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A Dumpling Full of Spiders
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			Two women were in the dark basement, their faces covered in grime and sweat. One had a shovel. The other had a gun.

			“Did you hear that?” the one with the gun whispered.

			The other, knee-deep in the hole she was digging, froze with the spade suspended over the earth. “Hear what?”

			Mrs. Flora Mahoney pointed her pistol at the ceiling. It was a .42 caliber LeMat revolver that had been her husband’s. Her thumb rested on the rotating striker atop its hammer, which toggled between the pistol’s two barrels: the wider smoothbore underbarrel fired a shotgun load; the one on top fired regular cartridges. “My sister hearing us over her husband’s drunken snoring ain’t likely, but still. Try and keep it down, will you?”

			“I’m digging as quietly as I can, Flora, I swear.”

			Flora bent down and took Bess’s cheeks in both hands. Her friend was not unattractive, but she could not touch Flora’s own striking beauty. Flora wielded this difference like a cudgel. It had not taken long after their first meeting for Flora to beat Bess into the shape most useful to her.

			“You better,” Flora hissed.

			“Are you sure we can’t go to California?” Bess said after excavating a few more shovelfuls of earth. “I hear there’s still gold there.”

			“No more talk of California, now. I don’t want to spend all that time in wagons and horseshit before I start living. Train west from Philadelphia to St. Louis, then steamboat down to New Orleans. I worked in a fine French house on Rampart Street after my first husband”—she spit into the earth—“left me. I still have friends there where you need them. They can get us out, I’m thinking to Havana. As far as we can get from men and their idiocy before we die of old age.”

			“Not California, though?” It was hard to hear Bess’s soft voice over the scrape of the spade.

			“California can fall into the sea and sink all the way to hell for all I care. In Cuba we can get a young girl or an old man to wait on us, for a reasonable price. We can’t do that in California. As rich as we’re going to be, we’re supposed to live like animals?”

			A thin sliver of moonlight through a narrow window was the only illumination in the cellar, but it was enough for Flora to see the glint on the oilskin-wrapped bundle when Bess uncovered it in the hole. Ignoring her own warning to Bess to be quiet, Flora leaped beside her friend with a cry and elbowed her aside to snatch up the packet. She set the pistol on the ground so she could unwrap the still-crisp stack of bills from the Planters’ and Mechanics’ Bank of Charleston inside. She counted the bills twice with both hands. She got fifty thousand both times. She wrapped the money back in the oilskin and then put the package into an open carpetbag nearby.

			After they helped each other out of the hole, Flora threw her arms around Bess.

			“I would never have had the courage to do this without you,” Flora whispered. “Your friendship means everything to me.”

			Bess blinked back tears. “And yours, mine. Finding you, us finding each other—it has saved my life. I mean that truly.”

			“Our lives begin right now, at this very second. Let’s go live them.”

			Flora practically pulled Bess up through the cellar doors and out into the winter night. They walked quickly, their footsteps too loud on the small stones of the road no matter how cautiously they trod. They said nothing. They didn’t need to.

			That night at supper, they had plotted to meet Bess’s brother, Forrest, at his cart in front of the pleasure garden at the edge of the village. Mrs. Flora Mahoney had met Mrs. Bess Ingram and Forrest sitting on a path-side bench there months before when there was still color in the trees. Flora had just moved in with her sister’s family after her husband’s incarceration. Captain Mahoney had been accused by his employers, the Andrews Express Company, of pocketing fifty thousand dollars in banknotes he was supposed to transfer on to South Carolina. It was not long before Bess was reluctantly confessing to Flora that she too had been widowed by the law: her husband had been imprisoned for forgery in nearby Philadelphia.

			Never a trusting soul, Flora had written a letter to the Quaker wardens of Eastern State Penitentiary, who confirmed this story as fact. She and Bess had become fast friends after that. Flora poured her heart out to Bess about the Andrews Express Company and their paranoia and greed, epitomized by their unjust accusations against poor, innocent Captain Mahoney, who had been their Montgomery station agent for years and had never been accused of so much as taking the wrong man’s hat after church. The people of the town had thrown their support behind Captain Mahoney, making the hung jury at her husband’s trial something of a foregone conclusion. Afterward, the Mahoneys had thought it best to retreat to Flora’s sister’s home in Pennsylvania to let the company’s blood cool, but the captain was arrested as he and Flora stepped off their steamboat in Manhattan on the weight of mysterious and as of yet unrevealed new evidence. Flora had finished the journey to Jenkintown alone.

			Only when Flora received a letter from her husband in his cell at the Tombs—a letter that told her to hand over the money she was hiding for him to the ruffian crowd he used to ride with in Kansas, men who were strangers to her—did she confide the truth in Bess and begin plotting her flight. At first, her friend had resisted, insisting that Flora was being rash—not to mention disloyal—by taking the money for herself and leaving the country at the first threat of having to share it with someone else. But that was just Bess being Bess, which was to say, bubbleheaded. Flora didn’t keep her around for her opinions. In the end, not only was Bess completely convinced of the rightness of Flora’s plan, but she also persuaded her handsome and equally dull brother Forrest to drive them to the train station in King of Prussia in the dead of night.

			When the edges of Forrest’s cart coalesced out of the gloom in front of the pleasure garden, a sudden panic stabbed through Flora: she had forgotten something. But what? “Wait . . .” She stopped walking altogether.

			“What is it?” Bess said.

			Flora patted her skirts, more and more frantically. The LeMat wasn’t there.

			“My pistol,” Flora said. “Damn it. I must have left it behind in the cellar—we’ve got to go back for it.”

			“No need,” Bess said. “It’s here.”

			Flora’s pistol was in Bess’s hand. Her thumb was on its striker.

			“Well, why didn’t you say so, you little fool? Give it here.”

			“I am not inclined to,” Bess said, gesturing forward with the LeMat. “Don’t stop now.”

			Flora didn’t budge. She couldn’t make her legs move. The woman standing in front of her looked like her friend, was dressed like her friend, albeit smeared with mud from head to toe, but her expression had completely changed. Where were the milk-saucer eyes, the head-bowed deference? Bess’s spine was straight, her arm steady—she held the gun like she knew what to do with it.

			For some reason, the only thing Flora could think to do was smile.

			“Your name isn’t Bess Ingram, is it?”

			“You don’t need to know my name,” said this stranger. The squashed church mouse was gone, and a Valkyrie now stood in her place.

			“What a cute little dumpling you are, girl,” Flora said, revelation dawning. “A dumpling full of spiders.”

			 

			Kate Warn knew from experience that this was the most dangerous juncture of any operation: when the prey was treed but not yet in hand. Flora had almost handed the stolen money to her and Forrest, her partner, and let them ride away with it to Philadelphia, where the rest of the National Police Agency was waiting. If only Flora hadn’t noticed her pistol was missing. Oh, well. One of Kate’s many skills was improvising. In this business, it had to be.

			She marched Flora toward the wagon at gunpoint. Forrest sat on the driver’s bench holding the reins to a pair of bored horses.

			Kate’s prey barked out another laugh of revelation. “Oh, your brother, he’s an Andrews Company cop too, isn’t he? Oh, how scrumptious. My useless husband could learn so much from you pack of wolves.”

			“Feel free to stop talking at any time,” Kate said.

			“Company detective.” Flora spat at the ground. “Camp whore. Rich man’s piece. The rest of us scrape and save and drown in debt. We try to take just a little, just table scraps for ourselves, but, no, any tiny crumb is too much, too much for your pimps and overseers to bear—”

			“I can finish this speech for you, if you’d like,” Kate said. “I’ve heard every version before, backwards and forwards, in German and French, and once in Gaelic. I have yet to meet a thief who isn’t preoccupied with fair play.”

			Much to Kate’s relief, that shut Flora up. If Flora made any real effort to raise a ruckus, she could bring the whole damn town running. Fortunately, the homes surrounding the garden were dark and still. The stars over their heads had more life to them.

			“Get in.” Kate poked her captive between the shoulder blades with the LeMat. Flora clambered up into the flatbed unaided. Kate took the carpetbag, heavy with larceny, into her own hands. Keeping one eye on Flora, she got in and tapped Forrest on the shoulder. “I’ve got the money. Let’s be off.”

			On the second tap, Forrest’s corpse keeled over sideways out of his seat and onto the frozen ground. The stillness of the night rendered his impact deafening.

			Kate’s mouth went dry. There wasn’t a thought in her head. She hazarded a glance at Flora, who seemed poised to do something stupid. Kate opened her mouth, but a voice from somewhere out in the night spoke for her:

			“Kill ’em?”

			Another voice, deep enough to herald thunder, replied, “Haven’t made up my mind yet.”

			A man emerged from the arched arbor. He stood tall in a long greatcoat vulcanized with black rubber and had a beard to match his voice, worthy of an Old Testament prophet. He walked with the deliberate gait of a father giving away a bride, limping and leaning on a varnished staff of oak that terminated in a narrow spike, its tip honed to such sharpness that it glinted even in the starlight.

			“I have a pistol,” Kate said.

			“Wise, in these uncertain times,” the voice of thunder said. The floppy brim of his hat was pulled low, and darkness shrouded his eyes. “I rarely venture forth without protection myself. Do not move, please.”

			Two rifle-wielding men emerged from a tangled azalea by the road and flanked the cart. Kate stood atop the flatbed like a wooden mermaid jutting from the prow of a ship, exposed to God and the sea and all creation with nothing to hide behind for leagues around. So this is what it felt like, to be treed. She hadn’t expected it to be a good feeling, but she was unprepared for how bad it was.

			Her eyes fell on Forrest’s corpse. “What’d he ever do to you?”

			“He moved.”

			“Who in hell are you peckerwoods?” Flora demanded behind her.

			Kate had already guessed their identity. “These are the men your husband wrote you about.” She turned and grinned at Flora. “The ones you’re trying to cheat, remember?”

			“Well, the circumstances have very well goddamned changed, haven’t they?” Flora wrestled the carpetbag out of Kate’s resistant hand and clambered down from the wagon. “You’d be the Reverend Defoe, yes? Well, Rev, we’ve yet to be introduced, but if you could cut this bitch from cunt to collar while I watch, I will be your undying friend for life.”

			“We’ll see,” Defoe said. He hadn’t yet taken his eyes off Kate. “Miss, I’m going to need you to toss your iron on the ground between us, real slow and easy now.”

			“I prefer it where it is, thank you.”

			“Either you give it freely or I take it off your corpse,” Defoe said, as calmly as if he were requesting the time.

			“Oh, just shoot the fool in the left tit if she wants to give her life up for the Andrews Goddamn Express Company so badly,” Flora said, hiding behind the taller rifleman.

			“Shut up,” said Defoe and Kate at the same time.

			“You shoot, you’re going to bring this town down on top of you,” Kate said.

			“In Kansas we flattened bigger towns for less,” said the Rev.

			“Shame you left Kansas, then.” Nevertheless, Kate underhanded the LeMat onto the dead grass with a thud. There was a way out of this, she knew, she just had to wait for her chance to present itself and not miss it. She had to believe this was true. She had no other choice.

			“Now come on down off of there,” Defoe said. “You’re coming with us.”

			“I’d rather not,” Kate said.

			“I must insist.”

			“I don’t think you could bring me anywhere I would want to go.”

			“Never know ’til you try.”

			“What about her?”

			“What about who?”

			“Flora. She has quite the head start.”

			The riflemen looked behind them to see what Kate herself had been seeing since before she threw her pistol down: Flora Mahoney was running away through the pleasure garden with the carpetbag full of money they were all after in one hand and her skirts bunched up high in the other.

			Defoe cursed. “Tobias, with me. Jeremiah, stay on this one.”

			Reverend Defoe and Tobias took off after the fugitive. Jeremiah watched them go just long enough for Kate to drop to the ground and yank the Arkansas toothpick out of Forrest’s boot. She had seen Forrest replace the knife there more than once when he dressed after they slept together in the town’s sole boardinghouse. They had started sleeping together off and on while posing as husband and wife during the case that had resulted in the imprisonment of the real Bess Ingram’s forger husband. When she bent over to grab the knife, Kate caught the smell of being close to him, of sweat and cedar.

			But Jeremiah was already turning her way.

			She bobbed under the barrel of Jeremiah’s beat-up Volcanic repeater and jammed the twenty-inch blade up into his armpit. Her fist was instantly drenched in a hot stream, so Kate knew she had hit the artery she had been aiming for.

			“You can keep after me, or you can keep yourself from bleeding out. Not both,” she hissed in his ear. He might live, she figured, but he would probably lose the arm. She wasn’t sure if he had heard her over his own screaming, but then she didn’t really care.

			Kate reclaimed the LeMat from the grass and unbuckled the horses from the cart. There was no way the wheels would make it through the underbrush. She leaped onto the closest mount and rode out into the woods, but it was dark, and the terrain was treacherous, and—despite Flora’s belief to the contrary—Kate had no desire whatsoever to die for the Andrews Goddamn Express Company and its slaver millions. Among fallen trees, without a trail, she slowed to a trot to keep the roan from throwing her headlong into the void. Soon, she had to dismount and lead the animal on foot.

			Kate didn’t find Flora Mahoney until dawn frosted the horizon. She emerged from the woods by a mill dam and saw the woman’s broken form lying akimbo in the waterwheel, scooped up and dropped back into the still pond, and then scooped up and dropped back down again. Kate gritted her teeth and got into the half-frozen water up to her waist to pull the corpse ashore. Even in this dim light, she could see the perfectly round hole from the spike at the end of the Reverend Defoe’s walking stick in the center of Flora’s throat.

			The carpetbag full of money was gone. The Rev and his men were gone. Forrest was gone.

			Kate cursed loud enough to drive the birds from the trees.

			 

			“It’s not your fault, lass.”

			Kate looked up to find the neatly trimmed beard of Allan Pinkerton, founder and chief of the National Police Agency, looming over her table.

			“What’s that?”

			The Chief had lived in the United States for almost two decades, but his Glaswegian brogue could still be incomprehensible to her unless she made a conscious effort. In this no-name tavern down a cobblestoned alley in Philadelphia, there was nothing but noise. That’s why she liked it. She went to places like this when she had no desire to hear herself think.

			“I said it’s not your fault.” The Chief doffed his hat in greeting and pulled out a chair.

			“Did anyone invite you to sit? Can’t you tell when a person prefers her own company? Which, when the only other option is you, is always?” Kate reached out to steady the wooden pail of whiskey on her table against his jostling, only to discover it was empty. Disappointment upon disappointment. She backhanded it onto the sawdust-covered floor. “And how in hell did you find me here? I’ve worked for you too long to think you’re that good a detective.”

			“I brought you to this wretched place first, remember? We shared a toast after the successful conclusion to the Ingram affair.”

			“Oh. Right.” She blinked watery eyes. “I was with Forrest at the time, as I recall.”

			“Yes. Forrest.” He took a deep breath. “You know, it’s not—”

			“I know it’s not my fault. You don’t need to keep telling me it’s not my fault for me to know it’s not my fault. I am perfectly capable of rendering my own judgments about myself. It’s not like your forgiveness is the breath of life for me, or that I can’t go on carrying the heavy weight of existence without validation from your bottomless gob.”

			“Aye, that much is obvious,” he said. He reached into his jacket and handed Kate an envelope. “The client is pleased.”

			Kate turned the envelope over in her hands. The monogram on the wax seal was EAS: Edward Andrew Sanford, president of the Andrews Express Company.

			“What is this? Is it notification that the night riders Captain Mahoney rode with in Kansas were already en route to ambush me and Forrest in Jenkintown? Because that information would have actually been useful two days ago.”

			The Chief made a face. “That would be the neglect of our man in Mahoney’s cell in the Tombs. He will be properly remonstrated with.”

			“I am sure Forrest smiles down from heaven to hear it,” Kate said, but she thought, I shouldn’t have needed the warning. She should have anticipated that the night riders were already on their way to Jenkintown, that they were already watching Flora and her family. Instead, she put her fate in the hands of others. As if she didn’t already know how that usually turned out for her.

			As if that hadn’t made her what she was now.

			She tore open the envelope and pulled out a banker’s check made out to Mrs. Katherine Warn for the sum of one hundred dollars.

			“What is this? Am I accepting tips now?”

			“You proved beyond a shadow of a doubt that Mahoney took the money, and discovered how he did it. This new evidence will be used against him at his new trial. The money itself would have been a feather in our cap, but the company felt you deserved a bonus nonetheless.”

			Kate turned the check over and over in her hands as if she might find hidden on it the reason she couldn’t get Forrest out of her mind. The way he held her, just strong enough to make her feel safe, but not so tight that she couldn’t break free on her own if she was so inclined.

			She swallowed. “Forrest and his wife have two children, right? A boy and a girl?”

			“Two boys, I think.”

			“You know, Forrest thinks—thought—she cheated on him with the coal man, when he was out of town for agency business? He’d always mention that, after.” Her brow furrowed. “I couldn’t tell if that was because he had a guilty conscience, or because he was utterly immune to self-reflection.”

			“I know what you’re thinking, but I can assure you, Mrs. Forrest and her children are receiving a very generous check from the National Police Agency for their loss.”

			“Never in your entire life have you known what I’m thinking.”

			The Chief snatched several whiskey-spattered railroad schedules off the table in front of her. “What are you going to do with these? Departures west from St. Louis—toward Kansas? Plotting to give pursuit?”

			Kate lurched across the table to grab the schedules from him, but the Chief yanked them back. Damn him. If she weren’t partially pickled, she could have caught him, easy.

			“You remember, yes, the day you darkened my door and said you wished to be a detective?” he asked.

			She refused to dignify the question of whether she remembered the single most important day of her life with an answer.

			“Do you remember what I said to you then?”

			“Before or after you were done choking on your coffee?”

			“No one had ever asked me to be a lady private detective before.”

			“As there had been no gentleman private detective before you, you should have known what that felt like. And you didn’t even have anyone to ask.”

			From time to time, Kate could still see Chief Pinkerton as the Scottish immigrant who had stumbled across a counterfeit ring’s hideout twenty years ago in the backwoods of Illinois while chopping down wood for barrel staves. After collecting the reward money for their capture, he had reinvested that first success into a thriving business that was the first of its kind. The North-West Police Agency, as it was first known, grew fast enough that the Chief had to advertise in the newspaper for new hands, beneath the graphic of an unblinking eye.

			The ad had not specified a necessary gender for applicants. That unblinking eye had caught Kate’s own as she turned the page of the newspaper while riding a horse-pulled streetcar. She was freshly widowed, in her early twenties, unemployed, and as entranced by mystery stories as she had been when she first read Poe’s “Murders in the Rue Morgue” when she was ten. She owned nothing in the world but her name and saw no reason not to try to turn her daydreams into reality. Her original destination forgotten, she had gotten off the streetcar near the address in the advertisement instead, which turned out to be a trio of rooms shoehorned above a saloon overlooking the Cook County Courthouse. The suite was crammed with suits and gowns and false beards and trunks as if from a traveling theater troupe’s wagon, the walls covered in drawings of embezzlers and rogues and highwaymen and horse thieves. It was the most glorious place Kate had ever seen.

			The Chief’s jaw had practically hit his desk when she walked into his office, the newspaper still tucked under her arm. To his credit, it took her less than an hour of persuasion to inspire him to hire a woman operative, one who could go places men couldn’t. He needed never-sleeping eyes everywhere, and she convinced him she was the woman he did not know he wanted until she showed up at his doorstep. That was a decade ago, and she had had so many strange and unbelievable adventures since then that her young married life—the pre-detective life she had known before—sometimes seemed like a daydream.

			“I said when I hired you that if I trained you in this unusual profession, you must always use your singular skills for the benefit of the agency and our clients, and no one else.”

			“I assumed that meant your competitors.”

			“So it did. And I will not allow you to become my competitor for your services, Mrs. Warn.” The Chief crumpled the railroad schedules in his hand. So dramatic. It’s why she liked him so much. In all things, they were the opposing gender version of the other, like fraternal twins. “The pursuit of vengeance is charity work for the dead,” he continued. “And I can brook no charity from my best operative. Not when I have actual paying work for her to do right this instant.”

			“It’s cruel of you to throw my own word of honor back at me like that.”

			“Besides, your man already has a bounty on his head. We know from our man in Captain Mahoney’s cell that that was the Most Reverend Doctor Colonel August Defoe you encountered. He ran the bloodiest band of border ruffians in Bleeding Kansas. The Federals have had a sizable bounty on his head ever since he and his followers wiped out an abolitionist homestead in Wyandotte County. The rumor was, he was killed along with his sons, ambushed by Free-Staters outside Pawnee two years past. But then he popped out of his grave to swipe Flora Mahoney’s embezzlement. So, I suspect he and his men have disappeared back into the frontier, where naught but eagles and Otoe will ever lay eyes on him again.”

			“We’ll see.” The pain of her regret would not fade on its own. She could only erase it through action. This desire burned a hole clean through her, and she struggled to focus past it. “We are returning to Chicago, then?”

			The Chief shook his head. “Opposite direction. I assume you were listening before, when I said I have new work for you?” He put on his hat and gestured for her to follow him out to the street.

			Against the brick foundation of the tavern squatted a pile of blankets with an old woman’s face poking out of it. The woman shook a pewter cup at passersby and made eye contact with Kate. “A Bible verse for a coin, m’lady? Sir? A coin for a Bible verse. A human St. James I is, and a halfpenny flips my pages.”

			Kate still held the check from the Andrews Express Company in her hand. For something so small and thin, it was weirdly heavy. Like a large debt she had no idea how she was going to pay. When the Chief turned his back to her to climb into the carriage, she rolled it up and popped it into the old woman’s cup. The crone’s eyes were shrouded with cataracts, and she must have mistaken it for a banknote.

			“Thank you, daughter! ‘Be all the more diligent to confirm your calling! For if ye do, ye shall never fail.’ So says the Second Epistle of Peter.”

			“Ye art wise,” Kate said, then hopped into the cab.

			Pinkerton stuck his head out the window and called to the coachman: “Philadelphia Station, please.” Then he quickly raised the window shut against an onrush of frigid February air.

			“Another railroad job?” Kate asked.

			“Yes, but also, no. Also, better.” This close to him she could see a delighted twinkle in the Chief’s eye. “I needn’t tell you what I have been hungering for since I first opened the agency’s doors.”

			“Government work. It feels like Christmas morning. Tell me more.”

			“Our contract, strictly speaking, is with Mr. Samuel Felton of the Philadelphia, Wilmington and Baltimore Railroad. He has intelligence that his lines will come under attack when a certain important passenger comes down the tracks in just a few weeks.”

			“Who is . . . ?”

			“The president-elect of the United States, Congressman Abraham Lincoln, who departs Springfield, Illinois, shortly to tour the country before his inauguration at the Capitol. The last leg of his journey will be through Baltimore, where he’ll have to change trains to continue on to Washington City. Mr. Felton wants to make sure he gets there alive, and that his railroad remains intact to convey him there. Maryland’s attachment to the Union hangs by a thread. There are numerous seditious organizations in and outside the city that would like nothing more than to assassinate the president and hasten that state into the Confederacy’s arms. Our aim is to identify the traitors, infiltrate their cabal, and expose their plans before Mr. Lincoln’s arrival.”

			Kate didn’t say anything. Ever since the Rail-Splitter’s narrow victory in November, the slave states had been drip-drip-dripping into the new Confederacy. To her mind, good riddance, but if they insisted on murdering officers of the Northern government on their way out the door, well, then, they were going to face her wrath.

			“We have rented you a room at the City Hotel on Baltimore’s Monument Square. The wives of the loudest and richest anti-Union men frequent the ladies’ parlor there. They are your most valuable targets.”

			He handed her a piece of paper with a few jotted notes on these wives, and she instantly began committing them to memory: general appearances, family backgrounds, known political affiliations, and so on. “Your handwriting remains atrocious.”

			The Chief took a deep breath, mustering patience. “Assuming we are successful, we should have many well-placed friends in the Lincoln administration. Other contracts will follow . . . if we prove ourselves in this. Then, we will expand further. If we succeed, I make you a promise: you will have the Ladies’ Branch of the National Police Agency you have always wanted.”

			All her other worries melted like spring snow now that this blazing opportunity had risen into view. “I have expended a considerable amount of thought on the kind of woman we’ll need,” she said excitedly, “the sort who are especially suited to the art of detection. At the risk of sounding conceited, I consider myself the primary role model, but given my history, how could I not? First off, height: not too tall, not too short. In all proportions, she should be as anonymous as possible—”

			“Ah, yes, well. I hope the girl I brought you from Chicago suits your purposes.”

			She wasn’t sure she had heard him right. “Pardon me—what?”

			 

			When they arrived at Philadelphia Station on the south side, the girl was waiting for them inside the train station in a green-and-white gingham dress, rocking back and forth anxiously on her heels beside the rest of the Chief’s baggage.

			She was young—too young, Kate thought, younger than even she herself had been when she first entered the Chief’s service. Too young and far too beautiful. The girl had hair like sunshine and a face that looked like it had been poured out of a saucer of cream. The Chief flushed to his graying roots as soon as he saw her and rushed toward her as if to rescue her from a dragon’s lair. Kate groaned inwardly. Of course, this was what happened when a lady detective didn’t recruit herself by walking in off the street as Kate had. You leave the job to a man, and he picks the one he’d most like to see in his bed.

			“Mrs. Warn, I’d like you to meet . . .”

			The girl leaped for her like a puppy. “Harriet MacLaughlin, Mrs. Warn. I am also so very pleased to make your acquaintance. My intimates call me Hattie, they always have, and I hope that intimates is what we will be one day soon—oh! Not to presume, of course. That will be dependent, I know, on how I comport myself in this, my inaugural assignment—oh! But of course, I assume I will be successful in this endeavor, given that I am receiving instructions from you, the greatest lady detective who ever lived—”

			Kate was afraid the girl was going to climb into her arms. “Well, until one minute ago, I was the only lady detective who ever lived, so I fear you have set the bar for my talents rather low. If you’ll excuse me for just a moment, I would like to confer with Mr. Pinkerton just a moment before he has to catch his own train . . .”

			The Chief held up his hands when he saw Kate’s face. “I know you would have preferred to select your own protégés, but there’s simply no time. Lincoln’s train leaves Springfield on Monday, and I have just a few days to get more operatives in more places between here and Baltimore than I have ever attempted before—”

			“Is this about the Mahoney case?” Kate said.

			Pinkerton frowned. “Is what about the Mahoney case?”

			Kate nodded her head at the girl, who fidgeted anxiously several paces away, undoubtedly painfully aware of being the subject of their conversation. “Are you punishing me for failing in the Andrews Express case?”

			“Mrs. Warn.” The Chief drew himself up to his full height in fine imitation of a redwood. “Not everything that goes on in this agency revolves around you.”

			Kate threw up her hands. “Then why am I so dizzy all of the time?”

			 

			“Must you keep looking at me like that?” the girl said.

			Kate blinked out of her reverie. Ordinarily, the National Police Agency’s agents were deployed on separate lines and routes to stymie pursuit, but she and the girl were sitting in the same private compartment—ostensibly, so she could pour her operational wisdom into the girl’s empty blonde head. They were sisters; that was to be the explanation for their traveling together. But Kate felt no kinship for her unwanted companion. An hour into the journey, Kate glanced occasionally at the book in her lap, the words meaningless ciphers while her mind was occupied with recriminating the Chief for his thoughtlessness. The girl’s question was the first words either woman had said to the other.

			“How am I looking at you?” Kate asked.

			“Like you’re—I don’t know. Probing for weakness.”

			“That’s not a look. That’s just how my face is arranged.”

			“Oh. Pardon me, then.”

			They fell into silence once more. Out of the corner of her eye, Kate could see the girl working up the courage to ask another question, the words moving further and further up out of her strained face until at last she blurted out, “Is it true, what they say?”

			God knew what they had told the girl about her at the main office in Chicago. Her male colleagues wove legends around her like she was Morgan le Fay. “Depends. They say a lot.”

			“That you just walked off the street and asked Mr. Pinkerton to become a detective?”

			“What a shock. They can actually tell the truth once in a while.”

			“What gave you the idea?”

			“Too many police penny bloods, I suppose.” She held up the lurid book by her side. “Mysteries of London and the like.”

			“No, I mean what . . .” The girl’s brow furrowed. “What gave you the idea you could do it?”

			Kate had to think about it. “Why, it never occurred to me I could not.”

			The girl chuckled uneasily. “I wish I could say that.”

			“No need to be dramatic. Detection isn’t like any other trade. It’s less one single important skill than several hundred little ones, attentiveness to details, all yoked together toward a singular purpose.”

			“Such as?”

			“Well”—Kate cocked her head—“for one: never, ever look surprised. I mean, ever. No matter what happens. It makes you look formidable—‘Oh, nothing fazes her.’ Also, it has the countereffect of making the other person feel inferior, as in, ‘Oh no, she wasn’t upset by that, why should I be, what’s wrong with me?’”

			The girl reached for some folded paper and a charcoal stub she kept in her handbag. “I suppose I should be taking notes—”

			Kate knocked the implements out of her hand. “Absolutely not. Setting anything on paper is a betrayal in waiting. Commit everything to memory. Once you set your mind to it, you’ll be surprised how easy it is. Almost all the intelligence you’ll get will be in conversation with another person, and it would give away the game if you scrawl down every little thing they say like you’re their biographer.”

			“But how . . .” The girl drew breath. “How can I get them to talk to me?”

			“Oh, that is the easiest of all. Here are some simple tricks, a few of which the Chief taught me, but most I figured out by trial and error. For one, when you first meet someone, note what color their eyes are. That way you immediately make eye contact with them, let them know you’re listening to them. Most human beings are simple creatures. I don’t care how clever they think they are, they just want to think that they matter to you and you’re paying attention to them. There are subtle things you can do to make them like you, like matching their body language when you first meet them, particularly if there is no third party observing the encounter. Like so.”

			“My word!” Hattie gasped when she saw how Kate had, with a few subtle movements, matched the way she was sitting exactly. “You do seem less terrifying.”

			“See? It works. Also: always ask your target their name and use it often, not excessively, but just enough to keep their interest piqued. Like dogs, the one word people respond to better than any other is their name.”

			Kate paused. She realized she didn’t know this girl’s name.

			“Yes? Please go on.”

			“What is your name? That’s devilishly clever of you, to keep it hidden from me this whole time.”

			“Actually, I think, back at the train station, I did introduce—” The girl shook her head and laughed nervously. “You know what? It doesn’t matter . . . it’s Harriet, Harriet MacLaughlin, Hattie to my friends—”

			Kate held up a hand. “No, no, no. Do not give other people the power to name you. How do you think the men got control of everything? Adam just ran around the Garden of Eden and named every damn thing while we were still getting used to not being a rib anymore. Pick one, and tell it to me, for God’s sake.”

			“Hattie, then.”

			Kate looked at her.

			“Good. Use a person’s name, Hattie, find a commonality between yourselves, and mention it as frequently as seems appropriate. Repeat their words back to them, Hattie. And if you can’t do that, don’t say anything at all. People love talking about themselves, Hattie, and once you’ve put them at ease, they will tend to tell you whatever it is they know that’s worth knowing, all without your asking.”

			“Even to a stranger?”

			“Especially to a stranger, because then there are no consequences to the truth.”

			A pensive look crossed the girl Hattie’s face. “Do you ever . . .”

			“What?”

			“Do you ever feel guilty? I mean, for lying to people.” She chuckled uneasily. “You must think I am very foolish.”

			“Not foolish. Young.” Kate considered the girl in a new light. “What made you think you could do this?”

			“I—back in Chicago, I answered an advertisement for a secretarial positional at the National Police Agency, but Mr. Pinkerton said I was more urgently needed here.”

			“Let me guess: orphan. You have no father or, I wager, husband to object to your taking up this line of work.”

			Hattie shook her head. “I am indeed alone in the world, Mrs. Warn. Except now, I have the National Police Agency.”

			“Then you’re more alone than you think.”

			The remark sailed wide. “Once Mr. Pinkerton explained to me what our goal was to be, how could I possibly refuse to help such a worthy crusade?”

			Kate wrinkled her nose. “Which worthy crusade might that be?”

			The conductor stumbled past the hallway outside. Hattie lowered her voice and leaned forward. “We must save the life of the president of the United States.”

			Kate groaned. “No, no, no. I mean, yes, we are protecting him, but that is only because he travels by rail. Private detective work, Hattie, is a very expensive service that only very rich men who wish to protect their property can afford. Do not glamorize it. For your own benefit, I cannot recommend thinking of Mr. Lincoln as anything other than . . . a cow, an exceptionally beloved cow you’re protecting from rustlers.”

			The girl blinked. “But . . . don’t you think his election spells the beginning of the end for the wretched institution of slavery in this country?”

			“Miss Hattie, all anyone in this country has wanted to talk about my entire adult life is the wretched institution of slavery, and I can tell you I am thoroughly exhausted by the whole subject. I have exactly one opinion about slavery, which is I am very grateful I was not born one. Ending slavery is not our job. Not ending the Philadelphia, Wilmington and Baltimore Railroad is our job. And if you want to help the slaves, and the new president, I would say concentrate on that. This world would be so much less miserable if everyone would just shut their mouths and do their jobs.” She recalled the old woman outside the pub. “‘Be all the more diligent to confirm your calling: For if ye do, ye will never fail.’ You know where that’s from? The Second Epistle of Peter.”

			Hattie fell into a troubled silence, and Kate did her best to rein in her impatience. She did not pursue criminals out of some desire to mete out deserved-but-denied justice. She pursued criminals because they were outside the law, and therefore, they could be pursued. It was the chase that thrilled her, the match of wits, the laying of the trap. She had no interest in her prey once she had captured it. She was the opposite of a cat. Only the unconquered foe allured her.

			“Let us set aside the philosophy of the work, and focus instead on the particulars of it. What task, specifically, did Mr. Pinkerton give you?”

			“I am to pose as wife to one of our fellow detectives—Mr. Dawson, I believe—who will take a position as the new guard for a rail yard in a small town outside Baltimore. Mr. Felton believes much of the trouble started there. We’re to become friendly with the local secessionists, join them if we can, then report back what we hear.”

			“Timothy Dawson, huh?”

			“Yes . . .” Fear flashed through Hattie’s eyes as she saw something on Kate’s face. “What have you heard?”

			Kate weighed her next words. She could only give away so many of her misgivings about Dawson without revealing too much about herself. “He’s a good operative. He used to be a real city detective, in New York, and any of them who are worth a fig are half viper. But he thinks far too highly of himself to try anything funny with you, which I presume is why the Chief chose him for this job in the first place.” There, that was mostly truthful.

			“Funny with me? Funny like . . .”

			Kate sighed. “Like what do you think? Were you raised in an orphanage, or a convent? How much of the world do I need to explain to you?”

			For the first time, Kate saw the red light of anger flash in Hattie’s eyes. Thank God—the puppy had fangs and claws.

			She wouldn’t last long outside the kennel without them.

			 

			In the dream, Kate was always late.

			And it was never her fault.

			She had gotten the medicine from the apothecary like she was supposed to. It was in a bindle tucked safely in the crook of her arm.

			But when she dashed outside the shop and broke into a run, the cobblestones of the street stuck to her boots like tar, slowing her pace to a crawl.

			Carriages and horses stopped and started in her path, transforming a simple ten-block trip into a labyrinth worthy of a Minotaur.

			The stairs of her tenement on Chicago’s North Side were rotting, and they caved beneath her feet as she tried to take them two at a time to her flat.

			By the time she got there, her husband was always at death’s door, wheezing, gargling his last breath, but she had still made it in time . . .

			. . . and that’s when she realized she no longer had the bindle of medicine. It was gone. She must have dropped it somewhere along her mad dash.

			Except for this time.

			Inexplicably, the medicine was still in her hand. It was a first. She had made it from the pharmacist’s with the medicine.

			This time, it was her husband who was no longer there.

			Instead, lying in the bed was Forrest, skin waterlogged and gray, his suit turgid with pond water and scum, the second mouth Reverend Defoe had cut under his chin set in a grim line like that of a disapproving schoolmarm. His corpse reached her before she could get away. Kate’s limbs became intolerably heavy and went limp, ignoring her commands. Forrest pulled her close, opening his mouth to speak, but all that came out was stagnant water from the bottom of the millpond, swimming with tadpoles and the decayed remains of winters past.

			“Mrs. Warn? Mrs. Warn!”

			 

			Kate teetered between dream and reality, but once her consciousness had a firm grasp on the latter and steadied itself, she realized she was still in the train compartment and Hattie was standing over her, shaking her.

			“What is it? Is something wrong?” Kate asked, propping herself up on one elbow.

			From the clanging of ships’ bells and the wide expanse of the Chesapeake Bay visible through her window, Kate realized they must have arrived at Havre de Grace, Maryland. Here the train had to be ferried across the mouth of the Susquehanna, car by car, on an enormous barge before it was put back on a railroad track to continue the trip toward Baltimore. The stark white marble of Concord Point Lighthouse rose vigilantly from the horizon.

			“Nothing’s wrong,” the girl said. “I’m sorry I woke you, but . . . I wanted to say goodbye. I transfer here for, uh, my assignment.”

			The conductor called for all Havre de Grace passengers to disembark, but the girl didn’t move. Her eyes were wide, glassy, and blinded by an unknown future. Kate put a hand on her shoulder.

			“You’re headed to Perrymansville, right? That town’s not far at all from Baltimore. Never fear. We’ll be able to have tea in the city and such from time to time.” She made the girl look her in the eyes. “After all . . . we are sisters, are we not?”

			Hattie just smiled, nodded uncertainly, and squeezed Kate’s fingers as she left.

			Kate exhaled. The feeling of the dream still clung to her like cobwebs. She knew it was wise not to get too attached to the girl. Like a goldfish you might win at the fair—you never know when you’ll wake up to find it bobbing at the top of the bowl. When Hattie ran past her window down the steam-clouded platform, Kate couldn’t help but think she was looking at a ghost disappearing into the mist. She could only imagine what was going on in the girl’s mind.

			It was all just happening too damn fast. Hopefully, Kate thought, once this is all over, I’ll be able to properly train whatever’s left of her.
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			Hattie MacLaughlin had found Mrs. Kate Warn intimidating enough. The older detective reminded her of the girls a few years ahead of her at the orphanage, girls who simultaneously terrified her and made her yearn for their approval as if it were the very breath of life.

			But as she stepped off the train and onto the rickety wooden platform at Perrymansville, she knew she was about to rendezvous with an even greater fear. She had never actually met the man who would soon claim to be her husband, and she had no idea what to expect of him. When she was waved down at the depot by an ogre with a halo of black whiskers encircling his head from chin to scalp, her heart sank into her ankles.

			The secretarial interview at the National Police Agency had been her first after completing the stenography course she had scrimped and saved for with her meager housemaid’s pay. There she was, sitting with her sad little purse in her lap as the big, tall, famous, sort-of-handsome Mr. Pinkerton told her she was going to become a lady detective.

			“Why—why me?” she had stammered at him.

			“Well, why not you?” had been his incredible reply.

			Why not her? He might as well have told her she was going to become a sauropod, a thing she had no idea existed until that day, either, when she had read about them in a magazine in the waiting room.

			And she was not going to be just any pedestrian lady detective either. Oh, no, her destiny was to go disguised into the countryside and root out the enemies of her country. To protect the august person of Mr. Abraham Lincoln, whom Hattie greatly admired—and for whom she absolutely would have voted, had her country deigned to give her the ability to do so. This must have been how Joan of Arc felt when that angel appeared and told her to cut her hair short and kill all those Englishmen for Jesus. For the first time, she must have felt her life suffused with purpose, like an empty vessel into which liquid gold has unexpectedly been poured.

			Yet on this freezing train platform, Hattie laid eyes on her prospective husband, and her breathing stopped. She recalled that as glorious as Joan of Arc’s purpose may have been, her ultimate fate was rather grim. Fighting back her disappointment, she made sure, per Mrs. Warn’s instructions, to look into the dung-colored eyes of the bearded man striding toward her. He wore a wide, floppy hat like that of a pilgrim, as well as sooty workman’s overalls.

			“Well met, good sir. I am Harriet—Hattie to my friends . . .” Damn it, she cursed herself. Mrs. Warn was right. Name yourself!

			“Oh, I never call ladies by their Christian names, and you are certainly one of those, Mrs. Wilson.” The man took her fingers and kissed them with frigid lips. “Name’s Esau Broddle, I’m the foreman of construction at the Perrymansville yard. Is your husband with you?”

			Oh, thank God, he’s not the one, Hattie managed not to say out loud.

			Heavy footfalls bounded off the train beside her, and a tower of a man in a greatcoat emerged. “Right here, Mr. Broddle. Thank you for meeting us.” A scarf covered the lower half of the man’s face, and a wool cap the top, but Hattie immediately registered the arctic blue of his eyes. Mr. Timothy Dawson was wrapped like a present, and his contours were a pleasant-enough shape.

			“Not at all, Mr. Wilson,” Broddle said, using the false name she and her alleged husband were traveling under. “Herr Girner—he’s the chief engineer on the Maryland track, fellow so nice you’d hardly know he’s German—he wanted me to greet your train and ensure you and yours make it to your new home in one piece.”

			After Broddle threw the bags into the flatbed of his wagon, the trio squeezed on the buckboard with Hattie mashed in between the two men. As uncomfortable as it otherwise was, at least this arrangement kept her warmer than her companions. It was drearily overcast and cold as their cart rattled away from the station, and other than the rotating crunch of the wagon’s wheels on the frozen earth, the silence was interrupted only by the occasional call of a crow.

			“You police, Mr. Wilson?” Broddle asked abruptly out of nowhere. Hattie’s heart abruptly stopped, then started up again beating twice as fast.

			“Am I what, now?”

			“Most bulls carried a badge at one time or another and picked up a taste for cracking heads.”

			She had to open her clenched teeth just a little bit to breathe again without whistling.

			“Aye, that’s an accurate account of me. For six years I wore the colors of the city of New Orleans, where I was born.”

			In his subtle Southern drawl, the town’s name sounded like N’Awlins. Kate Warn had already told Hattie that Mr. Dawson had been born and raised in Manhattan, and Hattie found his easy adoption of the accent impressive. Then she realized that she might have to affect a similarly effortless performance, and in addition to her elevated heart rate and clenched breathing, her mouth went dry.

			“Then I became a night watchman along the port, in tobacco warehouses, coffee ports, that sort of thing,” Mr. Dawson continued. “Went upriver to work as a guard in the Chicago train yards for a spell, but the climate just wasn’t for me.”

			“It’s not for the human animal,” Mr. Broddle grunted.

			Should I jump in? Hattie wondered. Is it strange if I don’t jump in?

			“Now, now,” Hattie said, slapping Mr. Dawson’s arm and making him jump in surprise. “Chicago is where you met me.”

			Mr. Dawson shot her a look, and regret washed through her, but then a smile lit up his face, and she found herself matching it.

			“In my estimation you were the only thing to recommend the place, dear. Today feels like Chicago followed us here.”

			Dear! He called me dear, as if we really are married. How odd. Everything about this is so odd.

			Two miles down the main road from the train station the horses pulled off in the turnaround of an old two-story brick farmhouse, white flecks creeping down across the red from the eaves. The door had swollen stuck, and Mr. Dawson had to persuade it with his shoulder for some time before it would open. There was a thin layer of dust on the serviceable, anonymous furniture inside. The two men set to bringing all the baggage inside, and dusk’s gloom was just settling by the time they finished.

			“Well, I’ll leave you to your nesting,” Mr. Broddle said. “I’ll be by around daybreak tomorrow to fetch you for church. Come Monday we can find a man to sell you a wagon and a team, if you’ll be wanting one.”

			“Yes, that would be much appreciated.” Mr. Dawson shook his hand.

			On his way out the door, Mr. Broddle turned back with a sly sort of grin. “I hear you’re all right.”

			“Is that so?” Mr. Dawson said.

			“You tell me.” Mr. Broddle’s smile grew wider. “Is it so?”

			“Who told you that?” Mr. Dawson looked sideways at Hattie, putting on a show of being uncomfortable discussing such things in her presence.

			“Enough folk that I’m inclined to believe it’s true.”

			Mr. Dawson grinned. “Who am I to talk back to folk?”

			“You’re telling me what I want to hear.” Mr. Broddle tipped his brim at her. “Mrs. Wilson. Good night.”

			Mr. Broddle disappeared through the door.

			Once the rattle of his cart became faint and distant, the moment she had dreaded for weeks at last arrived. She was alone. With a man, in a house set far back from the road. Seeing that man unwrapped from his coat, she was reminded of a panther she had seen in a dirty cage outside a tavern once, with taut muscles and knowing eyes. She had been twelve years old and felt a frisson steal through her torso as her eyes met the great cat’s. She had remarked to the fellow orphan standing next to her that she wouldn’t mind having one as a pet.

			“Maybe,” the other girl responded, “but no matter how pretty he was, I couldn’t stop thinking he could swallow me whole.”

			Now she looked at Mr. Dawson: tall, broad, and blond. He’s pretty, but he could swallow me whole.

			“What did he mean, about you being all right?” she asked, turning toward the baggage as if to contemplate the meaning of its existence.

			“My instinct is, we’ll find out soon enough, one way or another.” Dawson gathered the trunk the Chief had supplied her in his massive arms and picked it up. “Which bedroom do you want? Front or rear?”

			“Which . . .” She went pale. “Which bedroom?”

			“The front one is bigger but faces the road. The rear bedroom, it’s a lot smaller, but has the nicer view of the meadow out back. Which suits you best, more space or better scenery?”

			“Um . . .” Which one has a lock? was the first thing Hattie thought, but she couldn’t quite bring herself to say it out loud.

			Mr. Dawson shifted his feet with a grunt, still holding her trunk. “Miss Hattie, begging your pardon, but your trunk’s going in the opposite direction of lighter.”

			“The bigger one, I think, Mr. Dawson, thank you.”

			“You should call me Mr. Wilson, Hattie, even when it’s just us, so you pick up the habit,” he said as he disappeared upstairs. “Feel free to cleave to ‘Tim’ if that comes more naturally.”

			She ground her teeth to keep silent. She knew both Mr. Daw—Mr. Wilson and Mrs. Warn meant well, but there was only so much correction one human being could take.

			Mrs. Warn in particular had turned out to have much in common with the older girls at the house of waifs, in that tarnishing the luster of Hattie’s hopes and dreams seemed to be her cherished sport. Hattie had seen Uncle Tom’s Cabin twelve times at McCormick Hall, no small feat on a servant’s salary, and had wept for the plight of the enslaved, who yearned to be free. She had been convinced that her generation had been put on earth to clean up the previous generations’ messes, and the advent of Mr. Lincoln in the White House seemed to be the best chance yet to correct the Founders’ error in allowing America’s original sin to persist. But Mrs. Warn had said Hattie should not have a care toward helping the enslaved Africans’ plight, only toward maintaining the assets of the already rich. How sad that her mentor couldn’t be more than a decade older than her but already had a heart calcified by cynicism.

			Darkness had fallen by then. Mr. Dawson had not yet come back downstairs. Was he avoiding her? Did she frighten him? What a thought.

			Hattie found a half-molten candle in a drawer and lit it from a tall match that lay atop the hearth, but a pair of beady black eyes staring back at her through the window nearly made her drop it. She emitted a strangled cry. It took only a few seconds to recognize that she was looking at twin gray protuberances embedded in the wood paneling behind her, reflected in the glass. She fetched a carving knife from the kitchen.

			One by one the crumpled bullets popped out under the blade and clattered across the floor. When she looked down, she saw a massive browning bloodstain at her feet, like the ancient map of a brutal continent. She went over to the window and saw that, of its twelve or so squares of glass, the two central panes were clearer and cleaner than the rest as though they had been replaced recently. The shots must have been fired at the front of the house from the road.

			“Mr. D—Mr. Wilson?” Hattie cried out.

			Trump-trump-trump to the top of the stairs. “Yes?”

			“Forgive me, but I have changed my mind. I think I would rather sleep at the rear of the house after all.”

			 

			The neat blocks of row houses on the outskirts of Baltimore City had just come into view from Kate’s train compartment window when a revelation struck her with such a thunderclap she nearly cried out. What she needed was an instruction manual for the Ladies’ Branch of the National Police Agency to separate the truth of private detection from fiction’s fantasies and pop the romantic notions of the Hattie MacLaughlins of the world before they were blinded to merciless reality.

			Lady Detective Maxim the First: Raise your camouflage the moment you arrive at the hunting ground, and never lower it.

			When she stepped onto the sooty platform of President Street Station, she saw a stooped spinster roaming the crowd with a basketful of cockades, her head all but swallowed by a gigantic bonnet. Each circular badge was festooned with black-and-white ribbons, emblazoned with the slogan “States’ Rights.” Kate flagged the old woman down, pressed a few pennies into her palm, and pinned the cockade just above her left breast before turning back to the young Black porter who was gathering her luggage into his flatbed cart. The badge caught his eye, and just for a second, a flash of disgust passed over his face. He looked at her with judgment. Kate made sure to return his gaze with placid blankness.

			Lady Detective Maxim the Second: Kill whatever part of you feels shame. Do not care who you offend, or who you must lie to. The deliciousness of our work is that it is never really you who does these things; it is this other person you are pretending to be. If you do not commit fully to the deception, beyond shame, beyond regret, this life isn’t worth living. You might as well get yourself a husband. Then a coffin.

			The moment passed, and the man’s face resumed its mask of indifference. He wheeled her luggage out to the curb, and when she turned to tip him, he had already turned and disappeared back into the train station, a final, defiant snub she rather admired. A cherry-red omnibus with “City Hotel” on its side was waiting, and once Kate and a half-dozen arrivals from the same Philadelphia, Wilmington and Baltimore train had accumulated inside, the driver cracked his whip and two white horses with ribbons in their manes pulled them into the street. It teemed with men and beasts, all seemingly moving in opposite directions from one other.

			Soon enough, the bus was caught up in the revolving swirl around Monument Square. In the center loomed a rather squat Egyptian-style cenotaph, a memorial to those lost in the last war with Britain. The bus’s orbit pulled them around the square, past a courthouse, past the Baltimore Museum, past a half-dozen members of what Kate was quite sure was the Plug Uglies gang, marauding down the sidewalk with ears cocked for foreign accents. Each burly ex-fireman had his trademark stovetop hat yanked over his head, lumpy up top from the cloth, with leather and wool stuffed inside to protect against much-deserved blows to the skull. Baltimore’s innumerable gangs hated Yankees almost as much as they hated immigrants, which was almost as much as they hated each other. The Chief theorized that they would make useful allies to anyone who tried attacking Lincoln inside the city, but watching these Plug Uglies elbow their way through the crowd now, Kate was dubious. Deploying them would be as tactically wise as lighting a keg of gunpowder, then closing your eyes and rolling it down a hill.

			Lady Detectives: Never cede your control of the situation to others.

			At last the bus stopped at Barnum’s City Hotel, the tallest edifice on the plaza, seven stories tall and draped with fluttering pennants and a star-spangled banner big enough to smother a smaller building. She paid the bellboy who greeted the omnibus at the curb to bring her bags inside and then followed him and her baggage across the marble floor. It was the supper hour, and men and women dressed to dine paraded down the staircases to the ground-floor restaurant. On one side, she passed a news vendor covered in the evening press; on the other, through an open doorway, she could see a short bauble-headed barber with grease-backed hair nattering to a reclining customer smothered in lather.

			At the three-sided front desk, Kate picked up the key to her reserved room and signed the register as Flora Mahoney. In the space for her permanent residence, she purposely started to write “Jenkintown,” then scratched that out and wrote instead “Montgomery, Ala.”

			Lady Detectives: Whenever you can, lie using truths. They are the easiest to remember.

			Thanks to the bottomless well of railroad money the National Police Agency had at its disposal, only a very few knew that the real Flora Mahoney no longer walked this earth. Indeed, as the National Police Agency was in complete control of the correspondence with her husband, Captain Mahoney, in his cell in the Tombs, the prisoner was unaware of his wife’s demise at the hands of his Kansas confederates. Pinkerton’s people weren’t monsters, of course—at least, not for free. Mrs. Mahoney’s shallow grave in Pennsylvania would be anonymously discovered, and her family notified, so she could be properly grieved once the usefulness of her second life, cloaked in the body of Mrs. Katherine Warn, was at its end.

			Kate in guise as Flora climbed the stairs to the one wing on the one floor dedicated to the rare happenstance of women traveling alone. Her room tried hard to be elegant but made little more impression on her than any other hotel room she had ever been in. Since entering the Chief’s service, she had lived most of her life in hotel rooms, boardinghouses, and rented closets.

			Lady Detectives: Your life will be too transient for material possessions. Rarely will you own anything that is actually yours. You will be surprised to discover how little this bothers you.

			Her hopes for a hot bath were dashed when she knocked on the door of the bathroom at the end of the hall and a woman’s voice on the other side chirped, “Taken!” Disappointed, she had to make do with stripping out of her sweaty traveling clothes back in her room. These she replaced with a black wool mourning dress with a tight white collar and gray buttons up the front from the late Mrs. Mahoney’s trunk, which Mrs. Mahoney had accidentally bequeathed to the National Police Agency by loading it into the equally late Forrest’s wagon on the eve of an escape she did not live long enough to make.

			Kate sat at the dressing bureau and before its oval mirror tied her hair up in a bun with a black ribbon, letting plenty of curls dangle down to her ears and forehead, just the way Flora used to. Kate couldn’t help but notice these things about a person. She had noticed the same things about Bess Ingram when she was shadowing her before Flora: her manner of cocking her head at a stupid remark, letting her hands rest in unguarded moments. Kate had absorbed each one of these mannerisms—no, she corrected herself, not absorbed. Consumed. Every time Flora had tried to cut her down—condescended to her, tried to pound her flat—Kate had mentally cut something off Flora instead, for future use. It wasn’t necessary for her to completely transform into the real Flora Mahoney, of course. She took just enough from Flora that she could become Not-Kate.

			When she launched into a performance, she tried to think of the best animal to match the role. As Bess Ingram, she had worn a lot of white and pink, befitting a meek church mouse. For Flora Mahoney, her widow’s garb made her think of a black eagle with a broken wing—noble, dark of eye, deafening in her quiet suffering.

			She pinned the cockade she had bought at the train station over her heart so “States’ Rights” could stand out vividly against the darkness of the surrounding fabric. Then she descended to the restaurant and, feeling most deserving of a reward for the day’s exhausting travel, ordered a salmi off the hotel menu: sliced grouse, defatted but roasted in its own drippings, nestled in sliced carrots, chopped liver, and foie gras like swaddling clothes. The dish made her soul smile, like sitting in a thick blanket before the fire on a cloudless winter’s night. For dessert she allowed herself a lady cake and Madeira jelly, washed down with a glass of Missouri sparkling wine.

			Afterward, she went looking for the ladies’ parlor on the other side of the hotel. She found the men’s first, where they boasted and backslapped over brandy and cigars. Through the tobacco smoke, she spotted a slick-haired, bearded man, his complexion tinged with just a slight Scottish ruddiness. While guffawing with a group of young, rich, angry men near the roaring fireplace, he just happened to turn in her direction as she was passing by the open doorway. She looked blankly through the Chief, and he looked blankly through her, and then each turned away from the other as if neither existed.

			Lady Detectives: Never bother to learn the identities of your fellow operatives and pray to the goddess of spies that they never learn yours. All knowledge of your true identity is dangerous to you. When undercover, you must wear a false face to friend and foe alike, so there is no point in differentiating between the two.

			The women’s parlor was across the hall from the men’s in the old plantation tradition of segregating the genders by bisecting the dining room with sliding doors once the meal was through. The City Hotel’s parlors enjoyed a reputation as the epicenter of secessionist sentiment among the better classes. She was confronted by women in about a half-dozen pockets of conversation across the peach-wallpapered room—from young women whispering in a corner, to old women half-pickled by cordials, grousing near the fire. There were a few more groups in between, smoking cigarettes, playing cards, reading a short story out loud from a magazine.

			Kate made her way through a cloud of warring perfumes and took a seat on a divan against the wall. In her sad funeral dress and “States’ Rights” cockade, she perched on the couch, a vaguely lost and vulnerable bird. She had brought down from her room a penny dreadful entitled The String of Pearls, or The Demon Barber of Fleet Street and buried her nose in it.

			Brand this next maxim on your hearts, Lady Detectives: Like any good hunter, you must let your prey come to you.

			 

			The String of Pearls and other cheap, heavily illustrated penny-blood novels like it were one of the few truly guilty pleasures Kate allowed herself. They boasted such terrible writing, moronic plots, preposterous characters, perpetual reversals in love, and buckets upon buckets of gore that she could not put them down, turning page after page like she was racing to the bottom of a jar of sweets.

			This delightfully sordid tale, for example, concerned a London hair-trimmer by the name of Sweeney Todd. This gentleman took it upon himself to dispatch the city’s countless evildoers by cutting their throats in his chair, then dropping them through a pit in the floor to the basement. The good barber’s neighbor and coconspirator was a shopkeeper, Mrs. Lovett, who ground up the corpses into meat pies to sell to the unsuspecting poor. The whole thing was most operatic, with the vilest acts of villainy illustrated in loving detail. Penny bloods had shown her a world of adventure and intrigue beyond the canals of Lockport where she had grown up, which was why the Chief’s advertisement for detectives in the newspaper had caught her eye with the import of destiny. Not long after transforming her fantasy life into her profession, she discovered that the actual work of intrigue was, frankly, infinitely more tedious than the books had made it out to be, but that only made her lust for their cheap, yellowing pages even more.

			She had just reached the point in the story at which the curious Johanna disguises herself as a (male) sailor to infiltrate Sweeney Todd’s barbershop, when a redheaded, freckled woman in a green gingham dress appeared over the top of her book.

			“Forgive me, madam, but may I ask where you got your cockade?”

			Kate smiled and touched the fringe around “States’ Rights.” “An old woman was selling them at the train station.”

			“Camden?”

			“No, President Street.”

			“Oh.” The redhead made a face. “You came from the North?”

			“Philadelphia, yes. I was visiting my sister. But we are third-generation Montgomery people.” She extended her hand. “Mrs. Flora Mahoney.”

			“Mrs. Georgina Webb. This must be a proud day for you, then. Congratulations.”

			Kate had no idea what that meant, but her expression did not change. (Lady Detectives: Never, ever show surprise, especially when you actually are surprised.) “More than words can say. Thank you.”

			“Our new capital. So exciting.”

			Oh, yes. She had read this in the papers. Representatives from the Southern states had convened in Montgomery to draw up a constitution for their new made-up country. “Masters of our own destiny,” Kate beamed.

			“Yes, indeed. Free at last. Pleasure to make your acquaintance, Mrs. Mahoney.”

			“And yours, Mrs. Webb.”

			The coming horrors of The Demon Barber of Fleet Street were too delicious to be rushed, so Kate just stared at the page, ignoring the words, and watched over the top of her book as Georgina Webb returned to her table of card-playing ladies. Quick, hushed conversations beneath the trio of expensive haircuts ensued. Quick sideways glances in Kate’s direction.

			Kate started counting down from a hundred. At sixty-seven, Georgina stood back up and returned to Kate’s divan. “Pardon me—Mrs. Mahoney, yes? Would you happen to know how to play whist?”

			“Why, I do, it is one of my favorites.”

			“Well, it seems my partner has been summoned home to tend to a colicky child. Would you mind joining us for a game or two?”

			“Nothing could give me greater pleasure.”

			Georgina led Kate through the maze of gowns to a fine rosewood card table where two ladies already sat across from each other. “Mrs. Flora Mahoney, I’d like you to meet Mrs. Anna Cain and Mrs. Elizabeth Winans. Ladies, Mrs. Mahoney is visiting us from Montgomery and has agreed to be our fourth.”

			Kate curtsied at the introduction, which was, of course, for her new friends’ benefit alone, as she had known exactly who these women were when she entered the room. Their presence was, in fact, the only reason she had entered the room in the first place.

			Georgina Webb was married to Baltimore Democratic Party kingmaker Charles Webb, owner of a candle-and-soap concern. Mr. Webb filled the pages of the pro-Confederate Baltimore Daily Exchange with predictions of “the imminent invasion of the North by caravans of disease-ridden Irish immigrants, bankrolled by rich Jewish abolitionists, to rape Southern women and steal Negro slaves.”

			Elizabeth Winans, sitting to her left, was as petite as she was pregnant. Her belly had expanded to the point at which it looked like she might give birth to a curled-up duplicate of herself. The father was her considerably older husband, Ross Winans, one of the most accomplished railroad engineers in the country and one of the richest men in Baltimore. As a delegate to the Maryland House, he often denounced the degradations of Washington City and advocated for his state to join South Carolina and the others in the Confederacy.

			Anna Cain, on Kate’s right, nodded as the new player took a seat, but did not look up from shuffling cards in her white crocheted gloves. Nothing was out of place anywhere on her. Her left eyebrow was plucked and smoothed to the identical length and width of her right. She wore a shimmering douppioni gown the color of spilled blood that would have cost the whole of Kate’s salary for the year. Anna was wife to George Proctor Cain, marshal of the Baltimore City Police. When Mr. Samuel Felton, the National Police Agency’s current client, had first heard omens that disloyal elements were plotting to destroy his railroad, his very first stop had been the office of Marshal Cain. Felton had implored the marshal to help him thwart any potential track-wreckers and bridge-burners. Marshal Cain had looked Mr. Felton right in the eye and told him that the Baltimore Police Department had heard every one of these rumors already, thoroughly investigated the whole matter, and could assure him there was not the slightest foundation of truth in them.

			“I then determined to have nothing more to do with Marshal Cain,” Felton had told Pinkerton in the meeting in which he asked the National Police to do what the Baltimore Police would not, either because they did not care about the coming conflict or because they were already on the other side. As quickly as he could, Pinkerton had amassed thick dossiers on all these enemies of the United States in Mobtown—newspaper clippings and transcripts of speeches and anecdotes from dinner parties.

			But as damning as this evidence may have been, it was only part of the story.

			These men’s wives would know the other parts. This was what Kate had been able to convince Pinkerton of, years before: rare was the woman who did not know every scrap of dirty linen, literal and otherwise, that her man was trying to clean or hide. Men shared their secrets with their spouses thoughtlessly, without fear, the same way one is comfortable getting out of the bath naked in front of the family dog.

			As good as husbands are at making wives feel unimportant, Lady Detectives, you must become good at making them feel like the most unique creatures ever sent forth from Nature’s womb. Make these women feel like unicorns, and yours the virgin lap where they might lay their heads down to rest. They will unfurl their secrets like spring blossoms before you, and you won’t even need to ask for them first. On the contrary, they will beg you to take their secrets off their hands.

			Kate had been uncharacteristically sincere in her profession of love for whist. She had developed a mania for the game upon rereading “Rue Morgue,” in which Edgar Allan Poe praised it as an excellent way to develop one’s power of deduction. She had spent much of 1857 driving her detective colleagues to exasperation by insisting they play it with her again and again until she had fully mastered its intricacies.

			Anna cut the cards, then dealt the women’s hands. Kate’s wasn’t bad. She had the king and ace of clubs as well as the ace of diamonds, with only a couple of cards lower than eight. The last card Anna turned over was the trump: seven of hearts. Kate was not thrilled to see this as her highest heart was a humble eight. Still, she carried the first few tricks for her and Georgina’s side by deploying her aces. Their next stabs at victory were deflected by the deployment of trump hearts on Anna’s part.

			“You said you are from Montgomery?” Elizabeth spoke English with an improbable accent that was, perhaps, an unholy matrimony of Russian and French. “You must be so proud.”

			“So very,” Kate sighed.

			By that point, the higher trumps had been expended, and this was what Poe had meant about whist being a useful exercise for the calculating mind. Because Kate had kept exact mental track of all the cards that had already been played, even after they were swept from the round, she was able to play her sixes, sevens, and eights when she knew her foes had only threes and fours left in their hands, letting her top them easily. She and Georgina won seven tricks to Anna and Ruth’s six, thereby carrying the round, 1–0.

			Georgina clapped her hands together like a child. Kate had already pegged her partner as a simple creature, free from the burdens of intelligence.

			Lady Detectives: Stupid people are easily manipulated, but for the same reason, dangerously unpredictable. Idiots’ logic is often unfathomable to everyone, including them. Your ideal source is not a stupid person, but a half-smart one: someone who is not nearly as clever as she thinks she is.

			“I hope you plan on staying in Baltimore long enough for me to be your partner,” Elizabeth said, finishing off a flute of champagne. “Anna is queen of the game here, and I wouldn’t mind dethroning—”

			Elizabeth stopped speaking abruptly, and her eyes went wide. Everyone at the table froze.

			Georgina leaned forward. “Is it . . . ?”

			Elizabeth touched her belly. “No. He’s kicking at the barn door, but the bar holds.” She waved her fan at the nearest waiter. “More champagne!” She fixed Kate with a gaze. “I shall drown the imp into submission.”

			“No less than he deserves.”

			Kate was fairly certain she’d have to eliminate Elizabeth from her list of potential marks as well. She hesitated from sharping the pregnant. Their mood swings rendered them unreliable.

			She considered that this observation was too esoteric to rise to the level of a maxim for her Lady Detective’s Primer.

			The dealer’s role passed around the table until it reached Anna Cain again. Kate’s superior technique allowed her and Georgina to utterly demolish the opposing pair. It occurred to Kate to throw a hand or two, but they were weak players, and she was in the mood to punish them for their mediocrity. Also, a person did show her true colors more often in defeat than in victory.

			“What brings you to Maryland, Flora?” Georgina asked. “Are you here for a time, or is this just one stop on a much longer journey?”

			“I . . .” Kate let the pause linger. “Forgive me, I’d rather not say. It’s . . .”

			She made sure to hesitate just long enough to oblige Georgina to come to her rescue. “You needn’t answer, forgive me. It was an impudent question.”

			“No, not at all. It was a perfectly natural question.” Kate forced a bitter smile. “It’s just that my present situation is . . . far from natural.”

			Her fellow players exchanged looks when they thought she was examining her cards. Bait was laid, and the prey circled it, sniffing.

			Lady Detectives: Few can ignore the temptation of dark secrets begging to be shared.

			When Georgina and Elizabeth looked away uncomfortably, Anna started shuffling. She thought no one was paying any attention, but Kate had trained herself to see from the entire periphery of her vision: Anna was holding the deck just over the tabletop. One thumb flicked a card from the center of the deck and dropped it into her other palm, tilted slightly upward, so she could see what it was. Moving her hands quickly enough so that no one would notice, in midshuffle Anna put choice cards on the top of the deck while leaving others to the bottom. The canal-barge sharps who had passed through her hometown of Lockport, Illinois, and had taught a teenaged Kate this trick had called it “stacking the deck,” and it was, of course, cheating.

			Anna asked the tipsy Elizabeth to cut the deck, so the cards Anna had placed on the top were now in the middle. Anna dealt her foes, Kate and Georgina, cards from the new top while she quickly drew the good cards from the middle of the deck and delivered them to her and her partner, Elizabeth. The result was a thorough trouncing by the dealer’s side.

			Anna beamed with pride. “I guess everyone’s luck runs out sooner or later.”

			“Apparently so,” Kate said, beaming back with genuine delight. Anna Cain was petty enough to cheat her best friends at cards, and bold enough to do it out in the open.

			Kate knew she had found her best friend in Baltimore.

			 

			“Patience is key,” Mr. Dawson told Hattie while they waited in their coats for the rattle of Broddle’s cart. It was a gloomy Sunday morning, and Broddle was coming to collect them for services. “Don’t pepper them with a bunch of questions right off the bat. Just make regular talk first. Bring them into your confidence. Today we’re just setting the trap.”

			Hattie swallowed and nodded. “Does it never bother you?”

			“What?”

			“Making friends for the sole intention of betraying them.”

			Dawson puffed on the squashed end of his cigar. “Probably at one time. But now I don’t remember.” He grinned in her direction. “Buck up now, girl. I’ve seen your smile once. Light it up so strangers might bask in it.” He batted playfully at her shoulder with a fist.

			So, that was it: he was going to be the always-teasing older brother to her. Perhaps she could live with that. She had dealt with a dozen such boys in the orphanage, always pulling at her pigtails and flipping up her skirts. When they all got older, they’d tried other things, of course, but Hattie had learned how to shut them down rather quickly. But then again, she’d had a host of other girls to back her up back then.

			The Spesutia Church of Perrymansville outside Baltimore had a short cupola and stained-glass windows depicting the parables from the Sermon on the Mount. As an adult, Hattie had not made a habit of churchgoing, but at the orphanage, the Lord’s wrath and judgment had been omnipresent and administered unsparingly. His love was oft spoken of, but never actually seen, like a far-off land. She knew as much of the positive aspects of Christianity as she did of Tahiti.

			Once they were inside, the congregation broke into huddles by gender on either side of the comically small Franklin stove in the narthex, which was throwing off a pitiful heat. Hattie reflected on the Chief’s wisdom in hiring Mrs. Warn and, later, her. As she looked at the gathering on opposite halves of the room before the service, it became obvious: employing just men only netted you half of any story.

			The farmwives only evidenced interest in Mr. Dawson, tall and handsome in his long winter coat, shaking the hands of each neighbor as Mr. Broddle introduced them. No one even bothered to ask Hattie her name.

			“Your man is the new yard guard for the Pee Dubya Bee,” said the tallest of the women (eyes: brown), to whom Hattie noticed the others seemed to defer. She was wrapped from scalp to ankles in a threadbare quilt she must have brought from home. The woman’s facial features appeared to be comprised entirely of right angles, even though Hattie didn’t think that was geometrically possible.

			“That’s him. Our name is Wilson, and whom do I have the pleasure of—”

			“I hadn’t heard he was married.”

			“Well, ah, no time like the present, yes?” She chuckled uneasily, but the stone face of her inquisitor didn’t move. “I hope I am a pleasant surprise, Mrs. . . . ?”

			“You’re some kind of a surprise, that’s for sure. There are some around here who greet the news of any new man settling in the village limits like the first rain of spring.”

			“I’m sure Perrymansville can’t lack for eligible bachelors.”

			The group laughed, expelling clouds of breath. “You couldn’t be more wrong about that.”

			Another woman (eyes: light green, almost yellow) said, “Everyone here’s grown up with everyone else, and all the smart gals—”

			“Along with the dumb but pretty ones—” said a squat hazel-eyed one.

			“All the smart gals snatched up every buck worth his weight before they quit Mr. Lamb’s schoolroom,” Yellow Eyes broke in.

			Hattie tried to smile. “I can assure you, I did not marry Mr. Wilson just to spite you. And your name is—”

			“Esau said you rented the house from the Kellys? Hope you don’t share their ideas along with their privy.”

			“Pardon me? No, our lease is from the bank—”

			“The Kellys were a little too resistant to other ideas. Real close-minded types. They wouldn’t let go of some strange notions about the slaves.”

			“Like, we shouldn’t have any,” Yellow Eyes said, looking pointedly at Hattie’s face to gauge her reaction. 

			Hattie didn’t make one, even though the mystery of where the bullets in her wall came from had just been solved.

			The priest emerged from his chancel door. Men and women blended once more in the pews. Hattie took her seat next to Mr. Dawson without having learned a single woman’s name. She managed her way through “All Hail the Power of Jesus’ Name,” took the Eucharist in her mouth, and was able to recite the Lord’s Prayer from memory, which surprised her a little bit. Then the priest mounted the pulpit and took up his text. He was a ruddy-faced, little beetle, whose hands shook from cold as he turned the pages of his voluminous Bible.

			“Friends, I would like us to consider this morning Matthew 5:29, in which our Lord advises us to pluck out our eye if it leads us to temptation and to sin: ‘For it is profitable for thee that one of thy members should perish, and not that thy whole body should be cast into hell.’ As always, the ancient words of Christ find purchase in our modern soil, and from them we may reap wisdom. For there is no greater question in the minds of the people of the great state of Maryland today than whether ’tis better to remain in its current body, the Union of these American States—”

			“’Tis no question.”

			The voice thundered across the pews. Every head turned to the rear of the church. Someone was standing up, but Hattie couldn’t see exactly who. He stood in the very last row against the light from the stained-glass window behind him, which depicted a shining city on a hill, the beacons from its towers blinding the world. The light transformed the speaker into a shadow.

			“This is a house of God, sir, and I would ask you to show some respect.” The voice of the priest was reedy and inspired none in the congregation to turn back to him. “You are a stranger to me and to this congregation. Who do you—”

			“I am a man who knows the Word, so I do not need to hear the question.” The voice boomed back like returning cannon fire. “For there is only one answer.”

			“If you would be so kind as to let me make my argument—”

			“See?” The man in shadow thrust a finger at the pulpit, making many of the congregants look back toward the cowering priest. “He prevaricates, he espouses sophistry like a lawyer. I came to this house looking for the food of truth, only to find this thin gruel. You force me to forage elsewhere.” The man grabbed his hat, also in shadow, off the pew beside him. Two other men had been sitting on either side of him, and they stood. All three men, still in shadow, crossed to the door together. “Come to what remains of the Grange plantation, just beyond Little Gunpowder Falls, if any of you wish to learn what I already know.”

			Once the door banged shut behind them, Hattie turned back to the priest. He stammered at his notes as if the words no longer made sense to him anymore.

			 

			“When the country’s so unsettled, every self-made messiah for a hundred miles around comes crawling out of the underbrush,” Mr. Dawson said that night over dinner, a simple affair of dried beef and mashed parsnips.

			Hattie didn’t say anything.

			“Is something the matter?”

			“If nothing was the matter, we wouldn’t be here,” she muttered, and looked down at her plate.

			“Miss Hattie? Would you look at me, please?”

			She did, slowly. “Mm-hm?”

			“To everyone out there, we’re husband and wife, you know? We’re putting on a little show. A quiet little show, and the quieter the better, but a show, nonetheless. Our job is to listen to what people tell us, and anything that’ll make them open up to us, the better.”

			“I know that.”

			“But—and this is what I really have to say—in here, in these walls, everything must be true. We have to tell each other what we’re thinking. Because we’re the only two people for fifty miles who know why we’re really here. Everybody else friendly is either in Baltimore, an afternoon’s train ride away, or in Chicago, which might as well be Shanghai. You see what I’m saying? We have to be straight with each other, or our wits will sour.” He leaned forward. “Those women today . . . what did they say to get you so down in the mouth?”

			“They . . .” Hattie leaned her elbows on the table and leaned her forehead into her fingers. “They were just themselves. I don’t know. They seem so normal on the outside. I don’t know what I was expecting.” Her voice caught in the back of her throat. “I didn’t know people could hate so . . . effortlessly. They really, deeply, truly despise us, you know. More so than even the Negroes.”

			He drew back. “Please tell me what they said to you. They don’t suspect—”

			“No, no. I mean they hate Northerners. I’ve seen the Irish and the Germans go at each other in Chicago but this . . . this is so much worse.”

			“Ah. Well. There’s an easy reason for that. Southerners hate Northerners because they think we think we’re better than them.”

			“But we are better than them.”

			Mr. Dawson laughed. “What makes you so sure of that?”

			Hattie blinked in shock. “Is it not obvious?”

			“Because they have slaves and we don’t.”

			“Has there ever been a better reason?”

			“In Illinois, Blacks can’t vote and they can’t hold property. And the Blacks that work in our factories are paid pennies, unlike the slaves, but have less to wear and more holes in the roofs of their houses than the fieldworkers have here.”

			“You sound like them.”

			“Well . . . that is sort of the idea, isn’t it?”

			He winked at her and drained his beer stein like he didn’t have a care in the world.

			“Does your real wife find you similarly irritating?”

			“Oh, very much more than you, I can assure you. But then she’s known me longer. She could publish a series of monographs cataloging my faults.”

			“The rail workers’ wives were quite disappointed to learn none of the local spinsters could net you.”

			“Huh. Well, that’s a rare miscalculation on the Chief’s part, thinking I’d do worse out here as a bachelor. Perhaps we can have you fall mysteriously ill, ship you back to Chicago, and they’ll open their doors to me as a widower.”

			He winked at her like she was in on the joke, but he might as well have slapped her across the face. “You’d sack me? Already you’d sack me?”

			“What? No, I—” He finally looked up from his plate and saw her ashen expression. All the mirth slid off his face. “No, I—Absolutely not. Bad joke, my apologies.”

			Hattie tried to go back to her supper, but her stomach had twisted into knots. The panther was purring and showing her the white tuft of fur on his belly, but all she could see were his teeth. And those claws. They could simply fire her, couldn’t they? These were ruthless people she was dealing with. Mrs. Warn had made that clear. She and Mr. Dawson were like the wicked stepparents in a fairy story, who abandoned unwanted children in the woods because they stood in the way of an inheritance or were just one more mouth to feed.

			They ate in silence except for the clinking of pewter on porcelain for a while until she finally said, “Tell me about your wife. Your family.”

			Mr. Dawson had only cleared away about two-thirds of his plate, but he put his utensils down on the table with such loud finality Hattie shook with surprise. “No time, I’m afraid. I should turn in. Big day tomorrow. I think Mr. Broddle is taking me to all the vulnerable parts of the rail line. He’s this close to letting me into the fold already, he’s fit to burst with secrets. So, I’ll just turn in, all right? Again—I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything by that crack. You’ll learn pretty soon . . . You really shouldn’t listen to half the rubbish that comes out of my mouth.”

			She watched him walk to the stairs. “Have I offended you?”

			He turned back to her with one foot on the bottommost step. “No, Hattie, you have not offended me. I just—We have a job here, and that job is to be somebody else. I don’t like to be reminded of who I can’t be while I’m here. It brings on the melancholy.”

			“But . . .” She swallowed. “You said we should be nothing but truthful to each other.”

			“Yes, exactly. And the truth is I don’t want to talk to you about my wife and children.”

			He creaked up the stairs, and she sat and listened to his footsteps on the ceiling as he walked down the hall and into his bedroom. She put out the lantern on the table and sat by herself in the darkness for a very long time. These people of low morals had chosen her because she had no one to turn to. She was disposable.

			She had to find a way to make herself “sposable,” and quick.

			 

			“Abraham Lincoln leaves Illinois for Washington,” hollered an eight-year-old boy on one side of Baltimore Street. He brandished the pro-Federal Baltimore Sun. Wrapped in an extra layer of rags against the cold, he looked like a broadside-waving pill bug. “Preserver of the Union gives stirring speech to hometown crowd in Springfield!”

			The ragamuffin on the opposite sidewalk peddled the Baltimore Daily Exchange, the first choice for fire-eaters. “Our one true president, Colonel Senator Jefferson Davis, leaves his plantation in Mississippi for Montgomery! Vows ‘peace with honor’ between Confederacy and abolitionist government!”

			Kate couldn’t suppress a laugh. What mad days she lived in! You could choose which country you lived in by crossing the street.

			Kate’s widow’s dress was covered in a cheap, hand-me-down fox-fur cloak she had discovered in Flora Mahoney’s trunk, which was not entirely adequate protection against the chill. The blue sky and bright sun were a false promise of warmth, so she had to walk up and down the wooden sidewalk, stomping her feet occasionally to bring feeling back into her toes while waiting for her quarry.

			Lady Detectives: The more important the source, the more accidental your first meeting must appear.

			Kate had walked up and down the street on either side exactly eight times before her target materialized. Just before the sun reached its noontime height, Mrs. Anna Cain appeared, shimmering in a rich hoop-dress coat, her hands enveloped in an ermine muff. Trailing behind her was a Black man twice her age, whose face Kate could barely see behind the parcels heaped in his arms.

			Kate pushed sideways into 205 Baltimore Street, the red-washed four-story branch office of the Andrews Express Company, the company’s name elegantly stenciled on the window. On the door hung a print of a fast-chugging locomotive:

			this company has facilities 
unsurpassed by those 
of any other express line 
in the world, for the safe & 
expeditious forwarding & 
prompt delivery of

			bank-notes, gold & silver coin, 
parcels, packages, freight & c.

			A single elderly man in a visor tended the desk at the front. “Good morning,” he said without looking up at the jingle of the entry bell.

			“Good morning to you, sir,” Kate said. She was peering through the window to make sure Anna was coming closer. She was.

			“Warming up at all out there?”

			“A tad. Slightly better than yesterday.”

			The old clerk waited for her to say something more, but she didn’t. “Is there . . . anything I can help you with?”

			“Just a moment.”

			Anna was almost on top of her hiding spot now. Kate summoned to her mind that featureless room on the top floor of the Chicago Police Station where the coppers had screamed in her face all night long as if their sour lager breath alone could make her tell them that she had poisoned her husband. They clearly had no idea who she was. Or what she was. Of course, she hadn’t known that either at the time, so perhaps it was unfair to blame them for that. But at the time, all she had felt was this great enormous anger at the indignity and injustice of it all, filling her up like a giant bile-filled boil, so much so she had hoped she would explode and shower her captors in her hatred for them. She hadn’t cried then; no, she had refused to grant them that pleasure.

			But still, she felt that pressing at the back of her eyes, and unlike then, today she gave herself the freedom to give in.

			The old man’s hawklike eyebrows lowered. “Ma’am? Is everything all right?”

			Kate choked back a sob, and tears began rolling down her cheeks.

			“Ma’am . . . ?” The clerk had risen halfway out of his chair.

			“I am not my husband! I already fled the North to keep from being hounded by your kind, I will not let you drive me out of my native land too!”

			With a barely repressed shriek, Kate turned and fled out the door, and immediately crashed into the smartly dressed parcel-carrier as he tried to pass with his mistress, knocking his ziggurat of packages into the street.

			“Oh, oh my god—I am sorry—I am sorry—” Blinding tears still rolling down her cheeks, Kate tried to help the Black man retrieve the boxes, but Anna Cain quickly pulled her to her feet.

			“Now, now, stop that, you’ll just get in his way. Here, take this.”

			She handed Kate her handkerchief, and as Kate took it, she looked right into the other woman’s eyes: they were clear, summer’s-lake blue. By this simple act, she froze Anna in her tracks. Anna’s eyes turned toward the “States’ Rights” cockade on Kate’s coat, and recognition flickered across them.

			“You are too kind, madam—oh, oh! It’s you, isn’t it? From whist in Barnum’s parlor, on the night I arrived—Mrs. Cain, isn’t it?”

			“You are . . . Flora? Flora from Montgomery, yes? Is anyone in there giving you a bad time?”

			“I’d rather not voice my troubles in the street, Mrs. Cain. It’s already shameful enough.” Kate glanced at the glass doorway, where the ancient clerk had somehow managed to extricate himself from behind the desk and was hobbling in her direction, his face a swirl of confusion. “Forgive me for imposing further on you after meeting you under such awkward circumstances, but I was hoping . . . I was hoping and praying you could please pretend we are friends, and accompany me away from this place as quickly as possible? I want to waste no more words with that horrible old man.”

			Kate had first read in Benjamin Franklin’s Poor Richard’s Almanack, of all places, that if you asked a new acquaintance for a favor immediately after meeting them, this would bind you two together instantly.

			Anna pulled her scarf up to her chin, revealing the same “States’ Rights” cockade pinned beneath. “Why should I pretend?”

			 

			The Cain mansion stood in the shadow of the towering marble column of the Washington Monument, visible from every point in the city. Befitting their view of themselves as the center of the universe, Baltimore’s best families had decimated and colonized the woods around the column not long after its erection.

			Displaying the mysterious precognition of servants, a middle-aged Black butler opened the door for Kate and Anna Cain upon their arrival and assisted with the proper distribution of the day’s purchases. The two ladies retired to the parlor and sat in plush lime-striped armchairs around a mahogany tea table. Looming above them was a large oil canvas depicting a sprawling plantation house surrounded by half-naked but nevertheless overjoyed Black people engaged in the soul-lifting enterprise of mass agriculture. Anna said it depicted her father’s sugar plantation along the delta.

			“It’s beautiful,” Kate said.

			“More than any mere painter could convey,” Anna said.

			“You doubtless miss it.”

			“I do. At times I feel like I can stay in this city—any city—not one second longer. But Colonel Cain was born here and built half the town himself, so of course I cannot raise a word against it.”

			Kate repressed a smile. Oh, so he’s a colonel now too. Every Southern man of any means held rank in some obscure militia or guard or another. Dixie was lousy with captains and colonels, with nary a corporal among them.

			“The colonel organized the fire department,” Anna went on. “He runs the police department. I don’t know what Mayor Brown or Mr. Webb would do without him. I like to say Baltimore is my only real competition for his affections.”

			“That must make you extremely proud and extremely peevish at the same time.”

			“To be honest, I am rather grateful for his distractions. They allow me to pursue my own interests. I sit on the board of the Front Street Theatre; I labor on behalf of the women in the care of the Sisters of Charity. The Irish, don’t you know, beat their wives like niggers.”

			Anna glanced sideways to gauge her guest’s reaction to the word. Kate made sure she had none. (Lady Detectives: Flatter your sources by adopting their prejudices.)

			“Awful,” was all she said.

			Properly assured, Anna continued, “These immigrant banshees, their men keep them in the most shocking state of ignorance. Once they’ve taken one too many fists to the face, they take refuge with the Sisters, who school them in house service, then look after their hordes of children while they go out looking for acceptable positions.”

			The butler materialized with a hot lunch designed to drive the chill of the day from their bones: split-pea soup, warm as blood, bobbing with cubes of yesterday’s still-sweet Virginia ham, followed by steamed cod with chopped eggs swimming in butter and sour cream.

			“If memory serves,” Anna said between bites, “you had some reticence, at Barnum’s parlor, of telling us why you are in Baltimore. Forgive my curious nature, but that incident at Andrews Express partly explains it, yes?”

			“You saved me, a near stranger, so you deserve the truth. My husband, you see, back in Montgomery, was falsely accused of embezzlement—”

			Anna slapped the table. “Wait! Yes. I knew your name was familiar. I read it in the papers. Captain, what’s his name, Mahoney? All the South was for him—”

			“Yes, exactly, he had served the company loyally for years; then, out of nowhere, these accusations! The jury couldn’t convict, but the whole business so besmirched our name we had to flee our beloved Alabama. We were on our way to Pennsylvania to stay with my sister and her family when railroad agents waylaid us as soon as we stepped off our steamer in New York. They threw Captain Mahoney right in the Tombs.”

			Anna was rapt. “My god. You poor dear.” She clasped her new friend’s hand.

			“I stayed in New York as long as I could afford it. The bankers made it clear they were going to keep him rotting there until he confessed to a crime he did not commit. So I went to stay with my sister in Jenkintown—I’m sure you’ve never heard of it, it looks like a squashed fly on a map, but even there, railroad agents trailed me. And my sister, she means well, but I just could not feel safe among the Northerners. They had already condemned me in their eyes because of where I was born.”

			“How I know it,” Anna said, shaking her head with a bitter smile. “That’s just how they are. They think they’re so blasted superior to us, despite all evidence to the contrary.”

			“And as soon as I arrive here, to be among my own people, but still close to my husband, the Andrews Express Company calls me into their Baltimore branch and their man berates me, saying without my cooperation . . . excuse me while I find my handkerchief . . .”

			“You need not worry yourself in that regard, dear. As I said, my George is the marshal of police. You may enjoy his full protection here.” A gleam sparked in Anna’s eye. “You know, Providence must have arranged our meeting. I could use you for the benefit of the entire Cause.”

			“The Cause . . . ?” Kate had long ago mastered the art of greeting outcomes she had personally engineered with shock and surprise. “Oh, nothing would make me happier. And honestly, I have little to do here in Baltimore other than await word from the lawyers.”

			“That is just my point. You are an exemplar of how women suffer as much, if not more, than men in pursuit of God-given rights. But would it surprise you to learn that in less than a week, delegates from Maryland convene to decide the question of secession, but they have not allowed a single female representative? What an opportunity they squander! A new government in a new country requires a new constitution. And then, just think what improvements could be made to the American one.”

			“Such as?”

			“For one, it could guarantee that we receive the franchise.”

			“We—you mean women? We could vote? In the Confederacy?”

			Anna’s face blazed with the revolutionary’s fervor for creative destruction. “Why not? If the men have to go north to fight the abolitionists and Lincolnites, who will maintain hearth and home here in their absence? We deserve a say in how this new nation is to be run. We are half the world’s population, after all. That’s not justice. That’s just math.” 

			Kate frowned. She had never really considered whether she wanted the right to vote before. Politics as far as she could tell was nothing more than two opposing herds of morons lowing at each other. She was happy every November for the freedom to completely ignore the entire process.

			While she was considering this, she became vaguely aware of two small forms entering the room. Anna picked up a small cube of Virginia ham from the tray. “Ah, here’s a good boy. Would you like a treat, Caesar? Of course you would. Come now, make a little sound for Mrs. Mahoney, make a little sound.”

			When a human bark, not a canine one, reached Kate’s ears, she turned toward the source of the noise near the floor and found herself looking at a small Black child, about two years old. Kate was not sure if it was a boy or a girl because all the toddler wore was a dirty shift that hung more or less down to their knees, and their head was shaved completely bald. They sat on their butt and clapped for Anna, who squealed in delight. Beside them, a small long-haired dog stood on its hind legs and licked its chops.

			“Go get it!” Anna cried and threw the ham cube on the floor.

			Caesar—if that indeed was the human’s name—snatched it away from the dog and gave the pup a sharp cuff on the ears, which made it run away with a yelp. Anna patted the child’s smooth head, scalp pockmarked with small pink razor scars, then sent him or her toddling off back to the kitchen, bare feet slapping on the floor paper.

			Anna turned back to Kate with a frown and asked her a question, but it was drowned out by a roaring in Kate’s ears. She had seen cruelty before, and meanness, but this was of a different order entirely. The only thing she could compare it to was the first time she had seen a dead body, a friend of her father’s that had been crushed by a runaway cart in the street. The man still had legs and arms and a head, but in that configuration, in the mud, he no longer registered to her young eyes as human. This incident was of the same order. What she had just seen was rendered all the more alien, and horrible, by the fact it had been assembled from such familiar parts.

			“Oh, my word.” Anna Cain reached out and touched her shoulder. “Whatever is the matter?”

			Kate blushed at the fact her jaw hung open, which mercifully brought some color back into her face. “Oh, it’s nothing.” She felt pressure behind her eyes, and she chose to let a few tears flow. “I’m just happy to be back home is all.”

			Anna made a little noise of sympathy and patted the back of her hand. “Yes, you are. Back in civilization.”

			 

			Since the night Mr. Dawson threatened to kill off her character and write her out of the play, Hattie had cooked four meals for him, and he had joshed and winked through each one like he was leading her, his little sister, off on a grand pretend adventure through the woods. But he was the one donning his hat and taking their cart to the rail yard each morning to hunt for saboteurs and traitors, while she was stuck in the farmhouse planning and preparing unappreciated suppers and counting off the days until Sunday, when weekly church services meant she would have a second chance to make nice with the spinsters of Perrymansville—and a second chance to prove herself useful.

			So when she woke up alone in her cold bed on Tuesday morning, she resolved to conquer the bloodstain on the ground floor once and for all. She had taken to stepping over the mottled brown continent as she crossed from the living room to the kitchen, wondering how much blood had to ooze out of the farmhouse’s previous owner before he realized it was time to relocate his abolitionist beliefs.

			Hattie sponged lye and water onto the floorboards, then leaned into the holystone as pain lanced through her right hand, a sudden rebuke from nowhere. With a shriek she ripped it away from the floor.

			A splinter jutted out of the meat of her palm. The soapy lye had already gotten into the wound and stung horribly. Blood welled up around her fingers as she dashed into the kitchen and rummaged around with her elbows until she discovered a clean-enough rag. She washed the wound as best she could in melted water from the ice chest and wrapped the cloth around it. She stopped the bleeding quickly enough, but when she turned around, she saw a bright, fresh crimson trail blotting the floor on top of the older stain she had spent all morning removing.

			Hattie sat on a stool in the corner and sobbed. She was losing her mind. She felt a twinge of shame at desiring rescue, but she didn’t know what else to do. Once she was sure the bleeding had stopped, she went to the little writing desk shoved against one wall in the common room and wrote out a letter to the one person in the world she could confide in:

			Dearest Flora,

			Though Timothy and I have settled into our new house, I can hardly call it a home. He is gone all day for work, and I find myself with little to do other than contemplate my loneliness. Would it be at all possible for you to make the time to join me for lunch in the city sometime later in the week? I have no doubt it would lift my spirits greatly. I miss you and your counsel so.

			Your most devoted sister,
Harriet

			Too much? Not enough? She had to let time tell her which. She folded and sealed the missive and addressed it to Barnum’s City Hotel, Baltimore. Whatever humiliation she suffered for appealing for aid from a higher authority this early in her career as a railroad detective was ameliorated somewhat by the fact that God only knew how long it would take this letter to reach Mrs. Warn, and for her to receive a reply in return.

			Hattie wrapped herself up like a fur trapper and crunched her way down the frozen road to town. The surrounding countryside was as dead and crow-dotted as a battlefield. Perrymansville was not a town so much as a handful of buildings haphazardly strewn through a low gully. In the center sprawled the train depot, a riot of locomotives in various states of repair, scatterings of ties and tracks, towering mounds of crushed stone for subbase. Rough men with blackened fingernails nursing hangovers swore and spat their way past water towers with handcarts. Great gouts of mist rose from the workers’ heads and shoulders as they labored, enough to make Hattie think they were mechanical men, powered by steam like their trains.

			After paying the postage to the stationmaster and dropping off her letter, Hattie lingered by the Franklin stove in the center of the waiting area to try to get some feeling back in her fingers before making the return journey. Her toes were a lost cause.

			“You here for the meeting?” said a man standing next to her. He had a sleeping caterpillar of a mustache and a round cloche hat. Light-hazel eyes, Hattie noted.

			She smiled politely at him but wasn’t sure how to respond.

			He tipped his hat to her. “I saw you at Spesutia Church on Sunday. My name is Tobias. I am Reverend Cutter’s second.”

			“Reverend Cutter? That wasn’t the name of the pastor, I thought . . . ?”

			“No. It wasn’t.” Tobias smiled knowingly. “It was his better.”

			She remembered the booming voice that had disrupted the service, and the ominous backlit shadow from which it came, and her curiosity was piqued. “Oh, yes. Yes, I am absolutely here for him, Tobias. Thank you so much, Tobias. If you could show me the way, I would be ever so grateful. Tobias.”

			“You just missed the wagon. But I stayed back to fetch supplies and was going to return by another route, so you can come with me, if you like.” He jerked a thumb at the tracks outside.

			“Please, lead on, Tobias.”

			He started to head to the platform side of the station but turned back to her with a puzzled smile. “You don’t need to keep repeating my name like that, ma’am. I’m not a dog.”

			To Hattie’s surprise, Tobias led her directly to the tracks, passing by the station platform, to a three-wheeled contraption with handlebars jutting from its center. Two wheels rested on the right-hand rail, and the third on the left. On either side of its base were lashed various bundles from the market—wrapped meat and butter, a basket full of eggs, stacked leaves of winter lettuce.

			“This here is what they call a velocipede,” her new friend said. “You just get in back and hold on for dear life. I’ll make sure we get there in one piece.”

			Tobias straddled the velocipede with his feet dangling near the crushed rock of the yard. Stupefied, Hattie stood still.

			“Begging your pardon, Mrs. Wilson, but we best be gone before the 10:28 from Wilmington gets here or they’re gonna be picking pieces of me out of its wheels all day.”

			There was just enough space for Hattie to sit behind Tobias with both her legs slung to one side between the wheels. She daintily took hold of Tobias’s shoulders as his arms began furiously pumping the handlebars back and forth, back and forth, making the wheels turn.

			She couldn’t help but give a little shriek, equal parts fear and delight, as the little cart shot down the tracks. The Chesapeake Bay spread out to her left with its lighthouses and pinwheeling seagulls. She marveled at the sight until the ground beneath her gave way to an abrupt chasm. The tracks were held aloft by a rickety, narrow bridge over a wide estuary, and the wind off the ocean lashed at her so hard she nearly lost her grip on the driver’s shoulders.

			Another train came upon them so quickly she didn’t even have time to think of jumping off. The iron giant roared past them on the opposite track with bone-rattling force, shaking the velocipede so violently that Hattie was convinced they would be hurled to their deaths in the bay. She grabbed Tobias around the waist, and she could feel the rumbling of his chuckle in his ribs.

			Her heartbeat had more or less returned to normal by the time he stopped the handcart at the edge of a swamp, where bare, narrow tree trunks rose out of a stagnant pool, mirror images like bony fingers casting blame simultaneously in both directions. Tobias nodded at her to get off so he could tip the velocipede off the track and roll it into some anonymous purple brambles. She followed him into the underbrush, watching her feet carefully to make sure she didn’t sink them into a bottomless mire. Her sense of self-preservation managed to assert itself: perhaps going off with a strange man into an isolated moor was not the wisest decision of her life.

			Tobias moved with purpose through the swamp, and soon other shapes began to loom out of its purple riot: the tumbledown remnant of an old colonial mansion, a few stone foundations of various outbuildings outlined in the soil. She was being led into a ghost town of some sort, but not one that was deserted. Horses snorted and pawed from their tethers on trees. Pots dangled on spits over the charcoal of campfires. Wagons and tents surrounded a single large black tent waterproofed with vulcanized rubber. As they grew closer, Hattie could see a wisp of smoke coming from the interior. A one-armed man stood at the tent’s entrance. With his single hand, he held the tent flap open for her as she approached.

			“Found yourself a straggler, Tobias?” the man asked.

			“Yeah, she should be the last of ’em for today.”

			Tobias stopped, and Hattie paused before ducking her head inside the tent. “You’re not coming?”

			Tobias shook his head. “I heard it all before. I heard it so many times it’s burned into my heart. But I still envy you all who come fresh to it for the first time.” He jerked his head back in the direction of the train tracks. “C’mon, Jeremiah, I brought supplies. Why don’t you give me a hand unloading them? I could use an extra one.”

			“Ha, you should take to the stage,” the one-armed man growled, flushing red and letting the tent flap drop onto Hattie’s back.

			Inside, benches faced a firepit, which provided welcome warmth to all the bodies pressed inside. Mostly female bodies, unsurprising given the time of day, many with children fussing in their laps or infants grasping at their bodices. Standing before the fire, backlit by its fitful sputtering, was the same tall, gaunt man with a long white beard and a long black coat who had so electrified the parishioners at Spesutia Church. He was displaying the same power here.

			“Now, do I think Abraham Lincoln is a bad man?” the preacher was asking his congregation as Hattie entered. A girl who couldn’t have been much older than sixteen saw Hattie enter and scooted away from the edge of a bench so she’d have room to sit down.

			“He’s the bastard son of a thousand monkeys!” yelled out an old woman in one corner of the tent. “Send him back to Africa!”

			The speaker turned toward the woman’s voice. He held up a weak hand. “I cannot look into a man’s heart. I do not know if he means well, or if he is only saying what the ignorant want to hear so he can secure their votes. Either way, I say he is a false prophet.”

			“You are a true prophet, sir!” cried out the girl sitting next to Hattie.

			“Maybe.” The modern-day prophet smiled slightly. “If remembering what others have forgotten can be called prophecy. The singular truth of the ages is that there is no civilization without slavery! Everything built worth lasting was built by the yoke and the lash! The Pharaohs had their Jews, we have our Negroes.”

			He cupped a hand to an ear and leaned forward. “Sorry? What’s that, Mr. Lincoln? The Negroes don’t like being slaves? Well, thank you very much, Mr. Abolitionist, for explaining that to a poor old dumb country bumpkin like me.” The crowd roared with laughter. “How do you think we got them Africans here? Did we ask them nicely? Did we send them flowers and tea cakes? No! We seized them and broke them and twisted them into forms that better served our great and terrible purpose! And the moment we become cowards to that is the moment the Black man shatters his chains and refixes those same chains around our necks!

			“America is sick from a weakness in her blood, my friends, and that weakness flows from North to South.” The man pointed his long walking stick outside. A silver spike gleamed on one end. “See that ruin when you came through there? Folks around here tell me that used to be called the Grange, and it was one of the finest estates in the whole county. But the man who ran it, he forgot his role as a civilizer. He cared more for drink and dice and doxies than fulfilling his duties as a white man. And the collapse you see there is the result. And that is the future the abolitionists have in store for each and every one of us if we don’t act now.

			“And let’s be honest, shall we, friends? It doesn’t matter what moralizing air those New England preachers spew from their pulpits and papers. The moneymen behind them, the capitalists in Boston and New York and Philadelphia, the factory owners, and the ship merchants, they don’t care if it’s the African or it’s you who gets enslaved.

			“Well, I’m telling you, I do care! I care! And I look out for my own! I fought in Bleeding Kansas for my own, and I am here to help you fight for yours! Just as the Bible tells us to!”

			“Every night I pray they come,” the girl beside Hattie stage-whispered to her, barely audible over the resulting din.

			“Who?”

			“The Yankees.” She grinned wide. “And when they die, I hope they taste their own blood.”

			 

			Hattie waited patiently in line with all the other congregants who wished to give thanks to their Prophet when the service was over. A sharp-featured woman sat next to him on a small wooden stool, leaning over and speaking to him as each person approached. He sat on a greasy bale of hay at the front of the room and let his attendant place his hand physically into each parishioner’s.

			The helper woman’s manner was so meek and mild that it took Hattie a moment to realize this was the same tall, brown-eyed woman who had been so nasty to her at church on Sunday. After the service, Mr. Dawson had explained that this was the hairy foreman Esau Broddle’s twin sister, Eustace, and they lived alone together on a failing hog farm, which explained her open and friendly disposition.

			When at last it was Hattie’s turn for an audience, Eustace Broddle looked her up and down with a not-unexpected level of disdain and said, “Now, Reverend Cutter, this here is the wife of the new yard bull at the Pee Dubya Bee Railroad, Tim Wilson.”

			“Harriet, sir. But Hattie to my friends.” Mrs. Warn was not here to correct her, and she was going to speak how she liked.

			“Well, I hope most assuredly we will be that,” the Prophet said. 

			He turned his face upward to her, and she realized that the shadow over the upper part of his face, shielding his eyes, was a mass of black scar tissue that rendered his eyes bottomless voids. She felt the dizzying lurch of vertigo as she stared into them. Eustace grabbed her hand and tugged it rudely toward the Prophet’s. He shook Hattie’s hand and felt the bandage wrapped around her splinter wound.

			“Ah, you are not unknown to physical affliction either, Hattie. I earned my scars fighting the Free Soilers. What about you?”

			“I was fighting the floor. At the time it was a losing proposition. But I believe I will win in the end.”

			“The floor, the floor . . . ha, yes the floor . . .” He reached out and groped her face with his sooty palm, and she did her best not to grimace. His fingers reeked of gun oil. “You have the face of an angel. Doesn’t she, Eustace?”

			“An angel,” Eustace growled. She looked like she wanted to spit nails into Hattie’s eyes. Homely women often did.

			“Did you enjoy the service, Hattie?”

			“I did. It was so heartening to meet someone with the . . . clarity to see a way through these difficult times.”

			“I often feel like the Lord took away my sight in battle to keep it from being deceived by pretty lies. I do hope you decide to join our little family on a more permanent basis.”

			“I could use a family,” Hattie said.

			She turned toward the front of the tent as light spilled in. The one-armed man, Jeremiah, held up the tent flap with his five fingers and called inside, “Wagon’s headed back to town for those who want to take it.”

			“Sounds like it’s time for you to leave,” Eustace said.

			“So it is.” Hattie was glad there was a wagon. She doubted her heart would survive a return trip on the velocipede.

			“As for you, Reverend, it’s time for supper,” Eustace said, helping the Prophet to his feet. He leaned on his spiked stick and took her hand, allowing himself to be led outside, the former Jupiter now meek as a kitten.

			Harriet held the tent flap open for them, then left herself, knowing now where she would be best placed to keep Mr. Dawson or anyone else at the National Police Agency from even thinking about sacking her.

			 

			Just as night was about to fall, a rap at her front door brought Hattie to her feet just as she was poised to achieve total victory against the world’s stubbornest bloodstain. She had managed to finish it off without getting a single drop of lye in her still-healing wound and felt flush with triumph.

			She opened the door to find an egg-shaped black carriage in front of her porch, with Eustace Broddle on the bench holding the horse’s reins. She recognized the carriage from the mansion on Michigan Avenue where she had last served, as the master there had owned the same model. It was an upscale Wood Brothers two-seater. The family’s driver had been her age, with a broad chest and a strong chin, and he and Hattie would make love in the carriage after lights-out in the garage. Or more accurately, she’d spit in her hand and bring him off down his trousers while he kissed her breasts over her dress. It was the most serious relationship she had ever been in. The memory was sweetened by its ridiculousness, and the thought of it always made her awkwardly smile inside.

			“Reverend Cutter says I am to invite you to the National Volunteers Women’s Auxiliary meeting on Wednesday afternoon. In me and Esau’s barn at Aberdeen Farm, just a mile down yonder. We get started right after noontime, so don’t be late.”

			“All right. I’ll do that.”

			“See that you do.” The woman snapped her reins at the gray mare and rolled off.

			See, Mrs. Warn? Hattie said to herself. Yours isn’t the only path. I am finding my own way through the wilderness.

			 

			“Mrs. Flora Mahoney?” called the desk clerk as Kate crossed the City Hotel lobby one morning. “Post for you.”

			Kate took the letter with a nod and continued to the front door, which the bellboy was holding open for her, until she saw the postmark was from Perrymansville. She heaved a great sigh and stopped in her tracks. She retreated to a far corner of the high hall, near the barbershop, where the olive-faced barber was nattering through his perpetual monologue to the latest victim in his chair. No one paid her any mind.

			Kate broke the seal and unfolded the paper, and the words nearly flattened her. The girl wanted to have lunch? Now? Already? Was this what it was like to have a daughter away at boarding school?

			Lady Detectives: Do not contact your fellow operatives unless absolutely necessary. If you contact your immediate supervisor just a few days into the mission, you will look like a silly, pointless little girl and reflect poorly on others of your sex.

			She tried not to think about whatever dangers were threatening her protégé as she climbed into the Cains’ storybook, white-doored carriage at the curb outside the hotel. Anna had asked her at lunch’s end the day before to come along on the next morning’s rounds. In Kate’s experience, these rich women played with a new confidant like the first unwrapped toy on Christmas morning.

			Anna Cain kissed her on the cheek, then frowned, puzzled. “What’s the matter?”

			“Nothing at all.” She must have allowed her disquiet to remain on her face. (Lady Detectives: Don’t do that.) She had already watched Anna smile innocently while treating a child like an animal, and now this. And she had Hattie’s melancholy to contend with too, while still somehow needing to maintain professional detachment. It all felt like too much sometimes.

			The voice of the almswoman outside the Philadelphia tavern rang in her ears: “Be all the more diligent to confirm your calling: For if ye do, ye will never fail.” The best thing she could do for that child, and herself, was to do her job. Find out what Anna and her husband were up to. We’ll see what her face looks like then.

			“Come now.” Anna reached out and touched her hand. “No secrets between new friends.”

			This was not a saying Kate was familiar with. “I have . . . family issues beyond my husband’s case. Dealing with them all at once makes me feel like a street juggler. And the tips are so much worse.”

			“I know exactly how you feel.”

			“I was just trying to remember the Mother Goose rhyme . . . ‘For every ailment under the sun . . .’?”

			“‘For every ailment under the sun, there is a remedy, or there is none; if there be one, try to find it; if there be none, never mind it.’”

			“Yes, that’s it.”

			“I often read to the poor urchins at the Sisters of Charity. Because . . . the doctors tell me . . . I cannot have children of my own.”

			Kate reached over and squeezed Anna’s hand. “My god, you poor woman, I had no idea.” She almost felt sorry for her, if only the memory of the Black child, Caesar, were not in the way. Anna Cain had to be the first at everything, whether it was whist or personal tragedy.

			Lady Detectives: Needy, emotionally vulnerable types are the most exploitable.

			Anna put her hand over Kate’s and stuck her chin out in an Amazonian display of strength. “It’s all right, dear, it’s all right. There is no remedy.” She smiled unconvincingly. “So I never mind it.”

			 

			Anna Cain descended upon the Sisters of Charity’s infirmary on the corner of Greene and Lombard like the Second Coming. The nuns’ dour faces framed by their cowls brightened, and they surrounded their benefactor like a crush of Arctic birds. The sisters relieved her driver of the heap of donated blankets for the women’s ward, then led Kate on a tour through the high-vaulted chamber while singing Anna’s praises. Anna flitted from bed to bed, bestowing words of encouragement to the new mothers cradling newborns and the middle-aged streetwalkers with mouths pockmarked by syphilis. Sweets materialized in her hands for the little girls waiting for broken bones to set.

			Kate trailed in Anna’s wake, marveling at the performance. Was all this meant for her own benefit? Anna was dressed to absorb attention in a shimmering nude-colored gown with a full ruffled hoop. Kate looked down on her drab funeral-gray dress, and even though it was all part of a role she had consciously chosen to play, the tips of her ears burned a little. She looked up from her examination of her dress to find Anna smiling at her, which unleashed the full flushing of the entire ear.

			“Fear not, darling, the next item of business is to rectify your whole sartorial . . . um, situation. Your husband isn’t dead yet, so you should stop dressing like it. Besides, I want to show you off to all the best people, and I’d rather they not slit their wrists at the sight of you.”

			“Mmm,” Kate said.

			Lady Detectives: Refrain from murdering your sources before you have extracted at minimum 75 percent of their total intelligence.

			Back in the carriage, Kate heaped on her new friend praises of her Christian charity and selflessness, while simultaneously denouncing the North for the godless cruelty with which it treated its own struggling poor, until she had nearly rendered herself nauseous. Engorged like a tick nigh bursting from her self-righteousness, Anna leaned into Kate with a conspiratorial smile.

			“Would you like to see something?” With a flick of her wrist, Anna produced a thin gleaming knife from the sleeve of her gown. “I’m ready for them.”

			“Who?”

			“Who else? The Northerners.”

			“Ah.”

			“If any try to molest me, they’ll learn what Southern women are made of.” She showed Kate the narrow sheath sewn into the hem of her cuff before replacing the blade in it.

			Kate lurched in her seat when the carriage stopped abruptly in traffic crossing Howard. She looked out the window to see that a modest crowd of rubberneckers had surrounded men in the blood-spattered aprons, black kerchiefs, and stovepipe hats of the Bloody Tubs gang. They had discovered an Irish busker on the corner of Lombard daring to wear a crucifix in public. A Tub smashed the Paddy’s guitar by the stem against the curb while the others took turns kicking his head.

			Anna stared through the gang like they weren’t there. “I can’t wait for you to meet the colonel—for that matter, I can’t wait for you to meet all our friends. Your story is just so compelling. Manhattan bankers chasing you out of the warm embrace of the South into the cold jails of the North! We need to remind our menfolk they’re fighting for more than just themselves. There is a salon tomorrow tonight at Crimea. Mrs. Elizabeth Winans, our hostess, is not aware of it yet, but we are commandeering her event for your coming-out party.”

			“Crimea? That seems geographically implausible.”

			Her friend threw her head back and laughed. “Oh, I keep forgetting how delightfully new you are. Crimea is the Winans’ estate. As if he didn’t already have enough American money, Ross made a fortune in rubles providing the rolling stock for the czar’s St. Petersburg-to-Moscow line. He and Elizabeth entertain everyone worth knowing and they are having a little midweek get-together for us to discuss our current troubles. And I want those men to hear yours.”

			Anna’s dressmaker was an ancient mixed-race freedwoman with a face like an apple doll. She had to practically touch her nose to the fabric to see what she was doing while claiming to execute every requirement of her office by the sensitivity of her fingertips alone. At no point in the process was Kate’s opinion ever solicited—on neither cut, color, nor hemline—as the conversation was confined entirely to Anna and the seamstress. Though it rankled her independent spirit to be treated as anything less than a fully animate object, for the good of her deception, Kate held her tongue.

			Any lingering resentment about being dressed like a doll largely faded away when Anna turned Kate toward the mirror and she saw exactly how pretty a doll she could be. She wore an Arabella ball gown of red-wine damask with lace trim on the wide sleeves. White satin ribbons complemented a fleur-de-lis pattern all around the hoop and poufed over satin underskirts that shimmered in the light. A bobbinet rose rested just below the faux-pearl necklace garlanding the center front. Kid gloves and a smart cap, the same color as the satin, pinned to her raised hair complemented the whole look spectacularly.

			“I’d kill for you,” Anna murmured.

			Kate had never owned such a beautiful gown growing up in the tiny canal town of Lockport, where she had to depend on hand-me-downs from older sisters for anything resembling finery. Little wonder, then, that she had married a driver of barge mules in one of his periodic drifts through town; as her father often bitterly declared, Kate had gone off with the first man who agreed to take her beyond the village limits. She had thought she loved the canal man, that he loved her, that he could provide for her with a steady job, and that married life would persuade him to drink slightly less. In all these things, they were both ultimately proven wrong, but these were the choices you had to make when you were not born on a plantation with an army of the enslaved to do every last blessed thing for you or when, like Anna, you were not destined to be wed to Baltimore’s marshal of police.

			 

			Hattie’s letter had never been that far from Kate’s thoughts since she had received it, but it was not until she and Anna waved goodbye to each other in front of the City Hotel after lunch—leg of mutton with capers—that she could actually do something about it.

			Among the shops and saloons along South Street near Monument Square was a building that was—given the tooth hanging in the front—probably once a dentist’s office, but the door was covered in boards and the storefront windows in brown paper as if it were undergoing renovations. But those who knew what to look for, like Kate, could note the three separate telegraph lines snaking out of the upper floors. For a supposedly vacant building, it looked in desperate need of contact with the outside world. Kate turned abruptly down the alley on one side of the building as a streetcar noisily rattled past.

			Inside, Pinkerton’s aides had set up desks and maps and organized files in what still looked more or less like a dentist’s office, complete with an oral torture chair. A single cot had been shoved into one corner for rare naps; on the blank plaster wall above it a wit had written in charcoal the company motto, “we never sleep,” and below it, in smaller letters, “(save here).”

			In another corner the detectives had erected a bona fide telegraphy station in simultaneous contact with the Philadelphia, Wilmington and Baltimore Railroad’s headquarters in Philadelphia, the National Police Agency’s main offices in Chicago, and presumably, the nearest telegraph office to President-Elect Lincoln’s inaugural train, wherever it might be. Chief Pinkerton was leaning over the chattering wire apparatus when she entered, fists on the table as if he were receiving the wisdom of an oracle.

			Rather than hello, he said, “They’ve made their first move against them already.”

			“Who? Against what?”

			“Against the railroads.”

			“Where? Today?”

			“Yesterday, before Lincoln’s train crossed out of Illinois. Luckily, an engineer at State Line Station thought they were low on firewood and took a sidecar out to fetch more. Less than a mile down the track, he discovered someone had bolted one of those new car-replacement mechanisms to the tracks—have you seen them? Essentially, it’s a long strip of timber that can be raised by a metal lever off the ground. You use it to lift the trucks on and off the tracks as needed. Except that this particular device was bolted to the rails in such a way that it would have knocked the train off the tracks entirely when hit at full speed.”

			“Charming.”

			“The engineer was able to summon aid to remove it before the inaugural engine arrived. Otherwise, the consequences would have been a mess.”

			“I’m surprised I didn’t read about it in the press.”

			“Obviously, the press doesn’t know. The Republicans don’t want to advertise the fact that they’re having a tough time keeping their first president alive.”

			“And I take it there is no connection between those perpetrators and the group we are trying to root out here in Baltimore?”

			“The perpetrators could have been the bearded ghosts who ensorcelled Rip Van Winkle for all I know.”

			“That seems unlikely.”

			The Chief’s cheeks flushed Royal-Stuart red. “And why, madam, are you standing around here? Shouldn’t you be out there proving otherwise?”

			“If you could stop being Scottish for five seconds, I’d tell you.” Kate drew a breath. On the march over here she’d had a very good idea of what she was going to say to Chief Allan Pinkerton, but now that she had arrived, she had misplaced her conviction.

			“Aye? Out with it, lass.”

			“Mrs. Flora Mahoney is ingratiating herself in the household of the marshal of police well ahead of schedule. I have been invited to a dinner party for traitors at the house of Mr. Ross Winans later in the week. I should be able to provide you with a complete list of conspirators after then. And . . .”

			She wrung her hands. What she was about to ask violated nearly every maxim in the hypothetical book she was writing. (Such as: Stick your neck out for no one.) “And the girl Hattie has written to ask to visit me in the city.”

			Pinkerton blinked. “So soon? Why?”

			“I think . . .” She swallowed. “Well, I think she’s lonely.” (And: Kindness is usually mistaken for weakness.)

			“Lonely? Oh, for pity’s sake, Mrs. Warn.”

			“Can you blame her? You’ve pimped her off to that giggling giant Tim Dawson—”

			“I beg you, choose your words more carefully.”

			“—and I have no doubt he’s not teaching her a blessed thing, or using her in any way other than as a glorified maid. If you want me to build up a Ladies’ Branch, you are going to have to accept that the management of female detectives involves a different sort of finesse than what you usually employ on your mob of ex-coppers and horse thieves.”

			Lady Detectives: You will never know what I, your mother, did for you, so you yourselves could gain benefits your infinitely humble author could never enjoy herself. The tenets violated, the dignity thrown carelessly to the wind.

			“I’d say, regrettably, that having you two in frequent contact with each other is risky—”

			Kate waved her arms around like she was trying to signal a ship from shore. “Do you want me to properly groom these women into useful operatives, or are you just making hiring decisions with your trousers?”

			All the activity in the room stopped at that exclamation. An aide paused the telegraph midtap. Everyone looked to Pinkerton, who had turned kilt-colored again.

			For, like all pioneers, Lady Detectives, your humble author’s sole reward was that her bones lay bleached by the sun next to the trail she blazed for those who followed her. Her name was forgotten, her face was a mystery, her deeds done in shadow where no witness could see, her fate an afterthought. But she knew that in her martyrdom, her daughters would have the benefit of long life where her own was cut far too short—

			The Chief exhaled, long and deep.

			“Your moods remind me of the weather back home, Mrs. Warn. There’s simply no reasoning with you when you’re like this. All right, have lunch with her. Your cover is you are sisters, after all, so I suppose it is only natural. If you don’t think it will jeopardize your situation, I defer to your judgment. It is rarely wrong.”

			She felt a weight lift off her chest. She drew herself up to her full height, which had her just about at the Chief’s cheek; this she kissed.

			“Please, though, remain mindful of the task at hand. We have only twelve days until the president-elect arrives in Baltimore.”

			This entreaty had barely reached her ears before she ducked out into the alley again. Though she had won the battle, the fact she had fought it at all unsettled her. First, she had allowed her armor of indifference to be pierced by Caesar, Anna’s enslaved toddler; now, she was sticking her neck out for Hattie, her inferior.

			Drowning is a danger even to the most skilled swimmers, but just this once, Kate decided, she’d extend the hand of mercy out to another. But the good Lord rewarded nothing more dearly than consistency. Kate knew that if she let her heart go all to mush at this late date in her career, she could pay for it dearly.

			 

			Hattie spent the morning before her first meeting of the National Volunteers Women’s Auxiliary baking what the Long Island–accented cook in the first home she had worked in had called “Indian Pudding,” cornmeal mixed with molasses and sprinkled with currants on top. She took the loaf out of the oven and covered it, still steaming, in a basket. She was thrilled that it was still warm to the touch after the half-mile walk to the Broddles’ barn.

			Hattie MacLaughlin was thrilled in general. Now she was finally on something resembling a mission—to gather actual information, on actual traitors—and she dared to hope once more that her dreams of divine purpose could be realized. Though she had told Mr. Dawson about the Prophet as soon as she returned home from the revival meeting, he had just broken into a wide grin and patted her on her head as if she had successfully rolled over on command. This enraged her more than if he had slapped her. He clearly thought of the old man as nothing more than a grifter.

			For Mr. Dawson, the real work of their operation was to be found along the train tracks. “Down at the yard we’ve been breaking down huge rocks of salt and mixing them in buckets of whitewash along with—have you heard of alum? It’s another kind of rock, aluminum and sulfur, I think? You mix it with the whitewash and the salt and then you coat timbers with it. Supposed to make them resistant to fire. The engineers want my gang slathering every bridge we can find with the stuff. Except Mr. Broddle, he has a different plan. There’s certain supports that are getting less fireproofed than others, you see.”

			Whitewash, Hattie thought. The Prophet is promising to drown the Union in blood, and my partner wants to talk about whitewash. Fine. She resolved then and there to keep her progress to herself until she had irrefutable evidence she could ambush Mr. Dawson with and blast that jester’s grin off his face.

			The barn door was closed but Hattie could hear the murmur of voices and the scratch of a fiddle inside from across the dead yard. She knocked, and a tiny white-haired woman with gunmetal eyes opened the door.

			“You must be Mrs. Wilson,” the woman said.

			“I must be.” She raised her basket. “I brought Indian Pudding.”

			“I don’t know what that is,” the old woman said.

			“Ah, well, it’s cornmeal, mixed with molasses and currants. Where I’m from—”

			“You’re not where you’re from. Are you?”

			“No. Well.” Hattie laughed uneasily. “It’s cornmeal. Mixed with molasses. And currants.”

			“You can put it over there.” The woman motioned to a table near a portable stove, where various stewed beans and greens sat in dutch ovens. Hattie was somewhat annoyed to discover another cornmeal dish there, a mash soaked in pot likker, the leftover stock from a pot of boiled collards. She blushed at her foolishness, bringing a Northern dish to compete with a Southern favorite.

			Beside the food sat a Black man approaching old age slouched in a rickety chair. Hattie tried not to stare. For the first time in her life, she realized, she was looking directly at an enslaved person. Before, they had been abstractions to her, illustrations in books and portrayed on stage in Uncle Tom’s Cabin by whites with burnt-cork-darkened faces. Hattie had known Africans in Chicago of course—in service she had spent every day among drovers and washerwomen—but the Black Codes kept them in their own neighborhoods, and whenever one appeared for any length of time outside of work, she found it was like being visited by strangers from the moon.

			This man looked like any other Black man Hattie had ever seen, although his legs were shorter than they should have been, crooked and stunted, likely useless for walking. Whether this had been an issue from birth or the result of subsequent injury, she could not say. On his fiddle he scratched out a tune unfamiliar to Hattie.

			The cow and a few pigs, the barn’s usual occupants, had been herded to a stall in the corner, though their smell was omnipresent. The other stalls were now mostly occupied by members of the Women’s Auxiliary, sitting in circles and sewing emblems on wool jackets that were dark gray. They matched their thread strokes to the fiddling, the way marching soldiers follow the beat of the drum.

			Hattie identified Miss Eustace Broddle’s sewing circle, comprising eight or so women, and sat in it without invitation. Though Eustace scowled at the younger woman’s appearance, her friends handed Hattie various materials, which, she was told, would be used to create militia uniforms for Mr. Wilson and Mr. Broddle’s unit guarding the railway. The material itself was drab but sturdy. The difficult part was stitching the muslin patch, which was a rather elaborate bit of embroidery involving a tri-fronded palmetto tree (the symbol of South Carolina, the first to secede? she wondered), five arrows (the original member states of the Confederacy?), the famous hissing “Don’t Tread on Me” snake, and with the most difficulty, the words “Constitutional Rights” encircling the entire sigil.

			Fortunately for Hattie, at the orphanage the girls had been set to various industries to keep the roof patched and the sheets deloused and their bowls full of gruel. They had woven brooms, dipped candles, sold matches in the street. And they had sewn various cheap garments for the rag trade. So it didn’t take Hattie long to get a nice rhythm down, and once she had completed the various images in the center of the patch, she was able to mindlessly whipstitch the edge of the badge and concentrate on the other women’s conversation.

			“The Negro is a fool if he thinks the Northerner cares one whit for him or his well-being,” Miss Broddle was saying. She shot a look at Hattie for some kind of response.

			“Mm-hmm,” Hattie said. As far as she could tell, few of these women were wealthy enough to own any slaves. The Africans were concentrated on the many vast plantations looming all around the smaller farms like hostile camps. The average farmwife could never aspire to such bounty, so the Blacks were despised as much as a living reminder of white poverty than any other reason.

			“Don’t the Black know who brought him here? Sailors from New England. The utter hypocrisy in trying to take them back now for free is staggering.”

			“We’re under siege. It’s just that simple.”

			“It’s a shame Lincoln won’t compromise. He’s just doing it all to enrich himself, they all are.”

			“They’re bringing in boatloads of Irish, handing them rifles, and promising them our land once we’re good and conquered.”

			“John Brown is still alive. No, my sister-in-law said it’s true, and she works for the Interior, so she’d know. The government set him free and paid all those people to say he was hanged. He’s out in the mountains in western Virginia, raising an army of hill people to storm Richmond.”

			Hattie kept her face low over her stitching to hide her astonishment. No belief was too unbelievable for the faith of these secessionists. In fact, the bigger the belief, the bigger its potential to be believed. For these people, the only truth was that which they could make others agree was true.

			Hattie concentrated on jabbing the cloth with the needle, both to keep her hands, trembling with rage, from stabbing herself in the hand and because she pictured herself sewing their mouths up for good with each stitch. She stole a glance at a woman with trusting green eyes in a peach-colored gown, blinking in confusion at Eustace Broddle.

			“You really don’t think any abolitionist is genuine?” the woman asked.

			“I do not need to think on what I already know, Frances.”

			“Not even the preachers?”

			“Especially them. They just use the condition of the Blacks to distract the factory workers from the misery of their own lives.”

			“Really?” The more Frances argued, the higher and weaker her voice became. She wasn’t so much disagreeing with Miss Broddle as she was stuck on this one point and couldn’t dislodge herself, like a stray leaf caught on a fallen branch in a stream. “But don’t they have souls?”

			“Who, the Northerners?”

			“No, the Negroes,” Peach-Dress said.

			“Who knows?” Hattie said in a singsong.

			“Who cares?” Miss Broddle said, and they laughed. “This ain’t about the Negroes, it was never about the Negroes. Can’t you get it through your thick gourd, Frances? This is about who’s really in charge. Of us. The Northerners would rather have white slaves than black. God as my witness, it’s the truth.”

			The mouth that spoke was Eustace Broddle’s, but Hattie knew the words to be the Prophet’s. She realized there was only one pair of lips to stitch up, and those were his.

			“The simple fact of the matter is,” said a woman with red ringlets sitting next to Hattie, “everyone in this world has a master. Everybody’s working for somebody else. Somebody has got to be enslaved—and it’s better them than us.”

			“The Northerners?” Frances frowned.

			“No, you little fool, the Negroes. If they could capture us in nets and herd us onto ships to Africa, they would not hesitate half a quick second.”

			Frances blinked. “But how could the Negroes do that? I mean, they’re Negroes.”

			“I know that, I’m just saying if. ”

			“If we walked on our hands and wore skirts on our heads, that would make as much sense too,” Eustace said, shooting the woman with red ringlets a reprimanding look for daring to even speculate on such a topic.

			At that moment, Hattie happened to look over at the only stall in the barn not occupied by amateur seamstresses or livestock to see the elegant black curve of the Broddles’ Wood Brothers carriage. And a plan of action leaped into her mind, fully formed.

			The string on the Black fiddler’s instrument abruptly snapped with a sharp plink. Everyone looked at the man briefly, but Eustace snatched up a long mahogany staff with a rounded end leaning against the wall and hit the man so hard on the shoulder that she knocked him out of his chair. With his withered legs, he could not get up again. Eustace kept hitting and hitting him between his shoulder blades. She missed once and got him on the side of the head, opening up a crack in his skull and causing blood to ooze onto his nose.

			By this time everyone but Hattie had gone back to work. She did her best to, but her trembling hand stabbed her thumb with the needle. She could not keep her eyes off the fiddler—who received this beating in silence, with no sign that it was happening other than slightly more watery eyes as if this was all he expected out of life, and life was doing its best not to disappoint him.

			Fear not, she tried to telegraph directly into his brain through intense feeling. I am here. I see you.

			I see you, and I am different from all these others. I will act.

			 

			At the appointed hour for the salon at Crimea—and for Kate’s formal introduction into secessionist society—the Cains’ driver had the front desk send a bellboy up to her room with a summons.

			In the carriage, Marshal George Proctor Cain and Mrs. Anna Cain sat in the cushions opposite her, wrapped tightly in furs. Anna made a brief introduction of her husband, a perfectly ordinary sort of man—with a standard beard and an air of impatient disdain—who grunted and scowled out the window. The atmosphere inside the carriage was so fraught Kate immediately assumed she had entered at the tail end of some stormy marital dispute. But once they had driven halfway out of the city, Anna said, “You’ve heard the news, of course.”

			“Of course,” she lied.

			“Electoral College,” Marshal Cain said without looking at the women. “What a joke. No point to the damn thing if they’re not allowed to vote their consciences and they just parrot the mob.”

			“George, language.”

			“Apologies for the French, Mrs. Mahoney.”

			“That’s quite all right, sir, I’m multilingual.”

			Kate frowned with what she hoped to be the appropriate level of displeasure at what she now remembered was the day’s meeting of the electors in Washington City. These men dutifully reaffirmed the election of Abraham Lincoln as president a few months before. This was one of the more bizarre aspects of the United States’ peculiar election system, but not relevant to her task at hand, and she had ignored the expected results when had they passed her eyes in the evening newspaper.

			“The Founders conceived of the Electoral College to prevent demagogues like Lincoln from ever reaching the White House in the first place,” Anna said. “They foresaw that the common people always vote with their spleen over their sense. And if you cannot use it to prevent such a transparently unfit person from assuming the highest office, what good is it in any particular?”

			“Mm-hmm,” Kate said.

			“You know what I call him?” the marshal said.

			“George, don’t.”

			“Ape Lincoln.”

			“Hah,” Kate said.

			“Not Honest Ape either.”

			“George. That’s not necessary.”

			“Anna, haven’t you seen the man’s photograph?”

			“You know I have, George.”

			“He looks like a singularly unattractive simian.”

			“Be that as it may, I just don’t see how resorting to vulgarity furthers the Cause.”

			“They call them Black Republicans for a reason,” he insisted to Kate.

			“Hmm,” she said.

			The land of Crimea—at least, Baltimore’s version—lay behind a pair of stone walls mounted by statues of screaming eagles. Through these, the drive climbed up a gently sloping meadow to a brown-and-gray stone Italianate mansion. Once the Cains’ team drew up front and stopped, an enslaved footman opened the carriage door for the ladies. He wore a black wool coat emblazoned with a two-headed eagle in gold thread. A short white jacket covered a waistcoat of the finest velvet above wide red trousers. On his head was a crimson fez with a gold tassel. Anna had explained to Kate on the ride up that ever since his return from St. Petersburg, Ross Winans had gone mad for anything Russian. Since the reign of Peter the Great, the consul from Ethiopia had recruited identically costumed Abyssinian Guards to serve in the czar’s court.

			Kate prepared to step out, but Anna took her by the arm and pulled her back into her seat again.

			“Just a second,” Anna said, removing from her handbag several compacts from which she touched up Kate’s rouge and powder. “I’ve been staring at this long enough. I cannot in good conscience allow you to go in looking like—well, like you put your makeup on while the coach was still moving.”

			Kate sat still as her lips were rubbed and cheeks brushed roughly enough to be taken as a rebuke.

			“Oh, for God’s sake, woman, is that really necessary?” George Proctor Cain gave up waiting for Anna to finish and let himself out on the other side of the coach.

			“This is important to me, George.” Anna admired Kate’s newly decorated face for a full three seconds before putting her makeup away. “Very important.” She put a hand on Kate’s arm and looked her full in the eyes. “I need you to be your best,” she said.

			Lady Detectives: Count backward from infinity to prevent eruptions of murder.

			Kate nodded with as much earnestness as she could muster.

			Stepping inside Orianda, Crimea’s mansion, was like being transported half a world away to St. Petersburg. All the enslaved men with trays of vodka flutes and salmon caviar on small pieces of toast were dressed as crimson-and-gold Abyssinian Guardsmen. A Black string trio played Tchaikovsky in a far corner. The appetizer table boasted a crystal bowl filled with salted cucumber half-moons and pickled cabbage, plates of herring and sliced beef tongue beside hillocks of horseradish, and a heap of tomato-and-onion salad with vinegar and dill.

			The still-very-pregnant lady of the house, Mrs. Elizabeth Winans, insisted on guiding her on a tour. She declared that everything in her home was “Russian” in a tone that made the word sound synonymous with “all that is good and right in the world”: the armchairs with the tassels on the arms were gifts from the family of Nicholas I; the glass-lined book presses in the study were modeled after similar pieces in Catherine the Great’s Hermitage; and so on. Kate tended to find other people’s pride endlessly tedious, but nevertheless dutifully greeted every new objet d’art with a smile and a stunned gasp. Then Anna introduced Kate to every gowned and perfumed lady in the salon and regaled each with the terrible tale of her mistreatment at the hands of godless New York City bankers. The women each strained to look the proper level of horrified.

			“You’re doing wonderful, dear,” Anna whispered at one point while squeezing Kate’s hand. Kate was mystified. She hadn’t yet been allowed to say a single thing except “hello” and “thank you.”

			The sad ballad of Flora Mahoney having been deposited in every female ear, Anna steered her charge toward the men in the room, who were largely congregated around Marshal Cain and the man of the house by the hearth, where they swirled brandy in snifters and smoked cigars.

			Mr. Ross Winans was a ministerial-looking fellow, tall and severe, with a shock of uncombed hair that proclaimed he was too rich to care what other people thought of what he looked like. “Regarding secession, our esteemed governor keeps saying, ‘Wait for Virginia,’” Winans was saying as Anna and Kate approached the conversational cluster. “I wonder, when he gets the urge to piss, does he check with the Commonwealth before reaching for a bedpan?”

			Kate saw only a handful of faces she did not expect to see from the Chief’s notes. They were all bankers and industrialists, men who did not see the gathering storm clouds of war as a tragedy to forestall or a calamity to flee from, but just another untamable current of history to weather and, with luck, ride toward profit.

			One of the new faces spoke next, a man who had been introduced to Kate as a Mr. Howard, employed in cotton futures, or something equally boring and lucrative. “Will they leave the Union, I wonder? Virginia? She or perhaps Arkansas seems very much like the next domino to fall.” He spoke in a thick Creole French accent; Kate presumed he was from New Orleans.

			“God, I hope so,” Winans said. “If the country divides down the Mason–Dixon line, it would break up half the railroad concerns on the continent. Think of all the new track that will have to be laid down to ensure that one system is completely independent of the other. The money to be made makes me weep with happiness. I cannot lie, I nearly sent Lincoln a birthday telegram the other day out of gratitude for splitting the country apart, I truly did.”

			“You know what I call him?” Marshal Cain said. “Ape Lincoln.”

			Kate wondered what the world would look like if mediocre women were also allowed to rise to the same heights as George Proctor Cain.

			Suddenly, the opening of the front door drew everyone’s attention to the foyer. An Abyssinian Guardsman was accepting the greatcoat of a handsome, dapper figure in a trim mustache and the Prussian-blue single-breasted jacket of the United States Army. Kate’s own eyes were drawn to the strong legs outlined by pressed trousers.

			“Ah!” Winans cried with delight at the officer’s appearance, walking over to hug and clap his shoulders like he was the prodigal son returned. “My dear Lamont—or should I say, Lieutenant Hill? You made it.”

			“Yes, many apologies for my lateness,” said Lieutenant Lamont Hill. “Feed shipment was late, and I had to unleash my wrath on the drovers, but I am yours for the rest of the evening.”

			“Capital news. I was holding off on the grand unveiling until you arrived.”

			“Unveiling?”

			“Come, come—follow me!”

			Winans ordered his American Abyssinians to fetch everyone’s coats and insisted his two dozen guests carry their vodkas outside. The old man giggled like a schoolboy as he led them tromping through the snow to a drop-cloth-covered hulk atop a horseshoe-shaped trench carved into the hillside.

			“Do the earthworks look familiar to you, young man?” Winans said, spreading his arms out before the trenches, looking for a response from young Lieutenant Hill, who clearly did not know what the proper one should be.

			“Familiar . . . in what way?”

			“You know Tennyson, ‘Charge of the Light Brigade’?”

			“‘Half a league, half a league onward, all in the valley of Death rode the six hundred,’” Kate recited, raising her glass.

			“Yes—she gets it! ‘Into the valley of Death rode the six hundred. Cannon to right of them, cannon to the left of them, cannon in front of them volleyed and thundered—’”

			“You . . . reconstructed the Valley of Death? In your backyard?” Hill asked. The group laughed along with the lieutenant.

			“They’re an exact model of the Ottomans’ earthworks at Balaclava. The czar himself showed them to me when we visited Sevastopol. There is a war coming between the Federal government and its people. And I plan to be prepared. Stocking up my house with hardtack and other supplies. I hope to extend my fortifications completely around Crimea’s border—once the ground unfreezes, that is.”

			Hill scratched his head. “I’m sorry, I thought Lord Tennyson’s poem immortalized the doomed Light Brigade, not their enemies. That was why it was called ‘The Charge of the Light Brigade.’ And, not, you know, ‘The Overwhelming Superiority of Men and Firepower of the Russian Empire.’”

			“‘Overwhelming Superiority of Firepower,’ did you say? Why, you take the words right out of my mouth.”

			With that, Winans whipped the tarp off the seven-foot-tall mass beside him, revealing it to be—well, Kate did not entirely understand what she was looking at. A stovetop boiler was attached to some kind of a drum, which was attached to a funnel or cone as tall as she was, turned sideways and pointing downhill at the Valley of Death. The hulking contraption rested atop wheels with a hitch at one end, presumably so it could be pulled by a horse team.

			“Ladies and gentlemen, I give you the Winans Steam Gun!” Winans threw out his arms expecting to wrap them around applause, but none was forthcoming from the group, who were baffled into silence. Meanwhile, a few of the Abyssinian Guards began discreetly filling the boiler furnace with wood, while others mounted paper targets on sticks along the top of the earthworks. The targets appeared to be silhouettes of Abraham Lincoln in his signature top hat, his nose flattened and his lips engorged into a racist caricature.

			Winans’s good humor could not be dimmed even by the lack of reaction from his audience. “Well, Lamont, what do you think?”

			Hill blinked and shook his head as if trying to wake himself from a stupor. “Honestly, Ross, I have no idea what to think. Is that a fully functioning . . . whatever-it-is?”

			“Indeed, it is, my boy. Indeed, it is. A young man in Ohio invented it, and once I made some necessary improvements to his designs, I used the B&O shops at Mount Clare to build this prototype. It is a big gun that does not require gunpowder and has a fire rate that beats the fastest regiment. Would you like to see? Would everyone?”

			The crowd murmured him on, and with a boyish cry, Winans snapped a pair of goggles over his head and waved everyone back. Now that the boiler was put-put-putting along, he mounted the machine between it and the drum. “Any John Browners who come up that hill looking for loot and mischief will have made their last mistake, I’ll tell you what!”

			He spun a crank and threw a lever, and the drum in the center spun to life with a metallic whine. Bullets spat out of the nose cone in rapid-fire fashion, perforating the paper Lincolns below.

			Kate was taken completely by surprise and leaped backward, stopping short when she slammed into something firm and warm behind her. Hands reached out and gripped her shoulders to steady her. She turned and found herself looking into the auburn eyes of the young Union officer, Lamont Hill.

			“Pardon me, sir,” she said.

			“Forget about me. How’s your drink?”

			She held up her vodka so he could see. “Unspilt. Lucky me.”

			He smiled slightly. “Lucky you? Lucky me,” he said, and unhanded her. She felt mildly disappointed at being freed.

			The Winans Steam Gun moaned down to silence, having annihilated its paper adversaries. Its namesake bounded off it, ripping his goggles off to fully bask in the applause that now was at last his.

			“Anyone else want to have a go?” Ignoring the upthrusted hands of all the men and half the women in his audience, he pointed at Hill. “I believe we should give the artillery officer in attendance first right of refusal to try the weapon that will make his own ponderous cannon a thing of the past, no? Come, Lamont, what do you say? Want to get a feel of the future?”

			Hill raised his glass but otherwise didn’t move. “I’m off-duty, though thanks for the offer, Ross. Most sporting of you to show the enemy your defenses before war is even declared. I think they’d call it tactically unwise at West Point, but sporting nonetheless.”

			“Your Federals wouldn’t stand a chance even if we gave you detailed maps of every one of our positions and each sentry’s password,” Winans laughed. “I know you’ll come to our side the moment Maryland secession is a reality. Our families have known each other since the Old Country. You’d never turn your guns against your friends.”

			“The thing is, I have very few friends who shoot at me,” Hill said, and drained his vodka in a single swig.

			 

			Every guest who wanted, including Kate, took a turn mowing down paper Lincolns with the steam gun until Winans ran out of ammunition.

			Upon the party’s return to the mansion from the Valley of Death, Baltimore version, they discovered that a newcomer had arrived in their absence. He was a short, swarthy man, whose eyes gleamed brighter than whatever substance streaked through his slicked-back hair. An equally viscous mustache framed his broad mouth on three sides. Winans, Marshal Cain, and their fellows shook his hand and bowed before him like he was a visiting bishop. Kate sensed an invisible sort of energy crackling from the newcomer’s body as he moved easily among the guests of his wealthy host.

			So here he was, the firebrands’ mysterious leader. Soon the parlor was rearranged so that chairs and divans faced the new guest as he stood pacing in front of the hearth, backlit by the fire. Kate herself chose a chair near the rear of the group not just to observe him, but to watch the guests as well. She thought she saw something familiar in the speaker’s face, but she could not quite put her finger on it.

			After the Abyssinians handed out yet more vodka and caviar, a hush fell over the parlor and the man began to speak, turning toward the fireplace in a melancholy flourish. “You heard today’s unfortunate news from Washington City, yes? Our last best legal option to prevent the seating of this tyrant has been exhausted.” The man’s accent was thick, but it wasn’t Russian. Spanish, perhaps? “I am disappointed, but not surprised. Every time I expect politicians to be more than sheep, I am disappointed. They leave us no choice but to take matters into our own hands.”

			From inside his jacket, he removed a thin, almost needlelike blade—she had heard it called a stiletto—that flashed brightly in the firelight. Ah, yes: Italian.

			“My friends, it is the dream of abolitionism to divide our nation to better conquer it. They desire nothing more than war by other means, by secret hands.”

			“Hear, hear, Signor Ferrandina.” Mr. Winans stamped a foot on the floor.

			Who was this sinister little man, who could tame these Cyclopes of finance?

			“The Blacks are not our true enemy, but the traitors wearing white skin. Negroes crave guidance, but the question is, who are they to be guided by? Those such as ourselves, who want nothing more than to teach them the civilizing value of hard work, so they might earn their way into heaven?” Kate thought of Caesar, the child Anna had treated like a dog. “Or will they be misled by those for whom they are simply tools of oppression? Lincoln lusts for every single vote of our charges and every one of their children until the sun goes dark.”

			“They can’t possibly plan to give slaves the franchise?” one of the women gasped.

			“You cannot imagine the depth of their depravity, signora.” Ferrandina shrugged sadly. “I have seen tyrants all over the world, and they only understand one universal language.” He again held up the gleaming dagger. “We Italians have long known what it is like to suffer under a dictator’s hand—and to make dictators feel the ultimate sting of the people’s displeasure. Like Brutus felling Caesar when he overstepped his power. Like Francesco Orsini, who struggled bravely against the cruelty of the Borgias. And it was not so long ago that his descendant, my own capo, Felice Orsini, tried to rid the scourge of Napoleon from our shores. I know what it is like to lay down my life for freedom. I tell you, I do not fear striking the killing blow myself.”

			Kate vaguely remembered reading about the assassination attempt on the emperor of France a little over three years ago; Italian nationalists, led by this Orsini person, had gotten into their heads that murdering Napoleon III would somehow lead to the end of the Austrian occupation of their peninsula. The assassins had lobbed homemade grenades at the emperor and empress’s carriage en route to Rossini’s latest in Paris. This succeeded in blowing to smithereens a number of non-emperors and non-empresses and putting a severe crimp in Napoleon’s night at the opera, but that was all they accomplished. Felice Orsini and his conspirators had been quickly rounded up by French authorities and promptly executed.

			With one exception, it appeared. Kate’s mind churned through this latest development. How far did the conspiracy against Lincoln extend? Across the Atlantic, even? Was it possible?

			“You will not be alone, Signor Ferrandina,” Howard, the cotton-futures man, called out.

			“No? Good.” The revolutionary wiped his glistening pate with a handkerchief. “We have had many discussions about forming a society for our mutual defense—the Palmetto Guards, I propose to call it, in honor of the great state of South Carolina, the first to wriggle itself free from the dying corpse of the United States of America. Those words we traded at the City Hotel must now be transformed into action.”

			The City Hotel? At last, it hit her: she had seen this little man just six hours before in a striped shirt and apron lathering up a fat man’s face for a shave in the barbershop inside Barnum’s City Hotel. Once she made the connection, Kate gasped.

			“Sweeney Todd!” She said it loud enough for the ladies seated in the back row to turn and stare at her.

			“Not very Russian, is he?” whispered the handsome young officer. He stood once more behind her with his patient auburn eyes trained upon her.

			“Not very what?” Kate whispered back.

			“Sorry, haven’t you taken the house tour from Mrs. Winans?” Hill stuck his nose in the air and pointed at random objects in the room. “‘And you see this rug over here? It’s Russian. And that painting over there, the one of the dogs? It’s Russian.’”

			“‘You see that stain the dogs left on the rug?’”

			“‘Yes, Russian, so very Russian.’”

			The not-Russian-but-Italian Ferrandina had concluded his speech to a smattering of applause and begun fielding requests from the men in his audience to join his so-called Palmetto Guards. In any other circumstance, these highborn gentlemen would have had the immigrant barber thrown out by the kitchen entrance, but the Italian told them exactly what they wanted to hear, so instead they greeted him like a conquering hero.

			“I’ve long found the idea that the world’s problems can be solved by killing all the right people is as impractical as it is immoral,” Kate said to Hill.

			“Then I fear you are out of step with the times.” The lieutenant put a cigar in his mouth and offered her one. She stood to take it, delighted at some of the dirtier looks she got from the older women in the salon.

			“My accustomed position,” Kate said.

			“I could tell just by looking at you.” He struck a match and ignited both smokes. “Lieutenant Lamont Hill, First United States Artillery, at your service.” He kissed her hand.

			“Mrs. Flora Mahoney, currently unaffiliated.”

			“I can’t say I’ve seen you at one of the Winans’ salons before. And God knows every time I come here, I search for someone like you.”

			“Could you be more specific?”

			Hill made a show of looking around the room to ensure he wasn’t overheard, but really it was a pretext to move his mouth as close as he could to her cheek without touching it. “Someone who looks like they weren’t grown here like a boxwood.”

			Kate’s eyes danced at this kind of talk. In the looks department, she was no Hattie MacLaughlin, but she did just fine with what God had given her, thank you. For one thing, her personality, Kate knew, was amazing. “I’m trying to figure out how full of it you are. And how much I care.”

			“That is always the difficult part of any engagement. Do you retreat and live to fight another day, or press onward toward victory . . . or destruction?”

			Kate caught the eye of Anna, who was snapping her fingers at her, coat in hand, trying to summon her like a straying child. Or pet.

			Kate forced a grin to spread across her face. “Thank you so much, Anna, darling, but I am having such a wonderful time. I think I will stay just a little bit longer.”

			Anna didn’t say anything, but the expression across her face was more puzzlement than anger. At this point in her life, not being instantly obeyed must have been a thoroughly alien feeling for her. It felt good to remind her that it was still possible. This wasn’t a crusade, after all; it was a job. Kate didn’t have to report to the Chief until the following morning. And she had earned a diversion.

			“Press onward,” she said, turning back to Hill and downing her vodka. “That would be my advice, Lieutenant. Press.”

			 

			Kate and Lieutenant Hill lingered at Crimea until most of the other couples had gone home and Mrs. Winans announced that she had to lay her maternal burden to rest. By the time the two of them left the mansion, only the Cossack-garbed attendants could see that they left together. Hill had his hansom drive them back to the city to a High Street rathole he called Gunner’s Hall. The bar had no sign over the doorway, but every whore and ordinary seaman working the city dock had managed to find it, all the same, it seemed, laughing and grab-assing and bellowing out a pederasty-themed sea shanty called “Frigging in the Rigging.”

			The nicest thing Kate could say about the place was that it was too damp from vomit to ever catch fire. The drunks, at least those still able to see, hailed Hill by name when he entered, and the old pox-faced proprietress used a serving tray to beat cursing patrons out of Hill’s customary booth. As Kate settled in, she caught Hill watching her with a grin, which she returned.

			“Is this a test? Am I passing?” she asked.

			“You made it through the doorway without shrieking off into the night. What you need to ask is, ‘Am I failing myself?’”

			She soaked in the shabbiness of the place, drawing strength from it, particularly after the stultifying atmosphere of Crimea. “It has the good kind of rot, like in a wine grape.”

			“I couldn’t have put it better myself. So I’m going to steal that turn of phrase and pass it off as my own.”

			“Please do. It is a sin to be stingy with one’s wit when one has so very much of it.”

			Hill wagged his finger at her. “You. You . . .”

			“Me, me.”

			“. . . are so very Russian.”

			She threw her head back and laughed. “The highest of compliments.”

			The landlady returned with two pewter steins of small beer that had been watered within an inch of its life, which was fine with Kate. She had spent enough time in disguise that she could maintain a pleasant foggy tipsiness and her cover simultaneously, but it was smart not to push it.

			Lady Detectives: No one confides in a teetotaler.

			“This place has quite the sordid history,” Hill was saying. “You know Edgar Poe, who wrote ‘The Raven’?”

			“Absolutely. And the Dupin stories—‘The Rue Morgue Murders,’ ‘The Purloined Letter,’ and what’s the third?”

			Hill pointed at the table. “He died here.”

			“What? No! Here, really? At this table?”

			“Well, not here, here. He was found outside, leaning against that horse pump in the square. I believe he stopped off here to transfer trains—just like Honest Abe is about to, come to think of it—and disappeared for days before he was found in Gunner’s Hall in his cups, unable to give a straight answer to any question. They took him to the Washington Hospital, about a mile down Baltimore Street, where he died, a raving madman, unable to explain how he got here or what had happened to him.”

			“How awful,” she breathed with delight.

			“This neighborhood was—and still is—Bloody Tubs’ turf. They were in the pocket of the Know-Nothings—the American Party—back when they were still around. They paid off the Tubs to gather up Democrats and ‘coop’ them up a week before Election Day in these wretched little cells barely fit for livestock. They’d rob them, beat them, force them to drink cheap whiskey until they got sick, then drag the poor bastards from poll to poll in ward after ward, voting straight Know-Nothing. And when they cast their last ballot, they’d be dropped in the gutter like so much garbage. That’s what they said happened to Poe, but no one knows for sure.”

			“The death of the inventor of the mystery story is itself a mystery.”

			“He’s still buried nearby in the old Presbyterian ground, I believe.” Hill lifted his beer high. “Here’s hoping we meet a better fate.”

			She collided her stein with his.

			As she was taking a healthy swig, an ogre of a man materialized beside the booth. He had a straggly, greasy beard and a wide, floppy hat like a pilgrim’s, but the brim drooped like it had been left too long in the rain. The man jerked a thumb at Kate’s head and growled at Hill, “Who’s this?”

			Hill wiped his lips and turned to her. “Forgive me, darling, did I mention I was meeting a business associate here tonight?”

			“And here I thought you liked this establishment for its sordid history,” Kate said.

			“And its equally sordid present.” Hill slid out from his side of the table and sat next to Kate on hers, while the bearded men squeezed onto the now-empty bench. “This here is Flora. She is the crown-princess-in-exile of Montgomery, Alabama, and therefore an heir to the Confederacy. Also, she is a woman and, therefore, good with secrets.”

			“Women are better at generating secrets than they are keeping them, is my experience, but if you say she’s all right that’s good enough for me. Please to meet you, ma’am. My name is Broddle, if we’re only going by the one. I’d shake your hand except despite my best efforts it is largely covered in pig shit.”

			“I’ll just smile friendlily, then,” Kate said.

			“You’re one to raise suspicions, Broddle,” Hill said, pointing over the man’s shoulder. “Who’s he?”

			Kate looked to see who Hill was pointing at and nearly coughed back up her small beer when she found her gaze locked with that of her fellow detective: Timothy Dawson.

			 

			Mr. Dawson had told Hattie the day before not to wait up for him that night, because Mr. Broddle had asked him to help bring his pigs to market in Baltimore City and get some National Volunteer business done in the meanwhile, and they would likely not be back until well after midnight. She nodded meekly as he told her this, while her insides did backflips and toe-touching split-leaps.

			Hattie found enough to occupy herself until about ten at night. Then she bunched up a few clothes beneath her covers to make it look like the bed was occupied in the unlikely event he came back before her. She wrapped herself up tight. When she tossed the contents of her bedpan into the backyard, they froze where they landed. By the height of the half-moon, she guessed it was about one a.m. as she set off down the road toward Aberdeen Farm. Since Mr. Dawson had accompanied Mr. Broddle to Baltimore, it would just be his sister, Eustace, there. All alone.

			And she could put the plan she had hatched in the Broddle barn into action.

			 

			Kate realized she had registered Tim Dawson’s easy gait out of the corner of her eye before she had even identified it as his. In past cases she’d seen him play a banker, and a courier, and a road agent. Tonight he wore the cheap palm-leaf hat of a railroad man, baggy cassimere pants, and a grease-flecked alpaca coat. But Kate always saw him first as what he had been before the Chief had found him, almost a decade before: a copper, a city dick in Manhattan’s Five Points. No matter what name or profession he wore, the man still walked a cop’s walk, as if the world owed him its gratitude.

			Three nights in Cook County Jail had cured Kate of any love she’d ever had for policemen, their breath like tavern mop water and noses blooming red from the small veins burst by daily drink. They had all thought they could get her to confess to poisoning her husband—and that last night when everyone agreed, her included, that they couldn’t, she had fully expected them to cave her skull in and dump her in Lake Michigan. For some unaccountable reason, though, they had let her walk out of there both alive and free. Before the year was out, she was working for the National Police Agency. Dawson was the second person she’d met there after Pinkerton himself, and even then, as he was shaking her hand in the main offices, he was giving her a look like he could see right through her, like he didn’t need a confession from her because he already knew she was guilty—of something. It had put her off him immediately and for all time.

			He was looking right through her now, and for once she didn’t mind because she knew the two of them were thinking the same thing: We are supposed to be brother- and sister-in-law, yet here we treat each other as strangers. Would this not appear suspicious if Broddle and Hill later learned of their supposed relation? Or would it be more suspicious if it were revealed now?

			Lady Detectives: You will be constantly confronted by situations for which there is no good remedy other than silent prayer.

			“This is Tim Wilson, my second at the rail yard,” Broddle said. “He’s in the Volunteers with me, I vouch for him.”

			Hill grinned at Tim. “And you aren’t at all worried at how that reflects on you?” To Broddle he said, “How are your hogs, by the bye?”

			“The swine is a cunning and capricious beast, ever plotting the overthrow of the sons of Adam,” Broddle said. “It takes all my skill and the wisdom of experience to keep one hoof in front of theirs.” The hog farmer produced a folded piece of paper, taking care to touch only one corner with his befouled fingers. “After we met last, I posed your question to my colonel, and he took the liberty of drawing up a list of necessities, with the help of my sister.”

			“They’ll let just anyone into your militia, won’t they?” Hill asked. Making sure to avoid touching the stained corner of the paper himself, he examined Broddle’s list for two long minutes. Kate kept her mind quiet, her mouth still. Meanwhile, Tim Dawson made a good show of looking bored and staring off into space, tapping his foot to the corner fiddler.

			Lady Detectives: Learn to say nothing and listen to everything. Your silence is the hemp from which guilty men cord their own nooses.

			“Why don’t you ask me for all of Fort McHenry’s cannon too?” Hill finally sighed.

			“You can’t do it?”

			“Can you?”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			Hill read down the list. “Fifty carbines, fifty muskets, with a hundred cartridges for each. A hundred bayonets and twenty-five service revolvers for ‘officers.’ A hundred knapsacks, painted black to repel water, cloth or canvas—” Hill looked up. “Obliged for the flexibility.” He looked back down. “One hundred gum blankets, one hundred dog tents, one hundred overcoats, and as much salt pork, hardtack, and coffee as I can spare.” He rubbed his eyes with his hands. “That’s a lot of hogs right there, Mr. Broddle.”

			“The National Volunteers of Harford County have the money.”

			“How?”

			“We do! We are flush with funds.”

			“Really? And do you have a hundred men?”

			“We will.”

			“Please.”

			“Once the shooting starts, we’ll have to beat white men away to march on Washington. Now can you help us or not?”

			Hill tugged contemplatively on his mustache. “All things are possible with time and money. Assuming you do in fact have the money, I just need the time. This is way too much matériel to just go missing from the fort’s stores with nobody noticing. I’ll need to lose a canteen here, a bedroll there, that sort of thing. When were you planning on refreshing the tree of liberty with the blood of tyrants?”

			“Saturday after next.”

			Kate made a point of not looking at Tim Dawson. She knew he did not need to be notified that that date, the twenty-third, was also Lincoln’s scheduled arrival in Baltimore.

			Hill just shook his head and laughed. “Well, I think we’re done here.”

			“Lieutenant?”

			“What you ask isn’t possible. Maybe I can get you and the twenty-sixth peckerwood regiment a half dozen or more of what’s on your list, but that’s the limit.”

			“I told you, we can pay!”

			“That’s hardly the point, man! You should have come to me earlier. Like last year earlier. I’m a subsistence officer, not a wizard. I can’t just conjure supply out of thin air. Whatever I can get you has to be on my schedule, because I’m the one inflating the fort’s regular orders. I’m the one who has to arrange to get the excess out the back door and into your hands. You want what I can provide or not?”

			Broddle looked crushed, but after downing his stein, he nodded. “I want it. My colonel’s not going to be happy about it, though.”

			“Your ‘colonel’? Who is your colonel? Did you give your bull hog a commission?”

			“Like I’m telling you that. He’s a great man, maybe the greatest who ever lived. And everyone in the world will know his name soon enough.”

			“Not if he keeps raising his expectations so damn high.”

			Kate gestured for Hill to get up so she could slide out. “The necessary’s out back?”

			“It is, but don’t fall in.” Hill touched her on the arm. “That’s—not a joke. The outhouse is basically built over a sinkhole. I’d strongly recommend holding onto the door handle for dear life.”

			“If I’m not back in twenty minutes, come throw me a rope.”

			She squeezed her way through pickled reprobates to reach the back lot. In the reflection of the smoky mirror behind the bar, she could see that Tim Dawson was making some sort of excuse to get out of the booth too.

			Outside, the air around the listing outhouse smelled like the intestines of a dying pachyderm. She waited underneath the stairs leading to an upper floor to escape the stench as well as prying eyes.

			“You seem to be getting on, Katie,” Tim Dawson whispered after emerging from the door and joining her. “But then, you always do.”

			“Ha, ha, ha, you corn-husk puppet. I wish you’d share some of this good cheer with your concubine.”

			“Ah, it’s good to lay eyes on you as well, respected colleague.”

			“You brain-dead bigamist, your partner’s sent me a letter that makes me think you’re going to return home to find she’s hanged herself by her ponytail.”

			Even in the dim light from the saloon windows, she could see the ex-copper’s copper face turn gray. “She seems perfectly content to me.”

			“Of course she does, because you are a heartless golem with a head full of broken bricks. Please tell me you’re not driving her to self-destruction by climbing into bed with her.”

			“Am I made of stone or hands? You lost me some ways back.”

			She pressed praying hands together. “I am saying that she is a young girl in a sensitive position. If you do not take extra care with her, she is going to break into a million unfixable pieces.”

			Tim Dawson threw his hands up. “I swear to you, on the graves of my parents, I have avoided saying anything untoward or unseemly to that girl, to alleviate her fears that I might try and take advantage of our unusual arrangement.” He lowered his hands with a frown. “Though now you make me fear that in an overabundance of caution, I have gone too far in another, equally wrong direction.”

			“Well, best find your way back to the correct course and quickly. And if I catch you compromising that girl in any way, rest assured I will find you and I will unman you.”

			“More than you already have?” Tim drawled at the back of her head as Kate stormed back into the saloon.

			 

			As she approached Aberdeen Farm, Hattie smelled the fires before she saw them. At first, what came to her nose struck her as the acrid secondhand smoke of a cigar or a pipe, only staler, older. But after several more minutes of walking down the forest road, Hattie saw great black columns of smoke rising against the violet night. An orange mane of fire began waving on the horizon on one side of her, then the other. The gray smoke of the fields billowed across her vision, stinging her eyes a little. If she squinted, she could see the silhouettes of field hands and overseers stalking the perimeter of the fires like sheepdogs reining in a crackling flock.

			This was how she missed the shadowman until he was almost on top of her. She looked down the road and saw him moving toward her at a preternatural speed. He clearly had legs that were pumping up and down, but he had neither arms that she could see, nor worse, a head—just some kind of narrow spike jutting up out of his shoulders. Insanely, as he ran, he emitted a kind of rapid ringing peal, like a funeral bell tolling for an alarmingly increasing number of plague victims.

			Hattie’s mind revolted at the sight, yet her knees remained locked in place. He kept running right for her, and she did not know what to do.

			Seeing a fallen tree down a shallow ditch by the side of the road, Hattie sprang sideways and rolled onto and over it, the frosty earth hitting her hard. She bruised her elbow on landing. The bell sound was coming closer, louder. Bong . . . bong . . . bong . . .

			She hid behind the trunk and watched the creature approach. By the time he reached her, Hattie could see, illuminated by the orange glare of the field fires, that it was an enslaved man wearing a crude shift of coarse cotton and wool. He clutched a twine-covered parcel so close to his chest that his arms were hidden. Looped around his neck, she saw now, was a metal ring holding in place an iron bar that curved up behind his head, looped tightly around the top of his scalp, and then extended above for another two or three feet, ending in a lantern-shaped bell that swung and tolled with each step he took.

			The shadowman nearly passed Hattie’s hiding place without incident, but he must have spotted a flash of her pale skin or blonde hair out of the corner of his eye at the last moment because he turned and looked at her with a sudden motion that caused the bell over his head to jangle frantically. His eyes caught hers and went wide.

			When she started to rise with a stammering apology on her lips, the man just turned and began sprinting all the faster down the road away from her, the bell announcing his urgency with an increased tempo: Bong! Bong! Bong! The ringing all but drowned out the crunch of his bare feet on the frozen ground.

			Her heart was still stuck in her throat as she climbed out of the ditch and brushed off her dress. She watched the shadowman go, swallowed into the orange flames that merged into a single line on the horizon, and thought, fear still shuddering her body, I’m in hell. This must be what hell is like.

			Time to bring punishment to its devils, she thought as she resumed her journey toward Eustace Broddle’s house.

			 

			After Broddle and Tim Dawson left Gunner’s Hall, the former in a sullen snit, the latter in an undercover detective’s facsimile of the same, Lieutenant Hill ordered a wooden pail of a liquid he claimed to be whiskey. To Kate, it tasted like backwash from Satan’s chamber pot. Still, Hill’s eyes danced in a way that both invited and dared. Being with him made the corners of her mouth hurt. When he passed her the bucket, she matched him swallow for swallow. Within a half hour, the world was kinder on the edges.

			“Do I even want to know who that was?”

			“Broddle? Oh, he’s all right. I let him overcharge the United States Army for pork, and in exchange I sometimes pocket the difference.”

			“And out of nowhere, he’s turned insurgent? And it doesn’t give you pause, to sell him the arms to overthrow the government whose uniform you wear?”

			Hill smirked a little. “No, ma’am, far from a pause, it makes me want to rush headlong into the breach. Those men? They are what Mr. Darwin would classify, taxonomically speaking, as idiots. And the thing about idiots is—stop me if you’ve heard this one before—they have a tendency to throw their money away like it’s on fire. So I’ve got to at least meet them halfway on their idiocy, or some other sharpie will be happy to relieve them of their excess cash in my stead.”

			“Those rifles you’re selling them, you never think they’ll be pointed in your direction?”

			He laughed. “No, at absolute worse they’ll be turned on any preacher dumb enough to sermonize on the souls of Black folk in Harford County. You think that pig farmer and that tree trunk of a yard bull are any threat to Fort McHenry? Please. They are all talk. Just like Winans mooning over his new steam toy and that ridiculous barbershop revolutionary. A barking dog never bites.”

			“Who do you think is their mysterious colonel?”

			“The weevil in their brains would be my guess. Flora, for God’s sake, don’t you know where you were born? This is the United States of America. We’ve been told since we were born that we are the inheritors of untrained yeomen who sent the strongest empire history ever saw packing.”

			“Yes, I seem to recall having been told something of the sort.”

			“Every turnip farmer with a rifle and a grudge thinks he can topple a government. Revolution, darling, it’s as American as the Fourth of July, slavery, and the Salem Witch Trials.”

			“And if it’s going to happen anyway, why not make a little money off it?”

			“Purser’s been a way to fatten yourself at the generals’ trough since the first army marched through the first market and all the farmers doubled their prices. Hell, if I didn’t know how to cook a book, I wouldn’t be worth half a damn to my posting in the first place.”

			“You are a rogue and a scoundrel, Lieutenant Hill.”

			She said it with a smile, but he nodded gravely. “I am. And you are a wild woman of dubious honor. Like knows like. I’ve heard things.”

			“From Anna Cain?”

			He laughed. “From Anna Cain.”

			“She does so love to tell my story for me.”

			“Wasn’t sure what to believe . . .”

			“Come now, Lieutenant. I can’t give the whole game away in a single night. You’ll get bored of me.”

			“That, madam, I very much doubt.”

			There was a silence then. The rowdier denizens of the public house had either passed out on the floor or quit Gunner’s Hall to pass out somewhere else. Kate and Hill looked at each other, grinning stupidly. The night was self-evidently over, but neither of them wanted to say so out loud.

			“I guess there’s nothing left to do but go upstairs,” he said.

			“What’s upstairs?”

			“The remains of what used to be the legendarily vile Fourth Ward Hotel. I let one of the rooms from Mrs. Gunner for when I don’t feel like making my horse carry my drunken carcass back to Fort McHenry.”

			“I meant, what’s upstairs?”

			“You’ll see.”

			She grabbed the whiskey bucket with both hands, emptied it into her mouth, and slammed it down on the table as hard as she could.

			“Whatever it is,” she said, “it better be fucking Russian.”

			 

			The following morning Kate awoke to the sight of Hill’s sleeping face, mouth pursed slightly below his mustache, and was pleased to find she did not regret waking up by his side. That already put him in the (short) positive column of her ledger of conquests. She reflected that ever since she went to work for Pinkerton, all her relationships were like this, with men and women, sexual and platonic—intense to the point of abject greed, as if a lifetime’s worth of experiences should be sucked out in a very short amount of time.

			Lady Detectives: A minimum of five cases must be successfully concluded before you should allow yourself to bed any of your contacts. Do not ask how your humble author calculated this figure; instead, rest assured that she reached it after a long and exhaustive study of the subject. Bedding one’s fellow operatives should be avoided altogether, on pain of heartbreak, and loss of face among one’s colleagues. Of course, in all things, do as your author writes, not as she does.

			Neither Kate nor Hill had bothered lighting the lantern when they stumbled in, giggling, the night before, so it wasn’t until she woke up the following morning that she plainly saw the room with its wardrobe, writing desk, and washbasin. It could have been a poet’s cell. Edgar Poe’s?

			Kate pulled her drawers back up and laced her corset back over her long-skirted chemise and buttoned up her gown before neatly making her side of the bed. She then sat on the covers against the headboard and jostled the lieutenant’s shoulder until his eyes opened.

			“You’re still here,” he said with a sweet surprise that made her heart break a little.

			“So are you. Don’t you have revelry or something?”

			“Reveille, Flora, it’s called reveille. It’s French for ‘too damn early.’”

			“I stand corrected. Don’t you have reveille?”

			Hill groaned and sat upright, swinging his feet over onto the floor. “One of the other advantages of being a subsistence officer is that as long as you keep your commanding officer well supplied with his favorite claret, one’s absence from reveille is—well, if not condoned, then certainly largely ignored.”

			“In that case, I don’t know about you, but my bottle-ache is absolutely murderous and in desperate need of breakfast, or failing that, small beer.”

			Hill managed to stand upright and slip his suspenders over his shoulders. “Sadly, Gunner’s Hall doesn’t open its doors until noon, otherwise the drunks would never leave. You’ll need to find a bill of fare elsewhere. Reveille or not, I should be getting back to McHenry. The pig man’s request is complicated, and the quicker I start to settling it, the quicker I get paid.”

			“You know, for someone who claims neutrality in the struggle of the mud farmers of Maryland against the abolitionist elite, you do seem in quite a hurry to further their cause.”

			“Because the only cause I support is my own.” He picked his jacket off the floor and dusted it with his hand. “Can you imagine how long it took those backwoods sister-fuckers to scrape together fifteen thousand dollars? I’ve got to get as much of that in my pocket as possible before they run out and spend it on something more practical, like a hot-air balloon to the moon.”

			Kate wouldn’t mind knowing who was financing them either—not to mention the identity of their “colonel”—and neither would the Chief. Fortunately, this gave her an excellent professional excuse to keep seeing the lieutenant, which was exactly what her every instinct and desire were prodding her to do anyway. “Our time together has come to an end, then. Thank you for a positively scandalous evening.”

			He had that grateful look again as he slipped his jacket on. “The first of many, I would hope.”

			“You would.” She kissed him on his scruffy cheek and opened the door. “Feel free to call on me at the City Hotel.”

			His grin grew wide as she walked out. “That’s me you hear singing beneath your window.”

			“I’ll make sure my chamber pot is full!” she called from the hall.

			Kate let herself out by the side stairs and walked until she crossed the bridge over Jones Falls by St. Vincent’s Church. In a small hotel lobby, she had a cup of coffee and some scones and perused the morning’s Sun. “The Movements of Mr. Lincoln” had become a regular column that had crept closer and closer to the front page the nearer the president-elect drew to Baltimore. The latest report was just below the fold on page one, from Pittsburgh:

			Mr. Lincoln is still on the move, making wayside speeches, solemnly assuring his admirers that there is “nothing going wrong that really hurts anybody,” and that the crisis is merely an “artificial” one.

			Stashed on page eight was the Sun’s less ballyhooed version of a different but related journey:

			Important from montgomery

			The trip of Mr. Davis from Mississippi to Montgomery was one continuous ovation. He made twenty-five speeches on the move. Upon his arrival in Montgomery, the president-elect of the Confederacy told the crowd, “All who oppose us shall smell Southern powder, feel Southern steel.”

			Kate shook her head at Lincoln’s naivety. One side was crying artificial crisis, the other genuine powder and steel. She thought of all the terrible things in the world that happened simply because too many people refused to believe that they could happen.

			After breakfast she ducked back into the Chief’s South Street headquarters. When Pinkerton looked up from a telegram and did not immediately blurt out something about a presidential calamity that had not yet reached the papers, Kate gained some small relief.

			Without taking off her coat or setting aside her purse, she announced, “At the Winans’ I discovered that the organizer of the fire-eaters in the upper classes is, I swear I’m not joking, the barber at the City Hotel. His name is Ferrandina.” Kate spelled the name for an aide, who had started taking notes. “The predictable crew was in attendance at the Winans’ party. The Cains, the Webbs. A New Orleans speculator named Howard . . .” And an artillery lieutenant from an old Maryland family named Hill, she did not add.

			“Well done, Mrs. Warn,” the Chief said. “Of course, do not think that this is the first time I have heard the barber’s name. Is there anything else?”

			“Ross Winans has built a steam gun.”

			“He’s built a what?”

			“A steam gun.”

			“What in the world is a steam gun?”

			“It appears to be a rapid-firing gun powered by centrifugal force rather than gunpowder.”

			Kate enjoyed watching the Chief’s face when he had absolutely no idea what to say. “Does it work?”

			“Oh, yes. Lethally so. I had a turn firing it myself.”

			After a moment, Pinkerton said, “Why, that’s completely barking mad.”

			Kate spread her arms. “Allow me to be the first to welcome you, Chief, to the United States of America, the world’s largest open-air asylum.”

			 

			At lunchtime Kate went to Mount Vernon Hill and rapped on the Cains’ mansion door.

			The tall butler opened the door and bowed before her. “How may I help you, Mrs. Mahoney?”

			“Morning, Joseph. I hope you are well?”

			“I woke up this morning and the world was still here, so that’s something.”

			“If only we could find universal agreement for that position. Is your mistress at home?”

			“That she is.”

			“Then could you please tell her that I would request the pleasure of her company for lunch, or failing that, a brief visit, to catch her up on what she missed from the end of the salon.”

			“Of course. If you would wait here.”

			He let Kate stand in the parlor of the manse while he disappeared up the stairs. The grandfather clock ticked idly, and the field hands in the painting of the plantation looked just as pleased with their lot as the last time she saw them. Joseph was such a quiet and gentle-stepped man that she did not know he was once again standing by her side until he spoke, making her jump a little.

			“Apologies, madam, Mrs. Cain is not at home at present.”

			Kate looked up the stairs. “But you just said that she was.”

			“I was mistaken.”

			“You don’t strike me as a man who makes mistakes, Joseph.”

			The placid lake of Joseph’s expression was unmarred. “I am not, by nature, no.”

			“Therefore, all your errors are quite intentional.”

			Joseph responded simply by going to the door and opening it for Kate. “May the rest of your day be agreeable, Mrs. Mahoney.”

			“Thank you, Joseph.” She stepped outside to the stoop. “Do you know a better time for me to call?”

			“No,” Joseph said, and closed the door in her face.

			When she was halfway down the hill, she said, “Shit,” out loud.

			Lady Detectives: If your Chief learns you have jeopardized your best contact for a tumble with a good-looking mustache in uniform, your neck shall be cleft from your shoulders.

			 

			Hattie awoke the morning following her successful midnight sojourn to the smell of bacon.

			The pop and sizzle of frying eggs pulled her from the covers even on this frigid morn and got her into her chemise, corset, and drawers, which she covered in a pine-green gown with brown fringe below the collar. Downstairs she found Dawson in his shirtsleeves flipping breakfast on the griddle over a fire.

			“Don’t be impressed,” he said when he saw her. “This is about the most sophisticated cuisine I can muster.”

			“That’s not why I’m impressed,” she said.

			He toasted some bread in the pan with the bacon fat. They pulled the table and chairs close to the stove to steal as much of its heat as they could while they ate.

			“How was Baltimore?” she asked between bites.

			“As expected. Our secessionist friends have more money than brains. I’m still having a hard time figuring out how seriously to take all their warmongering. But here, I ran into your ‘sister,’ who asked me to pass this along to you.”

			He handed her a letter on Barnum’s City Hotel letterhead. Hattie read:

			Dearest Sister,

			I would be delighted to meet with you at your earliest convenience. Can you come for lunch this Saturday? I will be at President Street Station to meet the 9:20 PWB. I can show you the sights and share with you all the gossip, both of which are ample.

			Yours,
Flora

			“Mmm.” Hattie had completely forgotten she had sent her original letter, and frankly, going to visit Mrs. Warn on Saturday at this point could prove a bit of an inconvenience. “Could you pour me some coffee? I am afraid I had a restless night.”

			“I didn’t wake you when I came in, did I?”

			“Oh, no. By then I was dead to the world.”

			“Here you go.” He was walking the steaming mug over to her. “Hattie, I just want to say—my conduct toward you. I fear, perhaps, we have gotten off on the wrong foot.”

			“Why, whatever do you mean?”

			“What I’m trying to say, moving forward, I—”

			She would have given anything to hear what this stammering was leading toward, were it not for a sudden pounding at the front door, which she had been looking forward to more. Mr. Dawson opened it to reveal an ashen-faced Broddle leaning in the doorway.

			“Eustace, my sister,” Broddle gasped. “I need help today, Tim. There’s been an accident.”

			“Oh no,” Hattie chirped. “Whatever could it be?”

			 

			The firm of Wood Brothers in New York City is scrupulous in the manufacture of carriages—but still, nobody’s perfect, and sometimes the nut attaching the seat to the main cab loosens a bit more than it should. And sometimes, you don’t realize that until it’s too late, and you start out to market on a steep hill, along a bumpy road, and the nut and the bolt work their way free, and suddenly you’re not sitting on the bench anymore, but are in the air, with the horses spooked and sprinting away from you, and you throw your hands out instinctually because you’re trying to break your fall, and you break your slaver wrists instead, and your dumb bitch slaver head smashes against a rock, and even though all your brains manage to stay inside your slaver bitch skull, you’re still in a slaver bitch coma, and your slaver bitch brother hears about it and has to go run and tell his coworker Mr. Wilson that he’s going to be late for the yard because it’s just him and his dumb slaver bitch sister, they don’t have anyone else except a sick cow and the hogs that haven’t been sold off yet—don’t you see?

			She listened to Mr. Broddle tell Mr. Dawson all this in a considerably more conventional fashion and nodded and gasped at all the right parts.

			“Shouldn’t someone tell the reverend?” Hattie asked abruptly.

			“Who?” Mr. Dawson said.

			“The reverend?” Mr. Broddle blinked.

			“Yes, the Reverend Cutter,” she said. “He did seem to depend on her so, acting as his sight during his tent revival preaching and such.”

			“Yes, yes, that’s good thinking, Hattie. I bet that’s where she was headed when she made her wreck.”

			“I’m sure you have much to take care of, Mr. Broddle, sir. If you could spare a horse off your team, I’d be happy to go to the Grange and let him know myself.”

			“Have you been to the Grange?”

			She nodded.

			“The Grange?” Mr. Dawson looked between the two of them as if they were speaking a newly invented language. “What is the Grange? Who is this Reverend Cutter?”

			She was already standing and throwing on her furred cape. “Can you explain it all to him, Mr. Broddle? I believe I’ll take that horse now.”

			Hattie didn’t stick around to savor the stunned look on her partner’s face. While he had been mucking about with whitewash and hog prices, she had made arrangements to sit at the right hand of the Father, exactly where an avenging angel should be.

			 

			Broddle’s horse effortlessly retraced the route to the ruined plantation, down a low, steep gully outside town.

			“Stop and signify,” demanded a voice from between the trees.

			“It’s Harriet Wilson. I bring news from Mr. Broddle about Miss Broddle. The reverend will want to know.”

			“Go on then,” said the trees.

			Even though the morning was cold, the Prophet sat by himself outside on the conjunction between two square foundations of toppled stones, gripping his staff with both hands and staring off into some unknowable future. His men, about a half dozen, ate stale cornbread around a campfire a considerable distance away as if fearing to disturb him.

			Hattie rode fearlessly up to the Prophet and dropped to the frozen ground. He cocked an ear at her.

			“Reverend, I doubt you remember me from the service the other day, I’m Mrs. Harriet Wilson.”

			“But I thought your friends called you Hattie,” the Prophet purred.

			“Yes, that’s right. I bear some unfortunate news about Miss Broddle. She’s had a terrible accident. Her carriage. She . . . won’t be coming to help you today.”

			“But you are here.” He reached out a weathered hand.

			She took it. “I am.”

			“I woke this morning to a dove cooing in the trees, returning early from her winter home. I took it to be the Lord telling me he planned to lighten my burden. And here you are. Praise God.”

			The Prophet squeezed her hand. She noticed, for the first time, an overlooked bit of grease stuck to her fingernail, leftover from her ministrations with the carriage nut in Broddle’s barn the night before. She was surprised she hadn’t missed more spots, considering she had washed her hands back home in the dark.

		

	
		
			Part Three 

The Goddess, Nemesis
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			The old woman with the basketful of cockades was still working the platform at President Street Station when Kate arrived to meet Hattie’s train. To Kate’s eye, the crone was not doing nearly as brisk a business in “States’ Rights” as she had been a week ago. More travelers ignored her than not. To a hopeful way of thinking, this was because the embers of war were cooling. To Kate’s correct way of thinking, on the other hand, it was because everyone had already made up their mind. Martial desires had hardened, and there was no tactical advantage to advertising which side you were on.

			The 9:20 from Perrymansville was ten minutes late and, as it was a Saturday, sparsely populated. Kate looked and looked at each face as it descended from the train and could not see her protégé’s among them.

			“Sister?”

			She turned at the sound of the voice just as the steam from the departing train dissipated. The girl Hattie stood beside her, her ghost rematerializing in exactly the same way she had disappeared from her vision at Havre de Grace. She was wearing the same green-and-white gingham dress, her golden hair was still done up in the same spiral bun on her head, but at the same time, everything about her was completely different.

			“Sister! What a delight.” Kate half-expected the girl to dissolve into tears in her arms. Instead, she stood as straight as a flagpole as Kate took her hands and pulled her close for two prim pecks on her cheeks. “We have a few hours to kill before our appointment. As this is your first time in Baltimore City proper, I thought we’d get in some sightseeing. How does that sound?”

			“As you wish, Flora.” As she tilted her head, Kate spotted a glint in her blue eyes that she had not seen before. That was it—that was the primary difference since Kate had seen the girl last. But because she could not identify the nature of the change, she did not comment on it; Kate simply cocked her elbow so Hattie could hook her arm into hers and led the girl out of the station.

			Lady Detectives: Avoid any fight you do not know beforehand you are going to win.

			They paid their twenty-five cents to enter the Baltimore Museum a block over from the City Hotel and gaped at the impossible-to-believe skeleton of a mammoth that was on display. They held hands through the magic-lantern show that took them on a journey to the forgotten epochs whence the great beast came; vivid paintings stretched back through the eons until their journey ended in a scene of the world as many great thinkers now believed it was moments after the Lord formed it: all volcanoes and fire.

			“In those days,” intoned the projector operator and show’s narrator, “the earth was too violent for life.”

			The more things change, the more they stay the same, Kate thought.

			It was a ten-minute walk from the museum to the great ivory dome of the Baltimore Basilica, the first in America, and they were able to sneak a peek inside just as noon services were letting out.

			At Lexington Market they saw the Rip Raps loitering around the bakery stall of an elderly Teuton woman. The gang mocked the woman with a nonsense patter of guttural sounds that were probably meant to sound German. They filled their pockets with strudel and steaming rolls off her counter with try-and-stop-me leers. She produced a rusty cavalry saber from beside her brick oven and charged; the gang ran off down Paca Street, whooping and skipping like naughty children.

			As they walked, Kate waited patiently for Hattie to confess any deeper feelings of concern like the ones she had expressed in her letter, but the girl was maddeningly quiet—determined, it seemed, to wait her out. In fact, her only true comment, beyond grunts and affirmatives, was when a choleric man in a floppy hat barked, “Move your ass!” and then rattled past the two of them, pushing a heap of pineapples in a one-wheeled barrow.

			“Pineapples!” Hattie cried. “Has anyone in Perrymansville ever seen a pineapple?”

			Hattie even let out a barely concealed yawn when they arrived at their last stop, Westminster Presbyterian on Fayette, tall and Gothic and brick. Kate ignored the girl’s performance as this was the one site she most wanted to see. She led her companion through the grand Egyptian gate on the Greene Street side into the brick-walled graveyard.

			“If it was just a hair warmer, I’d say we could lay down a blanket, have a lunch right over here,” Kate said.

			Hattie made a face. “Here? In a graveyard?”

			“You never did that? Perhaps it’s not a city custom. My parents used to take us to picnics all the time in the churchyard at Lockport. So well kept and quiet, a nice little island of calm in the bustle of town.”

			“But—to sit down and eat? Over dead people?”

			“The dead are everywhere we are, Hattie, all the time.”

			“But there’s only one place you have to be reminded of it, so I’d rather break bread elsewhere, thank you.”

			Kate made her way through the headstones and tombs, Hattie trailing a few paces behind, until she reached a tangle of brambles behind a row of low crypts. Though there was no marker, visitors before her had left behind three desiccated roses and an empty bottle of cognac by the roots. Kate knew she was in the right place.

			“Edgar Poe is buried here,” she said. “In this general vicinity, I mean.”

			“Is he a relation of yours?” the girl asked.

			“Edgar Allan Poe?” Kate frowned at Hattie. “You’ve never heard of him?”

			Hattie shook her head. “Should I have heard of him?”

			“Why, he’s only the greatest writer this backwards country ever produced.”

			“I see. If he’s so great, then why doesn’t he have a headstone?”

			“Because, sadly, artistic genius too often goes unrecognized in one’s lifetime.”

			“And after one’s lifetime. Because, you know. He doesn’t have a headstone.”

			“Like a Greek tragedy. He died penniless and friendless on the streets of this city.”

			“So he was a bum?”

			“Hattie. Don’t be shallow.”

			“I’m sorry, Mrs. Warn, I’m from Chicago. You die in the street without enough money for a headstone in my town, that doesn’t make you a genius, it makes you a bum.”

			Kate felt the base of her skull get hot. “Are you trying to irritate me?”

			“Not at all. Why does this Poe person mean so much to you?”

			She took a moment to find the right words. “I felt like being near something legendary,” she said softly. “I myself would rather like to be legendary.”

			The girl broke out into a loud, harsh, pealing laugh, like the ringing of an alarm bell, which made an old couple conferring in whispers beside a nearby tomb clutch each other and flee the churchyard.

			“My sister, Flora, says the queerest things,” Hattie shouted in a singsong. “That’s what they always said when we were growing up together in Alabama, your big sister, Flora, my, she always says the queerest things.”

			Then there was that look again, which, this time, Kate immediately identified:

			It was Dawson’s cop look—I know you better than you know yourself.

			“Are you sleeping with him?” Kate asked.

			“What? With who?”

			“Your ‘husband.’”

			The girl flinched as if burned with a hot poker. “God, no.”

			She considered this. “I think I might actually believe you.”

			“If you fancy him, don’t worry—you can have him,” Hattie sneered. “Although if I did fancy him, it would not require much effort on my part to make him forget all about you.”

			“Don’t be an idiot. You know he’s married, right? With children? Their oldest, I’d wager, is practically your age.”

			“He sees through you, doesn’t he? You find that off-putting.”

			“He’s smug in his assumptions. It’s not an attractive quality in any person. I’d just keep your drawers fastened in his presence.”

			“You are becoming off-putting. Perhaps it’d be best if you just minded your own business.”

			“My God, girl, what do you think we do for a living? We professionally mind other people’s business.”

			“Well, I am not paying you to stick your nose into my affairs, so if you don’t mind—don’t.”

			When Hattie stuck her chin in the air and tried to march out of the cemetery, Kate grabbed her by the arm and steered her around the other side of the church, where some of the oldest crypts and headstones were crumbling. The church had inexplicably extended itself over a patch of graves, which lay shrouded and cursed in a low gully beneath its brick bulk.

			“I would remind you that I can make you or unmake you according to my whim, so you should take better care choosing your words.”

			Hattie managed to wriggle free. “You hate me, and I know you hate me. And I’m not going to let you stamp me out!”

			“Girl, are you touched in the head?”

			“You hate me because you fear me,” the girl hissed, leaning in so close Kate could feel hot breath on her lips. “You fear I will surpass you. And so you want me meek and helpless. But I am more able than you think. I’ve already . . .” She stepped back. “You’ll see.”

			Hattie’s words gave Kate pause. She swallowed. She made a considerable mental effort to tamp down her temper. It’s not the girl’s fault, she thought. She got thrown into the deep part of the pond too quickly, and now she thinks her swimming instructors are trying to drown her. But a mad dog is as useless as a spineless jellyfish to this work.

			Kate snapped open her silver pocket chronometer, a railroad conductor’s precision timepiece that the Chief issued to his most trusted agents. “I do not have time to reexplain the entire world to you, and show how you misunderstand every blessed thing in it. Fortunately, our employer possesses the patience of a mountain, and we are almost late in meeting him. After he is done with you, be aware: I will have you again. And we will settle this.”

			But a thought made Kate’s hand tremble as she snapped her chronometer shut. What if the girl was just a little bit right?

			 

			“Have we been followed?” Kate Warn abruptly asked in Hattie’s ear as they turned onto South Street.

			“Have we . . .” Hattie looked up and down the street as discreetly as she could.

			On one corner a line of men and women wielding cleavers, straight razors, and scissors queued up for the knife-sharpening man, who was grinding their dull blades back into keenness with his foot-operated, wheel-propelled grindstone. On the other corner, a wagon festooned with wooden bowls and cups was parked. The vendor and his horse took turns biting off the end of the same large carrot.

			Mrs. Warn allowed Hattie to gape until a streetcar clanged past. The older woman grabbed her by the arm and turned her abruptly down an alley. One wall advertised a dentist’s office in fading paint.

			Hattie bent her head to Mrs. Warn’s ear. “Who would be following us?”

			“At the moment, no one.”

			On the other side of the dentist advertisement was a door that Mrs. Warn abruptly opened and all but shoved Hattie inside.

			“But you should always be asking yourself the question. And you should always already know the answer.”

			Hattie’s cheeks flushed. She’d seen puppies granted more autonomy. And just when she was starting to feel a little guilty about giving Mrs. Warn a piece of her mind too.

			Now Hattie became aware of a bunch of beards and hard masculine eyes turned in her direction as she stumbled through the office doorway. The small hairs stood up on the back of her neck. They were apparently inside of an office, a riot of crisscrossing telegraph wires and stacks of ledgers. Directly facing her on a blank wall over a cot were scrawled the words “we never sleep,” under which someone had added a large, unblinking eye that seemed to be looking directly at her, judging her every move.

			Mr. Pinkerton, Chief of the National Police Agency, crossed the room to Mrs. Warn and said, “The French Embassy in Washington City answered your query of the other day. It was, as you expected, in the negative.”

			Mrs. Warn nodded. “I will inform the interested party at the earliest convenience.”

			Hattie had not laid eyes on Mr. Pinkerton since the train platform in Philadelphia, and he seemed just as tall and intimidating as ever. Now he turned to acknowledge that he and she breathed the same air. “Miss MacLaughlin, yes, thank you for coming in. Have a seat, why don’t you.”

			An aide moved a stack of city directories off a chair so Hattie could sit down. Mr. Pinkerton sat on the edge of a desk with one foot up, like the father she had never had, or wanted. Mrs. Warn hovered over his shoulder.

			“So, Hattie, are you getting on in Perrymansville?”

			“Just so, I suppose.”

			“Mr. Dawson is treating you right, yes? No difficulties to report there?”

			“He has been a perfect gentleman. Perhaps overly so.”

			“Ah. Well. Then.” Mr. Pinkerton looked back at Mrs. Warn, then at the floor. “I had been led to believe you were having some troubles, that, uh . . . that maybe you’d like to share with me?”

			She blinked. What had been infuriating had become comic. She laughed. “I’m sorry, did you . . .” She looked to Mrs. Warn. “Did you think my expressions of distress were genuine?” She looked to Mr. Pinkerton. “I . . . in case the post was being watched, I needed a defensible reason to visit Baltimore City, did I not?”

			Mr. Pinkerton looked stunned, then amused, then covered his smile under the cover of scratching his beard. Over his shoulder Mrs. Warn very slowly turned red from her cheekbones and chin to the roots of her hair. It was a more glorious sight to Hattie than a sunrise.

			“The National Volunteers are organized into four companies, each with a different point person at a different critical juncture point along the Pee Dubya Bee,” Hattie said. She and Mr. Dawson had earlier agreed that she would deliver both of their reports at once. “Mr. Esau Broddle, the Perrymansville foreman, is headman there, and Mr. Dawson has been made his second. They have brought him completely into their confidences. They’ve been drilling as a general militia, but also practicing set-fire drills on the major bridges. Whether the rails are to be cut off before or after President Lincoln’s train comes through, I cannot say. The full extent of their plans has yet to be revealed, I think, because they are unsure of the best way to proceed. They tried to buy arms from crooked purchase officers in the army, but that attempt has resulted in failure thus far. There can’t be more than fifty of them, because that’s how many badges and uniforms we in the Women’s Auxiliary have been asked to sew. If you bring a map of the county, I can show you where Mr. Dawson says each of the companies is to be deployed along the line. I have them committed to memory.”

			Nobody moved. Their stunned silence was delicious.

			Hattie’s stomach grumbled. She looked to Mrs. Warn with a frown. “We are getting lunch after this, aren’t we?”

			 

			Twenty minutes later, they were having lunch at the General Wayne Inn on the corner of Baltimore and Paca: young pigeon braised with mushrooms and stewed turtle with old port.

			“You clever little minx,” Mrs. Warn suddenly said.

			Hattie gasped. “I beg your pardon?”

			“Your letter was dated Monday. But the meetings you referred to in your report occurred on Tuesday and Wednesday.” Mrs. Warn pointed her fork accusingly. “The letter and the despair it expressed were genuine. But after you sent it, you discovered useful intelligence the Chief could use, and so you passed off your original overture as a ploy.”

			Hattie slapped her silverware down with a clang. “I do not know what divine spirit has filled you with pure and spontaneous knowledge of all things, but I do hope it visits me one day.”

			“Oh, no, please do not misunderstand me. I am impressed. And proud. Huge, heaping gobs of both. You made me underestimate you. Excellent! You listened during our first talk. You really listened. Maybe you really will surpass me. Bravo, Madame Wilson. Bravo.”

			Mrs. Warn raised her glass of wine, and Hattie raised hers of milk. They clinked together. Hattie could already feel her cold rage thawing.

			“And you didn’t reveal your sources. That’s wise. Your secrets are your most valuable treasures. Keep them close until necessity demands they be revealed.”

			Hattie let out a grateful sigh. Mr. Dawson still thought the Prophet was a useless side diversion. Her instinct was to keep her misgivings to herself until she had more evidence to the contrary. It wouldn’t do either of them any good for her to just get laughed at.

			“I . . . I just want to do a good job, Mrs. Warn.”

			Irritation flickered briefly across the other woman’s face. “You know, I’m not that much older than you. You could just call me Kate.”

			 

			Later, Kate was still bubbling with pride at her pupil’s performance when Lieutenant Hill arrived at the City Hotel to escort her to the Front Street Theatre.

			The play was utter rubbish, a loose dramatization of the John Brown affair called The Assassin’s Legions. Kate was vaguely aware that the Chief had known Brown—and, at one point in the antislavery fanatic’s career, harbored him—because of their joint activities in the Underground Railroad. On the day the news broke that Brown and a mixed troop of white and Black rebels had tried to seize the national armory in Harper’s Ferry, Virginia, she had been sitting next to Pinkerton at the National Police Agency HQ back in Chicago. The Chief had launched into a series of invectives, the likes of which she had never heard pass his lips before or since. Apparently, Brown had confessed his plans to Pinkerton, and the Chief had tried to convince him of the impossibility of success, but to no avail. Kate could not pry any more details out of him.

			The play did not enlighten her any further in that regard. The basic structure of Brown’s attack on Harper’s Ferry was retained, but a romantic subplot was haphazardly inserted involving a young guard at the armory and his sweetheart, waylaid by Brown’s Negroes—all of whom were white stagehands slathered in blackface—en route to warn her beloved about the attack.

			So Kate’s mind found it easy to wander toward the future, toward her founding of the Ladies’ Branch of the National Police Agency. She would be the headmistress of a finishing school for petticoated schemers who would fan out across the country, across the world, stymieing the wicked with intrigue. They would know the latest substitution ciphers as well as any cross-stitch, and the best way to disadvantage an assailant as dearly as the latest waltz.

			Lady Detectives, if they grab with you both hands, thrust your hands upward between their wrists and pop your own arms outward; you will find to your surprise—and his—that it is now impossible for him to keep his grip. If he grabs you one-handed, grab both his ears and yank down, hard.

			The actor portraying Brown bellowed long monologues about the superiority of the Northern elites and their plan to free the enslaved to become permanent vassals for Black Republican interests. The crowd lustily hissed and booed at every syllable of these rants, but when Robert E. Lee, the dashing young colonel from Virginia, strode onstage in Union blues to place Brown into custody and rescue the trapped lovers, the jeers turned to deafening cheers. After no less than three standing ovations, the theater doors opened to release an audience satisfied that they lived in a just universe, and none lived in it more justly than they.

			“What did you think?” Hill asked Kate as he hailed a cab.

			“That I have had bricks thrown at my head with more subtlety.”

			“Yes, it was a lot of rot, wasn’t it? But the actresses were pretty, that’s all I care about—or so they looked from our box. None were as pretty as you though.”

			“You’re just lucky I don’t care whether you lie to me or not.”

			That night they again slept together in Hill’s little room over the Gunner’s Hall saloon, this time while sober so it was like they were experiencing each other’s bodies for the first time.

			Afterward, they smoked pipes together while the sweat dried on their skin.

			“Do you have a secret shame?” Kate asked him after a while.

			“This doesn’t count?” he said, looking at the ceiling.

			“Were we supposed to keep this a secret? You really should keep me appraised of these things. I am half the team, you know.”

			“No, I don’t care if everyone knows. And I’m not actually ashamed about it either. Though I suppose you do have a husband.”

			“See, then. You know my secret shame, a man in the Tombs. It’s only fair you should reciprocate by telling me yours.”

			“Ah. Well.” He watched the smoke waft up from his lungs and disappear. “My family, the Hills, once owned a plantation in Harford County. The Grange, it was called. We do have such grand names for our big farms down south, don’t we?”

			“Like you’re naming kingdoms.”

			“Yes, we really are all closet monarchists. My father’s reign was done in by a series of calamities—a lifetime of gambling debts, some bad investments in South America, an influx of smallpox among the slaves, and a particularly nasty attack of cotton weevil. Around the same time I turned sixteen—which was when I was more or less formally introduced into society—he was forced to sell what remained of the farm, the slaves, the animals, the cotton gin, and the real gin, along with the rest of the liquor cabinet. Everything that wasn’t nailed to the floor. And then he took the nails out of the rest and sold that too.”

			She said, “I’m sorry,” mostly because she didn’t know what to say.

			“On the night before the estate auction, Father got drunk and fell off the top gallery and bent his neck like so.” He held up his thumb and forefinger in the shape of an L. “Or he jumped from the roof. My mother’s story changed depending on her mood and how she was feeling about him at that moment. You know, I don’t remember which she had decided upon, drunk or suicide, before she passed on herself.”

			“And you had to go join the army and work for a living.”

			“The Ross Winans of the world have never quite forgiven me for the sin of getting a job. But I still get invited to all the parties—because I just got introduced to society, you know, before the family troubles began.”

			“Do you miss them? Your family?” Kate thought of her father sitting in his rocker staring sullenly into the stove fire at Lockport.

			Hill peered into the pipe. Its flame had gone out. He tapped the dead ash onto the floor against the bed frame. “I . . . wonder, sometimes, what it would have been like if we were a happy family. Or if there is such a thing as a happy family, anywhere. Not just people sharing each other’s pain of different varieties. But my real family, as it was actually constituted? No, I am afraid I do not miss them. A lot of suffering ended when we split apart.”

			“I know what you mean. My husband and I thought we were getting something out of each other, but really, we were each other’s biggest obstacle. He got sick, and I ran to the apothecary’s for medicine, and on my way back . . . I didn’t get there in time. I thought I tried my best, I thought I took the shortest route, ran the fastest I could, but maybe . . .” She contemplated the rivers and tributaries of ceiling fissures overhead. “Maybe I wanted to know what life would be like without him. I hope not. I hope I tried my best.”

			“Well, that’s not fair.”

			“What’s not?”

			“Now you’ve gone and told me two secret shames. The second husband in jail and the first in the ground. You have terrible luck with marriages, incidentally. But now you’re one up on me. I’m going to have to come up with another dark secret to tell you so we stay even.”

			“Oh. Right.” She looked into the clay pipe. Hers was dead too. “I forgot.”

			Despite her ongoing mental dictation of the Lady Detective’s Primer, she was just getting sloppier and sloppier, ignoring her own time-proven advice. She feared it was the girl Hattie; seeing the girl and her strength somehow weakened her, parasitically. Maybe she did fear that Hattie MacLaughlin would surpass her, as unlikely as that seemed right now, but not for the petty reasons ascribed to her.

			It was like what she had read in Darwin about the biological urge to reproduce. Maybe now that she had arranged for her legacy, she was giving herself permission to die.

			 

			“We’re hosting,” Hattie said to Mr. Dawson. She had returned from the Grange to the brick farmhouse just after dusk and was beating a light dusting of snow off her dress with her hat.

			Mr. Dawson had taken his boots off and was roasting his toes by the fire while reading the New York Tribune, which she knew he would have to burn in that same fire once he was done, lest any of their National Volunteer comrades catch him reading that notoriously antislavery paper. “We’re what?”

			“We are hosting. Tonight. My apologies for the short notice, but the station agent pulled me aside as soon as I stepped off the train. I guess we should stop sending letters to the city, as one of theirs controls the post.”

			Hattie had hung up her cloak and was crossing the floor to the stairs to go upstairs and change clothes when Dawson stood up on his bare feet and touched her arm. “What are we hosting?”

			“Why, the National Volunteers. They move around their meeting places to evade curious eyes, as I’m sure you know. Tonight’s our turn.”

			He blinked. “The traitors? They’re coming here? Tonight?”

			“Now, now, Mr. Wilson.” She shook her arm free. “They may be traitors, but they’re also our neighbors. I’ll make sure there’s coffee.”

			When she came back downstairs, he was still standing barefoot right where she had left him. “Why did they tell you and not me?”

			“What do you mean? Why wouldn’t they tell me?”

			She had taken the quilt off her bed and had gone into his room and fetched his bedspread off the mound heaped on his mattress. Using clothespins, she attached the corner of the latter to the curtain rod of the windows facing the road. The station agent had told her to block any and all light and accompanying silhouettes of the attendees from the road. That struck her as a tad paranoid, but she was playing the part of a loyal traitor, so she complied.

			She turned at the creak of Mr. Dawson’s foot on the floorboards behind her. He still had a haunted look about him. “Miss MacLaughlin, do you think you are in charge of this operation?”

			Her face was blank with innocence. “Why, of course not, Mr. Dawson. Do you think you’re in charge of this operation? Why would you think that?”

			His eyes flashed with an anger that made her more attracted to him, in spite of herself. She loved how the day was going. She was a goddess of thunder, dropping one awe-inspiring lightning strike after another among the National Police wherever her storm front rolled in.

			Hattie had discovered a lovely roast at the vendor’s stall when she was walking home from the train station, and now she braised it in beer in a dutch oven on the fire with green onions and a few carrots. The fat rendered into a filmy glaze that made her mouth water when she lifted the lid to add a few potatoes and sliced mushrooms. Snow had begun to fall again toward the end of the afternoon, but it wasn’t cold enough yet for the dusting to stick anywhere but the edges of the roof and the bare branches of trees. Night came with the ebbing of the storm, as if drawing the shades before a shameful act. She was just pulling the roast from the pot at the end of a long fork and splitting it into stringy slices when the first of the National Volunteers knocked at her front door.

			It was Mr. Broddle. He doffed his hat meekly at her as he entered and stood in one corner. He was followed by various other men she vaguely recognized from church or the Grange camp. Very soon the entire ground floor of the house got close and hot and smelled strongly of the visitors’ sweat. Hattie offered up her roast and its carrots to the Volunteers as they accumulated, but to a man they politely turned her hospitality down. Their expressions suggested knotted stomachs. They all took coffee, though, until she ran out of pewter cups, and they held the steam close to their whiskers. Such a congregation of riders in an isolated locale would have indeed been suspicious from the road, though Hattie was curious as to whom this could have been reported to, since the sheriff of Harford County was the last person to greet her when he walked in her door, and the chief magistrate of Magnolia stamped his feet for warmth beside him.

			The men stood around and made gentle small talk with Mr. Dawson and each other for about a quarter hour until the door flew open without a knock, and everyone clammed up quick. Mr. Tobias, the Prophet’s man, stepped through her door. Either it had stopped snowing or the flakes had taken upon themselves to avoid him altogether, for his bowler was dry. He looked at each man in turn, taking their measure, until resting his eyes on the sole woman in the room.

			Tobias beckoned Hattie forward. When she reached the doorway, the Prophet suddenly coalesced out of the darkness, hand outstretched. This Hattie took, and with it steered the Prophet toward Mr. Dawson’s empty high-backed chair by the fire, the old man’s walking stick stumping along the floor.

			“Would you like some coffee, Reverend?” Hattie whispered to him.

			He nodded.

			“And some roast?”

			He nodded again.

			When she went over to fetch it, the one-armed man, Jeremiah, entered next, followed by a man in a hooded cloak. Everyone waited for Hattie to pour the Prophet’s coffee and ladle out braised pork. The Prophet sipped from the coffee, then traded it for the stew. No one other than Hattie had said a word since the Prophet entered. She stood behind his chair like a king’s guardsman.

			She happened to catch Mr. Dawson’s eyes from across the room, and they shone at her like lantern lights. Was that wonder? Or fear? She didn’t know. She tried not to care.

			With the Prophet still bent over his stew, Mr. Tobias addressed the room. “All of you have heard of this man. You know who he is, and what he did for the Cause in Kansas. There are many spreads and villages below the Mason–Dixon line thirsty for his experience and wits, but the Reverend Cutter chose to seed the fields of freedom here, in Harford County, Maryland, first. Now’s your chance to prove he chose rightly. Reverend?”

			The Prophet said nothing at first, continuing to wolf down his last bite of pork, while everyone else watched in silence. The matron of the house of waifs where Hattie had grown up used to do the same thing, forcing her charges when she was particularly choleric to watch her eat the best bits of meat and warmest, freshest center slices of any loaf of bread before leaving them the scraps. You are the ones who follow, she didn’t need to say out loud. I am the one who acts.

			Hattie thought of the tent revival she had attended, and how the Prophet held equal sway over men and women. There was no more doubt in her mind: his shabby clothes and sightless eyes notwithstanding, the people gathered in her home were his flock, and they would happily let him herd them through any crack into the inferno.

			The old man held up the bowl for her to take. When she did so, he dragged his black gaze over the room.

			“The easy part of our journey is over, gentlemen,” he intoned. “We have passed from the village to the farmlands, out of the woodsman’s forests and into the uncharted wilds. The nearer we reach our destination, the rockier the earth we walk, and the steeper crags we must climb. As the Book says, of those to whom much is given, much more shall be required. You’ve read the newspapers. You know King Herod is on his way, to rub what he sees as his victory in our faces. He’ll be passing through here before you know it, and we want to make sure to give him the greeting he deserves, isn’t that right?”

			The men stamped their feet and huzzahed enthusiastically, but the Prophet put a finger to his lips and they were silenced.

			“There’s been a lot of discussion among loyal Southern men about how to accomplish this best. Right now the thinking is, we wait until he enters Mobtown. And to explain what role we have to play in that, we have a visitor from the Palmetto Guards in the city here to coordinate.”

			And now the hooded man who had come in with Jeremiah threw his hood back rather melodramatically, Hattie thought. He spoke in what she was fairly sure was an Italian accent.

			“This hireling Lincoln shall never, ever be president. My life is of no consequence in a cause like this, and I am willing to trade it for his. As Orsini gave his life for Italy, I am ready to die for the rights of the South and to crush out the abolitionist. And I trust you, the natives of this land, are ready as well.”

			The man’s eyes gleamed like black pearls in the firelight, and the men gathered in the room began crying out their assent.

			 

			“Anna! Anna, please, over here.”

			Kate had lain in wait for over an hour on Sunday morning for the Cains to emerge from Otterbein Methodist. She would have thought that the tiny brick church across from the proud cupola of Camden Street Station was perhaps too modest for a family of the Cains’ lofty status, but its ancient provenance, at nearly one hundred years of continued spiritual service, inspired the oldest and best names in Baltimore to flock to it.

			When Kate dashed across the street from the train station, waving her handkerchief, Anna Cain turned her back to her and looked around for another lady lingering on the banquette to engage in conversation, but Kate got in front of her before she could. George Proctor Cain stopped talking to the candle-and-soap magnate Charles Webb as soon as he saw Kate appear and signaled their driver to bring the white-doored carriage around; he wanted no part of any scene that was about to ensue.

			“Really, Flora, I have not a thing to say to you.” Anna refused to even look Kate in the eye. “What you do in your private time is none of my business. But if I cannot trust how you act in public, I simply cannot sponsor you to respectable society.”

			“Come along, Anna,” Marshal Cain said, loud enough for everyone to hear as he climbed into the carriage by himself.

			“Lieutenant Hill has many fine qualities, or so I am told, but his family is as dissolute as they come. And need I remind you, he is not your husband?”

			Kate dropped to both knees and clasped her hands together, looking up pleading at Anna, not making a sound. The other ladies on the sidewalk stared. A few tittered; some gasped. And Kate knew that they were not looking at her, but at Anna Cain.

			“Please, please, for God’s sake, stand up, child.” She grabbed Kate by the arm and pulled her to her feet. It did nothing for Anna’s standing to be seen upbraiding another white woman in the street. “This is exactly what I’m talking about,” she hissed under her breath. “You really need to learn how to act around a higher class of people.”

			“Anna, please, you must believe that I would rather die than ever intentionally try to embarrass you.” Kate blinked back tears. “It’s just—I know I should have gone home with you and Mr. Cain. But that display at the salon . . . there was something wrong about it, I just knew. I feared if I went home with you, my face would betray me, and I did not want to accuse anyone there without proof. The lieutenant was kind enough to bring me back to my hotel where I had time to think, and now . . . well, now I know I was right.”

			“Come along, Anna,” George Cain bellowed at his wife, leaning out of the carriage.

			Anna turned very slowly to her husband. So did everyone else on the street.

			“Right, see you back at home then, dear.”

			George closed the door quickly and signaled for the driver to leave. The carriage team had clopped away around the corner before Anna returned her gaze to Kate, eyes narrowing.

			“Tell me.”

			 

			The Prophet let out a long sigh, worthy of Atlas. Hattie knew his black gaze could not see the National Volunteers drilling that Sunday afternoon in a wooded area of Mariner Point, where the train tracks spanned Gunpowder River Bridge. She had been summoned by Mr. Tobias at midday in his cart to serve as the Prophet’s eyes, and what she saw so far of his militia wouldn’t strike fear into a Rhode Island schoolmarm. She stood, while the Prophet sat on a pile of wooden tile.

			“Tell me, Mrs. Wilson,” the Prophet grunted, “what do you see? How does my militia look?”

			She considered saying something supportive yet untrue, but intuited that the Prophet would likely be infuriated by deception. “Has anyone taught them their right from their left?”

			He sighed again. “Thank God we will not require the discipline of a proper army to overthrow the oppressor. Just enough coordination will be . . . just enough. He is weak, you see, our enemy. The right blow, landed in the right extremity, will unseat him.”

			“Lincoln, you mean?”

			His nose wrinkled in disapproval. “It is a mistake, Mrs. Wilson, to focus, as too many in our Cause do, on the living or dying of one man. Lincoln is but the barker for an entire carnival of whores. It is through our own neglect such people have flourished. But it is never too late to weed one’s garden.”

			She winced sympathetically as two columns of National Volunteers somehow managed to turn and march into each other. Curses and tangled legs ensued.

			Mr. Dawson was in the rear of one of the lines and caught her eye. He broke into a wide grin that she made sure not to return. He had yet to comment on her ascension to the Prophet’s lady-in-waiting, but now, at least, she had received some glimmer of approval. The whole operation, as far as she could tell, couldn’t be going more splendidly. She noted the continued absence of the Prophet’s other helpmate, the one-armed Jeremiah, from the parade ground. She had asked Tobias about him and been told he had accompanied the Corsican, Ferrandina, to Baltimore City to assist the urban front of the resistance.

			 

			On Sundays, the barbershop in the City Hotel was reserved for women only, and Signor Ferrandina had a society matron in his chair and two waiting for his services when Mrs. Anna Cain entered, her satin underskirts slithering ominously. Her second, Kate, followed close behind. Less than an hour had passed since the one waylaid the other after church.

			The women already in the shop took one look at Anna’s expression and, before Signor Ferrandina was done with his current client, suddenly remembered several pressing matters that would prevent them from getting their hair done that day. They fled like small animals before a brushfire. Kate closed the door behind the last client as she left and turned the Closed sign to face outward as Ferrandina was settling Anna in the chair.

			“What part of Italy did you say you hailed from again, Signor Ferrandina?” Anna asked innocently enough.

			“Corsica, madam. Bastia, in the north.”

			“Interesting.” Kate sat like a bailiff in the chair directly behind Anna, so they could exchange meaningful looks in the wide gold-framed mirror they both faced. “The last time I consulted a map, Corsica was part of France, not Italy.”

			Ferrandina primped Anna’s hair for the scissors with a horsehair brush. “The only place that is true, madam, is on a map. Genoa owned the island of Corsica until the Middle Ages. We speak the language, we cook the food. All of Corsica’s sons and daughters are proud Italians.”

			“No wonder you were so drawn to Orsini’s cause of freedom for the whole peninsula.”

			“Indeed. And one day I hope to return from exile and take up my country’s cause once more.”

			“And who is it that exiled you, again?”

			The brush stopped dragging through Anna’s tresses. Kate could see from Ferrandina’s face in the mirror that he was waking from a dream of security into an unfriendly place.

			“Forgive me, my English is still a work in progress. Could you restate the question, please?”

			“It’s just that, well, for many months now—since the presidential election, if I recall—you have been talking about how heavily involved you were in the attempt on Napoleon’s life. It’s gotten you past many a doorman into many a soiree.”

			The erstwhile captain drew himself up straight and let the brush drop to his side. “Perhaps you should make your intentions plain, signora.”

			Anna flushed and stood up out of the chair, fixing the Corsican with an imperious stare. Kate could see him go pale. “Perhaps you should make yours so, Signor Ferrandina, if that is indeed your real name.”

			His eyes blinked as if blasted by stormy winds. “Why—why would it be anything else?”

			A lingerer from the lobby, an older gentleman with a walrus mustache holding a newspaper, wandered toward the glass door, sensing a scene. Kate got up and drew the shade closed as a few more male faces behind him tried to peer in. “Ladies only,” she mouthed at them.

			The force of Anna’s gaze backed Ferrandina up against his marble countertop. “Because my dear friend Mrs. Mahoney here has a cousin employed by the French Embassy in Washington City. And they have never heard of you, Signor Ferrandina. Of all the Orsini conspirators that escaped the net in Paris, your name is not among those they were told to look for entering this country.”

			“Ah, yes.” He patted his forehead with the kerchief from his pocket. “Forgive me, yes, Ferrandina is indeed an alias. I would rather not give you my true name, as it is undoubtedly on that list—”

			“It is not,” Anna snapped, “because there is no list. It was my invention.” (Lady Detectives: Always implant your ideas into others’ minds like the eggs of the cuckoo, so that when they hatch, your targets believe the inspiration to be their own.) “When Orsini and his minions were apprehended, they gave up all their fellow conspirators under interrogation. No one escaped to America, so the embassy was instructed to look for no one. And that’s who you are, isn’t it, Ferrandina? No one.”

			The Corsican’s face flushed. “I would not allow a man to speak to me this way.”

			Anna leaned in so that her nose was less than an inch from his face. “I can fetch a man, if you like, perhaps one in uniform. Or have you forgotten who my husband is?”

			Kate had seen gelded dogs look more confident than Ferrandina did now. “What . . . I have no desire to harm you or yours. Only to serve the Cause, signora. What do you want of me?”

			“Just the truth.” Anna raised her chin and strutted across the room, magnanimous in triumph. “Come now, ‘Captain.’ Don’t look so ashen. I am not entirely without sympathy. These men come in here, one in your chair and half a dozen waiting their turn, and they talk their big talk, as men do. You want to be more than a fly in the wall. You want to join in the boasting, be one of the company of men. So you say something small at first, perhaps something you overheard back in Bastia about Orsini and his crew. You get a good response. You embellish your role in subsequent tellings, each time getting closer and closer to the action until, one day, you’re the one throwing the bomb at Napoleon yourself. And then the invitations start, the attention, the fancy dinners, so long as the lies don’t stop. You didn’t stop them, did you, Signor Ferrandina?”

			Anna began her speech swimming in the milk of maternal sympathy, but by the end was practically spitting her words through clenched teeth. Kate knew her type well. Nothing so galled Anna as those who received what she judged to be unearned benefits. Better a million innocents die than a single guilty man go free.

			Beneath this onslaught Ferrandina was reduced practically to tears. “Is it your only purpose to humiliate me, madam?”

			“I gain nothing by humiliating barbers and hairdressers. I do not squash frogs or pull the wings off flies either. If I wanted to end your charade, I would have brought the host of the Baltimore Police Department with me, not Mrs. Mahoney, who wisely shared this intelligence with me once her suspicions were aroused by your overall greasy mien.”

			“Again, I swear to you, I meant no harm—”

			“Shut up. Please, by God, do not add any more red marks to your ledger.” She looked down at her gloved hand as if she expected to find something there. “I feel I can pledge to you my silence. As I do believe your desire to assist the Cause is genuine.”

			“Oh, it is, madam, I swear, it is—”

			She looked up at him and he shut his mouth.

			“As is my desire. As is Mrs. Mahoney’s.” Anna let those two statements settle in. She took a few steps closer to Ferrandina and said, almost in a whisper, “And that’s why you’re going to tell me exactly where and when your Palmetto Guards are meeting next. And you are going to help Mrs. Mahoney and I get inside.”

			All Anna wanted was to be in the room where the decisions were being made, and so Kate had contrived a way for Anna to achieve this goal in such a way that Kate could be carried along as well, riding unnoticed on her skirts.

			 

			Lamont Hill looked up from his ledger. He was in Fort McHenry’s magazine, a large brick barn sturdy enough to take a direct cannonade from the Spanish Armada and not blow into a million pieces, inventorying barrels of saltpeter and crates of prewrapped cartridges, along with heaps of canister shot and bar shot, when Corporal Dixon, that side-talking git, knocked on the wide-open door and grinned his half-toothed grin at him.

			“Ho ho, Lieutenant, what mischief did you get mixed up in now?”

			“What is it?” It drove him crazy how mockery was the default for some men’s relations with other men, as if they were no better than wolves mounting each other to establish pack order.

			“A municipal policeman is here, says he wants to talk to you and you alone.”

			“Regarding what?”

			“I don’t know. I’m not you, am I?”

			Frowning, Hill parked his ledger under his armpit and walked across McHenry’s main courtyard. Tall, skinny cottonwoods had been planted around the fort’s spearhead-shaped bastions. Beyond the earthworks came the occasional thunder of the guns practice-firing into the water of the nearby harbor. The white-banded metal doors of the square brick sally port had been blown shut by the wind, so Hill wasted no time in reopening them and latching them ajar.

			Just beyond lay the dry moat with its brick ravelin. The door to the ravelin was set in the lawn-topped earth-fill mound enveloping the bunker, and the romantic boy still living inside Hill fancied it, in idle moments, to be a portal into the hollow hills of the Otherworld from the tales his Irish grandmother liked to tell when he was younger. Instead, slouching in this doorway waiting for Hill was a walrus-faced copper all too connected to this plane of existence. The Baltimore Police Department was not even officially three years old, and this officer was wearing its first-generation uniform, coat open, exposing the accompanying vest and cravat. With his wide cap, he looked like an overstuffed telegram delivery boy, except for the shield-like badge pinned over his heart.

			“Lieutenant Hill? Marshal Cain very much wanted me to deliver this into your hands.” He handed Hill a piece of thick white paper folded over and sealed in wax with the mark of a palmetto tree. “And he very much hopes you can respond to its request in the affirmative.” The copper tipped his cap at Hill.

			Hill murmured his thanks and gave the somewhat surprised policeman two bits. It was perfectly instinctual—the man did look just like a delivery boy. He walked back into the short brick sally port, turning the card over and over in his hands. Instead of going back into the fort itself, he turned down a short flight of stairs off to the side and descended into the bomb shelters built after the last war with Great Britain. A high-arched stone warren painted white, fitfully lit by air shafts that extended to the surface, the bunkers were primarily employed for overflow of stock to store salted meats and horse feed. No one came down here except rats and the stray cats the regiment deployed against them.

			Standing under the overhead illumination provided by a narrow air shaft, Hill looked over his shoulder to make sure he was alone, then broke the seal on the paper. In a florid hand, it read:

			the time is now
to stand against tyranny
general meeting
all true men of maryland
ballroom • the city hotel
sun 17 feb • 9 eve

			Hill had to read the words several times before their full import sunk into his mind. The unfathomably rich, like Ross Winans, were truly a curious combination of ruthlessness and stupidity. Did these Palmetto Guards honestly believe that an officer in the government’s artillery would have any genuine interest in their playacting at sedition, regardless of how many generations he could trace back along the Chesapeake Bay?

			Although, Hill further reflected, no one could deny there were certain advantages to attending the meeting. Business relationships, after all, were nothing more than personal relationships, and he had various schemes and ongoing gambits that could be furthered down the road by his appearing supportive of these slavery-besotted hotheads. One man in the group, for example, speculated not just on cotton futures but cattle and railroads too. He seemed like a good man to be friends with—both in Hill’s official role as subsistence officer and in his unofficial role as a man who liked money.

			It was almost three in the afternoon now. Hill wouldn’t have to make up his mind as to whether he was going until after mess at five. Still, he made sure upon returning to his room in the officers’ quarters to open the Franklin stove and toss the invitation into the flames so that it curled into ash before anyone saw it on him.

			 

			The Perrymansville company of National Volunteers returned to the Grange ruins to find that the Women’s Auxiliary had largely bundled the campsite up into wagons, covered their contents with anonymous tarps, buried trash, and scattered old campfires. The women had also brought with them in covered pails the pitch they had been instructed to boil from pine sap collected painstakingly throughout the winter, mixed with cow turds and a dash of tallow or beeswax.

			Hattie had been declared exempt from these menial tasks as the Prophet’s new eyes and hands, much to her relief. For the assembled Volunteers, three dozen strong, she modeled under his instructions how the men were to brush the sticky black goo onto select columns of the bridges at Bush River and Mariner Point and, most importantly, the ferry docks at Havre de Grace. After that, they were to wait in hiding until a predetermined hour just after the president-elect met his end in Baltimore, and then they were to light their torches and set the bridges ablaze.

			“This will cut off Baltimore City from Northern resupply,” said the Prophet to his flock, “word of which you womenfolk will spread far and wide. Then, like a great avalanche, a white host will descend upon the state, smothering the infernal spark of abolition once and for all. A list of Northern sympathizers has been drawn up. They will be taken first. We will imprison those who do not resist in Fort McHenry. Those that defy us will be put to the sword. Then on to Annapolis, where from the statehouse, Maryland shall declare alliance with South Carolina and her fellows in the sacred bonds of confederacy and freedom.”

			The Prophet spoke like a voice from the fire. Standing just behind his right shoulder, Hattie basked in his ambient glory. Every eye in the ghost plantation, Mr. Dawson’s included, was turned in her direction with reverence. Hattie did not know where the lady detective ended and the lady firebrand began. She had submerged herself fully into her role, like hiding in the womb. Her eyes fell on Eustace Broddle at the rear of the host; she was up and about again, but her forearms and neck were encased in ridiculous wooden braces that rendered them stiff and immobile. After her wreck, she was useless for anything except stalking around the camp, barking orders to the other women, and waving her stick arms about like a marionette. She seethed hatred in Hattie’s general direction.

			When their eyes met, Hattie just stared through her like she didn’t see her, like she didn’t exist at all.

			 

			Hill didn’t have a chance to eat before setting off for the Palmetto Guards meeting, but he needn’t have worried—the revolution was to be catered. The spread at the City Hotel ballroom boasted plates of roast turkey sliced to knife’s-edge thinness and a stacked ziggurat of mince pies and bowls of candied beets. Mr. Barnum, the hotel’s owner, had always been sympathetic to the Cause. He raided his wine cellar and broke out the fine Lelegard champagne, sparkling hock, and Romanie burgundy.

			Howard, the New Orleanian futures man, hailed Hill as soon as he walked in the door, and Hill congratulated himself on making the wise decision to come. He had too much invested in his friendships with various important Baltimore City men crucial to his current and future investments to brush this meeting off, even if he was a bit skeptical of its purpose. Hill and Howard nattered pleasantly about how long a stockjobber should wait to go all in on cotton during the tensions between North and South, as the price would no doubt spike the instant armed conflict broke out.

			“Lamont!” Winans appeared above the heads of the shorter guests, which were all of them. “You got our invitation! Capital!” The old man slapped Hill’s shoulders. “Your father is no doubt proud of you, looking down and seeing you take your rightful place among your equals.”

			Hill had had one too many sparkling hocks three sparkling hocks ago. “That’s what I’m afraid of,” he declared merrily. The remark went completely over Winans’s head, mostly because he had never listened to a single thing another human being had said to him in his entire life. Hill’s father had despised Winans, yet today Winans acted as if the elder Hill had been the best friend he had ever had. Sadly, maybe he was right.

			The hall was all but filled in a half hour. Hill shared with Howard a nervous chuckle at the queerness of it all. The two men excitedly conjectured with another about the naked truth that since Baltimore was the largest city in the South, it would be the natural capital of the Confederacy once Maryland seceded, and Montgomery could just go screw.

			Then the waitstaff went to the corners of the room and rotated the state-of-the-art gas valves, dimming the wall sconces until it became difficult for Hill to see the drink in his hand. A gong sounded somewhere. Whispers and guttural noises of surprise drew Hill’s attention to a side door, out of which emerged a solemn trio of tuxedoed men wearing lumpy silk hoods on their heads, walking in a single file. The first one bore a dark-crimson cushion, upon which lay a Colt revolver; the second held aloft a night-blue pillow with an Italian stiletto; and the third carried a small wooden box bound with iron.

			Bringing up the rear, marching with chin held high, was Capo Ferrandina in the most ridiculous opera cape Hill had ever seen. No masks for the proud Corsican, who apparently wanted everyone to know who he was and what he planned to do, and who wanted everyone to love him for doing it. One by one, every man in the room put his hands together and soon the whole hall rang with thunderous applause, cheers, and pats on Ferrandina’s back. The revolutionary gave little notice to these accolades, except for a slight, knowing smile. Hill had to repress a laugh. He almost admired the way the audacious little man had managed to infiltrate his betters, though his admiration was tempered by a strong urge to punch the barber in the mouth.

			Ferrandina mounted a stage for musicians at the rear of the chamber, in front of an enormous mirror covering the entire wall. His masked retinue filed in behind him and stood perfectly still, holding their pillows forward. The capo jutted his chin out in that self-satisfied Corsican way and quelled the crowd with a flat-palmed gesture. He waited until the attendees fell completely hushed. Then he broke the silence.

			“Gentlemen, I need not relitigate the necessity of our meeting here tonight. We wish only to live in peace with our Northern neighbors, but they want the peace of us in our graves. They seek to destroy the greatest and most productive civilization the world has ever witnessed. And so they have left us no choice but to act, and act decisively. They dare to parade their president—yes, I say their president—through our streets and expect us to take it lying down like dogs, for that is how they are accustomed to treating their own people. But soon they will know the depths of their error.”

			“Hear! hear!” Howard shouted, and the crew began to clap loudly again. This time Hill didn’t feel like joining them.

			“The plan,” Ferrandina declared, “is simplicity itself. The tyrant has to switch lines in Baltimore, and the inaugural car will be pulled by horses from Calvert Street Station through the city center until it reaches the Camden yard. Around the tyrant’s car, I am assured by those in a place to know, there will be a . . . minimal . . . police presence.” Laughter rippled across the room at this reference to Police Marshal George Cain, conspicuous in his absence. “The streets surrounding Camden Station are, as you know, quite narrow. There will be enough of us to halt further passage with our bodies, allowing no retreat by man or machine. By the time he realizes it, the despot Lincoln will be surrounded not by his usual sycophants and Black Republicans, but by free men who know the true value of liberty and who will not hesitate to buy it with blood.” Ferrandina pounded his chest with a fist.

			Hill could barely repress a smile. It was so amusing, how these people cared about things so fiercely. Smartly dressed waiters passed with trays of wine, and he downed glass after glass. He looked at the face of each rich young man in the ballroom, the young man he had been expected to become. He was almost grateful he had given it all up for the prospect of 160 acres upon honorable discharge.

			“Who will deliver the final blow, Captain?” called out a young worthy from the crowd.

			“Let it be me!” called another.

			“No, me!” Hill added his voice to the chorus, playacting at giving a fig, and soon every man in the room was doing it. The cream of Baltimore, these fair-haired boys from the best families, these ruddy-cheeked cherubs, were begging for the privilege of murdering a man they had never met.

			 

			“Who will deliver the blow, Captain?”

			“Let it be me!”

			“No, me!”

			These entreaties echoed off the walls of the ballroom, entered the voice tubes mounted all around the chamber for the use of the serving and cooking staff, and filtered down to Barnum’s sprawling kitchen, which served all the restaurants and parlors in the City Hotel at once. Ensconced at an impromptu dining table below the terminal points of these open pipes, which dangled from the wall like the tentacles of a slain squid, Kate sat listening to a tube held to her ear with one hand and toasting Mrs. Anna Cain with a tall flute of pure Catawba with the other.

			When Anna and Kate had returned to the Cain home from the City Hotel’s barbershop, armed with the place and time of the Palmetto Guards’ secret congress, Anna had her maid open a bottle of Mumm’s Cabinet champagne in the parlor. Anna and Kate squealed with laughter at the various schemes they concocted to sneak inside. They considered donning masculine garb and false mustaches and simply showing up to the event as if they had been invited. Anna was a primary patron of the Front Street Theatre after all, and its costume department could be dragooned to her will. Nevertheless, they rejected this plan as excessively Shakespearean since half of the men in attendance had been entertained in the Cain home at one time or another, so the risk of discovery was prohibitively high. Other intrigues were considered and discarded, including hiding behind a Japanese-style screen erected in the ballroom or renting out the room above for the night and drilling a hole through the floor.

			At last, Kate suggested what she had already researched to be the best plan all along, which was that Anna leverage her friendship with the hotel’s manager to enlist his help in playing a bit of a prank on her husband. Anna could ask in such a sweet and innocent manner to remain above suspicion of anything sinister. The huge kitchen in the bowels of the City Hotel serviced all the various eateries in the building and therefore would be providing refreshments for that evening’s meeting.

			It was a bonus that the waiters served their unwanted guests the meal of their lives. Kate was feeling adventurous, so she ordered the braised calf’s head, an unrecognizable gray mass of bone and gelatin that still provided some of the most tender veal she had ever placed between her lips. This main dish was complemented by a tart vinegar sauce in a small cup on the side and some peeled, boiled potatoes. Anna enjoyed haricot de mouton, lamb shoulder served in a small casserole tray and smothered in plump beans.

			Between bites Anna leaned in to listen to the bodiless male voices that funneled their way through the tubes. One held court about Confederate foreign policy—“Great Britain’s textile plants would sit idle without Southern cotton, don’t you know, they’d have to support the Cause against the Lincolnites or their economy would be ruined”; another had put considerable thought into how to reclaim fugitives who might escape to the now separate country of the United States after secession. Anna had opinions about all these weighty issues of the day, of course, and they were all far superior to whatever anyone else upstairs was saying, and she had Kate here as a silent, receptive audience, nodding in manufactured fascination with each bit of wisdom and insight that dropped from the other woman’s mouth. Anna imbued her oratory with as much gravitas as if she had been formally invited to the meeting, and invited to speak there as well.

			This was all Anna wanted, of course: To belong. To have her ideas and theories treated as if they had as much validity as those of her dullard husband and his inner circle of preening fatheads.

			Lady Detectives, let another person live out her fantasies, and in return she will give you anything and everything she possesses in reality.

			Listening to Anna hold court as her entourage of one, Kate realized why she had an innate distrust of politics: unfortunately, almost no one who wanted that much control over the lives of their fellow human beings did so for any good reason. Anna already owned half a dozen human beings over whom she held the power of life and death. But was that good enough for her? No. She wanted the whole damn country too.

			When the Palmetto Guards moved to nominate an assassin, Anna let go of the tube in her hand and brought her fist down on the table. The hotel employees—who were bustling about in a clatter of dishes just cleared out from the ballroom—froze. Anna half-rose in fury. 	

			“Shut your damn lips, this isn’t Congo Square at Christmastime,” she hissed at the help.

			Nonetheless, both Kate and Anna had to lean forward to hear the Corsican’s reedy voice through the tubes:

			“In truth, you are all manful enough to commit the deed, so there is only one way to decide which one of you receives this sacred mission. We will let fortune decide—it shall be done at random, but we all know that the goddess Nemesis, patroness of vengeance, shall guide the hand of fate.”

			 

			At those words, a murmur coursed through the ballroom. The barber held out a mahogany box into which a round hole had been cut.

			“Here is the method that has been decided upon,” he said. “In single file you shall collect a ballot at random from this box. Once we have all chosen, as a group we shall look at the hand the goddess has dealt us. Do not make a single sound or indicate in any way what you have drawn. So none of us may betray the others, the identity of the worthy among you will not be publicly revealed. Whoever has drawn the red card will be the one tasked with liberating the Confederate States of America from slavery.”

			 

			Kate rolled her eyes at Anna. “We’re not going to actually see who’s going do it, are we?”

			“I suppose not.” Anna tossed a fork on her plate with a clang. “A whole lot of buildup, leading to a giant nothing-at-all. I don’t know why I expected anything else. Men! Their stewardship has ruined this world.”

			“I don’t blame you. Their Gothic posturing is exceedingly tedious.”

			Kate could have told Anna that the true work of espionage was drudgery a long time ago, had she been so inclined. Instead, she lied. “I may use the necessary before we leave. If you’ll excuse me.”

			Kate had spied the narrow staircase spiraling up from the kitchen when they first arrived. She now made a great show of acting like she didn’t know where she was going, much to the further annoyance of the headwaiter, until she was sure a cook blocked Anna’s view of her. Then Kate pirouetted and practically sprinted for the spiral staircase. Once she pushed her way inside, she hiked her skirts up to her calves and took the steps one at a time as quickly as the constriction of the corset around her rib cage would allow.

			 

			Hill fell into the murder queue with the others. The whole thing felt like a dream, enhanced by the dim candlelight. After Hill drew a folded square of paper out of the ballot box, he stood off to the side in agonizing suspense, heart pounding, while the other members of the crew drew lots for themselves. He couldn’t help but notice Winans watching all of them from the center of the ballroom, hands clasped over his waist, rocking back and forth on his heels and nodding self-satisfactorily like a chess master on the verge of checkmate. Of course, a man such as Winans would never deign to draw a card himself. This was why he had fought and clawed his way through society’s strata, so he could make other men claw and fight for him.

			What Hill did not manage to see was one man—gaunt and hollow-eyed, neither a rich guest nor a servant, with one empty sleeve pinned to his shabby jacket—lingering in the shadows at the edges of the hall, watching him. The flash of gold thread on Hill’s uniform had attracted this man’s eyes, and they did not move from him at any point in the ceremony.

			 

			Kate crept to the balcony’s edge to peer over its side at the well-dressed collection of conspirators below. She stood on a high, narrow gallery, unoccupied and unlit. She had made sure to wear a dark-blue, almost funereal gown so her presence was naturally absorbed into darkness. Unless one truly studied the gloom, she would be just another shadow.

			The mysterious cards had been distributed, and the masked man walked back toward the stage with his box. The moment of revelation was at hand. All her patient waiting and listening, her wearing a strained smile and numbing her outrage at slavers’ outbursts of cruelty—this suffering was about to be justified by its reward. Goose bumps sprang up on the backs of her wrists.

			The Palmetto Guards lined up like a choir before Ferrandina, who drew a gleaming dress sword and stabbed at the air. “Gentlemen. You may see whether or not Nemesis has smiled upon you—now.”

			 

			Somehow, Hill knew. He knew before he looked at the card. This had been the story of his life. He had been gambling late at night at a roadside brothel in Prince George’s County when old Stiles had finally tracked him down with the news that his father was dead and that a wave of debt was crashing directly onto his head, and his alone. Even before he had heard the butler’s knock on the door, Hill had perked up in the middle of a hand.

			He was struck by the same sinking feeling now. When he opened the ballot and saw the red spot dabbed there as if on a dirty bandage, he surprised himself by obeying Ferrandina and not making a single sound. But beneath skin, beneath muscle, beneath bone, he heard the roar of collapse—like a great sheath of ice carving away from a greater arctic mass, dropping into black water, sinking into darkness, never to see light again.

			 

			A few men stiffened, a few men quailed, a few coughed inadvertently, but when the cards were revealed, most made no reaction at all.

			From Kate’s vantage point in the gallery, looking down on the ballroom floor, Kate could see more than half of them. It was so dark that she couldn’t make out any man’s face, but what was on the cards was vivid enough that she could see them plainly even from her high perch.

			She almost broke the hush by laughing. She had to hand it to the Corsican: he had an imagination. He was going to make sure he chose someone who would not balk at landing the final blow when the hour of peril came.

			Even though she did not see every ballot, she saw enough for one thing to be clear: every man in that room was holding a red card.

			 

			Kate could see lantern light blazing behind the papered-over windows of the closed dentist’s office. When she slipped in through the alley entrance, she discovered the Chief in the center of the room, holding a gas lamp high, while his underlings set themselves to breaking down the telegraph machine and winding up its wire, taking reams upon reams of reports and setting them into neat valises, which were then boxed up into crates. A junior detective was desperately trying to soap off the “we never sleep” and all-seeing eye on the wall without much success.

			“Ferrandina is planning on setting every single one of his Palmetto Guards on Lincoln’s train car as soon as it arrives at Camden Station,” Kate said without a hello. “One of them will find his mark.”

			The Chief didn’t look at her. “I know,” he said.

			“I know you know, I just told you.”

			“You know what I mean.”

			Her cheeks flushed. “Oh, good. I was worried that all the effort and risk I took getting into that meeting wouldn’t prove to be completely superfluous.”

			The Chief appraised her coolly. “For most detectives, being such a complete and utter harum-scarum would be considered a detriment.”

			“But what, because I’m a woman it’s utterly charming?”

			“No. It’s clearly the fire that drives you. If it cooled, you wouldn’t be half as effective.”

			“Effectively redundant, it sounds like.”

			“My dear, half of Baltimore was invited to that meeting. If I didn’t have anyone else inside, it would reflect poorly on the agency.”

			“Who was it? I didn’t see Dawson or any of the other cousin-kissing legionnaires.”

			He just looked at her.

			“I see.” She smiled bitterly.

			“You’re overreacting.”

			“It’s what drrrrives me,” she said in an overdone Scottish burr.

			“If it makes you feel any better, they don’t know about you either.”

			“It doesn’t.”

			One assistant sat on a crate lid while another nailed it shut.

			“So that’s it,” Kate asked. “We’re wrapping up shop here?”

			“I feel we have reached the limits of what we can learn in Baltimore. We now need to bring the president-elect and his people into the fold. I’ve tried to inform them of our progress as best I could along the way, but secrecy has rendered our communications necessarily oblique. A face-to-face meeting is required. I’ll need to confer with the Pee Dubya Bee first, though.”

			“And am I to remain here in my nightgown, eating dainty little cucumber sandwiches and perfuming my hair?”

			The Chief’s eyes flashed; she had finally gotten to him. Good. “Don’t be daft. I’m going to Philadelphia to see our client, Mr. Felton. You’re going to New York.”

			“Why New York?”

			“Because that’s where Mr. Lincoln will be. I need you to convince him and his people that under no circumstances can he travel through Baltimore.”

			 

			The Prophet declared it was commonsensical to assume someone would try to put out the fires on the bridges the National Volunteers lit afire. Whether they came from the railroad, the army, or the sheriff’s, it did not matter: the Volunteers would have to turn them back, or failing that, put them down. The Volunteers would wait in the trees, “like savages defending civilization,” he intoned, only to emerge whooping.

			After drilling all afternoon, the men reconvened after supper and after sunset for a little exercise to test their ability to act as a group, using Bleeding Kansas–style guerrilla tactics. They fanned out downriver from Little Gunpowder Falls and waited for the signal. The Prophet bid Hattie sit beside him alone in a thicket. This made her uncomfortable enough, but as the clouds retreated and the moon was left to shine its cold light down on them, her jaw began to tremble. The Prophet reached out and hooked a hand around her shoulders and pulled her close. It was all she could do not to scream.

			They crouched on the river slope for far too long. Hattie fantasized that her hatred and anger gave her divine strength to topple the trees all around them and crush the Prophet and his flock, shatter their limbs, and cave in their skulls. She could bite into the oak behind her and rip it out of the ground like a chained dog pulling its stake from the ground, then maraud up and down the frozen banks of the river and smash the Prophet and his men into paste where they huddled in their hiding places.

			Suddenly, a pair of forms stole out of the forest. At first, Hattie thought maybe they were among the Volunteers, but after clinging close to the edge of the wood, the pair rushed toward a canoe beached along the riverbank. The duo barely had time to register that the bottom of the boat had been smashed out before a transparently phony bird cry whistled out of the darkness and the Prophet’s men rushed forward with a holler.

			“That’s the sign, girl,” the Prophet hissed. “Lead me to them.”

			Hattie nodded, quickly and pointlessly, and gratefully took the Prophet’s hand off her shoulder and put it in her own. It was a careful trot down the riverbank as she tried to avoid any ankle-busting stones and icy patches. Someone had lit a torch, and in its light she could see that the fugitives were a enslaved man and an enslaved woman, the latter clutching an infant to her chest, wide eyes darting this way and that. For a second, the pair looked behind them at the half-frozen river, the only means of escape, but that hesitation was just long enough for the Volunteers to close the distance and force them to their knees at riflepoint. The captives shivered and sweated, huddled together. The man’s eyes alighted on a Volunteer standing next to Mr. Dawson. Chapman was the man’s name, Hattie knew, and he was some sort of overseer at a nearby plantation.

			“Now, now, no need for that look, Heracles,” Chapman said to the male captive. “Thing is, I kept my word: I told you I’d get you free of the farm, but you’ll recall I made you no promises about what might happen once you entered the wood.”

			The woman turned her face away from the laughter of the whites and swallowed her sobs to rob her captors of the satisfaction of hearing her. With a sickening lurch of her stomach, Hattie remembered reading about such things in abolition pamphlets. The white man, Chapman, had befriended Heracles, claiming he could help him and his family flee north to freedom and safety. But once the escape was made, the unfortunates found themselves captured by those who offered salvation; and once an appropriate time had elapsed, a day or two perhaps, the false savior would sell them back to their owner for a not-insignificant reward. In a just cosmos, the fury emanating from the captives’ eyes would have struck Chapman dead on the spot.

			The low, nervous chatter and the deep breathing of the winded hunters were cut short by the Prophet.

			“This concludes the first part of your training. You have risen up off all fours and begun to walk. It shall not be long before you learn to run. Soon, rushing headlong toward making history is all that will be asked of you.”

			“I—I do not know you, sir. What do you want from us?” the male captive asked.

			“To grant you what I do not yet have,” the Prophet said. He unholstered his Colt and let it dangle in his hand. “Mrs. Wilson?” he asked.

			The male captive stood as if about to bolt and pull the woman along with him, but Mr. Broddle, who was standing behind them, put a boot in his back and shoved him down.

			“Mrs. Wilson, if you please?” the Prophet asked again.

			Hattie hadn’t realized the Prophet was talking to her. Although that wasn’t entirely true. She prayed the Prophet was not talking to her. But he clearly was. A part of her mind screamed for Mr. Dawson, who was standing out there somewhere in the dark. One of the trails of breath wafting upward toward the moon all around her was his. She wanted him to slay these wolves and carry her off to warmth and safety like the woodsman at the end of a fairy tale. No, her heart screamed, I’m just playacting, I’m just pretending at evil. No one gets to name me but me, that’s what Mrs. Warn said, and I do not choose this name. This isn’t me.

			Yet she raised her trembling hand with the Prophet’s in hers, and the Prophet’s Colt in his. The captive’s eyes caught hers in confusion and horror before she jammed her eyes shut. She tried to radiate her thoughts like light from a dying fire, praying they could drown out her actions.

			I’m sorry, I know it doesn’t look like it, but I came here to save you. But if I do, don’t you see, there’s no one here to save me.

			“Hey, hey, what’s this now?” Chapman said, taking a step forward.

			The captive responded with a sharp intake of breath.

			That sound was the only target the Prophet needed. The Colt jerked toward the fugitive’s face and Hattie could feel the explosion down her fingers and through her hand and into the rest of her body. Was there a gunshot too? There must have been, but she didn’t hear anything until the woman started crying and then the baby.

			Chapman cried out too, an animal noise, but she could hear the scuffle of other Volunteers restraining him.

			With the next explosive report, the woman’s voice was cut short.

			A third, and so was the babe’s.

			The tremor from both shots cascaded down Hattie’s arm as powerfully as if she had pulled the trigger herself. She could barely keep her bile inside her body, unlike a man behind her she could hear retching into the underbrush.

			“What the living fuck, old man?” Chapman broke free of those holding him and shook his musket like a club. “You just cost me eight hundred dollars of bounty! You owe me—”

			“Mrs. Wilson,” the Prophet said, and as if operating some sort of human cannon, she swiveled the Prophet’s gun arm in the overseer’s direction. That brought him up short.

			“Keep talking, and the price of what I owe you keeps going up!” the Prophet roared. “If your boss had done his job, when you approached them to run, these chattels would have immediately turned you over as a traitor and a thief. He who cannot manage his flock deserves to have them set upon by wolves.”

			The Prophet broke free from her to address his own sheep.

			“Know this: the war we wage is not against the Negroes. Hating Negroes is like a sailor hating the stormy sea. Our enemies are the white people too weak or too stupid to tame the nature over which God has given them dominion. We are the lords of all we see, encompassing both the beasts of the field and the field itself and the sons of Ham, whom Noah cursed to be slaves of the chosen. And how did white men come to rule? We rose up and beat the world until we broke it. And we set its bones into new shapes so that when it healed it was in our own image.”

			The Prophet threw his head back and called to heaven: “And now it comes time to break the world again!”

			Hattie hazarded a glance at the men around her. She saw many of them pale with fear and horror, but just as many grinned with delight like a new era had dawned before them, full of dreadful and delicious promise. No doubt many of those acting shocked now were doing so solely because they had grown accustomed to pretending at goodness but would soon gain license to drop that facade and embrace this new, bloody world with terrible gratitude.

			 

			Hattie returned to the old brick farmhouse with Mr. Dawson just as dawn snuck over the horizon. They sat across from each other at the dining table in the gloomy haze, and she was happy he did not try to light a candle. She did not want him to see whatever her expression was. She could see his expression well, and she was sure hers was twice as bad as that.

			“This is an unfortunate development,” he finally said after they sat together silently for an uncomfortable spell.

			“No kidding,” she said softly with a tinge of annoyance. He was still explaining the obvious to her.

			“No. You don’t understand. When he first showed his face here . . . but there are so many Armageddon specialists roaming the backwoods these days. Most of them are cheap sharps with the same dozen lines of scripture memorized. But after tonight, now I know. His real name ain’t Cutter. That is the Most Reverend Doctor Colonel August Defoe. He’s wanted for the mass murder of abolitionist settlers in Kansas.” He sucked a breath through his teeth. “And the slaying of one of Mr. Pinkerton’s men.”

			“Mr. Forrest—Mrs. Warn’s partner.” The ambush at Jenkintown was one of the sagas Hattie’s male colleagues had told her as they departed Chicago.

			“And he did in the real Mrs. Mahoney. The Chief assumed Defoe had fled west, but no—he’s been hunted for too long to do that. Instead, to throw off pursuit, he doubles back east to Maryland, where rather than turn him in for the bounty, they’ll elect him governor.”

			“Then—I suppose we have to tell her then, won’t we?”

			“Who?”

			“Mrs. Warn—whoever do you think? She should at least change her pseudonym. The Rev knows her. If he makes his way to Baltimore, if they should cross paths—”

			“Oh.” Mr. Dawson fell silent. The only sound for a little while was the crackling of the fire inside the stove. “That may be a challenge now.”

			“Why? It was barely an inconvenience before.”

			“We were lucky before. We weren’t in the enemy’s fold yet, so no one was watching us before. We didn’t know we were dealing with people who know the real Mrs. Flora Mahoney is dead. I had a chance encounter with Mrs. Warn in Baltimore, so I was able to deliver her reply to you by my own hand, something now I would never—”

			“All right, all right, I get it.” The leering station agent’s face loomed in Hattie’s mind. “I suppose the post is too dangerous. What about a wire?”

			“If they have someone on the post, they undoubtedly have someone on the wire.”

			“We could send coded word to someone in Chicago, and then perhaps they could relay the message to—”

			“No, no, no, no.” He took a deep breath. “Sending a telegram to the land of Lincoln may not raise suspicion at the time, but later? Once it’s strung together with a few other observations you thought were equally as harmless? They can tie that rope around our necks and hang us by it. That is why the agency’s procedures have been set up, Hattie, for our own protection. If the Chief or Kate chooses to contact us, that’s one thing, but the other way around—”

			“You’re frightened,” she said suddenly. The idea that this big, strong man could be frightened of anything seemed completely alien to her, but when she recognized it as truth, she voiced her shock at once.

			Mr. Dawson slammed his hand down on the table. The sound made her jump in her seat a little. “You bet your life I’m frightened. And you would be, too, if you had a lick of sense. There is no help coming for us, Hattie. We are on our own here. And that means there’s no advantage to sticking our necks out.”

			“But . . .” Hattie furrowed her brow. “We should protect her. She’s one of us.”

			“Is she?”

			Hattie wasn’t sure she had heard him right. “Isn’t she?”

			“You heard she poisoned her husband, yes?”

			“I heard some say she did, yes. But did she or didn’t she?”

			“They couldn’t prove it. Though I have my opinion.”

			“I have no doubt. She knows you hate her, you know.”

			Mr. Dawson made a noise in the back of his throat. “I don’t . . . I don’t hate her, Hattie. Please. On the contrary, I like Kate very much, on a personal level. I was a policeman for a long time, don’t forget. You need people like Kate to do our kind of work. Whether they’re informants, people on the inside. Or—people like Kate. Who have skills and affinities decent people don’t. You need indecent people to defend the decent from their kind.”

			“Mrs. Warn is indecent?”

			“She swears. She drinks. She smokes. She is a woman without children who sleeps with any man she chooses. What would you call it?”

			“And because of these despicable crimes, she is expendable.” Hattie never thought she would ever need to defend Mrs. Warn, much less want to. But she was genuinely shocked at the swiftness with which her partner was willing to abandon his colleague of so many years.

			“No, but they do make her . . .” He again had that overly patient, talking-to-a-child tone in his voice that made her want to break her chair over his head. “It’s a matter of risk. Your house is on fire. You have only enough time to save one family member. Do you grab your baby, your elderly grandmother, or the family cat?”

			“I rather like cats.”

			“God damn it, Hattie, do I have to say it out loud? I won’t risk your life for Kate Warn’s. All right? Because you are a good person, a kind-hearted person, someone . . .” His voice cracked. “Someone I admire. When I look at you . . . I’m just not going to lose you.”

			She barked out a laugh and sat up so fast her chair keeled backward with a crash. She stomped to the staircase, and as she passed Mr. Dawson, she yelled in his ear:

			“Yes, because in your burning house, I am the baby!”

			She got to her room and slammed the door shut. It was so cold she climbed under the covers fully clothed. But she did not sleep. In her ears was the awful roar of the Colt, and the sobs of those it silenced. She could still feel the jolt that ran down her arm when the Prophet pulled the trigger after she helped him find his aim. She didn’t feel very innocent at all. She wasn’t an angel. She wasn’t even a devil. She was just another condemned soul walking the earth, waiting to die.

		

	
		
			Part Four 

Never Sleep
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			“It was just outside Monterrey, Lieutenant, in the Sierra Madre foothills. Our scouting party had stopped at this dusty roadside—I don’t know what it was, whether it was an inn or a cantina or whatever it was—but this toothless old crone served up the most succulent rabbit that has ever passed my lips.”

			Captain Robinson’s beard was completely out of control, in the style of so many men twenty years Lieutenant Hill’s senior, as if they were all auditioning for a pageant based on Exodus. Like every one of Hill’s superiors over the years, Robinson had earned his commission wresting California from the Mexicans, only to spend the rest of his life ruing the fact that there was nowhere in the American States that a white man could get a decent tamale.

			“I tell you, Lamont, she made a pouch from some kind of cactus fiber, agave, I believe it was, and then she added tomatoes in their juice and pinned the whole thing closed using the quills, and after she boiled it for half a day, I’ll be damned, Lamont, if that wasn’t the best damn rabbit I ever tasted in my life.”

			Hill sat across from his captain in Robinson’s plain white brick office at Fort McHenry and struggled with his desire to confess. There is a plot to kill the president-elect, sir, and the funny thing is, quite by accident, I was the one chosen to kill him. They just assumed, you know, I was one of them. Because I never gave them any indication that I wasn’t.

			“I tried to get the old woman to explain the recipe to me, but she spoke neither Spanish nor English, just some local Indian tongue that sounded like an Austrian choking to death. So what do you think, Lamont?”

			How did I meet the conspirators in the first place? Well, just through the usual social channels of known secessionists.

			Hill blinked. “Think? About what, sir?”

			“The cactus, Lieutenant. Can you procure me some? The rabbit and the tomatoes are easy enough, but if I have any hope of reproducing that flavor, I need to get my hands on an agave.”

			Hill completely forgot what he was going to say.

			“Ah. Well, I don’t think so, sir. If you wanted the plant fresh, I don’t know how it could survive the journey. Our clime is much too harsh for that species.”

			“Damn it. That’s what I assumed, but . . . damn it. Well, I suppose there are limits to even your powers.” Robinson started rearranging the papers on his desk as if he knew what they were for. “You have something you want to see me about?”

			“I, uh . . . yes.” He swallowed. “Sergeant Muller wanted to ask about scheduling more target practice with the men. He fears that with the incoming administration the likelihood for mischief among the local secessionists is high and wants to make sure our crews are sharp.”

			“Very well, schedule it for this afternoon, then. Though I fear if we need to turn our guns on traitors in Baltimore, we will be obliged to flatten the whole town.”

			“At once, sir.”

			Hill quit the commander’s presence pale-faced and sweating. No, confessing would be the worst thing he could do. Hill had constructed his comfortable existence inside a rather slapdash scaffolding of lies: he overcharged the army to pay off his father’s debts; he then sold those supplies to insurrectionist militias to line his own pockets. Revealing his presence at the Palmetto Guards meeting would knock out the one slat that prevented the whole facade from crashing down around his ears. Hill just wished he knew someone he could trust. Someone he could confide in who would not turn him in to either the army or the conspirators.

			Then he saw her face in his mind’s eye and remembered her body pressed against his. His skin tingled at her absence like she was a phantom limb. He stopped dead in his tracks. Of course. He could always tell Flora Mahoney. She was a cunning woman who could advise him well. And besides, he already owed her a second dark secret.

			Late that afternoon, Hill invented a reason to return to Baltimore City. He felt a curious urgency rarely found in tasks unrelated to his wallet or his cock. Lincoln was a politician, and therefore, Hill assumed, a scoundrel; as a scoundrel himself, Hill took on the cause of Lincoln’s continued survival as a proxy for his own.

			Just beyond the fort was a small tent city of reinforcements, vendors, a few stray prostitutes, and other army hangers-on. Hill grinned at the card sharps and prettier whores but did not think much of the one-armed man he saw there in the bowler hat and muttonchops. The United States military was a factory for limbless men; it was their primary output after plagues and corpses.

			The ride from Fort McHenry to Baltimore tormented Hill by being too damn long, while at the same time taking exactly as long as it always did. The stable boy with whom he left his horse had to chase him down East Lexington when he strode absent-mindedly out of the stables without paying. Hill then marched into the marbled lobby of the City Hotel. As he strode to the front desk, he happened to glance sideways at the glass-lined barbershop, where Ferrandina, his cape and sword replaced by an apron and a broom, swept hair clippings into a dustbin. He caught Hill’s eyes when he passed and bowed respectfully in recognition.

			Incredible, he thought. This whole thing is too weird to even qualify as a nightmare.

			“Can I help you, Lieutenant?” Hill was known to the clerks of all hotels in Baltimore where ladies rented rooms alone.

			“Yes, could you please ring the room of Mrs. Flora Mahoney?”

			“Mrs. Flora Mahoney, you said?”

			“Yes, please.”

			The clerk checked the ledger. “Ah, Mrs. Mahoney was called unexpectedly away and had to leave town for a few days. Would you like to leave a message?”

			Hill blinked, stunned, and not a little hurt. He tried to manfully shake off the sting. Why should she keep him appraised of her movements? Their affair implied no larger attachment. At least, not any that he had thought to request.

			“But—she is coming back to this hotel, yes?”

			“As far as I know, sir. She’s paid up through next week.”

			“All right, I will leave her a message then.”

			The clerk handed him a clean sheet of City Hotel stationary and a pen. He dipped it in the counter inkwell then hunched over the blank page for longer than he thought would be necessary, struggling for words.

			At last, he was able to put some down on paper:

			Lovely Flora,

			It is of the utmost urgency I see you as soon as convenient on a matter I cannot commit to paper but very much want to discuss with you in person. Don’t call at Ft. McHenry; instead come by my room over the saloon at Gunner’s Hall. Mrs. Gunner will send word for me at the fort to meet you there. Please do me the courtesy of telling no one about either this note or the meeting it requests. I apologize for all the melodrama, but you will see once I tell you that what I have to share is NOT RUSSIAN.

			Yours,
Lt. L. Hill.

			Hill underlined “Not Russian” a few extra times for emphasis and folded the note twice before handing it to the clerk, who placed it in the cubby for Flora’s room.

			It wasn’t until Hill turned to leave that the one-armed man, who had been sitting in an armchair against a pillar with his back to the counter, stood up and went to the clerk himself.

			“Yeah, uh, pardon, my sister, Mrs. Flora Mahoney, is staying here? And I have a, uh, message for her, from Mother? She’s real sick, Mother is. Could I see her, and if she’s not here, do you have any idea where she might’ve gone? Ordinarily, I’d never ask, but, you know, she’s real sick, Mother is.”

			 

			Few had been the moments in the past weeks that Jeremiah did not burn with hatred for the woman who had stabbed him and left him for dead in that cold garden in Jenkintown, Pennsylvania. He had had enough opportunity to assist in field dressing in Bleeding Kansas to know to take his belt off and tighten it around his upper arm to slow the rush of crimson. He had managed to find his horse in the dark garden and rode it toward dawn. At some point, he found himself in a nameless town knocking on the door of a whiskey-breathed doctor who did not seem to entirely believe his story about being waylaid by highwaymen but who found the state of his wounds was real enough. As soon as the doctor agreed to treat him, he passed out in exhaustion.

			He was awakened rather rudely by the searing, unspeakable, unnameable pain of his arm being sawed off by a single-edged catling, cutting down through the skin, fat, and fascia. He thought he had experienced the worst pain he could ever feel for a half second before the doctor began slicing down through his muscle. With the tip of the knife, the doctor stabbed again and again into the meat of his arm, working under it and around it until he freed it from the surface of the bone.

			Ten days later he was finally able to crawl out of the doctor’s woodshed and ride down to Maryland and the ruins of the old plantation to rejoin forces with the Prophet. His colonel greeted him with a huzzah.

			“You were once my right-hand man, boy, now you’ll just have to be my left,” the Reverend Defoe said. 

			By then, the pain had become a dull ache that Jeremiah largely forgot about, except when it rained or the air got sultry or cold or he had been awake too long or slept on it funny. But the shame of being rendered all but useless to the Prophet burned in his breast almost as bad as the pain of the amputation. He could barely hide his disappointment when Tobias—not the reverend, no, but mother-cussin’ Tobias—told him he wasn’t going to join the others in the capture of the runaways at Little Gunpowder Falls; he was going to some ballroom in the city to hang out with a bunch of swells who treated him like he was a bit of chewing tobacco that got spit on the wall by accident. He was supposedly there to represent the National Volunteers, but he had very broad orders from Tobias to spy on the Palmetto Guards, then tail any suspicious or potentially untrustworthy individuals.

			Jeremiah was a simpleton, and everything is simple to a simpleton; at that silly pageant the dago in the cape had put on, he had spotted the blue uniform of the hated government’s military. He was a tad gobsmacked that none of the bloated rich ticks in attendance had found its wearer in the least bit suspicious. And so he trailed the bluecoat to Fort McHenry and slept on the parade ground and waited for him to reemerge the next morning. He followed the man to Baltimore, where he heard him ask a hotel clerk about Mrs. Flora Mahoney, a woman Jeremiah happened to know for a fact was very dead. So Jeremiah decided to find out who that woman really was.

			See? Simple.

			The nice people at the City Hotel took pity on Mrs. Flora Mahoney’s maimed brother and told him that she had asked them to deliver her trunk to the Calvert Street Station in time for the next New York–bound train. He ran as fast as he could and reached the station’s tall, proud Italian campanile-style towers and corniced windows not long after lunch. The ticket clerk told him that the New York train wouldn’t leave for a few more hours, so he decided to wait.

			He had every reason to believe that the reverend would expressly forbid him to do what he was about to do, that killing a woman would stir things up too much before Lincoln’s arrival. So when the deed was done and he returned to camp where Cutter would punish him, Jeremiah would stick his chin out and throw one of the Prophet’s homilies back at him:

			Better to ask the Lord’s forgiveness than man’s permission.

			Forty-five minutes later and there the bitch was, walking through the door less than twenty minutes before the train’s scheduled arrival.

			Jeremiah had not thought through how exactly he would secure the bitch’s destruction. Then a few queries occurred to him for the first time, namely:

			Why was the bitch here, and

			Why was she in communication with a US Army lieutenant who had shown up at the Palmetto Guards meeting, and also

			Why did he think Reverend Cutter wouldn’t beat his ass red for abandoning his tail of the army man in favor of pursuing the bitch without informing him of this crucial intelligence immediately if not sooner?

			Should he wire someone who could get to the reverend now, and tell him his plans? Or maybe it was smarter to buy a ticket to New York for himself and find out where the bitch was going, and maybe wire the Prophet from the rails? Did he even have enough money for a ticket all the way to New York, a big teeming metropolis full of foreigners where he had no kin? And what if the train was full? What if—

			Wait.

			God damn it, where did that bitch go?

			 

			Lady Detective: You are being followed.

			The thought entered Kate’s mind unbidden and demanded attention. She took care not to alter her stride, besides a slight half step as she walked toward the open doorway to the platform outside. She peered down the track: there was no train.

			The Chief had picked her up by hackney carriage in front of the City Hotel around four that afternoon. Once she was inside, he had handed her a ticket and said, “I don’t think it’s wise for us to travel together. I will take a train west and transfer. You should arrive at Madison Square well before the presidential party. I have arranged for you to take rooms at the Astor House, where they are also staying. You are to meet with one of Lincoln’s aides, a man named Judd, a lawyer of some renown in Chicago. I’ve crossed paths with him once or twice, he’s an all-right sort.”

			“And has this Mr. Judd been told with whom he is meeting?”

			“He absolutely has not. I will not describe the appearance of any of my operatives over the wire or on paper of any kind. He has only been informed that a representative of the National Police Agency will be summoning him to conference not long after his arrival at Astor House.”

			“Very well. But most men need to be forewarned they’re going to take orders from a woman so they can shed all their tears in private.”

			“We have no time, and it’s too dangerous even if we did. You’ll have to make do.”

			“And thus you have narrated the full story of my life.”

			Kate had then voiced some concern about abandoning the girl Hattie to her fate, but the Chief assured her that he’d arrange all that with their client Mr. Felton in Philadelphia. The hackney had dropped him off first at President Street; then she had continued to Calvert Street Station, with its twin tall Italianate towers. She was still early enough that she had time to eat supper at a restaurant across the street (roast goose, rice, Irish potatoes), and she had arrived fifteen minutes before the scheduled departure time of 5:25.

			Lady Detectives: Always check to see if you are being followed, and always assume before you check that the answer is yes.

			The platform was barely the width of a sidewalk, with numerous doorways opening inward to the depot itself. A few passengers impatiently milled about in the open air, though most waited inside. Kate turned and wandered down the platform with a swinging step, killing time, waiting like all the others. She passed two men with mustaches over their mouths who paused in conversation and simultaneously tried to not look at something behind her.

			The answer is yes.

			Kate ducked back into the station building at the first available entrance, but not too quickly. Inside an old woman dozed in a pew, a queue shuffled up to the ticket booth, a seven-year-old girl chased a hoop around an annoyed porter pushing a cart of baggage.

			Kate stopped at a waste bin in the center of the room and dug into her purse. She removed the silver railroad chronometer and popped open its lid to check her time against the clock over the ticket booth; both read 5:12 in the afternoon. The chronometer also had a mirror set inside its hinged cover, and when Kate lifted it, as though to match it against the station’s clock, she looked behind her and saw a one-armed man, his empty right sleeve pinned to a tweed lapel. He had a bowler hat pulled low over the headwaters of his muttonchops and was generally unshaven and unwashed.

			Kate looked for as long as she deemed safe but did not recognize the man. She snapped the chronometer shut and replaced it in her purse. She wandered over to a news kiosk to examine a magazine and smell the cut flowers lined up in vases. Her heart beat against her ribs like a prisoner banging the bars of his cell.

			She looked up: the clock now showed 5:14. Time was moving abominably slow and unmercifully fast all at once.

			An old man hobbled to his feet using his cane, freeing a seat on a pew facing the platform. Kate bought a copy of the Sun and strode toward the spot, noting out of the corner of her eye that her shadow had bought the same paper and was doing an unconvincing performance of reading it and not watching her over the newsprint’s edge.

			She sat and made a show of opening her own Sun to the headline the movements of mr. lincoln. His train had stopped off in Poughkeepsie, New York, where the president-elect had told the crowd, “I don’t say that in the recent election the people did the wisest thing they could. Indeed, I don’t think they did . . .”

			He’s going to be telling jokes right up until his funeral, she thought, looking over the newspaper in her hands to the doorway facing her. She could see the freight warehouse on the other side of the tracks in a nearly identical building to the passenger depot where she now sat. Kate needed to do everything in her power to lose that man before she got on that train.

			With the scuffling rush of a flock of sparrows taking flight, the passengers inside the depot stood at the same time and grabbed their carpetbags and valises and began pressing toward the doors to the platform. Kate deliberately craned her head back to look at the clock, and at the same time she could see the man fold his paper under the stump jutting below his right armpit and poise to move forward.

			The ticket booth clock said 5:19. The train was early.

			Kate set her own paper aside on the bench, as if she might return for it, and walked outside to the platform with the others. She looked down the track and saw the New York train inexplicably stopped at the bend between the warehouses, belching steam and staring the station down like a bull waiting to charge. A few of the passengers grumbled; Kate stepped out of the doorway.

			Out of the corner of her eye, she could see a porter approaching with a dolly stacked high with trunks. She waited until the porter was struggling to fit the dolly through the doorway to get onto the platform, thereby blocking the view of her from inside the depot itself. Then she stepped off the platform and onto the tracks and walked out across the yard to the freight depot beyond. A lady made a slight noise of disapproval behind her, but for the most part, no one paid her any mind. Their attention had been fixed by the train held in suspension down the rails.

			 

			Jeremiah searched the interior of the train station in a panic for the fake Mrs. Mahoney, finally catching a glimpse of her through the open doorway across the platform itself.

			The crazy bitch had hopped off the edge of the station and was making her way across the empty tracks to the huge brick freight depot on the other side of the yard. He made his way out onto the platform carefully, but she did not turn around. A few other passengers milling about in the frigid air, craning their necks for the train, commented on her strange sojourn, but no one moved to stop her or call out.

			Jeremiah was perplexed as well. Was she worried she had left something in her bags? Or was she meeting conspirators in the depot’s cavernous reaches before departing? His heart raced with excitement as he saw himself wriggling out of a beating from the Prophet. If he could see what other railroad agents she was meeting with in Baltimore City, that would go a long way to justifying his impulsive abandonment of the lieutenant. He waited until she had disappeared inside the doorway of the freight depot before he hopped off the platform and tore after her.

			The building was a huge warehouse stacked with crates and barrels, random furniture, and hulking farm contraptions awaiting pickup. He spotted her down a row of crates, moving rather hurriedly. The train was now puffing its way very slowly between this building and the next.

			That’s when he realized: She knew.

			She knew he was following her. She wasn’t meeting anyone in here. She was trying to lose him.

			Because she feared him.

			He followed her down a row of high-stacked barrels stamped suet that terminated in a dead end. The train panted to a halt outside.

			“Hey. Hey, bitch. You left something with me in Jenkintown.”

			From his jacket he removed the Arkansas toothpick once owned by her fellow railroad agent, the one Tobias had surprised and held down while the Prophet cut open his throat with that walking stick of his. It was the knife she had stabbed him with, the one that had been removed by the drunk doctor.

			“I’ve kept it close by, this whole time, just so I could give it back to you. And here we are.”

			The train whistle blew, and at the first hint of the high note, he lunged forward because he knew its scream would drown out hers.

			 

			Kate also had kept something with her since Jenkintown: the real Flora Mahoney’s .42 caliber LeMat revolver.

			The whistle’s cry drowned out the thunder of the gun when it kicked in her hand. Kate had already tripped the switch on the hammer that changed barrels from bullets to buckshot. The mini-shotgun blast exploded in the center of the one-armed man’s face like a red pudding tossed out a second-story window. He crashed to his back and twitched once, twice, and then was still and silent by the time the train’s shrill peal ended.

			Kate’s hand trembled a little as she put the LeMat back in her purse, but only a little. Blood gurgled out of the center of the man’s face and spread out in a growing pool around him.

			When Kate looked down at his corpse, her understanding of what the man had just said to her was unlocked by what was in his hand: Forrest’s dagger, the one she now remembered lodging into this very same man’s now-missing arm. His dead fingers held on to it as if it might still come in handy someday. She contemplated retrieving it.

			“All aboard for New York!”

			No time. She stepped over the blood, making sure to get none of it on her boots, looked down the maze of cargo to verify there were no eyes on her, then made her way quickly but calmly back to the tracks. She hauled herself up to the passenger-car door and let herself inside.

			The conductor scowled at her as she passed. “You supposed to use the platform.”

			She scowled back. “You want me to get off and on again?”

			His eyes weary from a lifetime of enduring the white race, the conductor just shook his head and moved down the car. Kate took a bench by herself near a window overlooking the freight depot. No one was moving inside; no one had yet discovered the faceless corpse.

			Only once the train began huffing and puffing its way north did Kate let out a gasp and realize she had been holding her breath this whole time.

			 

			Kate’s train did not pull into Madison Square Terminal until close to four in the morning after a long series of unexplained stoppages and interminable crawls through the black underbrush outside her window. The train moved the way a hunted animal moved, slow and deliberate, as if any impulsive movement risked discovery and doom.

			At dusk she closed the window shutters and tried to sleep, but she had unintentionally sat across from the stove at the front of the car, and the air around her was hot and oppressive. She was sweating through her petticoats. The only sound other than the relentless thrum of wheels on tracks was the creak of the kerosene lamps hanging from the ceiling of the passenger car. She could almost believe she was the only human being on the train still awake, and alive. She left the LeMat in her purse, which lay on her lap.

			The first year she had worked for the Chief, she had perfected an exercise of closing her eyes and imagining herself standing athwart a doorway, guarding impatience and frustration—and, most of all, fear—from getting inside. She would not budge for these unwanted visitors, no matter how fiercely they threw themselves against her.

			Lady Detectives: Be calm because you choose to be calm; the vagaries of the situation cannot determine your mood and mental state, only you can.

			Or that was the theory, at least. Her heart still pounded, and her hands still shook. The exercise’s point was steadfastness of goal, not flawlessness of execution.

			Now she had time to think. Was the appearance of Defoe’s man Jeremiah in Baltimore a coincidence? Was he passing through, switching trains, or had the fire-breathing Bloody Kansas reverend and his flock not headed back west as the Chief assumed, hiding instead among Confederate sympathizers in Maryland?

			And the worry that truly plucked at her mind and kept sleep at bay: did they know of the National Police Agency’s infiltration of the traitors, and her part in it? If so, then the whole operation would be doomed. The Chief might have been waylaid at President Street Station, Dawson and Hattie captured in their homestead.

			Kate’s mind went straight to the girl Hattie, already so transformed in her eyes since they first met, full of quicksilver and deception. No, not transformed—allowed to fully embody what she always was. Such glorious promise—it was criminal to allow it to be cut short. Should she warn the girl on her own? But how, if her cover identity was blown? (If indeed it was?) The Chief had already crated up their open lines of communication in preparation for flight.

			Though her eyes were closed and her body was still, in her turmoil she was a far cry from sleep. In fact, she was exhausted. So when the train, at last, shuddered to its final stop and she emerged from sooty, grimy Madison Square Terminal on the sidewalk, the fuzzy gloom of New York at the end of night seemed to be a reflection of her internal state: weary and confused. She found a cab driver along Twenty-Third Street who was still awake—or, rather, whose horses were—and asked him to take her to the Astor House.

			Once the carriage turned onto Broadway and headed downtown, Kate became aware of homemade bedsheet banners hung from windows, emblazoned with slogans:

			we pray for peace
sympathy for southern brothers

			And, inexplicably to Kate:

			right makes might

			She dreamily imagined that Manhattan’s brownstones were muttering in their sleep until she realized with a start that this would be the same route Lincoln would likely take from his train to his hotel later that day. These banners were meant for him. Kate couldn’t help but laugh as she passed one bedsheet dangling from a roof that said:

			we beg for compromise

			From what she’d seen in Baltimore, the slavers would very much like the free states to beg.

			Astor House rose up beside the dour spire of St. Paul’s Chapel on the corner of Vesey Street. From the outside it looked like a splendid bank. With a grim smile, Kate noted a large advertisement plastered to the street-level corner facing uptown, proclaiming the virtues of her client, the Philadelphia, Wilmington and Baltimore Railroad: best freight in the west. The polished marble and red carpeting of the lobby remained brilliant even in flickering gaslight. She felt a pang of envy at Astor House’s night clerk, who stood fully erect at his post and was fast asleep all the same, a skill she had never been able to master. She looked away and banged the desk bell to spare him the embarrassment of a lady watching him recover his wits. When she looked back, he was stepping to her with a smile as if he had been awake all along, and it was merely time itself that had stopped.

			“A Mr. Hutchinson arranged my reservation.” Kate clattered a gold double eagle coin at him—twenty dollars. “I’ll need a room overlooking the street if you would.”

			The clerk instantly pocketed the bribe but did not in any other way register its existence. “I believe we can accommodate the madam,” he said, giving her the key to a top-floor room. “Is madam awaiting the arrival of her husband . . . or her sweetheart?”

			“Why not both?” Kate said with a grin, as she was too tired to act on her first impulse, which was to put her fist through the man’s teeth.

			Kate threw her hat and her coat into her room then went down the hall to the bath. At this hour she had no competition for it. She filled the cast-iron tub with steaming water and stripped naked, save for the LeMat, which she kept in her hand as she stepped into the bath. She set it down on the small marble table beside her before settling in. Steam clouded her vision, the heat of the water matched the temperature of her body, and she felt suddenly at one with her surroundings.

			“Sand—oh! White sand—oh!” called a man in the street over the clop-clop-clop of a cart-pulling horse. “Buy sand for your floor! For so cleanly it looks when strewn at your door!”

			She did not sleep.

			 

			Hattie did not enjoy anything resembling sleep either. Her guts were roiled by a tempest untempered by any shore against which it could dash itself and dissipate; instead, the waves just churned on and on. She spent all night fearing for Mrs. Warn, and at the first gray creep of dawn, she realized why. Kate Warn, she thought to herself, is the first thing I’ve ever had that resembles a past.

			Hattie listened to Mr. Dawson stomp out of his room a few hours after the sun fully rose and leave for the train yard. Hattie lay where she was for about an hour longer, but she had absolutely no doubt in her mind as to what her next destination was. She rose, dressed, wrapped up, and walked to the telegraph office in the train station. She had her message to Mrs. Warn all worked out. Her stress- and fatigue-leadened brain had gone over it multiple times and deemed it to be clever enough that its intended recipient would instantly divine its meaning and take the proper steps, while any enemy eyes prying at it prematurely would be utterly baffled as to its true intent.

			But every word in the coded alert fled out of her brain the minute she pushed her way into the depot. The agent greeted her merrily. “Mrs. Wilson, so good to see you this fine morning. No post for you or yours today, but you did receive a telegram. Looks like it’s from your sister.”

			She waited until the numbingly cold walk back home to open the missive:

			hattie

			unexpected developments in cpt mahoneys case stop have to leave for new york stop will contact you when i return stop

			flora

			Mr. Dawson was right. He and she were truly alone here, surrounded by enemies.

			The name Flora suddenly had dangerous connotations to her. It was so obviously fake, she might as well have received a missive that began, “Dear Fellow Spy.” The telegram in her hand was like a badge of her true identity, a bloody spot. So when she reached a particularly barren stretch of road with no man or beast visible in any direction, she shoved it in her mouth and ate it.

			 

			Kate pulled a white-cushioned spool chair up to the window of her room, which overlooked the hotel entrance below, but she need not have bothered watching for Lincoln’s arrival. She simply needed to listen to the growing size of the crowds gathering in the streets below.

			It began just after lunchtime with the policemen hollering at the throngs to stay out of the street. Anyone could tell that the president-elect was approaching. Kate looked across the street, above rows of young women waving their handkerchiefs out windows, and gave a little gasp upon seeing a group of men wearing shiny capes and holding torches on poles on a rooftop opposite Astor House. Kate let out a sigh of relief when they unfurled their banner, revealing themselves to be Wide Awakes, Brooklyn Chapter: pro-Lincoln volunteers that had canvassed voters during his election campaign.

			Men, she thought. For Christ’s sake. Before the war, it’s all banners and parades and crimson speeches. They can’t wait to chop each other’s heads off. After the war, it’s all, “Heavens me, how did that unfathomable tragedy start in the first place? Oh well, the causes of this scourge to humanity shall remain a mystery, now let’s get the women over here so they can clean up all this blood everywhere.”

			Around four o’clock in the afternoon, the crowd began roiling and rolling, agitated like the surface of waters from which a great leviathan is about to emerge. Then huge cheers erupted down below as a squad of policemen resplendent on their horses formed a truncheon-wielding phalanx that beat the masses back onto the sidewalk where they belonged.

			The crowd roared with approval before the barouche even came into view. Standing up in the center of it was a gaunt, trim-bearded figure, his thin hair fluttering in the breeze as he waved to each side of the street in what appeared to be a spontaneous and genuine expression of pleasant surprise: So happy you could make it, I was afraid I wouldn’t see you. Kate found herself transfixed by the figure as well, but she acknowledged that this was perhaps in part due to the fact she was an involuntary Wide Awake and thus easily transfixed by moving objects.

			An attendant in a top hat helped Lincoln down from the carriage at the front of the hotel, giving Kate the opportunity to scan the crowd, which by now had to be thousands strong just in the immediate radius of a few blocks. Faces looked back at her from every window and doorway, every rooftop, and even from the branches of every tree. They were witnessing each other witnessing this event, clinging to the sight like precious cargo.

			It didn’t take long for the thinning scalp of Lincoln’s pate to appear below Kate on the balcony of a second-floor suite beneath her. As he took his place, the masses fell into an eerie silence. A horse whinnied up the block as if clearing its throat for the oratory.

			“Fellow citizens,” came a high, reedy voice, “I have stepped before you merely in compliance with what appears to be your wish, and not with the purpose of making a speech.”

			There was a smatter of laughing, a few groans of dismay.

			“I do not propose making a speech this afternoon. I could not be heard by any but a small fraction of you, at best.” Laughter. “But what is still worse than that, I have nothing just now to say that is worthy of your hearing.” More laughter. “I beg you to believe that I do not now refuse to address you from any disposition to disoblige you, but to the contrary. But at the same time, I beg of you to excuse me for the present.”

			The crowd cheered away their disappointment, and Lincoln disappeared inside Astor House amid a cloud of top-hatted muckety-mucks.

			Kate blinked. What a disappointment. She now had clear evidence that the fate of her country, the peace and stability of her body and her business were in the fate of this . . . this scarecrow, whose response to being thronged over with love was to say, in essence, Why are you silly people making a fuss over little old me? No wonder the Chief was in such a frantic state. With a twenty-dollar bribe, Kate had secured a room directly above the president-elect’s balcony, with a clear line of sight to the back of his head.

			You fools, she thought. Don’t you realize what is happening here? How fragile all of this is? This president of yours is just a man. Something as small and as simple as a bullet can end him.

			 

			At the dressmaker’s in the lobby, Kate bought an elegant gown in royal purple, with a full skirt in douppioni, a fitted bodice shaped by four darts, and flounces in the piped set-in sleeves. She purchased crochet gloves and a black cockaded hat with a lace veil in the back too. These she charged to the account of the Philadelphia, Wilmington and Baltimore Railroad, in care of their direct client Mr. Samuel Felton. Now she sat at her makeup table and prepared to play the role she was least accustomed to. As Bess Ingram, she looked in the mirror and imagined herself as a flattened church mouse; as Flora Mahoney, a black eagle wounded in one wing. But Kate had been a blank canvas for so long she had no idea how to execute a self-portrait. What animal metaphor would she, as herself, be?

			When her father taught her to ride in Lockport, she had scrambled atop a hay-gold mare she’d always adored, but her father had picked her up off the horse’s back over her protests and put her on the back of a gelding in the next stall instead. “A mare is too dangerous for an inexperienced rider,” Papa had said. “She’ll buck and bolt when want of a stud takes hold. A gelding is much tamer, safer. All he has to excite him is the vague memory of balls.”

			Kate held her chin high and tried to see Mrs. Katherine Warn as a mare. Proud, steadfast. Treat her with respect, or you’ll see her back hooves. No makeup was necessary, though she pinched her cheeks until they were red as rouge. Thus prepared, she summoned a bellboy to her room and bid him alert Mr. Norman Judd, a member of the president-elect’s retinue she was here to see, that the expected representative from the National Police Agency wished to speak with him. The bellboy returned with the disheartening news that Mr. Judd had missed the presidential train in Albany and was arriving in New York later in the day by a separate conveyance.

			“Idiots,” she snapped, not at the boy, but he flinched just the same. “I am surrounded by mongoloids and mush-heads.”

			Not long after dusk, the president-elect’s lawyer friend was knocking on her door. Norman Judd was a squat beer barrel of a man, with a receding hairline and neatly trimmed beard. He bowed when he saw Kate and—looking around the room and seeing no other pair of trousers present—said, “Pardon the intrusion, madam. I was led to believe I’d be meeting—”

			“Me. Won’t you have a seat, Mr. Judd?”

			“I . . . Forgive me, but Mr. Pinkerton told us he was sending his best man.”

			“And I am she. Please, won’t you sit down? Mr. Pinkerton was very clear I was to confide this intelligence to you, and to you alone.”

			Judd sat at the little marble breakfast table across from her without further protest, and she began to speak extemporaneously, as always, without the benefit of notes. She described in the blandest possible terms a conspiracy against the president-elect that emerged from both town and country, that would strike Lincoln down just as he thought he was safest, as he prepared to board the train at the Camden yard. This would be the spark that would ignite the destruction of rail lines up and down the state and culminate in the lightning flash of sudden victory with the secessionist element seizing their moment and declaring the state of Maryland to be the newest member of the slaver Confederacy.

			Judd had lit a cigar as she began her speech but took just one puff before he forgot about it. He winced a little as it burned down to singe his fingers just as Kate finished.

			“This is serious,” he said, tapping it into an ashtray at last.

			Kate somehow managed not to explode with impatience. “I am afraid precautions against these plotters must be taken immediately. Mr. Pinkerton is on his way to Philadelphia as we speak to brief our employer, Mr. Felton of the Philadelphia, Wilmington and Baltimore Railroad, of our findings. My assignment is to arrange a meeting between you, Mr. Pinkerton, and ideally, the president himself.”

			Judd mumbled something she didn’t catch.

			“Pardon me?”

			“The president-elect,” Judd said more loudly.

			“The president-elect. Yes. Your party is to be in Philadelphia next, yes? To be of most use, this meeting should take place as soon as possible after your arrival in the city. New travel arrangements must be made. Should Mr. Lincoln travel through Baltimore as currently planned, Mr. Pinkerton fears tragedy will be the only result.”

			Judd looked up at her in a kind of daze. “I don’t know,” he said.

			Her exhaustion got the better of her. The edges of her vision frayed around the edges. “You don’t know?” she said before she could stop herself. “You don’t know what?”

			His cheeks filled with color at her tone. “This is the president-elect of the United States of America we are talking about here, madam. His itinerary has been fixed not on a whim, but as the final product of many long weeks of negotiation. Promises were made to the Republicans at the various stops who helped get him elected. The amount of chaos and consternation you are asking me to generate based on nothing more than an assertion of conjecture—”

			“There is more evidence,” she said, “but it will be provided to you in Philadelphia.”

			Judd got up and began pacing the room. “Who is behind this plot?” he asked.

			“I cannot say,” she said.

			“How is it to be carried out, exactly?”

			“I cannot say.”

			“Because you do not know, or because you cannot say?”

			“I cannot say,” she said, rising. “My orders are explicit, and I will not deviate from them, sir. Surely you can appreciate that.”

			“Perhaps—” Judd stopped to stroke his chin. “If we wire the Baltimore police force, arrange a larger protective presence . . .”

			“I cannot allow that, sir,” she said.

			His eyes went wide. “You cannot allow it! Now see here, young lady—”

			“My understanding is that Mr. Pinkerton has been in communication with you throughout your journey from Springfield via telegraph. Surely, a general warning would not come as a complete surprise to the rest of your company.”

			Judd cleared his throat but didn’t say anything.

			Kate struggled to command her temper. “Assuming, that is, that you have told anyone about our communiqués.”

			Judd blushed again, but not from anger. “Do you know that someone smuggled a carpetbag full of grenades onto our compartment in Cincinnati?” He found a chair and sat down. “If a policeman hadn’t found it quite by accident, we very well could have been strewn across the tracks. Danger and death have followed us at every step of our journey. I saw no reason to add to the general mood of dread.”

			“In Philadelphia, sir, my superior will make the full nature of the danger clear.”

			“I . . . I don’t know,” he said again. “If only I had something more to go on . . . than the word of a woman. I am sorry, madam, I mean no offense, but in these grim times I have no choice but to speak my thoughts plainly.”

			“I understand how difficult this must be to absorb. But you must know, as we left Baltimore City, we heard the betting houses were all at ten for one, and twenty for two.”

			“Ten for one what?”

			“That Mr. Lincoln will not leave Baltimore alive.”

			Judd blanched and looked away from her but did not respond. She sighed. Norman Judd was a universal type she had encountered often among petty state and local officials. His hesitation came from the fear that he might annoy his boss, thereby jeopardizing his access to him. He feared this real danger far more than an abstract assassin’s bullets or blades. She was reminded of a penny blood she had read set during the recent Opium Wars, which discussed the eunuchs who served the court of the Chinese emperors. At least those geldings had the common decency not to pretend they still had balls.

			A knock at the door mercifully prevented Kate in her fury from saying that last part out loud. The bellhop reappeared, bringing a second guest: a tall white-haired military man with a close-cropped mustache, who doffed his hat and bowed before entering.

			“Colonel Stanford, by all means, come in,” Kate said. “Do you know Senator Judd? He served in the upper chamber in Illinois just as you did in New York.”

			“I believe I know him by reputation,” the newcomer said. “Edward Stanford. Good to meet you, sir.”

			“And I you.” Judd blinked as if awakening from a dream. “Yes—you are, I believe, the president of the Andrews Express Company, are you not?”

			“Indeed, with our main office just down Broadway from Astor Place. A pleasure to meet you, sir. Though I am here to see my conquering hero,” he said, turning toward Kate.

			“Oh?” Judd said.

			He bowed deeply before Kate, and she nodded in thanks. “The last time I laid eyes on this woman she was covered in pond muck, after single-handedly cracking the worst embezzlement scheme our company ever suffered.” He bowed again. “And you clean up quite well, madam. I almost brought flowers over, but thought better of it—what would my wife think?”

			“It’s good to see you again too, Colonel,” she said with a smile.

			“Don’t let the look of this one fool you,” Stanford winked at Judd. “In the realm of detection, she has no equal.”

			Judd blinked. “I see. Well.” He drew himself to full height. “Mrs. Warn—that matter we were discussing? I will take it up at once, if not with, ah, the man himself, then with senior members of his staff. I will have a definitive answer for you before midnight.”

			“Excellent, thank you, sir.”

			After the door had closed behind Judd, Stanford turned to Kate and said, “Forgive me, Mrs. Warn, I came right at the hour your note to my office requested. I had no idea you’d be with company.”

			“Oh, that’s quite all right, Colonel. I did.”

			 

			Joseph, the butler, brought the post to the Cains’ dining table. Among the mail Anna found a letter from Mrs. Flora Mahoney postmarked New York City. Mrs. Cain had called for Mrs. Mahoney the previous day at the City Hotel but was told her friend had left town. Curious, Anna broke open that envelope first.

			Dearest Anna,

			As I am sure you have noticed, I am writing you on the stationary of Astor House in Manhattan. My husband’s lawyers unexpectedly called me here for yet another consultation on my husband’s behalf. I left in such a state I had no time to notify anyone of my plans. My most earnest desire is to return to Baltimore by Friday so I can see the Great Work in action, but I fear the likelihood of that is slim. Regardless, I demand a blow-by-blow description of the festivities at our next tea, which should be no later than the following week.

			Yours,
Flora M.

			Mrs. Cain was mildly disappointed at losing her companion but felt some relief that Flora would be reunited with her incarcerated husband, if only briefly. Still, Anna Cain wished she had someone with whom to share her smug satisfaction that just today the Maryland State Convention had met and adjourned without the question of secession satisfactorily resolved, an outcome she lay entirely on the fact that not a single female delegate had been seated. The one time Anna had attempted to broach the matter with her husband, even in an oblique way, he snarled at her like a cornered rodent.

			Tonight, Marshal Cain arrived late for the first course of supper in not much better of a mood. He dropped down in his chair without going up to change first. Instead, he started slurping down split-pea soup like it was the only thing keeping him alive.

			“What’s gotten into you, George?”

			“Bear of a day, darling, wasted rounding up and cracking the heads of the Rip Raps and the Plug Uglies. Couldn’t shake a single thing of use from any of their stone heads about that Calvert Street business. I haven’t had a moment free to have a bite since I was summoned before dawn.”

			“Calvert Street business?”

			“Night watchman found a one-armed man in the Calvert freight depot with his face blown off. We’re lucky he only has the one arm, otherwise it’d be near impossible to identify the bloody mess.”

			Anna slammed Flora Mahoney’s letter down on the table. “For God’s sake, George, how many times do I have to tell you, not while we’re eating.”

			 

			The next day, Hattie returned home from the market to find her front door, which was always locked, slightly ajar, the frame around the latch splintered. When she entered, she saw Mr. Tobias kneeling in her front parlor, warming his hands at her stove.

			“Your door was locked,” he said by way of greeting, rather peevishly.

			Fear, pure and glittering, lanced through her.

			“You needn’t bother with that anymore,” he said, rising. “Now that we’re staying here, no one would dare violate you.”

			You don’t want the competition? she didn’t say out loud. She resisted the urge to put her hand over her heart to keep it from beating out of her chest. What was he doing here? What did this mean?

			It couldn’t be much past eleven. It would be a full seven hours or so before Mr. Dawson returned. She heard movement upstairs, and her heart leaped at the possibility Dawson was already there. But then she heard the Prophet’s heavy three-stepped footfalls—step, step, and the drag of the walking stick—and the scrape of the blind man’s hands feeling out unfamiliar walls.

			“There’s a small room toward the rear that you and Jeremiah can share,” the Prophet said during his slow descent.

			“All right,” Mr. Tobias said. “You’ll stay down here?”

			“Aye, by the fire. My back cannot abide a mattress.”

			“Right.” The younger man claimed his hat off the dining table. “Now that Mrs. Wilson’s returned to look after you, I’ll be on my way to the city.”

			“If you find that one-armed souse unconscious in a brothel somewhere, feel free to leave him there.”

			“I’ll be back before nightfall, if I can.” He tipped his hat in Hattie’s general direction. “Ma’am.”

			The door had not yet fully closed behind him before the Prophet clomped across the floor, hand outreached until it encountered the chair at the dining table. He pulled the chair out and sat in it.

			“Lunch,” he said.

			Her fear now boiled into anger. She was alone with a blind man in a kitchen full of big knives and iron skillets. Killing him was likely a simple matter, and no less than he deserved. That would give the game away, of course. But what did that even mean to her anymore? Her existence had become as repulsive to her as the Prophet’s. Nonetheless, the inertia of living compelled her to find the cold pork roast from the other night and slice it into thin strips for sandwiches.

			“How are you and your husband getting on, Mrs. Wilson?” her guest asked, unbidden.

			“We get along famously, Reverend. Why do you ask?”

			“Because it is obvious from smell alone that you two do not sleep in the same room, much less the same bed.”

			Hattie stopped slicing, but only for a second.

			“You are a bit young for that custom. Does he snore? Or kick in his sleep? Do you?”

			“I, uh . . . it’s not something I’m used to discussing with company . . .”

			“You’ve only been married a couple of months, is that not right, Mrs. Wilson?”

			“Yes, we—yes. We were wed this past Christmas. Do, ah, you have a family, Reverend?”

			“I did. Once. Flux got my wife before we left Missouri. Four boys bushwhacked in Kansas by Free-State zealots. These hypocrites cherish every last drop of pickaninny blood but can’t wait to gut-shoot four productive white men in the prime of their lives.”

			“I am very sorry to hear that. Do you—”

			He looked up in her general direction. “Are you a good wife? Do you perform your duties as you should? With a joyful noise, or do you curse your burden?”

			Hattie had finished chopping the meat but wouldn’t let go of the knife in her hand. “I’d—I’d say I’m more of a joyful noise sort of person.”

			“Including the act of physical love?”

			She flushed and tried to pass it off as girlish modesty, as opposed to the stark terror it betrayed. “Oh, now, Reverend, don’t make me answer that!”

			“Modesty is a luxury our current crisis cannot afford. You white women are the progenitors of the race. It is only through the bountiful womb, in competition with the lesser peoples, that we may maintain our hold of empire.” The Prophet leaned on his spiked walking stick and drew himself up out of the chair. “And I hope you perform this duty often?”

			He started walking over to her. The sweat from Hattie’s palms loosened her grip on the knife. Could she stick him with it before he reached the twin Colts hanging from his gun belt? She had seen firsthand how little he needed his sight to use them.

			“Whenever he asks,” she said haltingly. “Which is not so often as to, ah, be a burden.”

			“Whenever he asks . . .” The Prophet leaned in to smell her hair. “You are a good wife indeed.”

			Had the door not begun to open at that moment she might have screamed.

			“Hattie?” came Mr. Dawson’s voice on the other side.

			The Prophet reached up and cupped Hattie’s left breast in his right hand over her dress and squeezed. “Thank you,” he whispered in her ear, “for reminding me what I’m fighting for.”

			She turned out of his grasp just as the door swung fully open, admitting a confused Mr. Dawson and a furious Mr. Broddle.

			“Fucking Irish trash up and down the tracks, guarding the line! Felton’s emptied the poorhouses of Papists and shipped them down here to surround every river crossing, every switch, every signal. It’s like they hosed down the railroad with Philadelphia sewage. They even gave Tim here his papers.”

			“What?” Hattie said.

			“Sorry to say, dear, I’ve been sacked.” Dawson handed her five short lines of hastily scrawled words beneath the letterhead of PW&B headquarters. Above the signature of Samuel Felton, president, the note tersely thanked Timothy Wilson for his services to the railroad that were no longer required.

			“Oh, no, Tim,” Hattie said. “I’m so sorry.”

			Her mind raced. She recalled Mrs. Warn’s telegram that she had left Baltimore. Was this Mr. Pinkerton’s signal that she and Mr. Dawson should leave too? If so, his timing was terrible. They were still trapped in the belly of the beast.

			“Only a few of our Volunteers got the boot along with Tim,” Mr. Broddle said, “but the new Philly crews’ numbers match if not outpace ours. And they’re pitching tents, starting fires. They’re going to be watchdogging the tracks at every vulnerable point all night long. I don’t, uh . . . Rev, I don’t know we got the guns to go against them.”

			The Prophet nodded sagely. He didn’t seem overly troubled by this intelligence. “They’re onto us.”

			“No!” Mr. Dawson startled Hattie by side punching the wall, denting the plaster. “The foreman and I made absolutely clear to our boys, keep your damn traps shut. If anyone’s done any drunken boasting, I will hang them by the ankles and geld them like a fucking hog—”

			“Not our boys I’m worried about,” the Prophet rumbled, “but them city swells.”

			While the men talked, Hattie couldn’t help looking down at the black smudge on her dress where the Prophet’s filthy fingers had touched her breast. She didn’t dare risk anyone seeing her rub it off.

			 

			After he got off the noon train from Baltimore, Lieutenant Hill found the War Department on Pennsylvania Avenue, just west of the White House. It looked much like the executive mansion itself, two stories fronted by an ivory portico. The streets of Washington City were filled with soldiers in the blue coats of the District of Columbia militia, pitched tents dotting the lawn of the half-finished Capitol dome, girded behind a web of scaffolding. In front of the War Department building, a perfectly white mare had been pulling a perfectly black wagon of coal until she stopped to nibble on some grass at the building’s front. Hill petted her head as he let himself in, then walked unchallenged to the upper suite of offices that his friend Lieutenant Snell had told him about. Officers and civilian staff bustled about on tasks of unknown urgency.

			For about a day and a half, Hill’s mind had been paralyzed between dread at the approach of Abraham Lincoln’s train and hurt at Flora for leaving town without notifying him. Like a young pup who had received a newspaper across the nose by a previously gentle master, he did not entirely understand what he had done to her to receive such harsh treatment. At last, however, his brain had been able to take rein of his heart. He had reminded himself that Mrs. Mahoney was, after all, a married woman, and there was no reason for him to expect any more fidelity from her than the imprisoned Mr. Mahoney did.

			At the same time, Hill had remembered that his old friend Lieutenant Snell was an adjunct in the Washington City militia. They had been stationed together at Fort Columbus on an island in New York Harbor in the midfifties, a couple of promotions ago. Together they had slummed through Five Points and flirted with the ladies in the main hall at the Crystal Palace on many memorable evenings. Hill had tracked him down the night before at an E Street brothel to ask him if he could arrange a meeting between him and the officer in charge of Washington City’s security.

			“I’d be happy to, old man,” he had said. “If we have two hundred guns within the entire district limits, we’d be fortunate. That poor old whore Columbia needs all the goddamn help she can get.”

			At the appointed hour, however, Lt. Snell, who was supposed to make proper introductions, had been called away. The fourth aide Hill asked directed him to a private office, where sat an older colonel with a stoic air, examining a single sheet of paper as if he were trying to set it afire with his gaze.

			“Sir. Lieutenant Lamont Hill, First Artillery.” Hill dutifully saluted. “I have an appointment to see Colonel Stone.”

			“Colonel Stone was called away unexpectedly on militia business and is unavailable for the rest of the day,” the man replied in an aristocratic Virginian drawl.

			“Ah, well . . . should I wait? Lieutenant Snell set up the meeting for this hour.”

			“I am not sure if you are aware of this, Lieutenant, but Colonel Stone, not Lieutenant Snell, is responsible for the security of the inauguration of the next president of the United States, which is scheduled in just a few days.”

			“Yes, sir. I am aware of that, sir. It is that very security I wish to speak to him about.”

			“Well, then. You tell me your information, and I will decide whether or not to deliver it to the colonel myself.”

			Hill had to repress a smile. God bless the army and its perpetually clogged arteries of protocol. “Of course, sir.” Hat still in hand, Hill pulled out the chair before the desk.

			“Did I tell you to sit?”

			“I . . . well. Apologies, sir. I have come into urgent information regarding the safety of the inaugural.”

			The colonel was half looking at him, half looking at the paper in his hand. “And how did you come by this information?”

			“I’d rather not say, if you don’t mind, sir.”

			The colonel’s eyes flashed at him. “Do you mean to waste my time with hearsay, Lieutenant . . . Hill, was it?”

			“No, sir. Absolutely not. I am stationed at Fort McHenry, in Baltimore, and through various associations in the city, I have become a member of a variety of civic organizations, including a company of so-called Palmetto Guards. At a recent meeting, they were—”

			“Wait.”

			“Sir?”

			“You are Lamont Hill?”

			Hill’s jaw clenched. “Yes, sir.”

			“Of the hills of Harford County, Maryland?”

			Hill could feel his cheeks reddening, and he had no way to stop them. “The same, sir.”

			“Mm.” The colonel’s grunt spoke volumes. “I knew your father.”

			“Did you?”

			“I did.”

			The colonel stopped talking, in the fine Southern tradition of refusing to say anything rather than something unpleasant. Hill knew it well. And there was nothing pleasant the colonel could have to say about Hill’s father, or his family, or how Hill had wound up in the blue of an American officer instead of on the porch of a plantation with a pitcher of lemonade and a litter of half-Black children he could sell downriver whenever his finances took a wrong turn. There was an uncomfortable silence across the desk for a few seconds as aides busied in and out of the room to pick up and leave behind various piles of paper. Down Pennsylvania Avenue a street vendor’s bell rang out, once, twice.

			“The Baltimore Palmetto Guards plan on stopping Abraham Lincoln’s train car as it is pulled through the city on Saturday afternoon,” Hill said. “They will pull him off of it and they will stab him to death in the street.”

			“You don’t say.” The colonel’s expression didn’t change. He seemed more offended by Hill’s presence than his words.

			“I am afraid so, sir.”

			“Hmm.” The colonel tapped a pencil on the side of the desk. “And how do you know this?”

			“Because I attended the meeting where their plans were laid out, and . . .” Hill swallowed. “And because I was asked to be a member of the assassinating party myself.”

			“And your fellow guardsmen entrusted you with this intelligence by an oath of secrecy, and here you are flagrantly violating your word as a gentleman?”

			Hill blinked. What?

			The colonel took a deep breath, expanding his shoulders. “The most important aspect of evaluating any piece of intelligence is appraising its source. You took an oath to defend the United States Constitution when you became an officer of her military, did you not?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“And you are aware, aren’t you, that there is a Second Amendment to that Constitution? Do you need me to recite it to you?”

			“No, sir, that won’t be—”

			“‘A well regulated Militia, being necessary to the security of a free State, the right of the people to keep and bear Arms, shall not be infringed.’”

			“I have heard it said before, yes, sir.”

			“So the good people of Baltimore City have a right to form a regulated guard for their common defense if that is their desire, yes? And they should be safe from being undermined in their efforts by those who have pledged to defend their rights, no?”

			“Murdering an unarmed man seems hardly necessary to anyone’s security, sir.”

			“And should such murder be attempted, it will be put down. Swiftly. And without mercy. I mean, really, Hill. Do you think us trusting fools? Don’t you know the country crawls with would-be revolutionaries? I can think of half a dozen such bands off the top of my head. There’s the Knights of the Golden Circle in Texas, they want to turn the entire bloody country over to the emperor of Mexico, by God. There’s the Odd Fellows in Indiana, and half the Masonic lodges in lower Ohio. One of them even loaded the president-elect’s train with a carpetbag full of grenades, did you know that?”

			“No, sir, but—”

			“Oh, but of course you don’t, Lieutenant. Because for the good of the Republic you have not been entrusted with the president-elect’s safety. We here in Colonel Stone’s office assume Mr. Lincoln is under attack by everybody, from everywhere, all at the same time. We are vigilant.” He laced his fingers on the table. “Vigilant as owls. What we definitely do not need are junior officers dropping in with every rumor or hotheaded boast shared with them in confidence.”

			Hill took a deep breath. Though he didn’t care to be upbraided, the colonel’s vigorous defense of their precautions was setting his mind at ease. Of course, the government had taken safeguards against insurrection. How could they not?

			“I understand, Colonel. Actually . . . well, thank you. That makes perfect sense. I feel like I have been carrying an undue burden around with me—that you have now lifted. You have my thanks.”

			The colonel’s brow furrowed as if in making Hill feel better, he had failed at his intended purpose entirely. “Well. You should have known better in the first place, but—there it is, then. Back to McHenry with you.”

			Hill practically bounded out the door, his spirits were so raised.

			 

			The encounter lingered in the mind of Colonel Robert E. Lee for the rest of the day. He was a strong believer in the authorship of blood: you were what your lineage said you were. Whites were the most superior race, obviously, but that did not mean it was impossible for Caucasian stock to produce inferior examples, of which Hill’s father undoubtedly was. The man was dissolute and a disgrace, unfamiliar with or uncaring for the obligations of honor. The degeneration of the father had cost the Hills their fortune, and in coming here to break an oath given to fellow gentlemen, the son was proving that the rotten apple did not fall far from the broken tree.

			Lee had dined with Marshal Cain of the Baltimore City Police and other friends of the South in Washington City not long after his recent transfer from a command in Texas. He wondered if Cain’s Palmetto Guards should be warned about the sort of man they were entrusting secrets to.

			 

			A New York cab to the ferry.

			A ferry to Newark.

			A New Jersey cab to the train.

			A train to Philadelphia.

			A Pennsylvania cab to the Continental Hotel.

			The mere shape of things began to replace the things themselves, and for a moment, as Kate entered the lobby of the hotel, she stopped so suddenly that the lady pushing through the front door behind her walked right into her. Did this lobby in Philadelphia not look exactly the same as the Astor House in Manhattan? Did she not actually go anywhere, despite all her time in transit, but instead travel in a circle?

			Kate went to the Chief’s room before her own. He was sitting at the desk writing, it appeared, four letters at once, a thin cigarillo between his lips and his suit jacket draped over the back of the chair. He rose when she entered and gave her a look.

			“What?” she said.

			“What?” he said.

			“What was that look?”

			“What look was that?”

			“Is something wrong?”

			“Is there?”

			She dropped onto the settee against the wall. “You exhaust me.”

			He came to sit close beside her. “You were successful?”

			“It would have been the first thing out of my mouth if I wasn’t.” She took off her hat and brushed the brim. “Mr. Lincoln is to spend the day today in Manhattan, eating rich food with rich men. I believe Mrs. Lincoln and their young sons have plans to visit P. T. Barnum’s menagerie. A private dinner tonight with the vice-president-elect and his wife, then Verdi at the Academy of Music on Irving Place. They’re taking a boat from the Battery to Jersey City, where the inaugural train is scheduled to leave at 8:55 in the a.m. A parade in Newark, followed by another train at 10:35 a.m. Elizabeth, Rahway. Transfer at New Brunswick, followed by Princeton Junction. Trenton by noon. The second parade of the day. A speech in the New Jersey Senate. The train is supposed to leave the capital by two, which should result in an arrival at the Kensington platform by four, followed by parade number three. Speeches by the mayor and the president-elect when they arrive here at the Continental. Mr. Judd, however, will not be there because he has assured me that as soon as he walks through this hotel’s front door, he will be making his way here. He knows you are registered here under your Hutchinson pseudonym.”

			“Excellent work, Mrs. Warn, excellent. I have come to expect nothing less.”

			“I would make sure Mr. Felton of the railroad is here with you when you meet. Mr. Judd freezes like a thrush in a bush unless his decisions are backed up by a chorus of his peers. He is quite the coward.”

			“Most men are, when you get right down to it. It’s pointless to hold it against them.”

			“I disagree.”

			“But that is good advice, thank you.”

			Kate took her leave and went up to her floor to see if the bath was occupied. Halfway up the stairs, she realized she had completely forgotten to tell her employer that she had killed a man.

			 

			At Lucas Brothers Booksellers on Baltimore Street the week before, Kate had acquired a secondhand copy of Griswold’s 1850 edition of Poe’s Tales, hastily printed not long after the poet’s death in that city. She had decided to save the Auguste Dupin mysteries for last as they were her favorites, and instead bounced around between the various short stories. Kate was halfway through “The Pit and the Pendulum” in her hotel room (“I could no longer doubt the doom prepared for me by monkish ingenuity in torture”) when a massive thundering explosion in the distance made the book fly out of her hands. Cursing her nerves, she checked her railroad chronometer: 3:46 in the afternoon. A cannonade salute at Kensington Station was heralding Lincoln’s arrival.

			Snowflakes flurried about her window as the presidential procession arrived at the Continental. The cheers outside grew as Kate looked down on the street and saw young ladies press their way through the throng to pass rainbow bouquets into a carriage pulled by four snow-white horses. The New Jersey legislature joined their Pennsylvania counterparts, and the parade behind the Rail-Splitter stretched far beyond her vision.

			The Philadelphia crowd here was easily the equal of Manhattan’s, but Kate’s sleeplessness flattened out the contours of everything she saw. Somehow the municipal police managed to clear a path for Lincoln from his carriage to the hotel, and he was soon appearing once again on a balcony, this time directly above her. This time she could hear him better than in New York, but saw him not at all as the mayor addressed the crowd:

			“The great mass of this people are heartily weary and sick of the selfish schemes and wily plots of mere politicians, who bear no nearer relation to the true statesmanship than do the barnacles who encrust the ship. Your fellow countrymen look to you, Mr. President, in the earnest hope that true statesmanship and unalloyed patriotism may with God’s blessing restore peace and prosperity to this distracted land.”

			Why didn’t this man get elected president, Kate couldn’t help but think.

			Thunderous applause rattled the glass in Kate’s windowpanes. When at last it subsided, the president-elect could be heard:

			“I deem it a happy circumstance that the dissatisfied portion of our fellow citizens do not point us to anything in which they are being injured, or are about to be injured, for which reason I have felt all the while justified in concluding that the crisis, the panic, the anxiety of the country at this time is artificial. If there be those who differ with me upon this subject, they have not pointed out the substantial difficulty that exists . . .”

			Kate stopped listening at “artificial.” If wishes were horses, all beggars would ride. She became fixated, in her dreamy, sleepless way, on the shadow thrown by a slightly downturned corner of a sheet of wallpaper drooping from the edge of the ceiling on the other side of the room.

			A little after eight at night, the hubbub from the lobby seeped so thoroughly through her floorboards that it sounded as if the best and worst of the city were in her room with her. She donned her new dress and went down to the mezzanine.

			Mr. and Mrs. Lincoln stood on the grand staircase of the Continental, greeting members of the public as they filed through to shake his hand and kiss hers. This was as close as Kate had yet been to the soon-to-be First Couple, and she found he was not as homely as she had been led to believe, although he was easily as tall—six foot four if he was an inch. He was rather stiff and formal as praise and good fortune were slathered all over him by tongue after tongue. Mary Todd Lincoln was no beauty either, and she barely rose to her husband’s armpits. But she radiated the good cheer her husband was either too exhausted, or too honest, to feign.

			The Chief materialized by her shoulder on the railing. “What do you think?”

			“That they are living proof that the American male recoils at voting for his betters.”

			“How did you get to be such a cynic, Mrs. Warn?”

			“Working for you hasn’t helped my condition one bit.”

			A German man offered up a swaddled babe for the president-elect to kiss, babbling in broken English that the child had been born on Election Day and was named Abraham after Mr. Lincoln.

			“Here’s words to give you hope: I am coming from a conference with Mr. Judd. I think they’re finally starting to take us seriously.”

			“Your powers of persuasion are legendary.”

			“If only it was that. You have heard of New York’s Senator Seward, Lincoln’s first choice to be secretary of state? His son Frederick just arrived from Washington City. Apparently, the Sewards have also been told, by way of Colonel Stone’s office, of scheming in Baltimore. An army source.”

			“I suppose we should be grateful our enemies underachieve at keeping secrets. Has the Rail-Splitter agreed to change tracks?”

			“We shall see. I hope to meet with him at the end of the reception.”

			The band on the hotel balcony struck up “The Star-Spangled Banner,” and Kate dreamily found herself unable to keep from singing along. When she turned, she saw Pinkerton had gone.

			Remembering again that she needed to tell the Chief about what she did to the one-armed man, and what that might portend for their operation, she went to his room at eleven, knocking twice and then pausing briefly before knocking again, a common code among the operatives.

			The Chief took a long time to answer, and when he did, he only opened the door a crack.

			She said, “Has Judd—”

			“He’s here,” Pinkerton said quickly. “Better let the men handle it.”

			“I—”

			“Do not stray far from the hotel,” he said. “I will call for you when I need you. And I will need you.”

			Pinkerton closed the door. Kate stood in the hallway for a good minute or two as if he might have something else to add. Then she went back upstairs and lay down on her bed.

			The men. Let the men handle it.

			The men.

			 

			Just as she was falling asleep, Kate heard a loud cracking and whizzing. She nearly leaped to her feet fearing the Continental was under siege. Comet flashes and brimstone arced past her window.

			She ran to the glass and looked down. A massive display of fireworks in the street below spelled out welcome to abraham lincoln in bright oranges and reds. A band on the banquette struck up “Hail, Columbia.”

			The crowd cheered. Kate cursed. She went back to bed but did not get anywhere close to falling asleep again.

			 

			Mr. Tobias didn’t return from Baltimore City at nightfall as promised, but the Prophet resolved to wait up for him, and hopefully Jeremiah. He sat on the floor by the stove, stoking it incessantly.

			Hattie, for her part, emptied her room for their arrival, carrying all the clothes and other necessaries into Mr. Dawson’s room before changing into her nightgown in hers. When she arrived, Dawson was under the covers, wearing a full set of long johns. He motioned her to close the door, then lifted his pillow, showing her the pistol lying there. She didn’t know what kind of pistol it was. She didn’t know anything about guns and had only fired them off for fun at picnics.

			She climbed into her side of the bed, cold except for the warmth that came from the nearness of Mr. Dawson. He smelled like sweat and hair, and not in a bad way. She had self-consciously put some lilac-scented powder into her own hair so he would have no complaints about her in that regard. She didn’t know how to feel about any of this. She was a virgin. Her ideas about intercourse were vague and contradictory. But wasn’t this how it was supposed to start? With a man and a woman in bed, together? There was no way she was going to fall asleep before he did. But they were both lying on their backs, staring up at the rafters, not speaking.

			“Why do you think I’m worth saving?” The cracked whisper escaped her lips with the sudden boldness of one with nothing to lose.

			Dawson made a little noise. “What’s that?”

			Hattie realized with a hot, indignant flash that he had started to fall asleep. How? With all that was going on under their roof?

			“Why . . .” Her first impulse was to take advantage of his not having heard her the first time to act as if she’d never said a thing. But, no, she had to know. “Why do you want to save me? So much you’ll risk Mrs. Warn? Is it just because . . . Is it because you think I’m pretty? Because that’s a terrible reason.”

			Now she could see the whites of his eyes, so she knew he was awake, stiff on his back, staring at the rafters like he was undergoing a medical examination. “No. I mean, you are pretty. You don’t need me to tell you that, I don’t think.”

			She didn’t. But that didn’t mean she minded hearing it.

			“Saving me because I’m young and inexperienced is a fairly stupid reason as well. To me that’s all the more reason to sacrifice a person . . .”

			Out of nowhere, the tears came, damn them.

			“And it better not be because I’m a good person. Because I’m not a good person, Mr. Dawson. I’m not. The things I’ve done . . . The things I’ve helped them do, I don’t know . . . I don’t know how I’ll ever account for them.”

			He turned those white eyes toward her, and she found herself reaching out to him. She wanted him very strongly then, as if a fog surrounded her and he was the only path out. But in her tortured confusion, she couldn’t tell if this was genuine desire or the fool’s gold of his face being the only friendly one for five hundred miles around.

			He embraced her too, and kissed her on her hair, hair that was sweaty from fear, and surprised her by turning her around and wrapping his wide arms around hers and pulling her into him, her legs into his, and cupping the top of her head with his chin.

			“Don’t let them hear you cry,” he whispered in her ear, so low she might have been feeling the vibration of his throat against hers. “Don’t give the bastards the satisfaction.”

			He enveloped her like a turtle shell of muscle and bone, and her sobs slowed, then stopped. She relaxed into him, and he into her, resting his bearded cheek upon her scalp.

			“Nothing you’ve done here is really you,” he said. “Don’t you ever forget that. It’s only pretend.”

			She swallowed. “The death isn’t pretend.”

			“The death would’ve happened whether you were here or not. Don’t fool yourself otherwise. What you do now, you do to keep other deaths from happening later. That’s why you’re worth saving. I know Mrs. Warn. I like her, but this is a kind of a sport for her. She can take care of herself, and if she can’t, well, there will be others just like her. But you. You believe.”

			“I do? What do you mean? Believe what?” This just confused her more. “What about you? Do you believe?”

			“I do. In a world worth my boys growing up in.”

			A pang of envy—he had a home, in the real world, so he could just visit this fiction. No wonder every orphan she knew desperately wanted to be a parent: if I don’t own a past, at least I can make a future.

			“How many boys do you have?” she asked,

			“Two. Of the four that have been born. One just wasted away before he left school and the other died in the crib. Timothy Junior is almost a man now. He may study law. He may enlist in the army. He’s not sure. And Nathaniel can beat everyone in his class in footraces. His hair is the color of corn silk, just like his mother.”

			Knowing that other people had lives made her pulse slacken; Hattie had to keep Dawson going. “And what is their mother’s name?”

			“Charlotte.”

			“She’s back in Chicago?”

			“Do you know where Onarga is?”

			She shook her head, dragging her hair against his whiskers.

			“Iroquois County.”

			“They’re your anchor. While you are here.”

			“Sort of.” He took a deep breath. “You know I was a policeman in New York City for many years.”

			“Is that—is that the sort of work you wanted?”

			“At first. But I tend to like everything at first. I am an agreeable sort.”

			He lapsed into silence, which she found unbearable, so she said, “Why did you leave?”

			“Oh. You know. You bash the heads of the street toughs with your truncheons, the Bowery Boys and such, you roust them off the corners, you take back whatever they stole the night before. You try and convince them of the virtues of honest work. But it’s not too long before they get their friends’ daughters pregnant and they’ve graduated from second-story men to wife beaters and fences. Soon enough their kids have grown up, and they start in on the family business of alley robbery and declaring war on whoever dared to be born on a different block from them. And your fellow coppers, they spend a lot of time leaning on shopkeepers for a handout so they don’t look the other way the next time the Dead Rabbits come calling. The cops in New York spend more of their shifts sleeping in haylofts than walking the beat.”

			“I can’t imagine you’re the sort who did any of that.”

			“I was not—thank you for the vote of confidence, love—but after a while, you start noticing that you’re not getting promoted, you’re not being put in plain clothes with a desk and a detective’s star, because the sergeants, they see you’re not filling your pockets. You’re not going to the saloon with the boys after work. You’re not to be trusted, really. And you find yourself at the top of the Latting Observatory . . . have you heard of it? It was a tall tower, the tallest in New York at the time, even bigger than Trinity Church’s steeple. They built the observatory as part of the Crystal Palace for the Exhibition of ’53. You could see all the way to Staten Island and Queens from the top. The Chief saw me there, looking down into the street below. I think he knew me from the force somewhere.”

			“Were you thinking of jumping?”

			She meant it as a joke, but his reply was serious: “The queerest thing happens to me when I stand on tall places, whether it’s on a cliff or a high bridge. I just have the urge to leap off. I don’t think I really want to end my troubles. I think I just want to feel free. Of everything but gravity.”

			He didn’t say anything else for a while, and Hattie found herself nodding off. But then, he said, “I need to be reminded sometimes too, Hattie—this isn’t us. This isn’t who we are. There is a world other than this, one that’s of our own choosing. That’s the difference between us and Kate Warn. This is her world. We’re just visiting.”

			His breath was hot on the back of her ear, but the words didn’t mean much to her. She had already sunk to the furthest depths of his warmth, his arms around her, she an island and he the sea.

			She wasn’t even aware that she had drifted off to sleep until she was awoken by a war being fought in her living room.

			 

			By two o’clock in the a.m., Kate gave up fighting insomnia and got dressed in a calico-print dress with a pink morning-glory pattern and a short collar.

			She knew that at six, Lincoln was scheduled to raise the flag over Independence Hall, the site of the signing of the Declaration of Independence as well as the Constitution he would swear to defend. Today was February 22, George Washington’s birthday, and the flag raising was an annual observance.

			Kate wrapped up some sausage and cheese leftover from room service in a cloth napkin and took it with her to the wide, muddy lawn before the modest brick edifice of Independence Hall. She was the first one there. A light dusting of snow dotted the ground. It was cold, but not enough for her to feel it beneath her fox wrap. The crowd grew around her as the sun rose as if they had been summoned by the light. Old men and families, unattended children chasing each other through clumps of bystanders. Before it was even fully day, the medicine salesman was at work, a tray full of clattering vials hanging around his shoulders, hawking something called Lynch’s Celebrated Dyspeptic Cordial. “No longer will the wages of sinful meals be paid by vindictive bowels! Lynch’s mitigates and cures sour stomachs, bilious belching, vile vomit, and all other concomitants of indigestion . . .”

			At six, a troop of gray-whiskered Mexican War veterans escorted a carriage to the stage mounted at the front of the hall. Inside sat Mr. Lincoln in a top hat beside a small boy, who was presumably his son, and some mustachioed politico, who said something Kate didn’t pay any attention to because she was admiring the skill with which pickpockets were filching wallets from the trousers of the crowd.

			Her attention returned to the stage when those around her cheered. Lincoln mounted the stage and, removing his hat, began to speak. His voice was faint, almost hoarse, and she could barely hear him, but all at once, in the manner of crowds, the masses fell into momentary silence, she distinctly heard him say, after a hesitation, “If this country cannot be saved without giving up those principles . . .” He paused. “I was about to say, I would rather be assassinated on this spot than to surrender to it . . .”

			Kate blinked as what he said next was drowned out by applause. Maybe he really was taking their intelligence to heart.

			Suddenly she flinched and looked down to discover that in her hand she held another man’s wrist. His soft, spotless fingers had been in the process of gently opening the ditty bag tied to the garter around her waist. She looked into the pickpocket’s eyes, suddenly glassy with fear and awe. The rest of him was well-dressed and well-coiffed enough, save for the fraying cuffs of his jacket and the two-day-old stubble creeping up around his beard.

			The man yanked his hand out of Kate’s grasp and stumbled back into a broad-shouldered workman, who barely noticed as the thief bounced off his biceps. Kate kept looking at him, and he wanted to remove himself from her gaze as quickly as possible. He was stunned she knew he was targeting her—as was she.

			She had no explanation for it, this weird half-life of sleeplessness, which seemed to wear down the membrane separating her from the rest of the world to gossamer width.

			 

			At the first crash from downstairs, Hattie’s eyes flew open. Then Mr. Dawson pushed her out of his arms, and almost entirely out of the bed. For a second she irrationally feared his wife had walked in on them, but before she could untangle herself from the covers, he was flying down the stairs. She wasn’t far behind him, barefoot and in her nightgown.

			In the living room, the Prophet was flailing his arms, and whenever his hands closed on something he could pick up, he threw it against the wall. Mr. Tobias stood by the side of the door, hat in hand, head bowed. He wordlessly stepped out of the way as the Prophet hurled a chair blindly in his direction.

			“Bastards,” the Prophet was yelling. “Sons of motherless cocksuckers!”

			The room was in a shambles by the time they arrived. Having run out of things to break, the Prophet stood in the middle of the room, chest heaving.

			When Hattie and Dawson looked at Mr. Tobias, he said, “Jeremiah’s been assassinated.”

			“Assassinated?” Mr. Dawson breathed. “By whom?”

			“By the cunt-licking spy,” the Prophet hissed. “I sent Jeremiah to watch the fops ass-fuck each other at their fraternal lodge meeting, and they shot him in the face in the train depot, then sent his body to the medical college so the ghouls there can chop him up and splash around in his entrails.”

			“Wasn’t until I checked with the police station asking after a one-armed man, thinking he might have been sleeping off a bender in a cell or some such, that they sent me in the right direction,” Mr. Tobias said to Mr. Dawson.

			“We are returning to Baltimore City at once,” the Prophet said, “and we’re not coming back without two corpses: Jeremiah’s and whoever made him dead. Get dressed.”

			“Right away, sir,” Mr. Dawson said.

			“Not you. You are staying right here and waiting for my signal. Keep the bridge crews primed and ready. Railroad’s not entirely safe from me yet. It’s her I need with me in the city.”

			“Me?” Hattie said.

			At the sound of her voice, the Prophet lashed out his hand and found hers. He gripped it so hard she nearly cried out.

			“Her?” Mr. Dawson said. “But, but she’s—”

			“She’s mine,” the Prophet growled at Mr. Dawson like a feral dog. She saw reflected in her partner’s eyes her own unrestrained fear.

			“Put on something nice,” the Prophet said when he let her go.

			Her hands trembled so badly she had a tough time buttoning up the bodice on a simple salmon-colored gown. Before she went back downstairs, she reached under Mr. Dawson’s pillow, took in hand his pistol—forgotten in the mad rush of events—and secreted it in an obscure pocket on the side of her dress.

			 

			The echo of the cheers that followed the presidential party from Independence Hall to the West Philadelphia train station had barely faded from the streets when the Chief had Mrs. Warn over to his room for lunch.

			She had pigs’ feet floating in brown mustardy sauce Robert, a personal favorite. Over his plain meal of corned beef buried under an avalanche of boiled cabbage, Pinkerton explained that even though the president-elect finally allowed there might be an attempt on his life in Baltimore—more from the timely intervention of the younger Seward than anything the largely unknown-to-him Allan Pinkerton had to say—Lincoln refused to do what most of his advisers recommended, which was to skip his planned trip to Pennsylvania’s capital, Harrisburg, and instead go straight to Washington City, thus disrupting the assassins’ timetable.

			“You’d think he’d be sick of praise by now,” she said, swallowing what felt like her seven-hundredth cup of coffee since her sleeplessness had begun. “Though I suppose some men are a bottomless pit for it.” The words came out of her mouth before she could stop herself. She was becoming more and more peevish the longer she went restless.

			“Again, Mrs. Warn, you are too unkind. I think he fears looking cowardly—and for that matter, disappointing the Republicans in the Pennsylvania House who supported his candidacy. However, he has made a key concession—and you play a key part in the execution of the new plan.”

			She read Poe in her room all afternoon, at last allowing herself the pleasure of the Dupin stories, though in her fatigue she was unable to find “The Mystery of Marie Rogêt” anything other than a didactic slog. Around ten in the evening, it was time to head to the PWB station at the corner of Broad Street and Washington. “Make sure you reserve as many seats as you can in the rearmost car of the 10:50 to Baltimore,” Pinkerton had told her.

			Kate arrived at the station around 10:20, and the train pulled in from Trenton ten minutes later. She lurked by the rear entrance to the rear car until the last Philadelphia passenger disembarked, then she sprung inside. In a great stroke of luck, all the benches had emptied. But people kept getting on and getting on, taking any available seat, and didn’t stop. Kate had laid a handbag and a coat and then her hat on the seats in the enclosed, private compartment at the rear, but every time she blinked, more available seats outside the compartment disappeared, and the nasty looks she got from the men she turned away at its doorway got nastier and nastier.

			At 10:45 p.m. a conductor passed through the rear car. Kate pressed a few coins into his hand.

			“Please, good sir, your help if you could,” she said in a slight Southern drawl. “My invalid brother is being rushed from the Pennsylvania Hospital straight here. He’s running a little late, but he needs to travel in at least some comfort or—or—God Almighty, I don’t know if he’ll survive the trip to see Father—”

			“There, there, dear, that’s all right,” the conductor said with all the compassion five dollars could buy. “You stay right where you are, and if anyone gives you any sass about keeping this compartment clear, you just come and fetch me.”

			“Thank you, thank you, oh, God bless you, sir, thank you.”

			“But he’d better hurry or he might miss the train. We’re a little behind schedule as is.”

			At 10:50 p.m. the car was completely full, but for the vacant compartment behind Kate’s diminutive blockade. She stood firm against the denunciations of a particularly strident old woman who threatened to fetch the conductor. After leaving on this pursuit for justice, she must have found a free seat because she did not return.

			The appointed hour for the train’s departure came and went, and Kate felt the armpits of her new dress dampening. At 10:55 p.m. she saw a carriage pull up in the rail yard through the window. The Chief hopped out, along with Judd and a few other men Kate did not recognize. They opened the door for a tall man in a dark-blue greatcoat, a red-and-white shawl draped over his shoulders. The collar was turned up to the man’s craterlike cheeks, and on his head was a preposterous wool cap bordered around the brim by a red-and-white Scotch ribbon that trailed down between his shoulder blades. Beside him, the Chief looked everywhere for Kate, up and down the train except where she was standing.

			Kate cried out with a screech that everyone in the car could hear, “Oh, Brother! Brother Forrest! Over here! You’ve made it! They held the train for you, I think, so come on then, you shouldn’t keep all these kind people waiting, come on in!”

			Kate stood on the top step and hooked her hand around Lincoln’s arm as if to help him inside the car. As she pulled him up onto the train, their gazes met, and the look in his eyes gave her a chill, as if she could see a ghost reflected in them.

			 

			The Prophet wept openly as his fingers slowly traced the ruins of Jeremiah’s face where he lay in his plain white-pine coffin. Hattie stamped her feet and shivered in the icehouse behind the grand dome of the Davidge Hall anatomical theater. The cold here was even more severe than the late-winter chill outside. Concentric rings of ice blocks ascended around them like seating for an arctic Senate. On each block lay the mortal shells of unlucky patients from the Baltimore Infirmary across the street, and other unfortunates who had no family to claim them.

			The Prophet made Hattie and the other National Volunteers he had brought with him stand there while he muttered an incomprehensible funeral service over his dead man, his chiseled cheeks slick with tears the whole time. He whispered it like his words were a secret only he and the corpse could share. At last, the Prophet stood and wiped his eyes with his dirty hands.

			“They had better pray the Lord finds them first.”

			The Prophet turned toward the Corsican, Ferrandina, and his own second, some out-of-town financier Hattie gathered was named Howard, turning blue in the large ovular pit. He shrunk back at the sight of the older man’s blind eyes, glowing black in their twin pitch pits.

			“We will bury him proper,” the Prophet said, “and then we will bury whichever of your Benedict Arnolds did him in.”

			“If we were not on the same side, sir—and, er, you not afflicted in your sight—I might be inclined to challenge you to a duel, sir.” Howard puffed out his chest and made a very good show of trying to get around Ferrandina to manhandle the accuser. Mr. Broddle, the hog farmer, and the other National Volunteers of Harford County snatched their muskets off the floor with dirty hands and closed ranks around their leader. Baltimore’s Palmetto Guards faced them, chests out, one popping a derringer out of his laced sleeves and another loosening his cravat for battle. Hattie had rarely seen such stylized posturing even outside of a dance hall.

			She didn’t see the Prophet draw his pistol; all of a sudden, the Colt was in his hand, pointed in the direction of Howard’s yammering mouth. “Bang! You lose.”

			Ferrandina paled and pushed the hotheaded young man fully behind him. The city mice and the country mice were squabbling, but she was at a loss to see how she could exploit this discord for her own purposes. She was at a loss as to what her purpose was at all anymore. Her partner was in the next county. Her mentor had abandoned her. She had no one to alert, much less report to. She was just riding events like stormy waves. Survival was the mission now.

			“I have done my duty, Reverend,” pouted Ferrandina. “I am sorry for your loss, but we have no time for distractions. There will be plenty of time to determine the guilty party for your man’s death after tomorrow.”

			“No.” The Prophet shook his head vigorously. “The reckoning begins now.”

			“The Palmetto Guards need you in Harford County, to take over the tracks as soon as Lincoln is—”

			The Prophet broke into a smile. “There won’t be any strike on the tracks, you brainless dago. They’re on to us.”

			“Who?”

			“They. The railroad. The government. Money-counting Pharisees who don’t care about any cause except the profits from their stalls in the temple. The line’s infested with rat-eating Irishmen, less than twenty-four hours before we strike. They know our plans.”

			The Prophet pointed his gun in the direction of Jeremiah’s corpse. “And because of him I know it’s one of your city swells that’s talking. I wasn’t going to just entrust the most important part of our plan to a bunch of spats-wearing mama’s boys, so I sent Jeremiah to watch over your secret club meeting at the City Hotel, where you picked out your assassins.”

			“You what?”

			“Obviously he found someone worth suspecting. And I’m not leaving Mobtown until I found out who that is.”

			Ferrandina rubbed the smooth curve of his head. “Well, I was going to handle the inquiry internally, but apparently keeping the latest intelligence from you would cause even more disruption.”

			The Prophet holstered his pistol, which somehow was even more threatening than wielding it. “Talk sense, barber man.”

			“I am concerned about you taking rash action in the city before our trap is sprung, but—”

			“Captain, don’t,” someone said.

			“You’d best lay it out!” Hattie snapped, very much wanting to hear it too.

			All the city men looked at her with eyes that said, Who the hell is she to be giving us orders?

			“Very well. When I spoke to Marshal Cain about your request to claim Jeremiah’s remains, he told me he had received a most disturbing warning from an unimpeachable source in Washington—from no less esteemed a personage than Robert E. Lee, the hero of Harper’s Ferry.” Even under the circumstances and surroundings, the little man managed to puff himself up with pride at his personal proximity to greatness. Hattie resisted the urge to smack him across the mouth. “Unfortunately . . . it seems that among our number is a military man we all thought could be trusted. He is from an old family, you see—though not a terribly good one, as it turns out.”

			 

			The train left at eleven o’clock on the nose, ten minutes behind the scheduled departure of 10:50. The blinds on the compartment windows and the curtain of the doorway were pulled shut. Kate and Lincoln sat across from each other rocking alone in the berth, while the Chief and the other men stood about in the passenger car outside because the PW&B had sold more tickets than seats.

			Kate and Lincoln’s accommodations were spartan, just flat wooden benches without any cushions. It didn’t matter, as neither of them was getting any sleep. The Rail-Splitter tried to fit his long frame across the bench but gave up after a few minutes and sat up again without ever having closed his eyes. Kate knew the feeling. She couldn’t hear much over the clatter of the train wheels until a baby began crying just past midnight and would not stop.

			At every bridge crossing, Felton had placed guardsmen with lanterns to flash the all-is-well sign. Between the blinds and windowpane, she could see the will-o’-the-wisps appearing on schedule, indicating no tracks had been twisted, no bridges dynamited, no night riders were lurking in the underbrush.

			They rode in silence, and Kate could not help but stare at Lincoln’s face, so near to her own now. She was used to his daguerreotypes and other images depicting him as clean-shaven. His brow, his chin, his ears—they all seemed exaggerated as if his face had been rendered for the benefit of the blind, a tactile caricature of itself. This close, she could see the new beard outlining Lincoln’s jaw, and it did seem to soften the craggy visage somewhat. But his face still seemed to come from a far-off, primitive time as if it belonged to a Celtic shaman, a wise man auguring about the stars and sacrifice.

			“The beard suits you,” Kate finally said out loud after they passed the lantern flash in Wilmington around two-thirty in the morning. She wasn’t tired at all. She could no longer distinguish between her current state and any she had experienced before. She had stayed awake for what was now almost four whole days. She could barely explain why.

			Was it the girl? No, her worry for Hattie was a distant memory. She occupied the present moment fully. But maybe that was it: the present moment. Kate wasn’t duping embezzlers’ wives or fooling counterfeiters into incriminating themselves. This was important.

			That’s when she at last identified what she was feeling.

			It was fear.

			Fear that she would fail, for the first time in over a decade. It wasn’t professional pride or fear of humiliating herself in front of the Chief. It was the fear that if she didn’t get Lincoln safely to his intended destination, evil—a word that the Kate of last month would have slapped out of her mouth—would achieve a victory, and it would be her fault.

			Lady Detectives, sometimes you will have to ignore everything else your author has told you and instead do the right and noble thing.

			The train on its tracks rattled and hummed like the crackle of an electrical wire, charging her with power.

			“I beg your pardon?” Lincoln said.

			“The beard,” she said again. “It’s new, isn’t it? I like it. Now that I see it up close and plain.”

			“I thank you. My wife despises it.”

			Lincoln peered behind the blind. The night was black as tar beyond the glass, and she was certain he couldn’t see anything but his reflection, but maybe that’s what he was looking for.

			“A little girl from a town just across the New York state line wrote me at the beginning of my campaign and recommended I grow one because even a thin beard hides a whole lot of homely. I met her on this trip; she and her parents met our train at the station—along with the rest of her town. Blushing from the roots of her pretty hair. She said the whiskers scratched her when I kissed her cheek. Just shows you, you should take care what you wish for.”

			He certainly was a born storyteller, Kate thought. “When first I read of it, I didn’t know what to think. In my business, men who suddenly grow beards are usually trying to hide.”

			Abraham Lincoln looked at her with wonder:

			“My dear, wherever could I go?”

			 

			At the Susquehanna River, the train slowed to a stop with a series of mournful sighs. Kate checked her railroad chronometer: five to three. Looking behind the shade, Lincoln could see the train crew leaping off the locomotive and uncoupling all the cars with minimal cursing.

			“Havre de Grace,” he said.

			“Yes,” she said.

			She knew what he was thinking; he didn’t need to give voice to it. Here the train had to be ferried over car by car, a laborious task that, for those who knew this regular passenger car carried the president-elect of the United States, would present a prime opportunity to make an attack.

			The presidential party was in the last car to make the crossing. Kate and the president-elect sat and waited and listened as a team of horses pulled every car ahead of them onto the ferry, returned to what remained of the train, waited for the ferry to return, then pulled the next car. And so on.

			“Do you think there will be war?” Kate, at last, gave voice to the question that had not been far from her thoughts since they left Baltimore.

			The tall man sized her up with his sad eyes. “Yes,” he said.

			“That’s not what you’ve been saying along the trail.”

			“A good leader can’t always hide behind the truth.”

			Their car lurched slightly as it was hooked up to the horses and pulled toward the water.

			“When I was younger, I thought if we just contained slavery to the South, it would die off of its own accord,” Lincoln continued, “that it would be too tiresome a system to maintain and would simply fade away.”

			“What changed your mind?”

			“I grew older, and wiser, and saw my foolish optimism for what it was. The only way people will not choose their own desires over anything else is if it is no choice at all. Though they will claim to their graves it is otherwise, the slavers want war because it is the only way to prove they are right. They cannot destroy reality, they cannot destroy logic. But they can at least attempt to destroy anyone who says they are wrong. They will fail, of course, because this desire is as unrealistic as their desire that slavery be thought of as good, and their desperate clinging to it as noble.”

			He paused. “I think they know they will fail too. It is a secret they keep locked up in their hearts, and that is why they have not yet attempted what will undoubtedly be a terrible and destructive war. But they won’t be able to help themselves. There will be war, and they will start it.”

			They lapsed into another silence. Kate was still thinking about what Lincoln had said when he spoke again.

			“I don’t believe I know your name.”

			“That’s probably for the best, Mr. President,” she said.

			“Elect.” Mirth gleamed in his eye.

			“That’s probably for the best, Mr. President-elect.”

			“Then if you don’t mind, I’ll think of you, in my mind, as Sarah,” Lincoln said.

			“If it suits you, sir.”

			The train car began to rock side to side as the ferry chugged to the other side of the river. The white lighthouse was barely visible in the distance as the steamer made its brief voyage across the span.

			“Sarah was my real sister’s name. Two years older than me. Never met a soul with so quick and easy a laugh. My mother passed not long after we moved to Indiana, which was wild country then. Our old cow munched on a patch of white skunkroot that didn’t hurt her at all, but turned her milk to poison. That’s what killed Mother. And my father muddled on without her, as was his way, but at a certain point, he decided he just couldn’t do it on his own. The old man never amounted to much with a woman or without one, but being with one was pleasanter, he decided. So he went back to Kentucky where our people are from to bring back a bride, leaving Sarah and me behind. In the cabin. In the middle of the woods. She couldn’t have been much older than that girl from New York who said I was too ugly to be president clean-shaven.”

			“My god.”

			“Like I said, Indiana was wild country then. Big bristly wild pigs with tusks like knives that would rush out of nowhere and chase you up a tree rather than cede one inch of ground. The boars were the panthers’ favorite food. I think they’ve mostly been hunted down to the last cat these days, but back then they were everywhere. Black as night and with a growl like the earth herself was about to swallow you whole. And my sister, Sarah, eleven years old if she was a day, sat by the door all night long with our papa’s musket across her legs and her finger to her lips so neither of us would let those beasts know there was anyone inside.”

			“She must be very proud of you, sir,” she said.

			Lincoln smiled at his knees. “She died when I was seventeen. Her first child labor. Her husband and his family, they didn’t see the need to pay to fetch a doctor when she begged him for one. Aaron Grigsby was his name. He married again a year after Sarah passed, and invited me and my relations to the wedding out of some sense of guilt, I’d reckon. His brother was getting married the very same day. A family too cheap to pay for a doctor was too cheap to pay for two weddings. Their mistake, because that let me play a good trick on them. A friend and I blindfolded both brothers and led them to the same bed, where they thought they were joining their brides. Hard to say how Sarah got pregnant in the first place, because the two of them were in there for a good ten minutes before either of them figured it out.”

			“Ha.” A slight smile escaped her lips.

			“The whole party was in on the joke, and they thought it was the funniest thing they’d ever seen. I hear tell the Misadventure of the Two Grooms is the most-told tale in Indiana next to the Resurrection.”

			He fixed her with an unfathomably lonely smile.

			“I’m not going to lie to you, my dear, when you called out ‘Brother’ to me from the train back in Philadelphia, in the dark of the yard I thought maybe you really were Sarah, back again to save me from the panther at the door.”

			Very shortly, on the other side of the river, the reconnected train started up again. Kate realized that the entire passage across the bay, the most perilous leg of their journey, had flashed by in an instant, simply because Lincoln told her one of his stories. He was the one in the gravest of danger, but his first impulse was to put her at ease. His gangly frame, his ill-fitting clothes, his bumpkin demeanor. Together, they made for the most important quality in her trade. They made people underestimate him.

			Lincoln had fooled even her. For the first time in a very long time, Kate had hope for her country. The night passed by the windows like the train was at rest and it was the dark alone that flowed forward, bearing them into an unknown future.

			 

			By her chronometer it was twenty-eight minutes beyond three in the morning when she looked out the window and saw the arc of President Street Station come into view over the row houses standing watch outside Baltimore.

			“We are here, sir,” she said to the president-elect.

			“We always are,” he murmured, and it took her a second to get the joke.

			The Chief stuck his head into their compartment. “A word, madam, if I may.”

			She nodded an apology at the Rail-Splitter then joined the Chief outside.

			“As the subterfuge of the invalid brother is no longer necessary,” he said, “it would probably be best if we made the rest of this journey without you, for decorum’s sake.”

			“For decorum’s sake?”

			“For Christ’s sake, set your pride aside for once in your life, Mrs. Warn. We are at the most vulnerable stage of the journey. If Mr. Lincoln is captured by traitors in the company of a woman who is not his wife—well, you can see the dilemma.”

			She arched an eyebrow. “A fate worse than death, surely.”

			The Chief closed his eyes and drew a deep breath, summoning largely depleted reserves of strength. “Mrs. Warn. Please.”

			“And his actual wife, she is the one coming in the train the rebels are expecting to waylay later today, yes? Where is the concern for her decorum and her safety, and that of her children?”

			“I’m afraid she was not elected president of these United States.”

			“Lucky her.”

			“The secessionists are still men, not animals. I cannot imagine that they would vent their frustration at losing their prey upon innocent women and children.”

			“Then your imagination lacks imagination.”

			The Chief started to say something else, but she held up her hand. “Quit the field, sir, you’ve already won. I’m going. May I just say goodbye to my traveling companion first?”

			He nodded and pulled back the compartment curtain for her. When Lincoln turned toward her, Kate held out her hand.

			“Until we meet again, good sir.” She tried not to be too gladdened at the look of disappointment on his shaman’s face.

			“You’re going?”

			“I’m afraid so,” she said. “To scout for panthers.”

			Lincoln smiled slightly. “I was told they were extinct, but perhaps I was misinformed. Happy hunting.”

			“Of the two of us, you will need the better luck, I am sure.”

			“Goodbye, Sarah.”

			 

			Kate stood in the doorway of the station and watched all the passengers stagger off the train, yawning and bleary-eyed. She waited for workers to appear from the bowels of the yard and hook ropes to the rear of the last car, and she didn’t budge until six horses had been hooked to that and had begun pulling the railcar rattling toward the B&O station over on Camden. From there it was less than two hours to Washington City. Abraham Lincoln would arrive at his destination fully twelve hours before the assassins expected to waylay him in Baltimore, their schemes decisively thwarted.

			Kate hired one of several drowsy cabbies who had been inching in her direction sniffing a fare and allowed him to take her back to the City Hotel. There she asked for her messages, and the droopy-eyed desk clerk handed her one from Lieutenant Hill, which said to meet him at Gunner’s Hall to discuss matters “not Russian.” Her body screamed at her to find a bed instead, but her mind raced like a greyhound, which propelled her right back out onto Monument Square again.

			The streets were not entirely empty that late at night—or rather, that early in the morning—but the air was frigid and sharp so those she saw on the sidewalks kept their heads down and coats clutched tight. She reached High Street unmolested. To her surprise, Gunner’s Hall was still open, and she could see a few stragglers drinking by candlelight through the windows. None of them looked like Hill, but she didn’t want to bother sticking her head in to verify that.

			She headed up the exterior side stairs to the upper floor and Hill’s private room. Her first concern, top of the list, was sleep, whose great big maternal arms folded out toward her just outside her field of vision. But she surprised herself at how excited she was to lay eyes on Hill, and talk to him, and hear about whatever scandal he had gotten into in her absence. She was vastly more excited to hear what he had to say to her than what she had to say to him since all she could ever tell him were lies, anyway. Idly, she wondered if there would ever be a time when she could tell him the truth, if she could unburden her cares to him, or to anyone, like normal people did.

			Now that Lincoln had been successfully rescued, she could plan for the future; she could set up her Ladies’ Branch at last, with the Lady Detective’s Primer as its foundational text and with the girl Hattie as the lead pupil. She debated the possibility of one day telling Hill everything and noted that this was the first time she had ever thought this way about a man.

			The hubbub and clinking of mugs from downstairs softened the sound of her boots on the second-story floorboards. She had not slept for half a week, and her eyelids were already fluttering in anticipation of a bottomless pit of slumber, her shoulders and neck already relaxing into future impact with the bedding. When Hill’s door opened suddenly from the inside, she was so exhausted she barely even started.

			When she saw that the door had been opened by the girl Hattie, she was half-convinced she had fallen asleep and was now dreaming standing up.

			“What are you doing here?” Kate said.

			Hattie didn’t answer. She had the strangest look about her. She stepped back into the room, and Kate followed. The fitful moonlight clearly outlined a figure sitting upright on the covers, and another in the chair in the corner. And a third standing by the window. She could see the rifle cradled in his arms.

			Kate looked at Hattie, who lowered her head.

			“What is the meaning of this?” she said out loud to the collective crew.

			The figure in the chair leaned forward into the moonlight, and she could see his grin slowly bleed out from beneath his black eyes.

			“Jenkintown,” grumbled the Most Reverend Doctor Colonel August Defoe in his Old Testament prophet’s voice. “I did not know who I was waiting for, but I am so very glad to find out that it was you.”

		

	
		
			Part Five 

The Bloody Tub
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			After the arrangements had been made to send Jeremiah’s remains back to his people in Missouri, Hattie and the Prophet had spent the remainder of that afternoon on a narrow pier jutting into the ice-choked Inner Harbor. He insisted she walk with him up and down the dock for several hours, though at one point he traced his steps back from a ramshackle grog shop down to the small steamer moored at the end of the dock by himself, gingerly treading along using his walking-spear as a probing cane. He did not explain the purpose of this exercise and did not say much to his helpmate at all during this time. Nor did he touch her overmuch, for which she was grateful.

			Hattie’s burning gut would give her no rest, and her limbs felt like they moved through an invisible morass of molten sand. She was sick, sick from hatred, and worried that unless she did something, anything, to relieve that stress, it would kill her. She wrestled with the urge to push the Prophet into the black waters of the harbor, then flee—perhaps all the way back to Chicago if she had to. But there were always sailors roaming about. If she was going to murder the Prophet, she was going to have to wait for a more opportune moment—or a more desperate one.

			That night they met up with the remainder of the dozen or so National Volunteers they had brought with them at a truly loathsome shanty by the name of Gunner’s Hall. Around nine o’clock a handsome man in a Prussian-blue artillery officer’s uniform arrived and hailed the barwoman by name, not noticing that she did not respond. Mr. Broddle was leaning against the bar, waiting for this man.

			“The Lord of Swine, well met, sir,” the man called out upon seeing Broddle, and ordered a small beer. “I got your message. I don’t have half the supplies you requested, but I am more than happy to take half your money off your hands if you want to be rid of it so badly.”

			“This is him, Rev. This is Hill. Lieutenant Lamont Hill.” Broddle stepped away from the bar so that the Prophet, leaning on the other side, could speak to the newcomer unobstructed.

			Hill set his beer down without taking a first sip and looked to the bar woman, to Mr. Broddle, then around the rest of the tavern. Hattie sat in a booth by herself somewhat away from the other men, awaiting the Prophet’s call, and she could see the look of grim understanding pass over the lieutenant’s face. He picked up his beer and downed it in a single gulp.

			“Do you know who I am?” the Prophet rumbled.

			Hill made a convincing show of a lack of care. “By the sudden and unmistakable sound of clenched asshole all around me, I would assume you are the designated Robin Hood in this band of merry men.”

			“And I know who you are, sir.”

			“Did the uniform give it away?”

			“No.” The Prophet leaned in toward the sound of the voice. “The air of unearned confidence.”

			Hill laughed. Hattie was amazed. How could he act so easy?

			“Is there any particular reason you wear the uniform of the enemy?”

			“I wear the uniform of my country.”

			“Your people are not your country.”

			“I have no people.”

			“I believe you. But Jeremiah was my people. Truth be told, he was barely useful to me with the two arms. All the same, his father died defending my sons in a defile outside Lawrence, and I feel responsible for the boy as if he was my own. I must know who killed him. Was it you?”

			Hill blinked. “Is that some sort of riddle? Are you a sphinx?”

			Then the Prophet’s dirty hand was on Hill’s chin, squeezing the man’s cheeks painfully like he was about to go in for a kiss. “I can tell by your voice you are a man of the South. You were born to money, yes?”

			“Yes.”

			“Slaves?”

			“Many.”

			“A plantation of some sort? Tobacco? Sugarcane?”

			“Cotton.”

			“You see?” The Prophet let go and turned to look at the men in the room. “This is why we will win this war. Such men as these are our enemies. As soft as unbaked dough, each and every one of them. He has never had anything that wasn’t handed to him. It is why the world has yanked free of its reins and careens toward a cliff.”

			“Really?” The sharpness of Hill’s voice forced the Prophet to turn back to him. “And is your salt-of-the-earth, I’ve-had-to-work-for-everything smugness so much better? Like you rural types don’t have as much contempt for the city folk as you imagine we have for you.”

			“I bet your mouth has talked you into many a beating.”

			“You know what’s funny?”

			“I am not known for my sense of humor.”

			Hill grinned at the Prophet. “I have the strangest sensation that we’ve done this before.”

			“I can assure you: we shall not do it again.”

			“No, no, this all feels very familiar. Like the inside of an old boot. I think I know what it is too: you remind me of my father. When he lost everything, he always said it was somebody else’s fault too. All the obstacles deposited in his way. The easy path everyone else had to walk. As if climbing over the fallen wasn’t how anyone got anywhere to begin with.”

			She could see that this, more than anything else, seemed to get under the Prophet’s skin. The hair on the back of her neck rose as she watched the old man tremble in fury.

			“You know what my father did?” the Prophet asked.

			“No.”

			“That’s funny, neither do I.”

			“Explains a lot.”

			“You shut up now!” Hattie yelled at Hill. She feared for him. She could sense, even if she could not give voice to it, that they were circling the end.

			“It’s all right, Mrs. Wilson.” The Prophet held up a hand. “Let him speak his piece. A man has a right to his last words.”

			The lieutenant took his foot off the bar. “I mean, look, I understand. It’s tough. You’re peasants.” He looked around the room. Even he must see, as she did, that each man was getting more and more willing to tear him limb from limb. “Your fathers or grandfathers or great-grandfathers fled the mud farms and villages of Europe, and the vast lot of you, after a couple of generations, wound up in more or less the same huts they had there. And now you look for somebody to blame. Because of course, it couldn’t just be because you’re unlucky. Or stupid. Or lazy. It’s got to be the government. Or the slaves. Or the Irish. Or whoever. There just has to be a boot on your neck. Because it can’t be you, oh no, no matter how hard you push you just can’t rise. You can’t even support your own weight.”

			The dozen or so Volunteers in the room were stupefied into silence by the audacity of Hill’s words. But the Prophet’s eyes were on him now as if he really could see him.

			“There is one thing I would know,” the Prophet said.

			“Shoot,” the lieutenant said, and more than one man in the room involuntarily guffawed.

			“What’s filled you so full of sand? I admire it, for its own sake. Where did you find it?”

			“Oh, that’s easy. You kill me, you don’t get the guns old Broddle here ordered.”

			“Your guns?” The Prophet chuckled and stroked his beard. “You think I need your guns? I am afraid there you were misinformed, friend. I need men worth the fight. Give me two dozen of those and we’ll tear down Washington City with our bare hands.”

			A roaring had begun in the back of Hattie’s skull, rising and rising until it drowned out everything else. It started just as she realized that everyone’s attention was directed on those two, ignoring her, the silly servant girl. She no longer cared about Mr. Felton’s railroad, or Mr. Pinkerton’s detective agency, or what they might lose if she ended the Prophet right there and then. She knew someone had to end him, because she felt like she was the only person who understood how dangerous he was. The rest of the men’s hatred of the North, the irrational clinging to chattel slavery—these were all inchoate resentments against a tribal foe. But the Prophet—he had a philosophy. He could take their malignant energy and focus it, the way the barrel of a gun could focus an explosion.

			Before she knew it, she was on her feet with Mr. Dawson’s pistol in her hand.

			As soon as the Prophet turned his back to Hill to address his followers, the lieutenant leaped toward the older man. A small revolver had found its way into Hill’s hand from a secret pocket in his jacket.

			Two gunshots fired off.

			 

			There was no other sound in the room as Hill croaked out his last breath facedown in the sawdust of the floor. Blood slowed to a trickle from a bullet hole just beneath his left earlobe.

			The Prophet reached out with his foot and touched Hill’s rib cage. He bent down and groped across the lieutenant’s chest to his hair and ran his fingers over the dead man’s still-warm face.

			“All roads lead to the same place,” he murmured.

			He stood up again, gripping his walking stick with both fists, and sniffed the air, turning in the direction of the gunpowder. Everyone else in the room did too.

			Mr. Broddle shouted it just as everyone saw it: “Mrs. Wilson! You did it, girl! You saved the Rev!”

			Hattie stood there, holding Mr. Dawson’s pistol upright, still unsure as to whether she could take another shot. The one she had aimed directly at the Prophet had been intercepted by the lieutenant, who had inexplicably leaped in front of him just as she pulled the trigger.

			The Prophet grinned his wide crocodile’s grin. “I knew you were an angel.”

			“Damn angel of death!” someone in the back cried, and many laughed.

			“I need a drink,” Hattie croaked, and then everyone laughed. The doughy woman behind the counter presented her with the whole bottle.

			Hattie leaned over and retched, but her stomach was essentially empty, and just a few globs of acidic bile fell out of her mouth and onto the floor. She managed to right herself and took an equally burning swig from the bottle, and all the men cheered. Dirty hands steered her back to the booth bench, taking the pistol out of her hands. She sat heavily down, gripping the whiskey with both hands. She sipped at it over and over again as if it were a magic elixir that could wipe her memories away. The Volunteers took turns coming one by one to doff a hat to her or clap her on the back like she’d just won P. T. Barnum’s beauty pageant. She gave them each a weak smile of insincere thanks.

			Tobias and the Prophet were close enough that she could overhear their talk.

			“Should have searched him when he first showed his face, that’s on me, Rev. Looks like he had a little .31 caliber pepperbox on him.”

			“Firepower disproportionate to his manhood.”

			“Would have been nice to know who else he been speaking to. And who did in poor gimpy Jer.”

			“He has a room here, doesn’t he? Well, it’s ours now. We’ll sit behind the blind and see who turns up.”

			 

			Kate couldn’t stop looking at the girl Hattie, who was staring at her, mouth open. She looked almost drunk.

			Kate took one step back out of the garret room into the hall, but a half-dozen rough men poured into the corridor from either end. These must have been downstairs in Gunner’s Hall. Perhaps they had heard her footfall on the ceiling, or the men inside Hill’s room tapped on the floor with a rifle butt while she fumbled with the knob. Either way, everyone had been waiting for her.

			“Where is the lieutenant? What’s going on here?” Kate forced her voice higher with hysteria, which under the circumstances was practically effortless.

			“You his woman?” a mustached man said, sliding his legs off the bed to stand before her. Kate recognized him as the Prophet’s other compatriot from the garden in Jenkintown.

			“The nature of my relationship with Lieutenant Hill is certainly none of your business.” Kate huffed primly. “Are you here to rob him? An officer of the United States Army? What kind of desperate fools are—”

			The Prophet stamped his walking stick to the ground with the finality of a gavel.

			Kate tried to back out again, but now the men on either side of her closed in and fumbled for her arms. Others groped her and relieved her of the LeMat and Poe’s Tales. They panted a rude distillery scent.

			“Yours is the voice of the bank agent who set on Captain Mahoney’s wife in Pennsylvania.” The Prophet took a step toward her, reached out, and placed a hand on her face. She had to stifle a gag. His rough fingers reeked of gun oil. “Do not lie to me, or I will know.”

			Kate realized that the Prophet didn’t know she was pretending to be Flora Mahoney at the moment—which meant that Hattie had not betrayed her. Though neither had she identified her as her “sister.” Yet.

			Kate jerked her face away from his fingertips. “Where is Lieutenant Hill?”

			“It does you credit, to concern yourself with the welfare of others, under your present circumstances,” the Prophet purred. “Who else knows?”

			“Knows what?”

			The Prophet flattened his hand against her face. He didn’t stop her from breathing, but it did disturb her considerably.

			“You know,” he said, “there is no reward in being the last to break.”

			She didn’t know what to say. Her mind raced through the maze of her capture, trying to find an exit, but kept running into dead ends.

			The Prophet let his hand drop and he shook his head. “I know her type. Reason is of no use on her. We are pups from the same litter.”

			“Where to?” Tobias said.

			“This one thinks she’s a hard nut. Let us bring her to where we may take the proper time and care in cracking her. I would not deign to insult her by adopting any other course. Though needless to say, Jenkintown, if you make any sort of noise, I will forgo our interrogation and simply cut your throat instead.”

			The Prophet held his free hand out. Kate was astounded to see Hattie step forward and take it into hers, and lead him out of the room into the corridor as if they were about to waltz. As the girl passed Kate, their eyes met briefly. Hattie’s were hard, tempered like steel.

			Kate had seen such eyes only once before, on man or woman. She had only seen them looking into a mirror.

			 

			The National Volunteers marched Kate in a single shuffling mass out of Gunner’s Hall and into the cold misty rain of early dawn. The girl Hattie was at the head of the line, leading them through the long brick warehouses, which were lined like mausoleums near the docks. Kate could feel the bite of salty wind off the harbor. She looked at the back of the girl’s head as if she could drill through it with her gaze to expose the answers she sought. Was this a ploy? No, not a ploy. Hattie had acted half-mad in the churchyard last week, but Kate had dismissed that as nothing more than the product of distressed nerves. But if the girl had gone completely over to the enemy—well, then, Kate had never so misjudged another person in her life, and she would be punished for this first infraction by being denied the ability to make it twice.

			At last, the procession reached a warehouse twice the size of a regular Baltimore block, with a half-dozen pens full of grunting, rutting, crapping swine on one side. The wide mouth of the brick monolith was open and from it rattled wagons ladened with stripped, headless carcasses. Prowling the loading dock were men in the aprons and stovepipe hats of the Bloody Tubs gang. The Prophet and his entourage marched past the wagons and up a short flight of wooden steps into the main slaughterhouse building itself, where row upon row of recently murdered pigs dangled from the ceiling by their hinds, split open from neck to loin, exposing rib and spine. As Kate was marched down one row of dangling swine, the only sound she could hear over the drumming of their boots was the thump and squeal of the last moments of the dead hogs’ still-living counterparts being bludgeoned by sledgehammers somewhere off in the distance behind the rows of ham-to-be.

			At the end of the row of carcasses was a table where a couple of butchers stood hacking hogs into pieces with huge cleavers like giant serrated oars. The offal was fed into nearby casing machines for sausage. Only one looked up as the Prophet and his flock passed. The Prophet pushed open the door behind the butcher’s table with his walking stick and poled unaided down a half-dozen stone steps into the cellar below.

			The first thing Kate noted on the dirt floor was the only thing she needed to see: an enamel-lined trough or basin, big enough to bathe in, filled to the brim with crimson blood and dark-red viscera, strips of skin and stubble-dotted fur and long stringy flotsam that could have been veins or tendons or some combination of both. Half an eyeball floated on the surface and turned toward her as if to watch as she was half-carried, half-pulled down the steps. Kate struggled, but the man on either arm managed to hold on no matter how hard she kicked or thrashed. She let her feet drag, and her toes raked painfully across the hard-packed earth. Her impulse was to cry out, but she had enough wits about her to realize what they were about to do. Instead, she drew in as big a breath as she could and held it there as a third man came up behind her and shoved her face-first into the bloody tub.

			They let her arms free just long enough for her to flail them out so a man could grab her wrists and pin them behind her back. She held and held her breath the same way she and her childhood friends would dare each other to do at the swimming hole back in Lockport. She always lasted the longest, but of course, when she was ten, she didn’t have this bastard’s hand on her—

			The hand yanked her up by her hair, and she took an involuntary gulp of air. When she did so, half the blood and gore on her face slid into her mouth and it tasted like the unholy baptism it surely was. Her stomach thrashed and burned with bile.

			“Who else knows, madam?” growled the Prophet. “Where are your other railroad agents? We know your kind never works alone. Like any other form of vermin, you infest in swarms.”

			Half-blind from watered-down blood stinging her eyes, Kate hocked and spat at where she presumed the Prophet’s face to be. That forced her to taste the week-old gore in her mouth, mixed with her saliva. The urge to vomit came up strong, and it took all her will to force it back down.

			“I have had some experience in rendering pliant both the male and female genders,” the Prophet said over her ragged gasps, “and have always found that the woman holds out longer than the man. Though we males may be superior in strength, we lag far behind our opposite sex in the experience and endurance of suffering. Childbirth, her monthlies, the aches and pains of bearing the burdens of life with a frailer frame, and so forth.”

			As he blathered, Hattie, his personal guide, took a fresh handkerchief and wiped off the bloody load Kate had hawked onto the cuff of the Prophet’s vulcanized raincoat. Kate simultaneously did and did not recognize this other woman. Hattie looked right through her, without recognition, as if she wasn’t even there. If this was an act, a feint while awaiting an opportunity for rescue, it was a damned convincing one.

			The Prophet knelt down and reached out and found Kate’s face with his hand. “I know it won’t be easy to peel away what I want from you, lass. I know you can handle yourself. I learned that in Pennsylvania. But in the end the Cause will prevail. It must. We are the only hope for a rudderless world.”

			When the Prophet stood up, the unseen hand on her head pushed her back down into the tub. Her mouth was open, and she nearly choked on the salty blood that gushed up into the back of her throat, causing even her vomit to retreat into her stomach. She was nauseous, gagging, and choking all at once. She began to thrash her head, sopping up the offal in her hair, kicking her boots backward as if she could somehow swim her way out of the visceral pool. Long after she thought she could no longer take it, her captors pulled her head back up again.

			The Prophet was standing on the other end of the tub with his hands clasped behind his back. “It is in the nature of the daughters of Eve to betray,” he said. “But those men who are traitors to the Cause are traitors to their race and thus betrayers of the mandate of God. These men must be excised from the host of whiteness like gangrenous limbs. You will give me their names now. And you will tell me which one of them killed my boy Jeremiah.”

			She opened her mouth to speak, but her eyes darted to different corners of the room and the rough, faceless men beneath their dirty hats as she searched for the best lie. The Prophet recognized this hesitation for what it was. He nodded at whoever held her to dunk her head back under.

			Her gasps prevented her from breathing in as much air as the first two times, and she stopped being Kate Warn within a matter of moments; she stopped being a human being at all with any self or thoughts to string together to form consciousness. Instead, she was just a need inside the physical confines of a body, and that need was for air that she could not have, and though there were many times she had told herself she was not afraid to die and then went on to prove it there was no margin for error here only death she was about to die you are dying right now this is no hypothetical tell them it was hattie then they’ll do this to her instead of me

			tell them it was hattie look at her eyes she’s gone over to their side you must betray her before she betrays you

			tell them what all chicago wants to hear tell them you poisoned him tell them you really did poison your husband

			Kate’s head was pulled up, and she no longer cared how much old blood she pulled into her mouth with the sweet oxygen she inhaled.

			The Prophet sat near the bloody tub on an empty barrel with one boot on its rim. He looked bored. God damn him, Kate managed to think.

			“The names of your conspirators, or your life,” he said. “You will give me one or the other.”

			Kate looked at the girl Hattie and her dead eyes. Again the Prophet nodded to have her dunked back into the gore. Desperation gave her strength, though, and Kate managed to break her arms free from the man who had been holding them. She threw her hands on the rim of the bloody tub and screamed.

			“Stop—stop! I’ll tell you!”

			The Prophet took his foot off the tub and leaned forward on his walking stick. “Go on.”

			She had had enough time to catch her breath, convince herself she could regain control of the situation—and that the most unexpected thing would prove the means to her salvation: the truth.

			“I was aided solely by Mrs. Anna Cain,” she said.

			The men looked at each other in wonder, and Tobias laughed out loud. “The wife of the marshal of police? You’re mad—or think we are.”

			“Mrs. Cain was cross her husband was shutting her out of planning for secession. So together—and this was entirely her idea—we hid out in the City Hotel kitchen below the ballroom and listened to all of the Palmetto Guards’ plans through the voice tubes the servers use.”

			Tobias shook his head. “I’ve never heard such a load of shit. We should drown this one like a kitten.”

			He advanced on Kate, but the Prophet stopped him by throwing out an arm.

			“No. I detect the ring of truth. I never trusted that milk-hearted marshal. Caesar’s men always cling to whoever’s ass currently covers the throne.” His eyes narrowed. “Who else?”

			“There were others,” Kate said, looking down on the ground, “but they’re beyond your reach. They went to Philadelphia to head off Lincoln and stayed with him all the way to Washington City. They’re not coming back to Baltimore . . . I’m all that’s left.”

			“Lucky us,” one of the men said.

			The Prophet considered her words, then pointed a dirty finger at her. “We’ll run this story down. If it’s a tall tale, that story won’t end well for you.”

			She didn’t say anything to that; it was impossible to believe the Prophet was planning a happy ending for her under any circumstances.

			Two of the Volunteers dragged Kate across the cellar to a dank recess under the stairs where a kind of wooden cage of wire and scavenged planks was sequestered. She was shoved headfirst into it, and the gate was slammed shut and padlocked behind her. A pile of straw heaped in the corner quivered with teeming weevils. This must have been one of the Bloody Tubs’ notorious “coops” that Lieutenant Hill had told her about, where they had kept boozed-up phony voters in between dragging them from poll to poll. Though Election Day had been four months ago, she could smell what was left of the piss and shit of the previous occupants.

			Kate tried to force her anger and resentment at Hattie aside. The girl obviously hadn’t betrayed her yet. She was maintaining that aspect of her cover identity, at least. She was smart, or lucky.

			In spite of Kate’s bravado, her lip began to quiver. She felt pressure against her eyes. Didn’t she deserve some luck too, though?

			As her eyes adjusted to the near total lack of light in the coop, Kate spotted several slats that had been pulled off the wall in one corner, long nails jutting out of rotting wood. Behind them lay a flat brick wall. She leaned forward and discovered an inscription scratched into the brick by a previous inmate, filled in with what could have been dried blood or dried shit, or both.

			E. A. Poe kidnapped and drugged by K.N.’s Election Day ’49 if this is ever found tell my Muddy Bronx NY & E. Shelton Church Hill Richmond Va. how much I will always love them

			She stared at the inscription, trying to will it out of existence. It seemed to her to be the final proof that her insomnia and her ordeal had at last driven her stark, raving mad.

			 

			When Hattie emerged from the cellar with the Prophet and most of his other men, she caught her reflection in a window. The sun had just begun to peek above the wharf-side warehouses, and her skin had the cast of week-old oatmeal. A shroud of numbness had fallen over her. She despised herself for not mustering the courage to rescue Mrs. Warn by shooting the Prophet where he stood, but she was paralyzed by the knowledge that all her attempts to intervene on the side of good had thus far only caused her to stumble tragicomically further down the path to evil. Across the street, men rolled kegs of iron nails up ramps into the flatbeds of wagons pulled by impatient oxen. She could hear the sour clang of bad notes tested in a nearby piano factory.

			Down the block a small man with an olive-shaped head made his way toward them with a half-dozen well-dressed men with pistols on their sides trailing behind him.

			“It’s Captain Ferrandina,” Hattie reported, and the Prophet growled under his breath like a wolf.

			The little Corsican doffed his hat to the Reverend and bowed deeply. “I bear bad news from Washington City.”

			“There is no other kind from that benighted place,” the Prophet said. “Lincoln has eluded our grasp.”

			“How—how do you know?”

			“How do you?” Mr. Tobias demanded.

			“From Marshal Cain, who else? A Maryland delegate of that cowards’ ‘Peace Conference’ between North and South wired him from the Willard Hotel, where they’re meeting. He saw the orangoutang walk right into the lobby and register not two hours ago with his own eyes. By himself. The abolitionists must have slipped him into the city overnight while we were sleeping. The wires say that the presidential train is still coming, though, with his wife and kids waving from the windows. Cowardly tyrant ran so fast through Baltimore he couldn’t even bring his own family with him.”

			Everyone looked to the Prophet, Hattie included. He was staring off into the distance, as was his wont, but now he actually appeared to be seeing something. “Very well. Our plans must be nimble enough to change with the circumstance.”

			“What change do you advise, Reverend?” Tobias said.

			He shook his head, then spat on the street. “None.”

			“None?” Ferrandina frowned. “But our target is no longer available to us.”

			“One of our targets is no longer available to us,” the Prophet said.

			“One . . .” The Corsican’s voice trailed off when the implication of the words sunk in. Then he simply said, “No.”

			The Prophet grinned. Hattie’s stomach churned, and even Mr. Broddle looked pale and nauseated.

			“I cannot allow you to do this,” Ferrandina said, swallowing.

			“You greasy little wop,” the Prophet laughed. “You think I have a care for your blessing? I take my orders from a higher power, and he has provided me with a clear path forward. If the male is not here to defend his mate and spawn, so much the worse for them. We now have an opportunity to demonstrate the seriousness of our purpose. Make the Northern dough-men quail at what we are willing to do to protect our values and our culture.”

			“If you do this . . .” Sweat broke out on Ferrandina’s forehead. “Killing Mrs. Lincoln and her children cannot . . . It will stain the Cause right from the outset and never be wiped clean, it will turn too many even in our own country against us—”

			The Prophet’s face widened in amazement. “You pitiful city dweller, soft and perfumed. Out in the roaring wilderness, I learned the one truth of life, which is that the world will not bend to your will unless you break it first.”

			“Slavery . . .” Ferrandina started to stammer, “ennobles . . . it is a civilizing influence—”

			“No. You have it all mixed up. Slavery is civilization. There can be no mastery of men, or ourselves, without spilling seas of blood. You either sail that crimson tide or you drown in it. Which do you choose?”

			Ferrandina had run out of flowery words. His rhetoric was made of mist, the Prophet’s of fire. The one had utterly burned away the other. The Corsican turned and walked away. About half of his Palmetto Guards went with him, and even a few National Volunteers sidestepped toward nearby alleys, softly as they could so as not to draw the Prophet’s notice, or his wrath.

			“Go on, then!” the Prophet called after them. “Tug on your lace hankies and studded cuffs! The pioneers will do what we have always done, which is the dirty business of navigating the way forward so the bankers and wives can come safely along later, on the path we cleared!”

			The last to desert the Prophet was Mr. Esau Broddle. His eyes caught Hattie’s as he was backing up, right before he turned and ran—and she thought, just for a second, that he was going to motion for her to come with him, that they could run back to Perrymansville together. But it didn’t matter whether she read the hog farmer right or not because she wasn’t going anywhere. She was not going to leave the Prophet’s side. She would see this thing through to the bitter end. She had done so many terrible things that all she had left to cling to was the hope that the opportunity to do something noble could, in its singular light, redeem her.

			Fewer than ten men were left around them, a mixture of Bloody Tubs and Kansas frontier men and Harford County farmers and the sole straggling dandy left over from Ferrandina’s Palmetto Guards, that New Orleans futures man, Howard. Hattie reckoned half the remainder were true believers—and the other half were too terrified of the Prophet to run.

			The Prophet summoned Mr. Tobias to his ear. The rain had started its pitter-patter, and Hattie was close enough to hear: “Wait for me where we planned.”

			Tobias took a step back as if he had been shoved. “Don’t you need me by your side to do this, Rev?”

			“I need only the Lord,” he rumbled. He grabbed the back of Mr. Tobias’s head and pulled him in close, though not outside Hattie’s earshot. “I lost Jeremiah, and that means you’re all that’s left of my Kansas night riders. I’m not losing you too, not when we have so much left to do. You hear me?” Tobias raised his eyes until they connected with the Prophet’s shrouded gaze. “Only two men’s heads hold our plans and I can’t risk losing yours. If the first man you see walking down the dock isn’t me, put a bullet in him and light out for Charleston like we planned. We still have a few thousand left over from Captain Mahoney’s stash. Make sure you put it to good use.”

			“And what about our guest?”

			“Take her with you. I don’t think we’ve yet gotten everything that’s useful out of her. We’ll have time for that at sea, and when she’s told us who did Jeremiah so poorly, then the sea can have what’s left of her.”

			Mr. Tobias nodded. They embraced and he went back inside the slaughterhouse, while the Prophet reached his hand out to Hattie.

			“Mrs. Wilson, if you would, I need your help to find destiny. Fear not, though: I can point the way.”

			The rain was still moderately heavy as Hattie escorted the Prophet and his flock through the streets of Baltimore. They only traveled a few blocks before her dress was thoroughly soaked through. The Prophet poled himself forward at the end of his walking stick like a gondolier.

			To a town used to street gangs, Hattie’s charges must have seemed a motley crew. Any concern—or hope—that the pack she headed might draw undue attention to themselves was quelled as soon as they crossed Jones Falls at the Lombard Street lumberyards. Suddenly, they were just one small band among the many hundreds of disappointed gawkers filtering back to the Inner Harbor from Calvert Station, where the Rail-Splitter’s original train from Harrisburg had been scheduled to arrive, annoyed that they had been robbed of the opportunity to express their low opinion of the president-elect to his face. Hattie watched as a bushy-bearded Black man driving a wagon full of scrap wood was held up by the crowd, then dragged to the street by a half-dozen giggling whites. They pulled his coat and shirt off and held him down so one of them could write “abe lincoln” on his back in chalk.

			A three-wagon train piled high with baggage rattled in front of Hattie as it turned off Calvert. Tags bearing the initials “A.L.” and “Mrs. A.L.” and “R.T.L.” shook from the handles of the trunks and metal crates. A secondary train of curious street urchins trailed in the wagons’ wake, jumping up and down and hooting at a particularly long, deep chest in the center.

			“He’s there!” one gutter monkey kept crying, trying to work up the courage to scale the side of the cart and check the chest himself. “Abe’s hiding in that one!”

			Hattie’s eyes followed the boy’s pursuit and met with an unexpected shock on the sidewalk opposite: a tall redwood of a man following them with his palm-leaf hat pulled partway over his brow. Mr. Dawson. A few days ago, or yesterday, even, Hattie would have swooned in delight at the sight of him, that he was striding to her rescue. But now he was just one more ball tossed among the others that she was already desperately trying to keep juggling in the air. She had to stop the Prophet, free Mrs. Warn, and now keep her partner safe too? Were there no limits to the impossibilities asked of her?

			A hand tapped her shoulder, and she turned to see Mr. Howard, nodding toward a nearby alley. She gently took the Prophet’s shoulder and arm and steered him in that direction, losing sight of Mr. Dawson and hoping he did not lose sight of her. Mr. Howard produced keys, unlocked the heavy oak door at the alley’s end, and ushered them inside what turned out to be a sprawling candleworks. Row upon row of loom-like machines stretched out before them. Cylinders of wax hung by their long wicks from the ceiling. Troughs lay empty except for a thick, pasty film. Lining the cream-splotched wall on the far side of the factory were kegs labeled “paraffin.” Wax in its purest form, which was why most candlemakers had to cut it with dye and fragrances. Hattie knew from her candle-making days in the orphanage that if you just stick a wick in a barrel of the stuff and light it with a match, it had this nasty tendency to explode.

			“Toward the front,” the Prophet said to her.

			It seemed that the factory owner, Mr. Webb, had let his workers have a day off to see the president-elect’s procession. But Mr. Webb’s fellow Palmetto Guardsmen knew better. The factory faced a narrowing of the street that would be part of the parade route from one train station to another. It was the perfect spot for an ambush. At the end of the long aisle of candle-making machinery lay a storefront display for the retail of finished products and pots of potpourri and such. A wide window faced the roiling surge of the crowd outside.

			Around Hattie, men unholstered their pistols and cocked their rifles. The Prophet felt the edge of the counter in the display room and ducked out of sight from the street beyond. The others took similar positions.

			“Mrs. Wilson, give the order,” the Prophet purred.

			The Prophet crouched right below her, his bald spot right in front of her face. All she had to do to end this would be to point her pistol at it and fire. She would undoubtedly die next, cut down by gunfire from every angle, but at least she could redeem herself by dying for a just cause.

			The First Lady’s carriage horses began to clop patiently into view. In front of them, an argument had broken out between two wagoners about who had the right-of-way, and this had stalled the procession. Even at this distance, Hattie could see handsome young Robert Todd Lincoln at the window, pensively smoking a cigar. One of the vast unwashed passed by his elbow, and Hattie heard him yell, “Say, Bob, how’s your old man?” at which Robert quickly retracted his arm inside the carriage and let the window curtain fall shut.

			“Mrs. Wilson?” The Prophet’s voice grew sharp, spit sparks.

			Then there was a commotion in the back of the factory, a series of shouts. Hattie recognized Mr. Dawson’s voice. The Prophet’s men started to swivel their attention away from the window. This was her chance, she realized, and patted her skirts, and patted her skirts—and realized then that in her daze she must not have picked the pistol up again after she had been relieved of it back at Gunner’s Hall.

			 

			Lady Detectives: My last advice to you, as I go to my final reward, is that it is generally best not to get captured. If you are captured, it is best to have a confederate among your captors. If you do not have such a confederate, it is best to have sequestered something of value on your person with which to bargain for your freedom. If you have nothing of value sequestered on your person . . .

			A harsh laugh drew Kate’s gaze upward to the stone steps that formed the ceiling of her coop, and she heard the thud of men’s boots on those stairs.

			“Time to get the steamer at the Hooper Pier ready,” she could hear the Prophet’s right-hand toady, the one with the caterpillar mustache, say from the stairs above her.

			“What about her?” one of them asked.

			At the bottom of the stairs, the footfalls stopped. “I’ll bring her with me when I join you. I have a couple of things to straighten out here.”

			“Like what?”

			“Like fuck your horse, if you had a horse. You just head over to the grog shop at the edge of the Hooper Pier. And don’t you worry about me.”

			Kate held her breath.

			The first shadow fell on the ground just outside her slatted door.

			Lady Detectives: If you do not have something of value sequestered on your person, then wait for the first opening and fight like hell.

			 

			Tobias’s eyes went wide when he saw the wild look in Kate’s. He tried to point his Butterfield in her direction but did so far too slowly. She was past the barrel before he could extend his arm out to fire. Kate lashed out at his face, the two iron nails that Edgar Poe had pulled out of the loose slats in the wall of the coop jutting between the fingers of her fist, jagged rusty points facing outward.

			She didn’t get Tobias’s eyes the first time she punched him, but she did the second time, and the third. And the fourth.

			She didn’t punch a fifth time. She didn’t need to. The goo of his eyeballs was streaming freely down his cheeks now. Tobias dropped the Butterfield to try to gather what was left of them with both hands, but the streaming bloody tears of gore just gushed through his fingers.

			Kate heard the tromp of footsteps above, drawn to the man’s screaming. She snatched up the pistol and snapped out its cylinder to make sure all five chambers were occupied. There was no thought in her mind except a roaring void. Her sleeplessness had narrowed the edges of the world around her to a razor’s keenness.

			Kate grabbed Tobias by the back of his shirt with her free hand and pitched him face-first into the cellar outside. His cries were answered with thunderous gunshots from above that erupted across his back and knocked him to the floor as if swatted by the hand of God.

			Her entire nervous system was now given over wholly to her reflexes, which propelled her just far enough out of the cage to point the Butterfield upward at the National Volunteers on the steps above. They had no time to aim their weapons before she opened fire. The Butterfield kicked in her hand, and the hat of the uppermost night rider flew off his head with his brains and half of his skull inside it. He keeled over off the stairs and right toward her, but not before she fanned the Butterfield’s hammer at the man standing next to him. This man kicked back out of her field of vision like a poor performer yanked from the stage.

			Kate ducked back under her cell just before the other dropping body could fall on top of her, crashing instead onto Tobias’s still form.

			She waited. She listened. She could not hear anything but the sound of her breath. She lunged back outside, pointing the Butterfield skyward, but the steps were empty. So was the Butterfield, so Kate relieved the corpse lying on top of Tobias of his Colt Army.

			Lying beside the dead man was another six-barrel pepperbox—what on a ship would be called a duck’s foot pistol—a single-fire weapon with a half-dozen simultaneous shots. She knew it had to be at least a half-century old. These motley Volunteers had been so inspired to join the Prophet’s crusade that they had taken ancient muskets from above their mantles and dusted off their grandfathers’ curiosities to take up arms against the hated Northerners.

			She took up the duck’s foot in her left hand, the Colt in her right. She stole up the steps and into the drafty, cavernous main room of the slaughterhouse, Colt outstretched. She was like a wire humming in the wind, attuned to every fluctuation around her. Her mind was a ticking telegraph repeating the same uncoded message over and over:

			I am at the door

			But not to guard it

			I am the panther

			I am the fucking panther

			An aproned Bloody Tub charged her from behind the open door to the cellar, his long two-handed sword of a meat cleaver raised high over one shoulder. The door slammed shut, and he swung the cleaver at her once, twice, in a wide chopping motion. He had gotten close enough that Kate could smell his breath. With his next swing, the cleaver chopped down with a heavy thud into the ribs of a hog carcass dangling just behind her, where it stuck. Kate pressed the duck’s-foot gun to his chest with her left hand and pulled the trigger. With a cloudburst of gunpowder and an ear-ringing roar, the pepperbox discharged and sprayed her with fat, blood, and scraps of muscle torn out of the Bloody Tub’s chest as he was hurled away.

			Then she felt a sharp pain in her side, then two. Another Bloody Tub had appeared next to her and stabbed at her ribs with a long, jagged shoemaker’s awl.

			With a cry she backhanded him with the Colt, knocking him far enough away from her that when he charged with the awl again, she could raise her arm and shoot him in the teeth. She dropped the now-empty duck’s foot to free her hand and cover the wounds on her side, where she could feel her life oozing out between her fingers. To her right she was aware of daylight, the sizzle of raindrops, and an open doorway. Each step made pain bark in her abdomen, but she managed to limp toward escape.

			Outside, she found a yard entirely enclosed by a high brick wall. Rain slashed down harder than she had expected, forming a sea of brown mud on the ground. Pigskins were stretched on racks around the square perimeter. A group of old men and boys cowered beneath a sad lean-to on the other side of huge noxious vats of tanning liquor. At first, Kate had no idea what made the men tremble until, turning back inside, she caught a glimpse of herself in a puddle: covered with pink blood from crotch to crown, deep bags under her eyes, clutching a pistol that steamed where the raindrops hit it. Kate was the picture-perfect image of a vengeful banshee, terrifying even to her.

			She went back inside looking for a way out, but a gunshot slammed into a carcass hanging directly to her right and brought her to her knees. She scampered behind the pig and peered around it, briefly catching sight of two men rushing toward her, firing in her direction. They ducked behind the next row of dangling swine, reloaded, then cocked and fired again.

			Kate rolled to her side under the butchery table to her left. Her hand landed on a shoemaker’s awl that had fallen there. She snatched it up.

			The lead man emerged from the end of the row of pigs; he had no idea where she was. When he got within a step of her hiding place, she stabbed him through the foot with the awl. He screamed and struggled to free himself, but she had pinned him to the wooden floorboards.

			The second appeared, and Kate grabbed the first off the ground to use as a shield. Kate and her assailant both emptied their pistols at each other. Kate missed her mark entirely, but her enemy thoroughly perforated the chest of the Tub she held. The dead man dropped his Springfield .58 and keeled over, the dead weight of his body finally tearing his foot free from the awl in the floor. The remaining National Volunteer rushed for the gun, his own now empty, but Kate yanked the awl out of the floor and slashed wildly at him, forcing him back. He bobbed up under her reach and managed to get both hands around her neck. He picked her up by her head and smashed her against the brick wall. Spots swarmed before her eyes from the pain, but she stabbed him blindly in the cheek and head with the awl until he had to let her go.

			Kate kicked her feet against him and sent both of them sprawling across the blood-slick floor. She landed within arm’s reach of the Springfield pistol carbine. They both scrambled to their feet, but she had the gun in her hand. She shot him twice in the chest.

			He stumbled back away from her, partly from the jerk of the bullets and partly under his own power, until he turned and stumbled headlong outside into the tannery yard, where he tripped over his boots and fell into the sunken poison pool of tanning liquid outside, pulling free an edge of the tarp covering it and getting himself all tangled in the cloth, his feet sticking out and flailing as he grabbed the edge of the tub and strained to lift himself out of it.

			She did not let him. She dropped the carbine and got hold of both of his flailing feet and lifted them upward, forcing his head down into the foul-smelling elixir, smoky with burnt tree bark. He kicked and he thrashed and he smashed his heel into her mouth in his desperate attempts to get away, splitting both her lips open in the process, but ultimately this stopped. It all stopped. She didn’t let him go until she saw the wide whites of the cowering tanners across the yard watching this blood-soaked Fury nearly nod off while holding on to the still legs of a dead man.

			She let go of the Volunteer’s ankles and let him sink beneath the cider-colored tanning fluid, then staggered back inside, her head still pounding from where she had been shoved up against the wall.

			Kate reclaimed the carbine and searched for a way out. She finally found a large side door that she yanked open, trudging through the live hog pen toward the street. The swine grunted at her, but they let her go past. Their hooves trampled the gold buttons glittering in the mud, buttons that bore the US stamp of her country’s military, once attached to a Prussian-blue artillery officer’s uniform.

			 

			“What is this? What is going on here? This is not where our eyes should be,” the Prophet roared as some Volunteers dragged Mr. Dawson forward, his arms pinned behind his back.

			“This one was lurking where he shouldn’t,” said a Volunteer. “Thinking you were up to something sharp, were you?”

			“Mr. Wilson?” exclaimed one of the remaining Perrymansville Volunteers.

			Hattie cried out as the Prophet closed one claw over her shoulder to use her as a post so he could stand up. “You! I knew I smelled copper on you from the start, and even now I can smell it! Damn me for not listening to my own instincts, but bless the Lord for giving me a second chance. Mrs. Wilson . . .”

			The Prophet seemed suddenly to realize that he was asking her to turn his gun on her husband, and he fell into a rare confusion. She took the opportunity to twist out of his grasp, and she grabbed a handful of wooden matches from an open tin on the sales counter. She had lost her pistol, but she was not entirely unarmed.

			“Come back here,” the Prophet hollered. “Let me rid you of this traitor who does not deserve you!”

			Howard, the futures man, stood up, throwing his jacket open. He drew the Colt from his waistband and shot into the air. “All right, drop your irons, Rev! I am an agent of Pinkerton’s National Police Agency, and I am placing you all under arrest!”

			The pronouncement had the exact opposite of its intent. They were all on their feet now, shouting, most turning their guns on Howard. The First Lady’s carriage was still visible through the window, but no one paid it any mind.

			“Hattie?” the Prophet called. “Where are you, girl? You are mine and I command you to return to my side—”

			Hattie had scampered behind a nearby worktable and located an oily rag. Backing up into a corner, she managed to light it on fire with her second match.

			Howard spotted her and cocked the pistol in her direction. “Drop it, you loopy bitch! You gunned down a lieutenant in the United States Army in cold blood and I’ll see you swing for it if it takes my last breath.”

			The Prophet swung his blind arm around and shot Howard right in the chest. Dawson dove behind a candle-making machine as a flurry of bullets was unleashed in his direction as well.

			But now Hattie had the rag ignited. She found a stirring stick waxed at one end with paraffin and set that afire too. She stood near the kegs of paraffin and screamed out an incoherent cry.

			Every pistol was now turned on her. Her eyes burned brighter than her torch, and she stood before them like a pagan priestess of fire. For the first time, they were looking at her, not the guise, not the quiet Mrs. Wilson, not the right hand of the Prophet, but the real Hattie MacLaughlin.

			At last, this is me, the real me, she thought in words that burned. I have never been more real than I am now.

			The Prophet was the only person in the room not looking at her, and she addressed him now. “August Defoe!” she cried. He turned toward her, looking baffled and hurt. “August Defoe,” she repeated, “I return you to hell!”

			With that, she ignited the kegs of paraffin. The white explosion rolled through her and everything around her, consuming the deserving and the undeserving alike until there was nothing left, not even regrets.

			 

			Kate heard him before she saw him, the scrape-thunk of his gait rising above the wharf-front cacophony, the creak of hulls, the lap of brackish water, the rebukes of gulls.

			She had suspected this to be his ultimate destination since she had overheard the National Volunteers and Bloody Tubs arguing above her coop. She had come straight here after escaping the abattoir and discovered a single youth in overalls streaked with coal grease standing watch over a steamer on the wharf. He had been whittling something obscene from a loose bit of dock when she staggered up the gangplank. Her hair glistened with rain and was streaked with bits of someone else’s flesh. She had been dipped in blood starting at her shoulders and her dress was a vivid scarlet at its bosom, fading to light crimson around her waist. Her mouth was black from wounds not yet healed, and it cracked into a gruesome smile when she saw him.

			“They’re dead,” she said to the junior Tub. “They’re all dead.” Then she laughed.

			The teenager didn’t question either the message or the messenger. He dropped his knife and pushed past her and ran down Hooper Pier as fast as his legs could carry him.

			She put a hand on the wall of the wheelhouse to steady herself. She dared not sit down. She was sure if she did, she would not stand up again.

			Then she saw him, poling himself along with his walking stick, his wide-brimmed hat drooping on his head, hunched over like some derelict Odin. He was blackened like Friday-night catfish, and even the tips of his white mustache were singed. The rubber that lined his vulcanized raincoat smoked slightly as if he had pulled it up over his head rushing headlong out of the Pit. He didn’t see her, not at first, so she had time to push herself upright against the wheelhouse.

			Seeing the Prophet walk the dock unaided gave her a cynical grin—had he been feigning blindness all along? Oh, no: he was touching the tops of the pilings with the end of his stick to verify their existence. But when he looked up, he seemed to see her, gun in hand, in between him and his escape vessel. He cried out, “Lift high praise to heaven, Mrs. Wilson! If you and I were the only ones to escape that inferno, I would consider myself mightily blessed.”

			He chuckled as he poled closer to her, squinting. “Do not think one such as me has never had reason to curse the Almighty. As much as I fear him, I see no harm in back-talking the Heavenly Father in moments of great stress. The burden he entrusted to me is awesome. Had any lesser man been asked to carry it, his spine would have been long since snapped under its unfathomable weight. And up ’til now, I must unhappily report, I have been surrounded by lesser men. ’Tis a pity they are made of such brittle clay that so little lasting can be made from them. That greasy Italian ran off, along with the other pretenders like that railroad foreman Broddle. They are the children who go home when called by their mothers after playing at revolution all day. What about Tobias, Mrs. Wilson? Did he make it on board too?”

			Kate was now able to reach out and press the muzzle of the carbine against his chest. That stopped him in his tracks. “No,” Kate said. “I left him at the slaughter.”

			Only then did he squint long and hard in Kate’s direction, recognizing her voice at last. “You are no angel.”

			The Prophet reached for the holster at his waist. “I . . . will send you . . . to hell . . . along with your traitorous lieutenant.”

			Kate blinked. Standing upright for this long was making black dots swarm before her eyes. Hill . . . Hill was dead? She was stunned and unsurprised at the same time.

			The Prophet made a little groan. His hand had discovered that his holster was empty.

			“The Lord,” he stammered, “will not let my crusade end like this. Not here. Not by the likes of you.” He stepped back, gripping his stick with both hands. “How much are they paying you, whore, to betray the white race?”

			“Not enough,” Kate said.

			 

			Hattie dragged Dawson down the alley until she found an open barrel of rainwater. She didn’t care how brackish it was, she shoved her reddened face into it and drank deeply until she choked. Cupping some in her hands, she tossed it on Dawson where he lay on the ground until he revived. He still had most of his eyelashes, though his brows were just suggestions over the eyes.

			He looked around, sputtering, orienting himself, alternating sucking down air and coughing his lungs out. A fire-bell box rang somewhere nearby, once, twice, then three times.

			“You made it out,” he said. “Thought you were trying to do yourself in for a minute there. Was slightly insulted, since I’d taken all this trouble to come down here and rescue you.”

			“It’s the kind thought that most matters, yes?” Then she coughed a little herself. She saw no need to explain that self-destruction had never been her aim. She had seen a firewall on the other side of the paraffin tubs, explicitly raised to protect workers from just such an incident, and realized she had plenty of time to roll behind it before the explosion ignited. Such a fire burns so hot that it consumes itself, and all the air around it too. The candle-making machinery Dawson had hidden behind protected him from the blast, unlike the others, but he had succumbed to the smoke. Hattie had barely had enough oxygen left in her lungs to drag him out of the factory. This was the purpose of baptisms of fire in the first place. Rebirth. All the sins of her yesterdays had been burned away.

			“I’m the baby,” Dawson suddenly announced after his latest coughing jag.

			“What?”

			“Our house was on fire, and you saved me, instead of the old lady, or the family cat. I am so very honored.”

			“Jokes. Always jokes.” She threw out one hand to steady her weary bones against the rain-slick wall.

			“Looking out for your partner. Just like I was trying to do. See, girl? You’re already half a copper yourself.”

			No, she thought. I am something much more. “Did you know about that man Howard? That he was one of us all along?”

			“Him? Not a clue. The Chief thinks it’s best to keep all of us in the dark about each other. Usually, he’s right.”

			“I wish someone had told me we have the power to arrest people.”

			“We don’t. Bloody fool got himself killed trying to play the hero.”

			“Well. No one would mistake us for that.”

			Dawson looked at her quizzically. Part of her wanted to ask him if he had heard what Howard had blurted out about her killing the lieutenant, but it was a very small part of her, subsumed by the much larger part that did not want to know.

			Four horses ran past the open mouth of the alley, Union flags fluttering from their heads, dragging behind them an empty barouche festooned with red-white-and-blue bunting. A mob screaming anti-Lincoln epithets ran behind them, waving ripped-up planks and throwing cobblestones. From the fire box on the corner, a fourth alarm bell began to sound.

			 

			Kate gripped the Prophet’s walking stick jutting from her chest with both hands and pulled it out.

			He had lunged forward and had managed to embed the shiny steel blade on the end, the one that had slit the throat of the real Mrs. Mahoney, into her chest just before she shot him. The spearhead had struck the sternum between her breasts and sunk no further, while the bullet had struck the Prophet and propelled him off the dock and into the harbor.

			Now, what seemed to be a geyser of blood came out with the blade and splattered on the deck. She hurled the staff away. It bounced across the slip and fell into the river with its master. She tossed the Springfield in after it. The gun was damn heavy, and there weren’t any shots left in it anyway.

			The fog rolling off the harbor from the rain had thrown the city streets into gray darkness. Lieutenant Hill waited for her under an unlit streetlamp at the end of Hooper Pier, though he seemed lit by a divine nimbus anyway.

			“You really are gone, aren’t you?” she said when she reached him.

			He nodded.

			“Could we have been happy, you and I?” she said after a time.

			“I will tell you the answer you already know, because it is all I can say. We would have been happy for a time, yes, but then you would have felt me holding you back, just like your first husband. You would have driven me away or you would have left on your own. That’s all right. There’s no shame in it. Not everyone needs a mate. Your mate is this.” He spread his arms to indicate the entirety of the whole cruel world.

			“All my men keep dying on me.” Kate tasted blood and wiped her crimson lips. She could barely keep her eyes open. She touched her chest. The blood from where the Prophet had stabbed her was coming out quite freely and spilling down her stomach onto her hip, but it didn’t hurt yet. It only made her more tired. “Perhaps now, I can sleep,” she said.

			“Can it hurt to try?” Hill asked.

			She leaned her back against the lamppost and slid down until she sat on the damp cobblestones at its base. But this did not inconvenience her all that much because she could feel herself consummating her marriage to the groom that was the world, just as the lieutenant had said, the rain and the wet ground and her crimson-slick body all flowing together out to the same boundless sea.

			 

			The smell of boiled linens and old piss greeted Kate’s nostrils before her eyes opened. She stared at a badly patched crack in a plaster ceiling. A pair of sheets hanging on either side of her shielded her from whoever was crying or moaning or cursing God in the distance. It wasn’t until a Sister of Charity passed by in a black cowl and white wimple that she realized she was in a place she had been before with Anna Cain: the Baltimore Infirmary on Greene and Lombard. She coughed, and her ribs blazed with pain.

			The nun stuck in her head. “You’re alive,” she said with small surprise.

			“Nothing dead could hurt this much,” Kate croaked through purple lips.

			Evidently, her dress did not share in her survival, for she wore a coarse white gown blotted here and there with her own blood. As the day wore on, a student doctor from the School of Medicine across the street stopped by to check the nuns’ stitches. He inspected the dressings on her many wounds with his masculine eye.

			“You should leave him,” the young man said.

			“Who?”

			“Whoever did this to you.”

			She nodded wearily. “Sound advice.”

			 

			She was unable to sustain any thought for very long. She wondered whether she should get word to the Chief but concluded that it would be more prudent to get out of Baltimore, or at the very least, out of bed, before attempting that. And she could not get out of bed. She drifted in and out of consciousness. She was aware, and then not. The sunlight on the cracked ceiling above crept in, then receded like the tide.

			At one point she was jarred back into herself. She tried to pick at an inflamed scab on her lower lip but discovered that she could not move her hand. She tried to reach for that hand with the other but found it similarly trapped as well. Someone had buckled the leather restraints used during surgery around her wrists and pulled them tight. It was dark in her stall.

			A dark form in widow’s black lit a match and revealed herself to be Mrs. Anna Cain, sitting over her on a stool.

			“Hello, ‘Flora.’”

			Kate didn’t say anything. Anna placed the lit candle on the small table by Kate’s head. She studied Kate’s wounds with glassy eyes, but perhaps that was just the reflection of the flame. Another patient’s high-pitched wail and tears emanated from a few stalls over. Kate realized that a young woman was giving birth, and the sisters were exhorting her along in her exertions.

			Kate tried to kick out with her feet, only to discover her ankles were bound as well.

			Tears began to drip down Anna’s face. “You have taken everything from me,” she said.

			Nuns ran past her stall, carrying fresh linens. Another stouter sister followed at a hurried pace with a sloshing basin of steaming water.

			“They arrested him, you know. I assume that was your ultimate intention.”

			“Who?”

			“The colonel. My husband.”

			“No,” Kate croaked, “I meant, who arrested him? Is he not the marshal of police?”

			“Army men. Fort McHenry. A whole detachment marched right up to the front of our house—in the middle of supper—and took him away to the stockade. For nothing more than doing his duty.”

			The woman across the room began screaming a loud aria between high-pitched gasps. One of the nuns began praying very methodically and low as if God couldn’t hear her if she talked too fast.

			Anna’s eyes narrowed venomously. “Is this what you do? Is this all that you do?”

			“What?”

			“You befriend women, only to betray them?”

			Kate blinked. “Well, when you put it like that, it doesn’t sound that terribly noble.”

			The woman in labor now began moaning almost continuously, and a drunk in the next bed over screamed at her to shut the hell up. Anna got off her stool and drew the curtains of the stall shut.

			“Bad enough you betray my confidence, but you told them I helped you? To spy on the meeting at the City Hotel? Word got back to George. He was so furious with me. He threatened . . .” She got quiet, then mouthed the word divorce. “The arrest is the only thing that stopped him from contacting a lawyer, of this I have no doubt. He wouldn’t believe me, no matter how I pleaded, that I wanted to help it. The Cause. And now all my friends have abandoned me. Even the ones who weren’t secret Yankee spies.”

			Kate found her voice caught in her throat. “I’m sorry, Anna.”

			The other woman practically gasped. “You’re sorry?”

			“I am.” Kate was. She wasn’t even sure which part of it she was sorry for. Maybe all of it. This fact surprised even herself. But then she was so, so very tired.

			“You think sorry is good enough?”

			“It is all I have.”

			“No. There you are wrong.” Anna shook her head and didn’t stop. “There is so much more I can take from you.”

			She pulled a long, thin knife from her sleeve. Kate held her breath. “You think you are so very clever. Though I am ruined, the Cause grows ever stronger. The papers are full of Lincoln’s cowardice. His flight on the ‘Underground Railroad,’ they’re already calling it. You get it?”

			“I get it.”

			“Skulking into Washington City under cover of darkness, in a disguise. His presidency is a failure before it ever had a chance to begin. Governor Hicks will see the light. There will be no chance for Maryland but to join the Confederacy now. Not that you will be around to see it. I implore you to scream, and otherwise beg for your life. I saw the mother-to-be and waited ’til she was near to pop. I suspect the midwives will be at it all night. Looks to be twins.”

			Kate let out a long pealing laugh. Anna, whose face had been trending toward the pale side, flushed blood red.

			“You really expect me to be scared of you?” The laughter came out of her so fast she nearly started hiccuping. “Honey, murder is work. Real work. I should know. And you—you’ve never worked a day in your whole life. Now, go run and get one of your slaves, and bring him here, and tell him to kill me, and then I might be just a wee bit frightened.”

			The other woman’s eyes blanked with rage. Kate wondered if perhaps she miscalculated. Anna Cain may have been a rich, pampered white woman, but she was capable of far more than Kate imagined.

			Anna took a step toward her, but then stopped and turned her head back to look at a nun, who had just lifted the stall flap to peer inside.

			“Just wait outside, Sister, I’ll be right with you.”

			But the nun put a hand on Anna’s shoulder. Anna spun around on her heel, angry enough that she didn’t think to conceal the upturned blade in her hand.

			“Sister,” Anna said, “I have paid for half the beds in this pesthouse, so kindly piss off to Jesus.”

			The Sister of Charity grabbed Anna’s wrist and, in a swift motion, swung Anna around. The nun was now grabbing her from behind, pressing the knife against Anna’s throat.

			“After you,” the woman Hattie whispered, her face, framed by the cowl, glowing fiercely in the candlelight.

			A high whining noise began in the back of Anna’s throat, but Hattie dug the tip of the blade right where it was starting to come out. Blood welled around the blade.

			Anna fell to a whisper too, choked with sobs. “What . . . what do you want from me? I have literally nothing left.”

			“I want you . . .” Hattie wrestled the knife out of Anna’s hand but kept it close to her neck. She forced Anna to her knees and undid the straps from around Kate’s ankles and wrists, pulling her upright. Kate’s knees almost collapsed under her, but she managed to grab onto Hattie’s shoulder. Once Kate was on her feet, Hattie leaned back down and said into Anna’s ear, “I want you to repent.”

			A chill went up Kate’s spine. The words came out of Hattie’s mouth, but she could have sworn she heard the voice of the Prophet.

			Kate allowed herself to be half-carried, half-dragged out of the stall. She looked back and saw, to her amazement, that Anna Cain was indeed kneeling, quaking, hands clasped, at the side of the bed, lips moving in a silent plea of forgiveness, tears spilling down ghost-white cheeks.

			“You couldn’t leave your name at the desk?” Hattie asked once they were out in the ward hallway. “Dawson and I have crossed Baltimore five times over looking for you.”

			“My apologies, I was otherwise occupied.”

			Down the ward those patients that could were standing and watching the labor. When a pair of infant cries issued from the scrum, everyone’s attention was drawn to the twin miracle. The two agents were able to steal out of the hall and down the stairs without anyone casting so much as a glance in their direction. In the muddy alley outside, Dawson waited with a cart.

			“I thought you’d have been happy to leave me behind,” Kate said when she saw him.

			“You see, you don’t know everything, now do you, Katie? Besides,” he nodded at Hattie, “this one never would’ve let me.”

			The back of the flatbed was covered with blankets. Hattie hoisted her mentor up and laid her down.

			“He’s your problem now,” Kate muttered as Hattie covered her in quilts. “My successor. I’m not sure I’m any good for this kind of work anymore.”

			“Shush, I said.”

			Hattie got into the flatbed at Kate’s feet and slapped the side. Dawson snapped the reins, and the horses began clopping down the dark, mostly quiet streets. Kate had so many questions abuzz in her mind but in the end could only formulate one.

			“Are you all right, girl?”

			Hattie didn’t answer for a few minutes, face blank as if she didn’t understand the question. Finally, she said, “The world broke me. It broke me and I healed into a different shape than I was before. A more useful one. I think—I think I’m a bad person, Kate. I was born bad, and I was struggling not to be bad for a long time, but it might be better for everyone if I just accept it as fact. The good needs bad people on its side too, doesn’t it? To do what the good can’t, or won’t? Otherwise, the bad would just swallow up everything.”

			The cart passed under a streetlamp. Hattie stopped talking until the horses moved out from under it, and her face was shrouded in darkness again.

			“I . . . I killed your lieutenant, Kate. The one you came to visit, over Gunner’s Hall? It was an accident, but I did it. It was me. I’m sorry. I don’t know what else I can say, other than it was an accident and I’m sorry.”

			Hattie had many more things to say, but by then Kate had already fallen into a deep and dreamless sleep.

		

	
		
			Epilogue 

Six Months Later
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			“Take off your clothes,” Hattie said.

			“No,” sixteen-year-old Lily Mackall said. She had a cherubic spill of auburn curls beneath her bowed hat, but her cheeks were as red as the devil.

			“Come on, now, in this heat you should be thankful to shed a few layers,” Kate said with a bemused smile, fanning herself with one hand and holding the LeMat pistol in the other.

			It was late August in Washington City, and the air in their gloomy boardinghouse room was suitable for baking bread. Hattie had hung thick blankets over the windows of the modest headquarters of the Ladies’ Branch of the National Police Agency, which did not help. But they could not allow their single lamp to be seen from the street. They were around the corner from the handsome row house of “Rebel Rose” Greenhow, the most glamorous hostess in the district and head of its largest slaver spy network. Eyes were everywhere.

			Lily spat on the tobacco-stained carpet, not that anyone would notice. “Make me, Lincolnite whores.”

			“That’s a new one,” Hattie said to Kate.

			“I’ve been called worse,” Kate said.

			Kate held the pistol up in the light so the teenager could see the toggle switch above the hammer in the lamplight. “See this switch? I’ve had it set to buckshot. Wider spread of fire for a bigger target, if I wanted to shoot you in the chest. But that would make such a mess, and we’re being overcharged for this room as it is. So instead, I’m going to flick it, like so. Now this gun is firing regular bullets. For you, I’ll only need the one.”

			Hattie knew—or at least, was fairly certain—that Kate was bluffing, but her cool manner drove the red from the teenager’s cheeks. Hattie helped Lily undo her dress, which she passed to Kate, who patted it thoroughly. Hattie had already searched the girl’s handbag and her wide-brimmed hat and found nothing of interest.

			When Lily was down to her corset and underskirts, Kate gestured with the LeMat and said, “Take off your boots. Stockings too. We need to make sure there’s nothing rolled up around your legs.”

			With a muttering curse, Lily bent over to unlace her boot. Her hair climbed up her back as she did so and Hattie, behind her, spotted beneath her curls a flash of linen.

			“Why, hello there.”

			Hattie grabbed the girl’s hair and yanked. With a yelp from Lily, the extensions came out in Hattie’s hand. Tied beneath the curls was a small tube of rolled-up papers.

			“Well done, madam,” Kate said.

			“It’s just the first rule of the lady detective,” Hattie said. “Look where men won’t. Or can’t.”

			Kate beamed with pride. “Why, you’ve been studying my primer!”

			“And I’ve been making minor corrections and suggestions in the margins of the manuscript. I hope you don’t mind.”

			“Oh, not at all, I welcome it gratefully.”

			“Burn in hell, you revolting abolitionist Sapphics.” Lily burst into tears, matting down the tangled mess of her hair with both hands.

			Kate held the papers in the same hand as her fan, not opening them in Lily’s presence. “How much is Rebel Rose paying you to act as her courier?”

			Lily’s head shot up, eyes glinting. “Paying me?”

			Hattie, who was helping Lily back into her dress, exchanged a smile with Kate over the girl’s head.

			“The United States of America,” Kate said, “would be so very grateful if you could bring any further reports from Rebel Rose to her operatives here before you deliver them to—”

			The girl Lily opened her mouth to protest, but Kate held up a hand.

			“Of course, I do not expect you to betray the confidences of your confederates,” Kate continued. Hattie knew Lily would not need to because Hattie would just tail her to wherever her drop-off point was and lay eyes on the traitors herself. “But to let us examine Rebel Rose’s reports before anyone else, we would be happy to pay you the sum of . . . five dollars? Per delivery, of course.”

			Lily’s blue eyes narrowed. “Ten.”

			“Seven.”

			The girl’s brow furrowed. “Eight.”

			“Eight it is.” Kate picked up her cane from the carpet and limped across the room to the small lockbox. She had not yet entirely recovered from her ordeal in Baltimore, but Hattie had been pleased to see her getting stronger each day. Since they began working directly for the government, though, Hattie had had to be her mentor’s hands and feet.

			Kate counted out eight dollars from the box and passed them to the girl, who vanished them into her handbag. “That’s for this lot—you can come back for it at dawn after we’ve had a chance to look it over.”

			Lily bolted to the door as if someone were going to stop her. She turned around after opening it. “I’m betraying Miss Rose just this once, on account of you were so beastly to me and I feared for my virtue and my life. Next time will be different.”

			There’s not a soul in this room who believes the next time will be different, Hattie thought. But Kate said, “Of course,” all the same.

			When the teenager had reaffixed her extra curls and disappeared down the stairs, Hattie closed the door behind her.

			“You know, I think that we’ve just met the third member of the Ladies’ Branch.”

			“I hope so. I much prefer dealing with people motivated by greed. True believers are a handful. Remember how you started out? Full of beans to save the Union by yourself?”

			“Oh, I think I turned out all right.”

			“I’d say you’re still a work in progress.” Kate unfurled the roll that had been hidden in Lily’s curls and made a sound.

			“Oh no, what is it?” Hattie asked.

			Kate splayed out the first page on the writing desk against the wall so that Hattie could see it, laying the pistol over the top as a paperweight. The page was covered in two dozen handwritten rows of weird characters, an upside-down trident, a square with an X through it, and so on.

			Hattie clucked her tongue. “Rebel Rose uses a cipher. She would.”

			Kate’s eyes gleamed with the coming challenge. It always made Hattie nervous when they did that. “If it was easy, they wouldn’t call us heroes.”

			Hattie groaned. “No one calls us heroes. No one knows we exist.”

			“The curse of the spy. But we know. You and I. Isn’t that enough?” Kate reached out and squeezed Hattie’s hand.

			Hattie wasn’t sure it was. “This will take a while to crack,” she said, “and Lily will be back for it by morning. Shall I go down to the kitchen and put a boil for coffee on?”

			“I’m afraid we used up the last of our grounds this morning, and we’ve no hope for any more until they stop blockading New Orleans.”

			“A pity,” Hattie sighed. “Then I suppose we will just have to win the war, won’t we, Mrs. Warn?”

			“Yes, Miss MacLaughlin,” Kate said, “I suppose we will at that.”

			The two founding members of the Ladies’ Branch of the National Police Agency pulled up chairs to the writing desk, bent themselves over the laid-out cipher, and set themselves to work.
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