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Wicklow shifted but kept his gaze on the door. He ignored the dark and the silence. He had dirt under his hands, packed hard, and damp, cold stone at his back. The room had not been meant to hold men long and hadn’t been built with an eye to comfort. He didn’t mind. He had it to himself, which made it better than most places he’d slept. Only the rich thought isolating him was punishment. They thought pain was too, as though Wicklow weren’t already used to pain.

He curled his hands at the thought, though one was still swollen and all but useless and the other was bruised and stinging with a dozen cuts. His jaw was swollen as well, although less than it had been. It would have been no good if he’d had food to eat, but he didn’t, so it was no loss there. He’d stopped feeling hunger a while ago. All he felt now was the chill in the air and the hot places on his body where the guards’ feet and fists had landed. It hurt to breathe. He might have cracked ribs, though he had no way of knowing for sure. It didn’t matter. It only meant he wouldn’t be charging any more cannons for them, so he’d outlived his usefulness. They’d remember him when it came time to kill him. But if they thought him stupid enough to sit around and wait for his death, they were sorely mistaken.

Biltmore and the others in charge thought his stupidity was limitless. They had every reason to think it about him and every man serving in their Union armies. Maybe he was stupid for signing up in the first place, for knowing he was going to serve new masters and thinking they’d be different than his old ones. But he was smart enough to know not to apologize for what he’d done. They could leave him here till he rotted, and they could say it was about their ideals, but he knew the truth.

They said this war was about unity between the states and other such ideals, because rich men were liars. The war wasn’t about treating men like men or breaking slaves from their shackles, because plenty of them would end the fighting without bothering over that. War was about death and the dealing of it, using the desperate and poor to fight each battle and then denying them warmth, food, even the right to find both for themselves. Anyone who thought differently found himself in the guardhouse, waiting for the noose.

Wicklow glared at the door. He was set to be executed. He’d expected that; the powerful did worse than a low Irish street thief ever could and called it noble, called it war, but a man fighting for himself and not for them, a man fighting for food, was a criminal.

He clenched his good hand into a fist and pushed it against the floor, bringing himself up to his knees. He had dirt on his hands and the gunpowder and iron stink of their battle in his clothes. He also had their blood drying on his knuckles and under his fingernails. He might have only been whipped if not for that. He’d reminded them they could be hurt too, and whenever they did come for him, they were going to use enough force to keep him down so he couldn’t do it again. He had to be ready.

He stood up to roll his shoulders and move his stiffened muscles, then stopped at the sound of a key turning in a lock. He drew in a breath that burned.

He was on his feet with his hands up when the door swung in and the full light of day burst into the room. He winced at being blinded and tensed for the first blow, but when the bright shadows cleared from his vision, he remained untouched.

His fate had yet to cross the threshold and appeared to be alone.

One man couldn’t take Wicklow, though he might try. Wicklow lowered his head but kept his gaze steady as he waited. Then he breathed hard and wondered what sort of a trick he faced now.

A tall man stood in the doorway, and when Wicklow stayed still and made no move toward him, the man spoke.

His voice was as clear and lofty as the sky itself.
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Wicklow adjusted his magnifying goggles to study the connections he’d soldered together earlier that morning. With his thick gloves still on, he reached over to grab the piece of hardtack he’d soaked in water and stuffed the still stale bit of bread into his mouth. He hadn’t changed position in a while and the stiffness in his back made him move a little more, first to sit up in his chair and then to glance around the room.

The check of his surroundings reassured him. Even with everything distorted by the lenses of his goggles, he could see that the room was how it should be. Despite the hour, the room was dark, the windows covered, as most windows in Charleston were since the opening days of the war.

The South had struck quickly, and only their disorganization had spared Washington itself from being overrun. The sting of humiliation led to a rare instance of Congress acting speedily. They’d spoken of avenging lost lives, but Wicklow thought it more about their lost honor and lost face when the House forced a few rich men to “volunteer” their dirigibles and had armed the pleasure craft with Navy crew and countless torpedoes. Night raids on Charleston, the city where the war began, wrecked the city, and the survivors learned to conceal any traces of light after dark or risk becoming a target.

The citizens, even the unarmed, lived in what was now considered an enemy city, one that manufactured both munitions and rebellion. That was what Congress had said afterward, with the defeat at Bull Run still stinking in their nostrils. Wicklow did not know about honor or why men in power felt the need to justify some decisions and not others, but he knew the act of terror had only made the Rebel states more resolved and sent some of the undecided border states over to the Confederate cause. It hadn’t ended anything. Southern landowners who held flying craft had responded in kind, and though the Northern armies were led by bumbling commanders like the Young Napoleon, who did not understand the weapons given to them, they were given enough weaponry and men to hold the Southern forces at bay.

So it had gone on for years, with neither side giving in until both were soaked in blood and loss. Sometimes Wicklow wondered what answers he would get if he asked why either still fought. Other times he thought of Rhoades. Rhoades would speak of ideals, of nation and freedom and slavery, but though those might be the reasons men went to war, they were not the reasons they kept fighting. Men did not dig in their heels for nation. They did it for much smaller, more personal reasons than that.

Much of Charleston had been razed, and yet resistance remained. If no opposition existed, Wicklow and his team would not be here. Specialists of a kind, a collection of operatives trained to do more than the basic tasks assigned to them, the team was unlike anything Wicklow had ever heard of, and he suspected Rhoades liked it that way. Their reputation in the small world straddling the armies and the intelligence bureau made them seem almost magic.

Wicklow didn’t think the truth was much different. Rhoades had somehow found and assembled killers and thieves and a wounded soldier and sent them out on missions others in Washington thought ridiculous or impossible. The team often seemed to find itself in the wrong place but at the right time to avert disaster in a way that could seem fantastic from the outside, like something from a story, like something from one of Rhoades’s stories. But this mission should not be like that. Despite the danger of being in Charleston and far into Rebel territory, this mission was simple. Wicklow built a radio and a dynamo to power it, the team protected him while he worked, then everyone returned safely home. His unusual team was only sent to places where trouble was brewing, not that Wicklow was privy to the details. He was in the dark, quite literally.

The old-fashioned oil lamps made up for that. A lamp sat on the desk where he had set up the radio and the dynamo that generated power, and another on a table against the wall that led to the back room. Wicklow used that room as a bedroom while completing his work. Aside from whoever was currently on duty to watch his back, he was the only one who slept in the little safe house, though he did not do much sleeping. He still had work to do.

When not with him, the rest of the team were scattered around the city in different hotels, pretending to be strangers. The small house did well enough—it had a roof and walls, a supply of food and light, a chamber pot, since like most of the city now, the house lacked working plumbing—but some of the others were accustomed to better. Whoever got stuck with guard duty while Wicklow built a radio piece by piece did not have much to look at or do, and he could understand why Anthony chafed at the boredom and even Rhoades had felt compelled to go for a walk—safely in the Colonel’s company at Pilar and Wicklow’s insistence.

The house had no electricity or even gas, and no water, running or well, but the lamps Anthony had probably stolen to provide light worked fine enough, and Wicklow did not need much food. Pilar had pointedly reminded Wicklow of the store of food before she’d left to take up position outside. She had glanced at him so significantly it could have come from Rhoades, who also remarked upon the uneaten food in a displeased murmur. Food was food, but Anthony had ventured out to scrounge for something more appetizing with good reason. Not that he would likely find much to eat in this town. He did not think Anthony would find anything better, or he would share if he did, but Wicklow would eat more than just the hardtack when everyone returned.

He surveyed their belongings in their absence: the neat space around the chair by the window where Pilar had cleaned her rifle, the book by the empty fireplace and the Colonel’s deck of cards. The book was nearly the same size as the codebook just visible in the open traveling trunk by the door.

Pilar had used the trunk to bring most of Wicklow’s equipment into town with her. People expected ladies to have plenty of luggage the way they expected poor Irishmen to have almost nothing at all. Wicklow had walked into the city with a haversack containing his portable radio and headpiece, his rolled up belt of tools, and a small shaving kit. The bag was by his side and not likely to leave it. Wicklow knew that without looking but spared a moment to check his weapon. The Colt was at his right, next to his screwdriver, a cold soldering iron, and the heavy mass of his portable radio. Unlike Anthony, Wicklow liked to keep what was his close at hand.

Anthony’s suitcase lay on the floor, opened to show anyone interested that Anthony was no innocent visitor to the Carolinas. Dynamite and bags of powder had been thrown in alongside several automatically loading pistols, as though the bastard either wanted to accidentally cause an explosion or ensure that all of them were caught.

Wicklow turned back to his work, running his fingers over the field coil and then along the length of bare wire that would connect the generator to the radio. He almost smiled. Below the desk was the foot pedal to power the whole system, just the thing for a radio operator making limited long-range transmissions who couldn’t risk any other sources of power. With enough time and if the safe house had plumbing lines, Wicklow could have adapted the unused boiler downstairs into a steam engine, but the mess and noise it would create wouldn’t do any good for someone who needed secrecy. A spy wanted no unnecessary attention in a hostile city, and the small copper wire bolted to the chimney was risk enough. When Wicklow was done, these rooms would be the safe house of some Union operative, probably one of Pinkerton’s men, though Wicklow would likely never know. Most of the jobs his team did involved setting up communications for either advancing armies or army agents working behind the scenes. Sometimes they were called to other work, like secreting transmitting devices among the effects of suspected Southern sympathizers, work that made them more like spies themselves, though the Colonel was careful with the use of the term.

Spies were punished with torture and death. Spies also, as near as Wicklow could tell from overheard conversations, lacked honor. Although the Colonel, a former soldier, was willing to accept the need when a radio transmitter could save Union lives.

In any case, the identity of the spy who would use this radio was not something Wicklow needed to know, though he could guess. Sometimes he even thought Rhoades wanted him to guess, with how carefully the man would choose his words when giving Wicklow an assignment and how pleased Rhoades would get when Wicklow offered his thoughts, but Wicklow had never asked Rhoades directly. If the team had orders to set up a radio here, then something was going to be happening in Charleston soon. That was all he had to know. He’d be gone before the trouble came. His work here was mostly finished. A few more loops of wire attached to whatever tall buildings remained in the city would serve to boost the radio wave transmissions, enough to get the signal through the nearest operator, if Wicklow had done his work right, which he had.

He pulled his goggles up, nearly dislodging his radio headpiece, and looked over his dynamo-generator, specifically everything he had soldered into place that morning. He saw no flaws or weak spots, but he’d give his eyes a rest and then inspect it all again. Wicklow might not ever know the agent’s identity, but he would check and then check again before he would be satisfied. He knew what it was like to be in the field and be failed by the people who were supposed to be on his side.

In the army that had usually meant the men in charge. Outside the army it was the same. The ones in power didn’t give much, if any, care or thought to the people fighting their battles or growing their food. The mighty had a way of demanding sacrifice and then leaving their victims to hang. But Wicklow was going to do what he could to make damn certain that didn’t happen here. He leaned in and squinted down at his connections, pulling down his goggles to be sure he could leave here with no qualms.

That was one of Rhoades’s words—qualms. Wicklow didn’t want to leave the job half-done, and though no one but possibly Rhoades himself would ever look at this dynamo and radio set and praise his work, Wicklow sat back with a satisfied sigh. Rhoades said this work suited him best and told Wicklow he should delight in it. That notion made Wicklow shiver in his seat and put a hand over his mouth.

When they’d trained Wicklow for this, he’d never thought he would look at his completed work with such pride as to make his cheeks heat. He’d never thought he would care about anything more than what it took to ensure he made it through this madness of the Union ripped apart, but now he wondered if this was how Rhoades felt when he looked at their team, if he saw what he had built and felt warm. Was that why he spoke so highly of them?

At that thought, Wicklow looked over his shoulder, though of course the rest of the team was still gone. He frowned as he shoved another piece of tasteless, hard bread into his mouth and slipped his goggles back into place. He needed to make absolutely certain everything ran as it should.

Static crackled in his ear, and he lifted his head. Pilar’s voice was smooth and even over the faint hiss of air. “Wicklow.” The metal headpiece fit over the top of Wicklow’s skull and had a small receiver that rested by his ear, which made it seem as though Pilar spoke from directly behind him instead of from her position several rooftops away. The headpiece had a transmitter at the other end, near Wicklow’s mouth. He could hear her, but he’d have to push a button on the transmitter to talk so she could hear him. She didn’t give him a chance. “Wicklow, I believe soldiers are on their way to the house.”

Pilar wasn’t bothering with code. Wicklow reached for his Colt.

He bit the fingers of his glove to pull it off, then pressed the button on his headpiece that allowed him to transmit back. The headpiece worked solely when wires from the portable radio were connected to it, but it was useful for operatives who needed their hands free. Pilar, with her hands on her breech-loading, modified Springfield and her sniper’s gaze trained down the barrel, was doubtless using hers too.

The others might be listening. He assumed they were, as tense and careful as he would have been in their place.

“Understood,” he answered, then pushed his goggles up, and grabbed his haversack from the floor. He jumped to his feet and filled his haversack with everything vital—his tools first, then his radio and what was left of the hardtack. His Colt went into the strap of his tool belt before he tossed his other glove to the floor. He spared a moment to look over the nearly completed dynamo-generator and wireless radiotelegraphy set, then snatched up the oil lamp, stepped back, and kicked the table over. Metal flew everywhere as his creation crashed to the floor with an ugly sound. He had to do more than break them.

He pushed the button on his transmitter again. “How much time?”

The door was closed and locked. That left the windows. The biggest was in the bedroom, complete with balcony. But he put down the lamp and went to the smaller window closest to him to pull back the heavy curtains to look out. The second story view showed mostly destroyed rooftops so he didn’t see a damn thing. Not having a view of the street was the reason Pilar watched it for him—the reason Rhoades sent her there.

Wicklow’s heart beat fast and loud. He should grab his things and run. That was the plan drilled into his head by the Colonel, who did not like to lose men in battle, especially not men like Wicklow. Wicklow had been trained at great expense, as the Colonel often reminded him. The rare, specially designed dynamos used by his team, like their radios, like the rifle Pilar used, they were not meant to fall into the hands of the Rebs. Wicklow not only knew how to fix those dynamos he knew how to make them.

Leaving the equipment behind was as good as handing the Confederates a book on how to make them. If the Rebs figured out their radio system, the team’s work would be compromised. Unless the Rebs already knew it, but Wicklow couldn’t let himself think about that now or what it might mean that he wasn’t hearing anyone but Pilar over the radio. The team must be alive and well, and they would need time to get out of the city. There could not be a traitor.

Wicklow’s throat locked, though he bit his lip as an extra measure to keep back anything that might be overheard. He didn’t know if the Rebs were listening, but he had to make sure they didn’t get anything useful and his team got the time they needed to get away.

He had a feeling Pilar was thinking the same thing, because she answered with a cool murmur in his ear. “I will slow them down.”

Taking her at her word, Wicklow snatched up fat packs of charged dry copper batteries from Anthony’s things and paused with his fingers on a stick of dynamite. Some might question why Rhoades had chosen an expert in explosives for a team meant to create lines of communication, but no matter how reckless Anthony seemed, he was the best at what he did. None of that made it easier to decipher the meaning in the messes that fool Italian left behind. The coils of fuse were the only thing he’d bothered to wrap up neatly. He’d left no detonation devices, but with a great length of fuse Wicklow wouldn’t need any, or so he hoped.

He closed his haversack and slung it over his shoulder before reaching for the dynamite. He put all the sticks he could fit into his haversack, which left him with one waxy stick and a bag of powder. That should be enough to blow the room at least, blow it enough to shatter all of Wicklow’s hard work to pieces.

It was not a good plan; he knew that already. For one, Wicklow was no master of explosives. For another, Charleston was not a city that slept easy, and an explosion would draw all eyes. If Wicklow survived, the odds of him slipping away without being noticed were slim. The odds of him surviving in this city without aid were even slimmer, but he could do nothing about that now. Planning wasn’t his job. The others could take what he had to offer and shut up as long as they got away. He only hoped Anthony had packed his dynamite as well as he had in the past.

“They are well armed,” Pilar informed him evenly. “Seven Graybacks, coming fast.”

Wicklow tore off the fuse, counting down the seconds in his head, though he couldn’t be sure of the timing on fuses set in haste. He pushed up his fucking useless magnifying goggles when they slipped down, grateful they kept his hair from his eyes long enough for him to strike a match and set it against the fuse. Then he took a deep breath and pressed his headpiece transmitter. The others would be out of range of his radio before long. If they were leaving. Wicklow had never had reason to think anyone would stay for him, yet there Pilar was, helping him to the last second and risking herself to do it. He had to accept the possibility the others might as well.

The wave of fear that swept over him was so strong he almost stumbled, and his hands slipped on the strap of his haversack.

“Don’t,” he said simply, knowing he would be understood by at least one of them. His chest was tight, but the words emerged just fine. “The Rebs found us. I can only control how much they know.”

Which meant dynamite and all the powder, although Wicklow didn’t have Anthony’s skill with it. More would get the job done, so he used more. Without this station, any operatives in the city would have to rely on other means to communicate. More reliable maybe, but also slow. A radio network could change everything—give troop movements in minutes, not hours or days. He should have known it was a dream to have a long-range radio in the middle of Charleston, but he hadn’t expected the damn thing to be discovered before he’d gotten it operational.

“Whose shite idea was this again?” he grunted, no longer caring if anyone besides Pilar heard his complaining. He checked to make sure his knife was securely tucked into the sheath in his boot and then opened the shutters over the bedroom balcony. The next building was a distance away. He’d have to run at it and jump onto the railing. He swore again, loudly, and Pilar answered, revealing a bit of fear.

“You must hurry. They are at the door.” She could see everything through the telescope sights on her Springfield. “I will take two before they take cover, give you more time.”

The concern almost made Wicklow stop, but he only shook his head. “I don’t have any time,” he admitted, the hiss of lit fuses not nearly as loud as his heart. Pilar was breathing too fast, worried. For him, he realized with shock, and he stumbled as he shoved a chair onto the balcony to give himself something higher to leap from. He pictured Pilar prone on a faraway roof, quiet and still and watching him instead of running. He growled at her for it. “Gotta blow everything. You meet up with the Colonel and Anthony and you get out of the city, Graykiller.”

She’d given herself that codename at the start of all this. It seemed fitting to use it now when he might not get a chance to use it again. They had all joked once about needing codenames for transmissions until Rhoades had insisted that sooner or later the codes would become necessary. Wicklow pushed the button on his headpiece, then couldn’t speak.

“Doyle,” Pilar called out, using Wicklow’s family name to stress the danger. She never finished her warning. He heard the crack of her first shot, followed by shouting and then another crack. Despite everything, Wicklow wanted to smile at her skill. He owed her two dead men if he made it out of Charleston alive.

“Don’t worry about me,” he told her as he backed up and started to run. The others should be long gone with the distraction he was providing for their escape. Some might still be listening, but if so, they were fools.

“Wicklow—” a familiar voice broke over the comms.

“I don’t matter,” he panted desperately. “Get the rest and get out. Get him out, do you hear me?” he demanded of Pilar and jumped in the same moment, flinging himself toward the adjacent house and its lower roof.

For endless minutes, or just seconds, Wicklow was falling, thinking how much he hated flying, how much he always would hate being so far from the ground, and then he hit the neighboring roof. The dynamite blew a heartbeat after he landed.

It shook the world, or seemed to, and made the air crackle. A short scream tore out of his throat as the power of the explosion rushed past, a bare moment of hellfire, and then a secondary explosion rocked the building he was on. He opened his eyes only to immediately shut them and curl into a ball as smoking and flaming bits of wood blasted over him.

He only heard ringing in his ears and the air was gone or too hot to breathe. His body throbbed where he’d landed but he only felt pain in his strained lungs, in his turning, twisted stomach. He held it there until he couldn’t take it anymore, and then he inhaled. He breathed fire and smoke and black powder and held as still as he could until nothing else fell on him.

The fire was close, and Wicklow could feel heat lapping at his skin, though he still could not hear it. He should hear it. Fire was loud, a roar that echoed through a man’s bones. Because he couldn’t, he swallowed the dust on his tongue and opened his eyes. He groaned at what he saw. Anthony was never going to let him live it down. The Colonel was going to disapprove of the scene he’d made.

The house was in pieces, the upper story completely gone and the lower floor engulfed in vivid orange flames. The oil in the lamps had probably done that, but there shouldn’t have been anyone down there. The building had been rented for the team, for the location, but the house had been abandoned like so many of the buildings in Charleston. Despite that knowledge, Wicklow looked for anyone for as long as he could keep his burning eyes open. When no one ran out, he tossed his head and bit back another groan of complaint. The ringing in his ears had not gone away, but he listened to it as though it were a voice imploring him to get to his feet.

Wicklow forced himself up. He should be on his feet by now. He should be running. There’d be aches later. Wicklow rolled to his feet to consider his situation. The haversack was in front of him, even if he didn’t want to think about what was now smashed beyond use inside it. He ran his hands down his body and then over his head, finding his goggles and headpiece down around his neck, but no signs of bleeding.

Bruises were another story. The throbbing grew more insistent. His middle especially was sore from landing on the handle of his Colt, but he ignored the pain as he bent down and picked up his haversack, then walked to the roof’s edge to glance down into the alley below. Pieces of wood burned on the ground, too close to the building he was on.

Less powder next time, he noted dizzily, but imagined the quirk of Rhoades’s lips when Rhoades wrote his report about this. Wicklow almost fell over at the thought. Rhoades should be on his way out of the city by now, and Pilar too, though Wicklow didn’t waste time looking for her. She was too good to be seen, had likely already made her way to someplace safe to meet the others. The city would be on heightened alert for spies and saboteurs, and they all knew the penalty if caught behind enemy lines. He had to get out of the city or hole up until he could contact Rhoades.

Wicklow shook his head at the annoying sound in his ears and dusted off his coat before forcing his body into another run. He leapt onto the roof of the next house and hit that hard, too, painfully so, scrambling at the tiles as he slipped. It only slowed his fall onto the balcony on the upper floor, but the controlled fall let him land in a crouch. From there, he shimmied down as far as he could and then dropped to the ground below, grunting at his third tough landing in only a few minutes. He became aware of sounds again, first his own swearing, loud and blasphemous, and then a woman yelling and the roar of the fire.

He took a moment to strip off his haversack and dump his still- smoking coat. He tucked his gun under his shirt as he stepped out onto the street. Affecting a limp allowed him to walk slower to catch his breath and better blend in. An able-bodied man not in uniform would attract attention unless the man was rich. Rich men did not fight their own wars, not even when their people were starving and dying in the thousands.

Wicklow glanced around, but with all eyes on the fire, he was just another man on the street. It left him free to pull his radio and goggles off and hide them in his sack and to brush the worst of the soot from his clothes. He wore a plain striped shirt, the kind any shop boy would wear, but now he looked like he’d rolled in a stable. He’d have to find something else to wear as soon as possible, though he had no idea where to start looking.

Resources were scarce in Charleston despite the blockade runners smuggling goods in and out of the harbor. The cost for new clothes was unnaturally high due to the speculators making their fortunes out of the war, and regular folk were not going to leave their clothes out to be taken. Wicklow didn’t know the city well enough to find some, though he could find or steal money if he had to. That wasn’t something he’d learned in the War Department, but he didn’t think he’d lost his touch.

First he had to find someplace safe to use his radio. He remembered the codes Rhoades had told them to learn. The codes were just simple word substitution, but if the Rebs were listening, now at least they wouldn’t understand much. They were part of what Rhoades called his protocols, but which Anthony privately called Piani di Pazzo. He said it meant crazy. Crazy they might have been, but that didn’t make them wrong either. Like so many things about Rhoades, they were different yet somehow they always turned out to be necessary.

According to the Colonel, spying was something a gentleman like Rhoades was especially not supposed to do. According to Rhoades, America, meaning the Union, was behind the times when it came to espionage. Rhoades claimed the rest of the world had regular spies in place as a matter of course, the way they had regular armies, though the spying itself was still mostly the work of amateurs and mercenaries.

Rhoades took exception to that. Unlike most in Washington, Rhoades thought the spying business required specialized skills and a different kind of person, the kind who was paid but wasn’t in it purely for the money—someone who believed in their country, but not to the point of fanaticism, and money, but not to the point of greed. Someone willing to do things that might be less than honorable because they had to be done. A professional spy, Rhoades liked to say. Rhoades had a lot of ideas about how things should be done. Most of them seemed mad when first presented. When Wicklow hadn’t known Rhoades for more than a few weeks, he would have agreed with that assessment. Yet now Wicklow was mentally running through the information Rhoades had drilled into him for just this situation and wondering how Rhoades could have guessed that the team might end up betrayed and split up in the land of the enemy.

Wicklow walked through the city without direction at first, dodging the horseless carriage fire engines spewing steam and noise, and the crews of thin, injured men left to act as a fire brigade. He regarded them carefully and heaved a breath when he saw no one accidentally injured by his blast. Dead soldiers lay in the street alongside one twitching and groaning and staring ahead, dazed and probably deafened.

Those Rebs had come for him. Wicklow didn’t know what to think of that except that five meant they’d expected some trouble.

He looked away from them and kept track only of which direction was west and which was north. North seemed as good a direction as any. His team could have gone anywhere. Without guidance, Wicklow was left with nowhere to go in a Secesh city that would be looking for him. Sanctuary was what he needed, or a damn plan, and he had no one to ask. No one was going to tell Wicklow about any active local agents, not even Rhoades, who, in his lofty accent, saw fit to tell Wicklow tales of long- dead men with strange names in a voice to be heard over ocean waves like his Demosthenes.

Upon entering the city, Rhoades had recounted a history of Jews in far away Europe, and what they’d been leaving to come here and build in Charleston. Wicklow hadn’t asked why Rhoades was telling him, though tales of people slaughtered in their own temples during wars for Jerusalem had naught to do with their mission.

At the time, Wicklow had suspected Rhoades had a purpose in the story. Rhoades was like that, best left to his library and office and his fancy waistcoats and his mad plans. Soft and useless and strange, Rhoades was, right up until he wasn’t.

Just like a history lesson that wasn’t a history lesson at all. Wicklow stopped, remembering the old synagogue Rhoades had made sure to note one day, drawing Wicklow’s gaze to a well-sketched map of the city. Wicklow considered his position, then changed direction and headed toward the Jewish temple.

He ought to feel grateful at the coded message, if it was one, but under the shaking weakness that always chased Wicklow after a fight for his life, he was abuzz with confusion and anger, at the possible traitor among them and then at Rhoades. Rhoades was supposed to stay far back from the firing line, safe in the comfort of his library, and direct the team from a distance. The man had no business being out here under fire, but at least he usually seemed to know it. If Wicklow had been the sort to make demands he would have asked what the bloody hell the man had been thinking.

It was small relief to know Rhoades been with the Colonel today. The Colonel was a force to be reckoned with, as well as an old friend of Rhoades. He’d keep Rhoades out of harm’s way. Once back in Washington or with any close Union forces, Rhoades would know where to send help—if there was any to send, if Wicklow made it to what he hoped was a sanctuary. Wicklow could have misunderstood Rhoades, or his thinking could be muddled. His ears were still ringing faintly, offering him up echoes of his own name in an urgent, fearful whisper. No matter how far he walked or how long it took, he couldn’t seem to shake that sound.

He couldn’t steal one of the horselesses the shipyard and plantations owners used since that would attract attention. He couldn’t even steal a horse at this rate. A well-fed horse was hard to come by unless accompanied by a Reb officer or another rich man. Wicklow did not care to draw the ire of the powerful, so on he walked.

He could not move quickly over shelled-out streets and twisted, upturned railroad tracks—the evidence of the airship bombings Charleston had lived through in the early months of the war before the South had torn out the cannons from their seawalls and put them in the middle of their cities and aimed them at the sky. The siege of Charleston’s harbor ports after the airship raids was merciless, even by the standards of conflicts that grew bloodier by the day. With the blockade runners their only access to food and medicine, and most runners only interested in contraband, the people of the city had been left to suffer. Charleston was starving, so they’d said back in Washington, and Wicklow believed it.

The people left behind after the useless Young Napoleon had refused to follow up the airship raids with a real battle looked like the people Wicklow had known growing up. Streets in New York had held starving men long before the advent of the war. Men came off the boats hungry and those in power made sure they stayed that way. The rich never announced it as a plan or wrote about it in the newspapers they owned, but Wicklow wasn’t a fool. Those folks had made it plain how little they cared about the immigrants sharing their island. A few maybe cared enough to bother with feeding them or praying for them, but the rest wanted them dirty and starving. He imagined they thought they were easier to control that way.

Fact was, they were. New York and Charleston both had plenty of widows and soon-to-be widows worrying how to feed their children, and men wondering if Mr. Lincoln was going to free the slaves to take their jobs as though there wouldn’t be the same number of jobs as before, and the people waging this war liked to keep them wondering.

Charleston was a lesson in desperation. Anyone who could afford to live outside the city had gone, returning for business alone. Those left were like the women in the munitions factories, taking on the only work they could to stay alive, and the whores, and the enslaved, so many of them, nearly as many as there were soldiers.

He could see too many soldiers, in fact. More soldiers than Wicklow had been expecting in a city most thought of as dying. The battles had been in the West for a long time now, yet Graybacks aplenty patrolled the town center down by the harbor. More might surround the city. The earthworks built to fend off the Northern advance that had never come were still in place above the city.

Charleston had once been beautiful—that was what Rhoades had said—but Wicklow only saw evidence of that for the first time when he finally found the temple the city’s Jews had built, or what was left of it. It looked a lot like a church, with a tower several stories high that the airship bombers must have missed. The façade had once been brightly painted, with white trim and a window shaped almost like a flower in the center of the wall above the entranceway.

The building was crowded between two newer houses, both shelled and sacked, with craters in front and the windows boarded up with part of their roofs missing. Regardless of how abandoned the temple appeared, Wicklow approached it carefully, his eyes on the high windows, his gun hidden but within reach.

He avoided the front and crept around to the rear yard, nearly sighing in happy surprise to find it protected by the canopies of several trees. One tree was fire scorched, but the rest offered shade and cover. Wicklow did not allow himself to linger there, though the site itself begged him to stop and rest. He kept his back to the wall until he found a way in, then used his tools to pick the lock and slip inside.

The temple was not big, and had been made even smaller with two rooms caved in and unusable. It had never been wired for electric lights or even run for gas, nonetheless Wicklow walked it room by room until he was back where he’d started and sure he was alone. He didn’t know what the room was for, but it had chairs, so he removed his haversack and then sat down to stare at the door.

It had been long enough since the explosion for his heart to slow down, but his muscles remained tense. He took his Colt from his belt and put it down on the seat next to him. His mind moved fast, no matter how still he sat, so he let it. 

Things seemed simple enough—either they had a traitor among them, or the Rebs had figured out the radios some other way. Someone in Washington might have let it slip or sold the information. If that were the case, they would have enough suspects to keep Rhoades very busy hunting down the leak in his pipes. If, however, the traitor was one of the people who Wicklow had worked with for the past months, the people who had had his back in New Orleans and then again on the dangerous trek through Georgia, one of the people out there right now, then Wicklow would find them and kill them. They’d be lucky to get a simple death. Wicklow knew other ways to hurt, how they felt and how to deal them out. Pain was what such a rat deserved.

He swallowed, still tasting ash and fire, then curled and uncurled his hands, testing to make sure he hadn’t been hurt badly. He didn’t dare pull out his radio yet, though it would likely need repairs. His hands trembled faintly when he held them up to study them, but they had nary a scratch on them. He could build again, or kill, whichever was required. Killing most likely, though he recalled the image of his broken radio set with a frown before putting his hands on his knees and sitting up. The radio was gone, no use mourning it or the new tube he’d been trying out, the one with the iron run through it that had amplified the signal. It had been working beautifully so far, but it was gone. The only thing to do now was wait, either for orders or for his thoughts to clear.

In his time in Charleston, Wicklow had seen no sign of any other agents from either the Bureau of Military Intelligence or the Signal Corps. He hadn’t expected to, but then he also hadn’t expected to find himself on his own. Now he waited in an empty building, doing nothing and hoping for word that might not come. He had gotten soft, reliant on a faraway voice to provide instruction. He had no proof that this place even was a sanctuary and nothing in the temple itself to guide him. The building remained silent, reminding him of just how alone he was.

Maybe his thinking was off from his fall. Maybe Rhoades truly had not meant anything by the story. Unreasonably cold at the thought, Wicklow glanced down at his gun, then closed his hands around it and drew it up at the scratching sound coming from behind the door.

The hushed whisper of a lock being picked was alarming but familiar, though Wicklow himself would never have taken this long on a simple door lock. He’d learned early to work quickly and quietly or suffer the wrath of whoever had hired him. Seemed like his whole life had been training of some kind—how to steal and how to pick locks, how to fight, how to kill, how to use what he had to get what he needed. The memory made his heart beat fast as he stood up and aimed his Colt about chest high.

He cocked the hammer back just as the lock gave. The door was pushed open, ever so carefully, but Wicklow’s heart did not slow one bit to see Alexander Pennypacker Rhoades standing on the other side. If anything, his heart started pounding faster. He tightened his grip on the Colt and quickly looked Rhoades over, noting furiously that Rhoades wasn’t armed.

Rhoades swept a similar look over Wicklow, then calmly put a small collection of tools into a thin leather case and tucked that inside his charcoal gray coat. He took one step inside the doorway but then stopped dead when his gaze came back to Wicklow’s face.

“You gone in the head?” Wicklow demanded the moment eyes of sparkling, relieved brown were no longer on him. “You aren’t supposed to be here.” Some days Alexander Rhoades was a man of good sense. Today was not one of those days. “They’re lookin’ for me, and here you are, without even a gun.” Wicklow’s words came out like molasses. “Here you are,” he repeated, almost as a question, and lowered his pistol while easing the hammer back.

Rhoades exhaled at the action and turned lightly to close the door behind him. Tall and slender as a branch of Georgia willow, he moved as if he was dancing in a ballroom. He wore gloves barely marked by dust, and a white shirt and collar with a midnight blue cravat held in place with a pearl-studded pin. He could have been on either side of thirty, and even from a distance, his pale white skin looked clean and soft. His hair was brown and pomaded to one side. The only sign that he’d been in any kind of a rush was his missing hat, usually worn at a rakish angle. He didn’t have his radio. He wasn’t even carrying a weapon. He never did, because he belonged in his office.

Wicklow scraped his hair from his eyes and glared at the fool. “Where is the Colonel? He should’ve been....” Worry strangled him for a moment and made him sound younger. “You shouldn’t be here. It’s dangerous, if you hadn’t noticed, yet here you stand.”

Wicklow must have taken a heavy blow to the head after the explosion; that was the only explanation for standing in a bombed-out temple in the middle of hostile territory while his signal chief again looked him over and thinned his pink mouth until the bow in his upper lip was almost gone.

“I couldn’t leave you behind.” Rhoades pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and handed it over. Wicklow was only surprised to find it linen and not silk, but of course the cloth smelled clean and fresh as country air. He didn’t know how to name flowers, but he knew perfume when he smelled it. He wiped his face with it despite feeling like a whore at a bath, and when he tried to hand it back was surprised to see it bloodied. The wound must have opened up during his walk across the city.

He blinked, lost as to how long he’d been bleeding, and Rhoades moved forward to take him by the wrist and press the cloth back to his temple. It felt almost the same as having Rhoades’s voice in his ear over the radio when Rhoades spoke again. “You look tired, Private Doyle.”

Wicklow looked into his face, then away when Rhoades was too close. The trembling in his limbs was no comfort, like the heat in his cheeks and the weakness in his gut. His mouth was dry. The only reason Rhoades had escaped trouble was because he looked like money, and money equaled power, but even the fortunes of the plantation owners hadn’t saved them all from the fury of grief-stricken mobs. There had been riots in both the North and the South over food prices and forced armed service. Rhoades could have been killed out there.

Wicklow flinched away from Rhoades’s ministrations, and Rhoades stepped back.

“I’m telling you again there’s no need to call me that,” Wicklow snapped to fill the silence, ashamed at the shaking in his hands. But his words were true—he wasn’t Private Doyle anymore. He hadn’t been from the day Rhoades had walked into the stockade in a dove gray coat and cashmere trousers and plucked Wicklow from his cage.

“Of course, Private,” Rhoades answered, calm as you please except for the watchful devil inside him. Wicklow didn’t think other people saw it in him, except the Colonel and whoever had hired Rhoades in the first place. The Colonel called Rhoades, Alexander, the only one of them who did. Wicklow called him Rhoades. Alexander was a name out of Rhoades’s stories of long-dead men; it was never to grace the tongue of an Irish thief. Rhoades was how Wicklow thought of him, forgoing even the respectful Mister that Pilar used, and because he was a contrary madman, Rhoades had never remarked on it.

Wicklow pressed at his head wound until the bleeding stopped and didn’t answer, or think about being in the army and being whipped for similar shows of disrespect, which had been often. He never did have much use for authority, not even when it smelled like flowers and traveled through an enemy city to find him. But then, Alexander Rhoades didn’t give orders, he told stories, which must be why Wicklow found himself doing what the man wanted—they all did, even the Colonel, who likely outranked Rhoades.

“Situation?” His head was starting to hurt at last. It hurt worse when he noticed Rhoades had no radio with him. He must have tossed it somewhere with his hat.

“There are more soldiers in the city than were expected. Something is going on and, as no one else remains, it is up to us to find out what, if we can.” Rhoades looked over Wicklow again. Wicklow could feel it and glanced back at him. Rhoades raised his eyes. His expression was not innocent, though Wicklow wasn’t sure how else to describe it. He’d never seen the man like this before. Rhoades was tense, as wound up as his gleaming gold pocket watch, but he met Wicklow’s stare easily. “If I had to assume....” There Rhoades paused and seemed to change his mind about voicing his suspicions. “There are sieges going on out West, draining soldiers from the East and keeping men from their homes. Lee cannot afford to let them take back any of the major ports, and yet he needs the bodies to fight a brutal campaign. He needs bloody Northern losses to convince the Union that waging a war is a waste of time, and the longer the stalemate continues, the further he gets from the decisive victories he needs. I wonder what desperate men might attempt.” Rhoades went from distant to sharp again in the blink of an eye. “Did you notice anything out on the street to suggest their purpose in Charleston?”

Wicklow gave one curt shake of his head, then amended his unspoken report. “All the soldiers had decorated their uniforms with a patch at the shoulder. Same colors, same location for all.” That was the kind of detail that could mean something significant or something as minor as the vanity of the Rebs’ commander. Wicklow mentioned it to be thorough and then moved on to important matters. “The team, Rhoades?” he pressed, and did not shift in place at the warm glance of approval Rhoades gave him, though he wanted to.

Rhoades nodded. “The team was scattered but alive when I last had my radio.” For a moment, he looked so intense that Wicklow thought Rhoades was gauging his reaction, to see if Wicklow was the traitor, but then, as if the idea had never crossed his mind, Rhoades quirked up his lips into a familiar small smile. “I am very sorry that all your hard work was destroyed,” Rhoades offered, although Wicklow had expressed no grief over the smashed equipment. They had more important things than days of labor blown to bits.

Wicklow set his jaw, and Rhoades went on as if familiar with Wicklow’s thoughts. “No, Private, I don’t know yet how the soldiers found the room, but I doubt they will be able to recover much of anything after that. Did you use all the explosives Agent Cipazzio had on hand?”

Rhoades put a finger to his mouth, as if laughing on the inside, and Wicklow did not bother to answer or explain about the powder. He looked down from Rhoades’s lively gaze only to notice anew the blue of the man’s cravat. Wicklow’s eyes were nearly the same shade, or so people seeking to bed him had often remarked. Wicklow wasn’t a boy anymore. He did not need people to want him, but enough had said it that he knew his value. He had a strong figure, a red mouth, and scowling dark brows over eyes of inky blue. He had been a pretty boy, and he was a handsome man. He fixed his scowling midnight blue eyes at Rhoades, who had enough of his own unique prettiness to cause rumors.

In the way of the rich and the mighty, those rumors did nothing to shake the faith the men in Washington had in Rhoades, but Wicklow often thought of them and shivered, much as he was doing now. Rhoades wore his hat at a rakish angle because he’d earned the right to, if the rumors were to be believed, and Wicklow had every reason to believe them. Rhoades continued to be a man to be wary of, no matter how much a dandy he seemed. Wicklow had never met a powerful man who could be trusted, whether they cared for women or men or whichever was handiest, and Alexander Rhoades was a figure to be reckoned with, with money, ambition, and high-placed friends at his disposal.

The Colonel had once warned Wicklow to be careful around Rhoades. With a distant expression, the Colonel had called Rhoades a “lover of conquest” but Wicklow would have known that without any politely phrased words about a man of Rhoades’s reputation. He might look soft and smooth, but Rhoades was the kind of fire to leave a man gutted.

Wicklow let the handkerchief fall to the ground. “You shouldn’t have come here.” He’d gotten too used to having Pilar to watch his back and the Colonel and Anthony to ride in when needed, to having Rhoades to transmit changing information into his ear, but he was trained for this. He crossed his arms. “Fact of the matter is, Rhoades, I’m good, but no matter what the Colonel says, I’m replaceable. You aren’t. You shouldn’t have come. I’ve been in worse.” He’d grown up in worse and they both knew it, though it didn’t keep him from dreading a night alone in this city.

Rhoades seemed to consider that, and Wicklow, but when he spoke, his voice was gentle, without a word about Wicklow’s disrespect. “Currently, Private, you are the only one I can trust. Will you allow me that?”

Wicklow shifted his stance, regarding Rhoades with his head down and his eyes up, the way he did when seated in Rhoades’s library while Rhoades was working. “Yes,” he agreed, the words dragging out of him. Rhoades exhaled and Wicklow made himself straighten up and glare back. “I understand.” Rhoades suspected betrayal too. Wicklow waited, then got tired of waiting. “Is that why you came for me?” he asked, “You shouldn’t have. What if I was the one?”

“Private.” The single pained word from Rhoades was enough to make Wicklow bite down to shut himself up. “I heard everything,” Rhoades added a few moments later, then made a small noise, pent-up steam finding a release. “I heard everything you said when you thought they were coming to take you.” Rhoades met his stare, and Wicklow again heard the echoing sound of his own name carried through radio waves. They stayed silent for a moment longer and then Rhoades went on lightly. “When we return to Washington, remind me to have a word with you about proper escape strategies.”

“Pilar didn’t use the codenames,” Wicklow heard himself saying, though the prospect of a lecture from Rhoades should not have worried him.

Rhoades gave another nod, extraordinarily unbothered that Wicklow would offer Pilar up as the goat. “You’re right. I shall have to have a word with her as well.” Sometimes Rhoades seemed unperturbed by much of anything, which was why the unsteady sigh that followed this pronouncement left Wicklow startled. “You both acted as you shouldn’t have,” the man murmured, then focused on Wicklow, his expression serious. “However, you both did very well. You exceeded my every hope for you.”

Wicklow dropped his gaze to the floor and kept it there. “You’re a madman,” he said at last, when the silence had gone on too long and his heart seemed ready to burst from him. “I blew up a building, and now they will be looking for a spy.”

“They are always looking for spies, and they learn tricks faster than we do because they have to, since they do not have our resources to rely upon. I am sure you understand that, growing up as you did.” Rhoades ought not talk with such heat in his voice. Wicklow did not need it, and this was a temple of some kind, which meant a place of worship and not a place for the way he felt. But he took his time looking back up. Rhoades continued when their eyes met. “But you are correct. There are too many soldiers around for us to move now. It is... unlikely that they will search here. After a few days, they will rely on citizens to report anything out of the ordinary. They only have so many men to put into play at any one moment, and those cannot search forever.”

Rhoades paused for a heartbeat. “For now we can play at being the Greeks inside Troy and rest until nightfall. When it’s dark, I might have a place for us to go.” He tapped one long finger against his lips, then reached out and brushed the dark waves of Wicklow’s hair out of his eyes, all the while acting as if he did not see how still Wicklow became. His voice was a shade hoarse when he spoke again. “Speaking of Trojan horses... if possible, we should procure new clothes for you, perhaps a Rebel coat, if we need one.” Rhoades took his hand away and abruptly moved to find a chair, keeping his back to Wicklow until he sat down. Then his voice steadied. “Not an officer’s, no one would believe it.”

Wicklow took that as a compliment and nodded.

“More likely a simple change of clothes will have to suffice,” Rhoades continued.

Wicklow nodded for that too. His clothing was singed; of course he needed replacements. “When the chance presents itself,” he promised Rhoades, and sat too. Silence fell between them again, as though they were not alone together often enough to know what else to say, though that was not the case. Rhoades leaned back and Wicklow felt himself being studied.

He did not want to ask, but it was hours until sunset and he had nothing to think of but the work he had almost finished before having to blow it up, or his trembling hands, or the traitor who might yet exist, or the regret at seeing Rhoades’s trousers smeared with dust. He wanted to demand what the hell Rhoades had been doing in coming to Charleston and then what the hell he had really been thinking to come here alone after Wicklow, but the questions stalled in his throat. He chose a safer one.

“What’s this about a horse?” His mouth was parched and dry.

Rhoades gasped in outrage that might have been genuine, or perhaps even Rhoades needed a distraction from his own troubled thoughts of betrayal and Wicklow’s close call. “Private, has no one ever told you of the exploits of Odysseus? The great siege against Troy?” He tossed his head as if already knowing the answer, then looked over at Wicklow with an expression Wicklow could not understand, though he had seen it before. Rhoades often looked that way when Wicklow or Pilar revealed ignorance of some fact men like Rhoades were probably taught as children. He also looked that way when he discovered some of the lessons Pilar and Wicklow had learned as children, though Wicklow thought how to lie and pick a pocket were more useful lessons than tales of Caesar crossing a river or the Companion cavalry.

“Is this another dead Greek?” Wicklow scoffed, though he would have taken any story that gave him a chance to shake off the day’s nerves and prepare for what was to come. “Is this one clever at least?” He preferred the clever men to the heroes and gods with more cock than brain.

“Very.” Rhoades put his back to the wall, probably dirtying the top of his coat, though he didn’t remark on it. Wicklow could not relax in the same manner. He looked between the door and Rhoades and kept his gun near. Rhoades noticed, he had to, the man missed nothing, but he kept talking as gently as before. “Odysseus was a king. There were many kings among the Greeks, but he was already known before the siege of Troy. A king and a soldier, called to duty by a bigger king, Odysseus spent ten years fighting and another ten trying to get home.”

“Twenty years?” Wicklow did not want the war to go on for twenty years. Rhoades shook his head.

“Let’s say a very long time, an endless time to a man desperate to return to his loved ones. It would have been even longer if Odysseus had not had the help of the gods and been clever enough to use trickery where force had failed.”

“Force seems more honest,” Wicklow pointed out, not certain he cared for this Greek even if he had helped end a war. “Why were they attacking this Troy, then?” The dead men in Rhoades’s stories had a tendency to seek out trouble, Wicklow had noticed. It made him wonder if Rhoades hadn’t been forced to learn these stories at all but had sought them out as a child.

“I can see I am going to have to start from the beginning. It’s a very long story.” Rhoades settled in, his gaze watchful and lively once again, as though this was his library and Wicklow sat in the great red leather chair by the fire.

Wicklow made himself shrug, though he still could not lean back as Rhoades was doing. “We have time.”

“So we do.” Rhoades inclined his head, then quirked his lips again. “I suspect you will have a strong opinion, as you so often do, on the subject of Helen,” he began, “but nonetheless, the story begins with her, and an apple.” Rhoades’s voice was so low and even that only when he began listing the soldiers of Troy and the warriors of Greece did Wicklow remember his earlier suspicion that Rhoades wanted to be like the men in his stories. Rhoades went on. “Ajax was something of a rival of Odysseus and competed for—”

“You aren’t a warrior,” Wicklow interrupted the tale, and Rhoades stopped. Sometimes Rhoades reminded Wicklow of the scholarly men who had tutored him for this line of work, but not often. Rhoades did not idly collect knowledge, and when he shared it, it was with purpose.

“No, I am not a warrior,” Rhoades agreed slowly, and Wicklow frowned at him. Rhoades was smart enough to follow Wicklow’s meaning, but Wicklow would spell it out anyway if Rhoades was going to feign innocence.

“You aren’t a soldier,” Wicklow said again, and exhaled as he realized his hands had finally gone steady again. He pulled his Colt into his lap and lifted his chin. “You shouldn’t have come here, but since you have, you should listen to me. No running off to act like some man from a book so you can get yourself killed. When we leave here, I go first and you do as I say. I’m not after having you die in my arms, Rhoades.” Wicklow could keep his voice steady too, no matter what madness he was saying.

Rhoades pushed out his lips, then took a small but audible breath. “As you say, Private Doyle.” He put his hands up in front of him to examine his gloves. His hands, Wicklow noticed, were not shaking at all, as if the madman was not even worried. He put his trust in Wicklow and was not frightened. “As you say,” Rhoades accepted the terms one more time, calmer than Pilar could have managed, then put his hands down and continued his story. His gaze was so warm that Wicklow turned to face the door as he let Rhoades’s voice wash over him.
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Eventually Rhoades’s voice cracked, and he ended the story, or history lesson. Wicklow was not certain which it was, or what to think of the Greeks and their interfering gods, but he knew the tale had more to it, and some other time he would ask Rhoades for it. Rhoades always seemed glad enough to tell the tales, to the extent of having Wicklow in his home or keeping him late in his office, though Wicklow was never sure if Rhoades had simply given up on having any other audience or thought of himself as adding to Wicklow’s education.

Rhoades gave himself an impossible task then, like his Sisyphus, for Wicklow was never going to be as well-read or clever. He suspected Rhoades had never found anyone else willing to listen to him. The man could seduce half of Washington into his bed but had yet to get them into his library. It seemed a strange thing, this wealthy man’s problem, but Wicklow found himself thinking on it in their quiet moments. He wasn’t much one for reading, but he had reveled in the warmth of Rhoades’s study more than once.

As the day went on and the sky turned orange and no one came around the old temple to look for them, Wicklow pulled out his handheld radio to take stock of their equipment. He removed the headpiece for the time being and switched the handheld off. Everything seemed whole, though one battery pack was smashed and he did not know how charged the others were. His many falls might have shaken something loose inside the radio itself. He didn’t turn it on to check. If the Rebs had radio technology, it might be useful to listen in, but Wicklow did not know how much power was left for him to use. Rhoades didn’t ask him to either, though he observed as Wicklow took inventory.

What Rhoades did say was “Don’t worry, Private, there are other ways to find out what your enemy is doing,” before closing his eyes. It wasn’t the first time they had sat together in silence, but the first time in Wicklow’s memory where he had nothing to do but stare at his signal chief. Even on their evenings in the library, Wicklow usually ate or struggled to make sense of the book in front of him.

Wicklow was no liar, not even to himself, and he took chances solely when they were offered to him, but looking at Rhoades’s resting face made him itch for a fight, a threat, anything to allow him to move. He was grateful when Rhoades finally stood up to look out the window at the setting sun.

Rhoades’s stomach grumbled, which was a sound Wicklow did not associate with men like him, but Rhoades wisely declined the hardtack when offered. Without anything to soak it first, he might lose a tooth.

“Doyle,” Rhoades began again in a new tone, as the sky and the space between them grew dark, and Wicklow immediately got to his feet, put his haversack over his shoulder, and made sure his gun was again hidden from view. He was less certain of what to do with his tool belt, but Rhoades didn’t remark on it, so Wicklow left it in place. He thought Rhoades gave him a smile for that but couldn’t be sure. “You might not like where we are headed, Private,” he warned, “but we will need allies if what I suspect is true.”

As Wicklow did not need his hand held, he scowled and pushed his way forward, brushing past Rhoades, who put a hand on Wicklow’s shoulder in the dark and followed him out. “Just tell me where to go,” Wicklow barked at him, hesitating a moment at Rhoades’s hand on him. Then it became any other mission with Rhoades at his ear. “What do you suspect?” Wicklow tossed back at Rhoades when they reached a segment of the city dimly lit by the windows of shops and homes. Many of the homes had their light-blocking curtains up.

Rhoades took his hand from Wicklow at the first sign of other people, although true to his word, he stayed close. Wicklow kept as slow and unhurried a pace as possible, but the people out in Charleston in the early evening seemed to be men urgently on their way somewhere. Carriages powered by steam or coal engines as well as carriages pulled by horse dashed down the small streets in both directions. Wicklow no longer saw any black men about, except for a small contingent working by torchlight under the command of a gray-coated soldier to clear a fallen wall. The soldier wore the same patch Wicklow had seen earlier, although in the dimmer light Wicklow could not make out details. The enslaved men didn’t react as he and Rhoades passed, though Wicklow somehow felt they had been noticed. The officer making the men work barely looked up to observe them, though when he did, Rhoades greeted him with a smoothly accented “Good evening, sir,” and kept walking.

Hearing Rhoades talk like a man born and bred in this town made Wicklow raise his eyebrows, but he held in his questions about it. “Do you think they’re preparing for us?” he asked instead, drawing a sigh from Rhoades that he ignored. “You don’t have to tell me that our crazy old Uncle Sampson must have plans to come down here, otherwise why would we have been needed to set up house for his arrival?” Wicklow wanted to add something else about what he thought of “Uncle Sampson’s” plans, or of Rhoades and the Colonel thinking he or Pilar or even Anthony wouldn’t have guessed them, but he had sense enough to keep that to himself.

“I assumed you had figured out that much.” Rhoades tapped Wicklow’s elbow to indicate Wicklow should turn. At least he was sticking to main roads and no darkened alleys. The man had some sense after all. “However, though a visit might be planned, it isn’t feasible for quite some time. No, something else drew our Uncle’s eye to this city. You must have noticed that the Rebs seemed to have plans of their own.”

“They’re setting out their best linens,” Wicklow observed, unobtrusively noting the number of men, in particular the number of officers he saw, and what state they were in. The Rebs rolling out a plan of their own didn’t rule out the Rebs having radio tech, that was still a possibility, but new plans complicated things. “Shite.” If an attack was coming from the North, he and Rhoades would be like any other citizens about to get caught in a very ugly crossfire. “If Sampson is planning a visit, he should call it off. The Rebs are prepping for something.”

“Telling them that would require getting the information to those who need it.” Rhoades politely did not mention that Wicklow had blown their long-range radio into pieces. Wicklow glowered at him anyway, then stopped dead when he got a good look at the building that Rhoades was steering him toward.

Wicklow’s primary job was to repair and set up equipment, usually ahead of planned troop movement and preferably undetected. His secondary job was to observe and report what he saw while in enemy territory. That directive would ensure he was hanged if caught, but he had been trained with equal attention to detail for both tasks. It all boiled down to survival, as far as he was concerned.

His training after he’d been pulled from the stockade had seemed a lot of shite at the time, making sure he could read and write for one thing, weeks of technical instruction for another, building radios, disassembling them, learning telegraphy. But the oddest, until his first mission, had been the accents and false names they’d given him. Wicklow could be a farmer from Alabama, a hunter from Kentucky, or no one special from Georgia. He had no trace of New York in his voice if he didn’t want there to be, something he hadn’t wanted to admit was useful. Even back then, he’d had a feeling Rhoades would have found Wicklow’s reluctance funny and laughed in that secret way of his, as if the two of them shared a joke.

“The telegraph lines have been cut,” Wicklow whispered, as Southern as Johnny Reb himself, and glanced over at Rhoades. In the dark, Rhoades’s coat looked almost white, making him more of a target than usual. The cut was fine, the cloth worth more than Wicklow might see in a lifetime. Wicklow thought again that this was no business for a man like Rhoades and then that they were in a neighborhood that Rhoades should never have set foot in.

But Rhoades wasn’t the only rich man dirtying his boots on this street. Horseless carriages, sizzling with heat and steam, clogged up the street before one large house in particular, and as they came closer, Wicklow could read the name on the lit plate by the door, Hotel Versailles, though he didn’t understand it. One thing he did understand was, unless the building had been taken over by Rebel officers, only one kind of hotel would be busy like this in a city at risk of another siege.

“A brothel?” Wicklow took a deep breath and held it.

Rhoades came up beside him. “Yes,” he murmured in Wicklow’s ear, his lah-dee-dah Philadelphia tones gone and replaced with something slow and warm. “There is no better source of information on the doings of powerful men, short of seducing them yourself.” He took the lead while Wicklow was frozen, contemplating just what Rhoades had admitted to.

Everyone knew about Rhoades. Wicklow had seen the men leave Rhoades’s Washington house, seen Rhoades afterward, sated but still afire with need, but he had thought it something no one spoke of in Rhoades’s elevated circles. He hadn’t expected shame, not from Alexander Rhoades, but neither had Wicklow ever expected Rhoades to come out and say in so many words that he was a gal-boy.

Not that Wicklow was certain that was the term for a man like Rhoades. Given enough time, surely Wicklow could find a way to describe what Rhoades was. The insults in Paradise Square might be crude, but they had variety. Rhoades seemed like a man to do the taking, for all that some might think him gentle or harmless. He seemed like the kind of man people made new words for, because he would blow right past the words they used to try to keep him back.

Rhoades turned to look at him, then slowed, giving Wicklow time to catch up to him. Wicklow had a feeling that his state of shock was there for Rhoades to see and that Rhoades was laughing at him in the dark, but when he followed Rhoades behind the house, down a path marked by a row of dim hanging lights, he didn’t see any kind of a smile on Rhoades’s face.

The house itself was lit from within, but the thick curtains did not allow much of a view. The increase in light was misleading, making it look as though Rhoades was watching Wicklow closely, his expression tense and tight.

“You were trained in accents like the rest of us?” Wicklow bit back the rest of his questions, swallowing them until he felt a conflagration in his belly. “Why?”

Rhoades shook his head and let out a disappointed breath. “Gift from my grandmother. As a child I spent my winters in Charleston.” Rhoades was again talking like a man born in this city.

“Must have been hard,” Wicklow offered, frowning. He reached out and touched the broadcloth of Rhoades’s coat before withdrawing his hand. “How’d you get people to trust you when you had ties here?”

“Everyone in Washington has ties to the Rebels.” Rhoades seemed even quieter, but brought a hand up to touch his coat. “It’s why agents are necessary, why I looked to those with no ties here at all.” He dropped his hand and turned away to knock on the door. “You have never asked about my history before, Private,” he commented with the same quiet intensity, but did not pause when the young Negro girl answered the door. Rhoades met her eyes and politely asked to speak with Mr. Bonaventure, if Mr. Bonaventure was in.

The girl was small and thin and of a light brown complexion. She looked Rhoades over from his hatless head to his pricey boots and barely glanced at Wicklow, though he knew she’d seen him and identified him as dangerous from how she tensed. She was perhaps four and ten, five and ten at most, but Wicklow recognized the hardened glint in her eyes. People got that look from surviving. It meant she could figure out quickly the men she ought to keep her attention on.

Whatever she saw in Rhoades made her step aside after a short pause and lead them inside. Wicklow kept his distance from her and kept Rhoades between them, though Rhoades gave him a questioning glance for doing it. Wicklow didn’t like receiving such looks—Rhoades always saw things that Wicklow would prefer stay unseen.

Rhoades didn’t speak to the girl again as they were shown through the kitchen to a back parlor and handed red leather-bound menus. The girl left them there, dipping a curtsy when Rhoades thanked her.

Wicklow opened his menu and studied the sexual favors listed, frowning at the acts and then the prices. Most soldiers, if they were lucky enough to see their pay, accounted a dollar the price at a fancy bawdy house. But this was no ordinary dollar-a-fuck brothel, that was damn certain. “Man’ll pay that much for a tongue up his ass?”

Rhoades didn’t even glance at his own menu. “More, for the chance to perform the act on someone else. An even greater sum than that, no doubt, to be told what a bad, naughty boy he is for doing it.”

Wicklow held very still, watching Rhoades absently touch a finger to his lips. When Rhoades suddenly looked up, Wicklow felt as though his eyes were stinging. His face too.

“I didn’t grow up in a church,” he told Rhoades. Wicklow had witnessed his first fucking while very young. A tangle of legs amid a raised skirt, two bodies against a wall for scarcely a few minutes were something to be seen every day back where he’d grown up, not something a boy thought much about until he was old enough to. “You’re daft,” he added and then looked down at the tiny volume in his hands again, because the look Rhoades was giving him now was something he had no words for. Wicklow knew he was strange, others had often told him so for how little he cared about fucking, but he wasn’t to be laughed at. “It can’t be worth that amount in any event, can it?”

Rhoades dropped his menu onto a small table and turned to Wicklow, as seriously as he did when Wicklow pressed him with a question about his history lessons. “Private, some men will pay any price for what they want.” It made it worse how kind he was, gentling his voice even further when Wicklow glared at him and took an involuntary step backward. “They are paying for the act of course, but they are also paying for silence, and a momentary friend, and a bed. Have you never made love in a bed, Private?”

His tone was dangerous. Wicklow had always known Rhoades was something different. It was how he said things, like each word was a test, or a lure, and everything Wicklow did in response told him something new.

“A big bed, all to yourselves, with time to discover?” Rhoades went on, slow and quiet.

Wicklow shook the hair from his face, an uncomfortable throbbing throughout his body. “Discover?”

“Each other.” Rhoades made a sad noise. “Have you never laughed in bed? Shared a joke?”

“A joke?” Wicklow snorted. “That’s a good way to end up with a knife in your belly, or a bruised face, and no one wants a bloodied face, except a certain kind, and most of them would rather bruise someone else up a little before they—”
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