lever back as he reached Brison. “You’ve got the cartridges for this?”
“Here in the satchel.” Brison was working on his ankle. He looked up at the road. “They’re almost here. If we stay here, they won’t see us.”
“Unless they saw us jump from the wagon.”
A group of horses came galloping by them and pulled up at the road’s turn.
“The wagon rolled over,” a voice said. “Check the back for any survivors and see where the payroll box is. Pat, you check on the horses. See if they’re usable.”
Prescott and Brison could see a light coming from the road. One of the bandits had lit a lantern. Prescott motioned for Brison to remain, and he crawled parallel to the road into the area inside the elbow of the turn. Protected by the woods, he could see the accident scene. There were four of them, but just three remained with the shattered wagon. They quickly checked the area.
“Damn it, Tom,” said the apparent leader. “You said this had to be the payroll shipment, and you pulled the trigger before I could stop you. Would they ship a payroll without some kind of armed detail? You stupid idiot!”
“I could have sworn I saw another man up front, but when the wagon went by us, there was just the driver,” Tom replied.
If Brison had been able to move, Prescott would have taken the thieves right then and waited for the fourth to return. But one man against three wasn’t good odds, so he quietly made his way back to Brison in less than two minutes.
“They’re simple road bandits,” he whispered to Brison, who was trying to stand with difficulty. He slipped back down against the bank.
“I would advise against trying to take them. They’re murderers,” Brison said. “How many?”
“Four.”
“I’m in no condition to help you.”
“But we need the horses, or we’re going to have to stage this stupid escape all over again.”
“All right, take me up to the tree line opposite the crash, and I’ll cover you.”
“I’ll swing around, cross the road out of sight, and come up from behind them,” Prescott said. “You’ll know when I need help.”
It took a few minutes for Prescott to move Brison into position. It wasn’t necessary to be quiet because the three men on the road were engaged in a loud argument over whose fault it was that they had attacked the wrong wagon. Leaving Brison with the rifle, Prescott made his way back down the road to where they had jumped. He crossed the road and worked his way up the left side, Brison’s sidearm in his hand. He reached the point about opposite from where he had left Brison.
“As soon as Petey gets back with the horses, we’re leaving, and that’s it,” the leader said. “I don’t even believe we’re on the right road.”
“No, I can be pretty certain when I tell you that you made a bad decision,” Prescott said, stepping out from the shadows. “Up with the hands.”
The startled men raised their hands slowly.
“The only damn thing you got right, Tom, was that there was another man up front,” the leader said, shaking his head. “And he’s a goddamn prisoner. Listen, we don’t have a quarrel with you. We thought this here was a payroll wagon from Washington. We’ll let you have one of the horses from the team and be on our way.”
“I’m afraid there’s more to it than that,” Prescott said. “You killed the driver, and I don’t plan on hanging for it. Guns… on the ground… and move away from the wagon.”
The leader glanced down at the pile of wood and metal that had once been the wagon and saw a rifle leaning up against it. The other two men stepped back.
“Look, boys, he can’t get all three of us at the same time, and Petey will be back soon,” the leader said, then directed his words to Prescott. “We scatter, mister, and it will be two against one, maybe three against one.”
“You don’t understand… what’s your name?”
“My name is Stump.”
“Stump?”
“Shut up. My mama gave me that nickname.”
“Well… Stump. You make a move, you’ll be the first to die.” Prescott leveled the gun on Stump, then moved it over to the one called Tom. “Or you.”
Stump dove for the rifle as the other two started to run in separate directions toward the darkness. Stump reached the rifle and got behind the wagon, brought up the rifle and was swinging it around to Prescott when he died, the bullet from Brison’s rifle exploding his head. Prescott took careful aim and fired at one of the running figures, who suddenly grabbed the back of his leg and stumbled onto the road. The third man, Tom, stopped and held his arms in the air, his head twisted to look back at his two companions.
Brison hobbled from the shadows just as both he and Prescott caught sight of the fourth man, the one called Petey, reining in his horse and turning around to head down the road toward Baltimore, leaving the two team horses behind.
“He arrived just in time to show he had no stomach for this kind of work,” Brison said. “Over here and lie facedown on the road. You, too.” The wounded man half-crawled, half-walked back into the circle of light to lay down.
Prescott leaned over Stump’s body. “A shot to the head,” he said, directing his words to Brison. “You were pretty damn sure of yourself.”
“I’m good.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The two robbers were tied securely to the horses. Brison, though still hampered, was beginning to put a little more weight on the ankle. Prescott exchanged clothes with one of the robbers, then took two of the saddles and prepared the horses from the wagon. It was around 1:30 a.m. when they were ready to move out. 
“This is a nice rifle you’ve got, Colonel,” said Prescott, gently running his fingers along the stock and hammer. “I haven’t seen a rifle like this.”
“A Spencer Carbine—it’s new. Hasn’t been issued yet. I’ve got a friend in procurement.”
“My unit only has the Enfields. My men can rip off sometimes four shots a minute when they put their minds to it. Though I wouldn’t say much for the accuracy when they do that, though.”
“This Spencer can fire seven rounds without taking the stock off my shoulder,” Brison said. “It’s much better than even the Sharps repeater. This increases each cavalry soldier’s firepower twofold.”
“Great,” Prescott said sarcastically. “We’ve been able to produce sufficient carnage with just muskets and artillery.”
“It will help us win the war, Lieutenant.”
Prescott nodded and offered his hand. “I appreciate your help, Colonel,” he said. “I’ll ride as far as the outskirts of the city, then I’m going to swing out to the west and head for Philadelphia.”
“Right. Actually, these men helped us along quite a bit. I get to keep my uniform, and you get to escape after uncharacteristically helping a Union soldier capture two murderous thieves. It will be a little bit of good newspaper attention for you.”

      [image: image-placeholder]A few hours later, the pair began to come up on signs for the city of Baltimore. They stopped long enough to shake hands again. 
“Good luck to you, Lieutenant.”
“Thank you, sir. Tell the president I’ll do my best. Though I believe this is the craziest scheme I’ve ever heard of.” Prescott shook his head.
“Men can do great things when providence declares they must,” Brison said.
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