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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      





Book One



Threat From Abroad




Prologue


General William Tecumseh Sherman


War has been my life. When I was growing up I was not aware of this especial fact, nor was there any sudden decision or discovery. I was not aware of my particular bent before I went to West Point, nor did I recognize my singular abilities even then. You might say that my talents still lay hidden even after I left the Point and served in the Indian War, then in the Mexican War. Neither of these presented challenges: both of them were more waiting than fighting. I never felt tested by them, never felt that combat was where I belonged. Perhaps if I had experienced the peculiar awareness of battle earlier in my career I would never have left the army, would never have tried my hand at banking – which proved to be the biggest mistake that I had ever made. Early success did not prepare me for the collapse and failure of the bank. I could not help but feel that my life was as big a failure as the bank’s had been. I have little memory of the dark years that followed.


Only with the onset of the Civil War did I discover my true calling. It was in the cauldron of death that was the battle of Shiloh that I found myself. I had horses shot out from under me, I was wounded. Yet I felt a great calm and was very much in charge of myself. I had the strength to win that battle. The ability as well to will that strength to my outnumbered troops – who held their ground and repulsed everything that was thrown against us. We held the line that first day of the battle, beat the enemy back and went on to defeat them on the second day.


Over twenty-two thousand brave men died during those two terrible days of hand-to-hand conflict; a fearful price for victory. My long-time friend, General Ulysses S. Grant, was my commanding officer then – and I will never forget what he said to me after our victory in the field. ‘Some people’s facilities slow down and go numb when faced with battle. Others sharpen and quicken. You are one of those. They are rare.’


In that brief, but horribly deadly war, my only concern was the well-being of my men and the destruction of the enemy. I had little time for newspapers, and thought little of other events that were transpiring at the time. I learned of the Trent Affair only when it was reaching its murderous conclusion.


It appears that the British people are very touchy about their ships at sea. However they do not extend that consideration to other countries, and were not bothered at all when British warcraft boarded American ships and impressed American seamen, thus precipitating the War of 1812. Apparently with the Trent Affair the shoe was now on the other foot and they were most unhappy about it. Their government was greatly incensed because one of their mail ships had been stopped at sea and two Confederate officials had been taken from it. Filled with contempt for those they felt beneath them, proud of the strength of the British Empire, they managed to swell this minor incident all out of proportion. Pride – or stupidity – enabled them to doggedly pursue their course of folly, when President Abraham Lincoln refused to turn over the two Confederate traitors.


The affair was blown up all out of proportion until, in the end, the British actually declared war on these United States. While my country was locked in battle with the Confederate rebellion in the south, they treacherously attacked from Canada in the north and landed on the Gulf coast in the south.


By the laws of warfare they should have been successful. By the laws of stupidity their blundered attack on Mississippi quickly changed the course of the war. Instead of attacking a Union base they seized, and violated, the Southern seaport of Biloxi. The murder – and rape – of civilians in that city incensed the South. The first I heard of the situation was when General P.G.T. Beauregard of the Confederate Army approached me where I was commanding the defensive positions at Pittsburg Landing in the state of Mississippi. He came under a flag of truce. He told me what had happened on the Gulf coast of Mississippi and asked for a cessation of the conflict between North and South. He asked me for a temporary truce to enable him to withdraw his troops to attack the British invaders.


It is rare indeed for a man to be offered the opportunity to change the course of a war. But I knew this was such a moment. It was Beauregard’s words that convinced me to at least try. He had referred to the British as ‘our common enemy’, as indeed they were. A decision had to be made – and I had to make it on my own. If I were wrong only history would decide. My career could be at an end. I could be cashiered from the army, perhaps even shot as a traitor. Yet I felt that I had no choice. Not only would I grant the truce, but I would go one better. I would join his Confederate troops with my Northern ones. To attack our common enemy.


My decision was correct. Combined, we defeated the British in the south. This victory led to the uniting of North and South to battle against the invaders in the north as well. Our civil war was over, North and South united in common cause.


It was my privilege, and honor, to lead the reunited United States Army in the destruction of the British invaders. Many good soldiers died before we had pushed the British from our land. Pushed them north through a free Canada – that had cast them out as well.


It was with great pleasure that I accepted the surrender of their Commander-in-Chief, the Duke of Cambridge.


That should have been the end of it. But one can never be sure. The English are a proud and very stubborn race. They have lost many a bloody battle, but are very good at winning wars. They must be watched because they will never concede defeat. So I say to you, my countrymen: be alert. And armed. Do not let your peacetime army wither away. We live in a world of enemies.


Only eternal vigilance will keep this country free.





Salina Cruz, Mexico



1863


The two British officers sat at the table on the veranda, sawing industriously at the tough steaks before them. Their faces, running with sweat, were almost as red as their uniform jackets. This was no meal to have in this moist, tropical climate – but they would have no other. No matter that the temperature was already in the nineties and that far lighter, and cooler, food was available. Red meat, well-boiled potatoes and overcooked vegetables, that was the only fit food for an Englishman. They chewed on the gristly freshly-killed beef, stopped only to pat at the perspiration on their foreheads with their kerchiefs when it ran into their eyes.


‘And this is only April,’ the officer with the pips of a captain said, then coughed as he washed down a mouthful of resisting meat with the thin red wine. He took a bite of the maize pancake with little relish; no proper bread either. ‘The food is impossible and the weather incredible. Worse than India I do believe. What will it be like in the summer?’


‘Hot, old boy, damned hot. We’re in the tropics, you know,’ the major said. He looked out at the crowded life that was now surging through the tiny fishing village of Salina Cruz on the Pacific coast of Mexico. The arrival of the transport ships, now anchored close off shore, had changed everything. Fields had been trampled down so tents could be erected. The locals, in their white clothes and wide-brimmed hats, were well outnumbered by the variously uniformed soldiers of the British army. Many had been turned out of their homes so that the officers could live in comfort. The displaced Indians had built reed-shelters on the beach, where they waited with stolid patience for the tall strangers to leave. Meanwhile they earned some much-needed money by selling the invaders freshly caught fish. The major pointed with his fork.


‘Madras sappers, and miners. They should work a lot better in this climate than the Sherwood Foresters and Dragoon guards.’


The captain nodded agreement. ‘Heat – and disease, there is no escaping them. Working in the sun, the men are exhausted almost as soon as they begin their daily labors. And they are weakened as well. They get the fever and die from it, more every day. We must be losing ten men to the mile building this road.’


‘Nearer twenty I would say. Take a look at the new cemetery near the shore.’


‘Too depressing. So it is, let us say, a hundred miles, from the Pacific to the coastal plain and then on to the Atlantic Ocean. At this rate we will lose a regiment that way.’


‘It’s the same distance again, if not more to Vera Cruz.’


‘Yes, but the land there is dead flat. Once the road reaches the plain it will just be a matter of smoothing the donkey track that is already there.’


‘I pray you are right. England is too far from this stinking hole. I fear that I will die here and be buried in the moldy soil. I despair of ever seeing her blissfully cold and fog-shrouded shores ever again.’


The dark-skinned man at a nearby table apparently took no notice of them. His thin shirt was more suited to the climate than their wool tunics. His meal of guacamole and juevos rancheros was far easier to digest as well. He scooped the last of it off of his plate with half of a fresh tortilla. Washed it down with black coffee, sighed and belched slightly. A single languid wave of his hand brought the proprietor rushing over to serve him.


‘A sus órdenes, Don Ambrosio.’


‘Un puro.’


‘Ahorititita.’


The fat owner of the cantina hurried away and returned moments later with an open box of long cigars. He held it out for inspection. Don Ambrosio took his time in selecting one, then held it to his ear and rolled the tip in his fingers to test the cigar’s texture. He nodded approval, opened a large clasp knife and carefully cut off the end of the black Orizaba cigar. The proprietor, Chucho, scratched a sulfur match on the underside of the table, waved it to life, then carefully lit the cigar.


‘You, there, more wine,’ the captain shouted. Chucho did not respond until the cigar was lit and drawing well. Only then did he stroll slowly into the back room, returned some minutes later with a clay jug.


‘The locals get all the service, don’t they?’ the captain said, scowling in the direction of the dark-skinned man who was languidly blowing a cloud of rich smoke into the air.


‘Helps to speak the lingo I imagine.’


The wine slopped onto the table when Chucho put the jug down. He wiped at it lazily with his stained apron. Major Chalmers sipped at his wine and looked idly at the man at the other table who was now using his clasp knife to sharpen a point on his pencil. He put the knife away, opened a small bound book and began to write. The major looked at him and frowned with suspicion.


‘I say – who’s that blighter?’


‘Mande?’


‘That man, the one at that table there who is doing the writing. Who is he?’


‘Yes. He ees Don Ambrosio. A big planter from Santo Domingo Tehuantepec. Much land, many trees with fruits.’


‘Next town down the road,’ the captain said. ‘What’s he writing down in that bloody book? Has he been listening to us? I can’t say that I like any of this.’


‘Nor do I,’ Chalmers said, coldly suspicious. ‘If he speaks English he could overhear our conversation with great ease. Does he understand English?’


The proprietor shrugged and called out deferentially to the gentleman.


‘Mil perdones, Don Ambrosio. Habla usted inglés?’


‘Solamente español, Chucho.’


‘He say he only speak Spanish. No one speak English here but me ’cause I work with gringos to the norte. Most not even talk Spanish, got a language of their own …’


‘I couldn’t care less about that. What I want to know then is what he is writing in that infernal book?’


Chucho raised his eyes heavenward as though seeking inspiration there. ‘Don Ambrosio he is a very great man, he is also a great, how you say it, he is a poeta’


Hearing his name spoken the don turned and smiled at the officers.


‘Poesía, si.’ He riffled through the book, found the right page, then read from it with great Latin feeling.




‘Mas si osare un extraño enemigo


profanar con su planta tu suelo,


piensa, oh Patria querida!, que el cielo


un soldado en cada hijo te dio.







Mexicanos al grita de guerra


el acero aprestad y el bridón,


y retiemble en sus centros la Tierra


al sonoro rugir del cañón.’1





The bored officers turned their attention back to their tough steaks while the poem was being read aloud. Chucho stayed and listened to the poem with wide-eyed appreciation, turning reluctantly away only when the officers called out loudly for their bill. As always they cursed him and called him a thief. He reluctantly lowered his price, still charging three times what he normally would.


Only when the Englishmen had paid and gone did the don flip back through the pages of the book to check his memory. Dragoon guards, yes, and Bengal cavalry. And Bombay infantry. And how many men there were who died every day. He looked through the handwritten pages and nodded happily. Good, very, very good. More than enough. His visit to the village was coming to an end.


‘You have a quick mind, Chucho,’ he said when the man came over to clear his plate away. ‘I should have been more circumspect when I was making notes – but I wanted to get those outlandish foreign names down before I forgot them. I have never heard of the places they mentioned, but I am sure that there are men who have. You were inspired to tell them that I was a poet. You deserve every peso I promised – and more.’ The small bag clinked when he pushed it across the table; it vanished instantly under Chucho’s apron.


‘Well, it looked like a book of poems. And I was right, that was a most powerful and inspiring poem about our country’s battles—’


‘And written by a powerful poet, alas not me. I take no credit for it. That was written by the patriot Francisco González Bocanegra, Mexico’s greatest poet. He gave his life for his country, just two years ago. Now – get in touch with Miguel, tell him we leave at dawn.’


At first light Don Ambrosio was waiting outside the half-ruined hut where he had been staying for the past weeks. The Indian woman in the adjoining house had cooked meals for him, and washed his clothes, and was more than grateful for the few coins he gave her. Miguel had been caring for his horse at one of the nearby farms. She whinnied when she saw him and he rubbed her nose with affection. In a fit of classical enthusiasm he had named her Rocinante after the great knight’s own mount.


‘She looks fine.’


‘There was good grass there. She was in the fields with the donkeys.’


Miguel’s donkey was so small that the rider’s feet almost dragged in the dust of the trail. He led another donkey loaded with their belongings, while Don Ambrosio brought up the rear mounted on his fine bay. The full force of the sun blasted down when they left the narrow village streets. The Don wore his wide-brimmed and handsomely decorated sombrero on his back secured by its string; he put it onto his head and settled it into place.


They quickly left the small village behind and followed a twisting path into the jungle beyond. There was shade under the trees now, but little relief from the muggy heat. They plodded on. For a short while their path paralleled that of the new road below, where it cut a dusty track through the forest. When they passed through the occasional clearing they could see the laboring soldiers hacking through the jungle and digging into the rich volcanic soil. When the road was finished it would stretch from Salina Cruz on the Pacific coast, right across the narrow Isthmus of Tehuantepec, to Vera Cruz on the Atlantic shore. That’s what the officers had said: he had heard it more than once. They talked a lot when they drank, never considering for a moment that they might be overheard. All of them agreed that this was a most ambitious project. Don Ambrosio agreed with them – and a most unusual one in this poverty-stricken and neglected country. Because when it was finished it would also be the only road in all of Mexico. The British were the first invaders to ever have bothered building a road. Certainly the Spanish, in all their centuries of occupation, never had. The most recent invaders of this unfortunate country, the French and the Austrians, had followed suit. All of them too interested in plundering the country so that there was never enough time to bother bringing the benefits of civilization to these shores. Communications were slow and commerce primitive where all of the messages and trade between cities went on muleback.


Don Ambrosio touched his jacket pocket where the small book was safely settled, and smiled. His time here had been well spent. He had watched the sailing ships arrive and the soldiers come ashore. He had counted the men and made careful record of their number. He had noted their guns and their cavalry, and recorded as well their progress on the construction of their road. And, most important of all, he had transcribed every spoken word that he had heard. But all of his effort would be wasted if he and his book did not get to Vera Cruz as soon as possible.


The trail wound upward to the pass at Matias Romero, then sloped gently down towards Campeche Bay. They stopped when they reached the summit to rest their weary animals.


Tell me, Miguel, will we reach the city by dark?’


‘I cannot promise. But once out of the mountains the going will be easier because the land is very flat along the shore.’


‘I am certainly hopeful of that. I am not used to the jungle and I am afraid that I do not like it all.’


‘The jungle is rich and kind to those who know how to live there.’


‘I wish them the best of luck. It is in the cities that I feel most at home.’


‘Do you know, senor, why the tall gringos have come here to build this road?’


‘They say to each other that it is to cross Mexico and connect one ocean to another.’


‘And when this is done – what will they do with it?’


‘I must admit that is a mystery that I have puzzled over. But I have not lost sleep over it. Sharper brains and wiser minds may know the answer. Now – do you think that we should push on?’


‘The animals are rested. We will make better time now.’


Insects hummed in the heat; birds called loudly from the trees. Don Ambrosio was tired and found himself nodding off in the saddle. He woke up with a start when Miguel suddenly hissed a quick warning – and held his hand up as he pulled his donkey to a stop. He pointed.


Three men had emerged from between the trees on the far side of the clearing that they were now crossing. Two of them held long, sharp machetes; the third had an ancient musket. Don Ambrosio kicked his horse forward past the donkeys, reined it to a stop.


‘We come in peace,’ he said quietly.


The man with the gun hawked and spat, then half raised his weapon.


‘Gold?’ he said hoarsely.


‘Only lead,’ Don Ambrosio said in a quiet voice. He loosened the carbine that was holstered to his saddle with his left hand, his right hand resting on the pommel of his saddle. The bandit pointed his own gun in response.


With a motion too swift to follow the Don pulled the Colt .44 from his waistband and fired three quick shots.


The armed man was down, as was the second man. The third staggered, wounded, turned to flee. A fourth shot dropped him by the others.


‘We must move quickly now,’ Miguel said, kicking his mule forward. ‘If there are others close by, they will have heard the shots.’


‘Who are they? Or perhaps, more correctly, who were they?’


‘It does not matter. Hungry men with guns fill this poor land. We have had too many revolutions and rebellions, too much killing. Now, please, we must ride.’


‘Take this,’ Don Ambrosio said, pulling out the carbine, turning and throwing it to him. ‘I’ll go first.’ He reloaded the pistol as he rode. ‘I’ll watch the path ahead – you watch the jungle on the side.’


If there were other bandits hiding in the undergrowth they wisely kept their distance. A few miles later the track finally emerged from the forest and passed by the cornfields of a small village. Don Ambrosio put his pistol away and Miguel once more led the way. But he still carried the carbine. Years of war, revolution and invasion had left the countryside well populated with bandits. And now there were others – who were far more of a threat than bandits. Don Ambrosio, riding high on his horse, could see further along the path.


‘Dust!’ he called out. ‘A lot of it up ahead.’


They reined up, looked around for cover. There was little of it here on the coastal plain.


‘We can’t go back – so we must go ahead. Those trees ahead,’ Don Ambrosio said, pointing to a small grove close to the beaten trail. ‘We must get there before they do.’


He galloped ahead. The donkeys followed protesting loudly when Miguel goaded them cruelly with his stick. The sound of marching feet could now be clearly heard in the distance as they crashed through the underbrush between the trees. Moments after they had found cover the first of the blue-clad soldiers came into sight.


Dusty, hot and weary, they nevertheless marched steadily on, an officer on horseback leading them. Muskets on their shoulders, heavy packs on their backs. The invaders.


The French.


Concealed by the trees and undergrowth the two men watched the long column march by. Even when this main body of soldiers had passed, they remained under cover in case there were stragglers. And indeed there were, a limping band being urged on hoarsely by a sergeant. Only when the track was completely clear did they continue with their journey.


It was almost dark when they entered the cobbled streets of Vera Cruz. Don Ambrosio led the way now through the narrow alleys, avoiding the main streets and the crowded squares. The only French they saw were a few soldiers drinking outside a pulqueria, too drunk to even notice them. They passed a crowded street market rich with the scent of freshly ground spices and chilies. Most of the stalls were closing up for the night, though some Indian women still sat in rows against the walls, offering handfuls of fresh limes for sale. It was dark when they came out of the back streets and onto the waterfront. There was just enough light from the full moon for Don Ambrosio to find his way to a courtyard filled with nets and cordage. A fat man stood on a ladder there and was reaching up to light a lantern, grunting with the effort, tottering precariously on his wooden leg. The wick caught and he blew the match out, turned to look at the newcomers when the Don called out a greeting.


‘Good evening, Pablocito. We’ve come a long way and are very tired.’


‘Don Ambrosio!’ He climbed down the ladder, stumped over and threw his arms around him in a warm abrazo, for they were old friends. ‘Come inside and we will drink some mezcal, the very best from the city of Tequila. Leave your animals, my men will take care of them.’


‘I will go with them,’ Miguel said. Don Ambrosio untied his wrapped bedroll from the horse.


‘You will take good care of Rocinante while I am away,’ he said.


‘As always. Do you know when you will return?’


‘Not yet. I will let Pablo know if I can, and he can get a message to you in your village.’


Pablo took the bedroll from him and led the way into the building.


Inside the well-lit kitchen Pablo opened a cabinet and took out a bottle, slammed it down and pushed forward the cut limes and the bowl of salt. Don Ambrosio nodded happily and reached for a glass. Put the salt on the web between thumb and index finger; licked the salt and then, in a quick movement, emptied the glass of mezcal. Bit the lime and sucked on it so that all three blended deliciously in the mouth. Derecho. The only way to drink the fiery maguey spirit.


Don Ambrosio smacked his lips with pleasure and wiped his mouth on the back of his hand. ‘That is wonderful. Now tell me, it is most important – is the ship here yet?’


‘Not only here but it has been waiting for three days now. I have talked with them but they will not listen. They say that they cannot stay in port any longer. The captain says they must leave at dawn.’


Don Ambrosio sprang to his feet, unconsciously touching the book in his pocket to be sure it was safe. ‘Then I must go now.’


‘Will you not eat before you go?’


‘You are sure that they won’t leave before dawn?’


‘The captain gave me his word on it.’


‘Then I accept your kind invitation. All we had on the trail were some cold tortillas.’


‘We will have carne asada. That will stick to your ribs. You know you can leave your horse with me if you want to.’


‘You are kind to offer. But Miguel will take her with him back to his village. He has done it before. He is loyal and strong.’


Pablo nodded, drove the cork into the mezcal bottle and passed it over. ‘Take this as well. You will need its warmth where you are going.’


They ate quickly. When they had done they left, Pablo locking the door behind them, then leading the way down along the docks. To the grimy side-wheeler tied up at the very last berth. They said their quick goodbyes and Don Ambrosio climbed up the gangplank to the deserted deck. It seemed to be empty – then he saw the glow of a cigar in the shadow of the pilot house. The man in the uniform cap stepped forward and looked suspiciously at the newcomer.


‘What are you doing on this ship? Speak up. Habla usted inglés?’


‘Indeed I do, sir, indeed I do speak English. Now tell me, if you would be so kind, is it the noble captain of this fine vessel that I am speaking to?’


‘Aye.’


‘Then I am the man that you have been expecting.’


‘Mr O’Higgins?’


‘None other. Thank you for waiting so long for me – but your wait is at an end. If you have no other reasons to stay in this port, might I suggest that we cast off as soon as possible? I have with me information of the greatest importance.’


The captain was bellowing orders even before Don Ambrosio O’Higgins had finished speaking. Down in the engine room coal was shoveled liberally over the banked fires. A sailor jumped ashore and cast off the line, swung back onto the ship as she drifted away from her berth. As soon as steam was raised the big paddle wheels slowly turned, then faster and faster as they thrashed their way out of the harbor. As soon as they were out in the open sea, well clear of the land, the flag was raised on the stern.


The full moon cast a clear light on the stars and stripes, flapping proudly in the air that was rushing past.




A Threat From The South


It was just a short walk from the White House to the War Department, and Abraham Lincoln enjoyed the few minutes of respite from responsibility. There was a smell of spring in the air – along with the perpetual fetor of horse manure – during these few balmy days in Washington City, between the snows of winter and the humid heat of summer. He passed a dogwood tree just beginning to blossom and stopped to admire it. But could not really enjoy it because of the shadows of the responsibilities weighing him down, his many problems that obscured its beauty. He could not forget the problems in the South – as well as the fate of the former slaves. There were strong forces pitted against the attempts to integrate the Negroes into general society. And of course there were the British, always the British. They were still not reconciled to their defeat. American ships were being stopped at sea and boarded, bringing echoes of the War of 1812. And now there was apparently worse news. The brief message he had received from the War Department hinted at even more threats to the fragile peace, and strongly suggested that he come at once.


Lincoln sighed and went on. The two soldiers guarding the entrance to the War Department came to attention as he approached and smartly presented arms. This effective military display was spoiled slightly by the younger of the two men; obviously a new recruit.


‘Fine mornin’, Mr President.’


‘It surely is, my boy, it surely is.’


A more superior military efficiency was displayed when he had climbed the stairs and approached the door of Room 313. The two veteran soldiers there, a corporal and a sergeant, came to attention but did not step aside.


‘Just a minute, sir,’ the sergeant said, then knocked on the door. It opened a crack and he spoke in a low voice to someone inside. Then the door opened wide and a major he had never seen before stepped forward and saluted him.


‘Would you please come in, Mr President.’


He did so, and found himself in a small bare room containing just a desk and a chair. The major locked the outside door before he crossed the room and unlocked the other door on the far wall. This was Lincoln’s first visit to Room 313 and he found it most intriguing. He went through this last door and into the large room beyond. Gustavus Fox, in naval uniform, hurried forward, saluting as he came – then took the President’s outstretched hand.


‘You have been mighty busy since I saw you last, Gus,’ Lincoln said. ‘Time you told me about it.’


‘Well past time, Mr Lincoln. But things have kept us very occupied here since the war ended. We realized when we looked closely at what we were doing, without the pressure of war, that it was long past time to rationalize our operations. We were all new at the game and sort of made up the rules as we went along. This made for a lot of duplication of effort, I am still Assistant Secretary of the Navy, but that is my public persona. You, of course, know what my real work is. We have had to expand and add more people. Then the first thing we did was combine the SGSD and the BMI into a single operational unit—’


‘Whoa there, young man. As I have said in the past take time and think well upon this subject. Nothing valuable can be lost by taking time. So take a moment, I beg you, to spell out all those letters to me.’


‘Sorry, sir. You are right. We must take time to save time. The SGSD is of course the Scouts, Guides Spies and Detectives. Their records were kept by the Provost Marshal General’s Office. They had the files of all the correspondence, records, accounts and related records of the military scouts, as well as the guides. In addition there were masses of reports from the spies and detectives. There was an awful lot of paper, let me tell you. When we started to sort things out we found that in many cases reports never reached us, or efforts were duplicated since there was no overall control. That is why we organized the BMI. The Bureau of Military Information. It is our aim to gather all of the intelligence-gathering services under this one roof. All reports, of any kind, will end up here in Room 313. These will be gathered into a single report every night – and a copy of this report will be on your desk every morning.’


‘An ambitious idea and a very original one. Do you think that you can do it? As I remember it, there is absolutely no one in the military who likes anyone else looking over his shoulder.’


‘You are right of course – it is not easily done. Too many people in the field are used to keeping information to themselves. Commanding generals in particular. Pardon my saying so but they are an ornery lot who are very much used to making decisions on their own. But we are building a powerful weapon to convince them differently.’


‘Indeed?’


‘We will also be making relevant abstracts from the daily report. These will be wired daily in code to an intelligence officer on their staff. When they begin to see information relating to their individual commands, they should allow reports to move in the opposite direction.’


‘I wish you all the luck in the world, my boy. But, as you said – they are an ornery lot.’


‘Thank you. We can but try. At the present time only the very upper echelon officers know of our existence – and we mean to keep it that way. To everyone else we are, well, just Room 313.’


Fox led Lincoln to the armchair, across from a leather couch, where the President stretched out his gangling form as he looked around the room. Maps covered most of the wall space between the banks of filing cabinets. Fine mesh curtains draped the windows so that no one on the outside could look in. There were two doors on the far wall – one of which opened now and let in the sound of clattering telegraph bars. A soldier brought in a sheet of paper and gave it to Gustavus Fox without comment. He glanced at it and put it aside.


‘It is Mexico that concerns us most at the present time,’ he said.


‘Concerns me too. It is a well-known fact that the Mexican government has borrowed millions from Britain and France – and appears to be unwilling or unable to pay them back. I would normally feel that we have had enough problems of our own to worry about, not to take the time to bother our minds about our neighbor to the south. But I just don’t like the way that the Emperor Napoleon and the English Queen have sent over military bill collectors by the thousands to lay their hands on the Mexican national treasury.’


‘You are very correct, Mr President. They came as bill collectors – but they have stayed as an army of occupation. The French have even managed to arrange a rigged vote requesting that the Archduke Maximilian of Austria be established as Emperor. The whole world knows that the ballot was a complete fake – but Maximilian has managed to convince himself, against all evidence, that there really was a public call for him. He and his wife, the Belgian princess Carlotta, have now arrived and, supported by the French armies, he rules in their name. And there is much worse.’


Lincoln folded his legs on the chair before him, wrapped his arms around them and shook his head. ‘And now I am afraid that you are going to tell me the bad news.’


‘Not I – but one who has an intimate and personal account of events in Mexico. Does the name Ambrosio O’Higgins mean anything to you?’


‘It rings a distant bell. Yes, there was a politician by that name! Wasn’t he the governor of Chile?’


‘He was. An Irishman who made his mark in the new world. His son, Bernardo O’Higgins, helped throw the Spaniards out of Chile and went on to govern the country as well. The O’Higgins family has been prominent in South American history. Now the namesake of the first O’Higgins, Don Ambrosio O’Higgins, is following in his father’s and grandfather’s footsteps. But he is making his mark in Mexico, not Chile, this time. He is the man I want you to meet.’


Fox pressed a button fixed to a table next to him; a moment later the second door opened and a clerk poked his head in. ‘Tell Lobo to come in now,’ Fox said. When the door had closed again he added, ‘We use code names wherever possible to keep the identity of our agents secret.’


‘A wise precaution. And that is surely a magic button you have there,’ Lincoln said.


‘Not really. It’s run by electricity, like the telegraph. When I press it, it rings a bell in the other room.’


‘Well I will just have to get one of them for myself. I can press away all day and surely keep my secretaries on the hop.’


They both stood when O’Higgins came in. A dark-haired young man, still in his twenties. He was tanned by the sun, as dark as any other Latin-American, but none of them had his pale blue eyes of the Celt. With true Irish loquacity he spoke first.


‘President Lincoln, I am merely speaking the truth when I say that meeting you now makes this the most memorable moment in my life. I fight for a country’s freedom and look to you, the leader of the world’s greatest democracy, to be a guiding light in the darkness for all of those who battle for justice and democracy of our own.’ He took Lincoln’s extended hand in his own and held it tightly, looking at the same time into the president’s eyes. Lincoln smiled.


‘If you can say that just as well in Spanish,’ he said, ‘why, young man, I predict a great future for you as a politician.’


‘Someday, perhaps – when the oppressors have been, driven from the land. Yes, then I might very well seek public office. Because if any lessons can be learned from history, it is the sad truth that too many rebellions are lost after victory. It appears that fighters rarely make good politicians. But for now my work is to see that the dark forces of the invaders are defeated and driven from the land. Only when this has been done will there be the free elections that will permit me to then consider the possibility of being a politician.’


‘An understandable goal. But for the moment you are a—’


‘Spy. An undercover agent. What you will. Mr Fox has given me the code name of Lobo. So it is as the lone wolf that I spy for him.’


‘And you have just returned from Mexico?’


‘I have. Late last night. You must understand that this was no spur-of-the-moment idea. I went there at the behest of Mr Fox, here. A gentleman whom I am happy to have served in the past. I had never visited Mexico before he sent me there. Now I can truthfully say that I have a great affection for these downtrodden Mexicans. It is Mr Fox here whom I must thank for giving me the opportunity to meet and understand these much-oppressed people. I have grown to understand and admire them. But for now I am Mr Fox’s humble servant.’


‘Not that humble,’ Fox said. ‘But Mr O’Higgins’s linguistic abilities, coupled with a flair for this kind of work, has made him into one of our most reliable agents. For some time now we have had reports of foreign troop movements in Mexico. They were most disturbing and we needed to know much more. This was when I asked him to leave Spain, where he has served with great efficiency, and travel to Mexico to discover just what was happening. If you will look here …’


They followed Fox across the room to one of the large maps.


‘Mexico,’ he said, tapping the green, inverted triangle of that land. ‘The French landed in strength last year, here in the port of Vera Cruz on the Gulf coast. They suffered a major defeat last year on the fifth of May, in the battle of Puebla. Over a thousand of their troops were killed. But the Emperor Napoleon was too committed by this time to the conquest of Mexico, so he has sent thirty thousand fresh troops under the command of General Forey. A far more able general than his predecessor – who since his arrival defeated all of the Mexican armies that he has engaged in battle. Under the pretence that he is “liberating” Mexico – from its own army! In addition he is a politically knowledgeable man. With his troops standing by at the ballot boxes he has held mock elections. These are a complete fraud, but Forey has used the results to convince the French government as well as the Archduke Maximilian of Austria that he is really the people’s choice. So now the Emperor Maximilian rules from the palace of Chapultepec.’


‘And this young man has reported all this to you?’


‘Part of it. We have been keeping close watch on the French for some time – even before the war ended. Since we have other agents in Mexico, Lobo was sent to investigate a totally different matter. A very quiet invasion right here, on the Isthmus of Tehuantepec. This is where the events of a most serious nature are occurring.’


Lincoln leaned close as Gustavus Fox ran his finger across the map, tapping the thin neck of land that connected Mexico with Central America. ‘That name is most familiar,’ Lincoln said. ‘Yes, I do remember, it was just before the last election. A matter of some two million dollars was needed, as I remember. It almost passed Congress.’


‘It almost did. That was the McLane-Ocampo Treaty of 1859. This country wanted to open a trade route to California. The two million dollars would have given the United States the perpetual right of transit across the isthmus. Unhappily, the treaty agreement was narrowly defeated. It now appears that someone else has been studying history and has had the same idea. You will notice that Mexico narrows greatly here to the south, so that only a narrow isthmus, barely a hundred miles of land, separates the Atlantic and Pacific oceans. Here, on the Pacific shore, is where the unusual activity is taking place. Earlier reports were very vague. That was why I sent O’Higgins there to find out what we could. His report is most detailed and most accurate. There are troops there, many of them, regiments of soldiers. And they are not French or Austrian.’


Lincoln looked up, startled.


‘They are British,’ Fox said grimly. ‘Our recent enemy seems to be thinking about war and invasion again.’


‘A road,’ O’Higgins said. ‘Would you believe that they have invaded Mexico, right here, and are now engaged in building a road across the isthmus from one ocean to the other. I have watched them laboring to cut through what has been, up to now, the trackless jungle. I do not envy them their labors in the heat. Many of them sicken and die at this thankless task. But troop transports arrive from across the Pacific quite often and their numbers grow. I have reported all of these facts to Mr Fox, as well as the names and the numbers of regiments of troops involved.’


‘They are all troops from the various countries of the British Empire,’ Fox said. ‘Indian for the most part, as well as some English regiments that were stationed in the remote corners of the Empire. And I believe what they are planning is obvious, although I have no exact knowledge as such. I am sure that when I get reports from our agents in Britain they will support what is, so far, just a supposition.’


‘Which is?’ Lincoln asked.


‘Invasion,’ Fox said. Striding over to a map of the United States and tapping the Gulf coast close to New Orleans. ‘In the soft underbelly of our country. They can pick a landing site, anywhere from Texas to Florida, and land there in overwhelming numbers. There is a thousand miles of coastline here, and it is impossible to defend all of it at the same time. Troop transports in ballast could leave England and sail swiftly across the Atlantic, protected all of the way by warships. Without advance knowledge of their course, position and strength, there is little that we could do to stop them. Once they have reached Mexico they could load the soldiers from the east here, at the port of Vera Cruz, on the Atlantic shore. And the new road is going to that seaport.’


‘You are sure of that?’ Lincoln asked.


‘With my own ears,’ O’Higgins said. ‘I heard two of their officers talking and they mentioned that city as the road’s destination. I had heard it mentioned before, in passing, but these officers were quite positive about it. Of course they had no idea that I could understand what they were saying.’


‘This is indeed unhappy news,’ the President said, shaking his head. ‘I had hoped that our cousins in Britain would come to their senses once they had been defeated. It appears that defeat has only incensed them the more.’


Fox nodded in somber agreement. ‘Their plan is a good one. They can mass overwhelming troops at Vera Cruz, bring in the transports – then strike! Once the soldiers are boarded and at sea, guarded all the way by ironclads, they can attack at any time – and at any place they might wish. If they can strike fast enough, before reports reach us, why there is no way that we can stop them from putting those troops ashore.’


‘This is terrible, disastrous,’ Lincoln said. ‘Then – what can be done?’


‘The answer to that is a simple one. But it might be very difficult to achieve.’


Lincoln looked puzzled. ‘Please enlighten me.’


Fox touched the map of Mexico again. No, he did not touch it – he slammed his fist hard onto it.


‘We stop them here. We stop the road being built. We harass the troops and make it impossible for them to reach the Atlantic Ocean. Without these troops there can be no invasion.’


‘That is a tall order, young man,’ Lincoln said. He approached the map, put his finger on Texas, then traced down the length of Mexico to the isthmus. ‘That is a powerful long way to march our men. And powerfully hard to do with all those Frenchmen with guns sitting along the route.’


‘That will not be necessary,’ O’Higgins said. ‘There is a word in Spanish that does not exist in English. The word is guerrillero. It means those who fight the guerrilla, the little war.’


‘You have left me in the dark, Mr O’Higgins. Please enlighten me. Dare I ask you how righting a little war will help us win a big one?’


‘To answer that you must look to the first Emperor Napoleon who invaded Spain. His mighty war machine, that had conquered all of Europe, had little difficulty in defeating and destroying the Spanish and Portuguese armies. But they could not defeat the Spanish and Portuguese people of the Iberian peninsula. They fled to the mountains before his attack, and fought their little war from the security of their rocky fortresses. They harassed the lines of communication so vital to an army. They struck at any weak points, vanishing into the mountains again before they could be caught. That is the little war that the Mexicans also know how to fight so well. Here in Oaxaca, Guerrero, even the valley of Mexico, there are guerrilleros who have never surrendered to the invaders, who are still fighting. It is the noble tradition of these people. And here, in the jungles of Yucatan, there are the Mayans. They have never been defeated. Not by the Spanish invaders – or anyone since. They still speak Mayan and refuse to learn Spanish. With people like these on our side the English will never build this road. So they will never invade the United States – at least not by this route.’


Lincoln turned to Gustavus Fox. ‘Can this be done?’ he asked.


‘I don’t see why not. These guerrilla armies are already fighting the French, although they are very badly supplied. If we can arm them with modern weapons, aid them with supplies and ammunition, why then there is every possibility that it could be done.’


‘Let me know just what you need and tell the War Department the same. If they give you any problems – why, just send them around to see me. This whole thing makes very good military sense.’ He started towards the door, then turned back rubbing his jaw in thought. ‘If we can lick the English this way – why can’t your fighters of the little war do the same thing to the French?’


‘We can,’ Fox said. ‘That is an astute observation, Mr President. The simple answer is that we are already implementing plans to do just that. The Mexicans who are fighting back against the invaders are poorly armed. When the French first loaned money to Mexico, they held a good part of it back for weapons for the Mexican army. Being parsimonious in a very Latin way they saved money by supplying smooth-bore muskets for the most part – many of them actually used in the battle of Waterloo! So when the guerrilleros seized the enemy’s weapons they got very little for their efforts. We are changing all that. Our army has left caches of modern weapons and ammunition close to the Mexican border. Information has been passed to the guerrilla bands. Soon the French will be under attack and will be too busy to even think about aiding their English allies.’


‘Will the Mexicans fight the French, Mr Fox?’


‘They have never stopped fighting them, Mr President. Even though their president, Benito Juárez, had to flee to the United States for safety. Before he returned to this country, in fact as soon as he landed in New Orleans, O’Higgins made a coded report to me by telegraph. As soon as I received it I contacted the Mexican ambassador here in Washington City. He in turn telegraphed Juárez in Texas. If the train arrives in time President Juárez will be here this afternoon.’


Lincoln climbed to his feet and slammed his fist into his hand. ‘Capital! We must now coordinate all efforts.’ He paced the length of the room and back. ‘Firstly, troops, an honor guard, must be sent to greet him. Led by a general who will officially receive him. Then I want him brought here to the War Department. Is General Sherman here?’


‘He has an office on this floor.’ Fox made quick notes.


‘See that he joins us, as well as Secretary of War Stanton. Now what about Generals Grant and Lee?’


‘Both of them in the field, I am afraid.’


‘We could have used their wise judgement. Unhappily we must do without. Who else?’


‘Since the possible invasion that is being planned will be by sea, perhaps the Secretary of the Navy should be at the meeting as well.’


‘Very good. See that Welles joins us on the behalf of our seagoing forces. Let me know when they have been assembled. In the meantime I have much other work to do’


Hay poked his head around the door and Lincoln looked up from the mountain of paperwork before him.


‘You wanted to be notified as soon as the Mexican party arrived.’


‘I did indeed,’ Lincoln said, happily pushing the papers away from him. ‘Let’s get over there.’


When the President entered the flag-draped conference room the others were already assembled there. Secretary Stanton made the introductions, first to Ambassador Matiás Romero, a thin, dark-skinned, dark-haired man with gray hair at his temples.


‘President Juárez, unhappily, does not speak English. If you would permit I will translate for him.’


Romero lifted his hand and Benito Juárez came forward. He was a small and unprepossessing man in a black suit and black tie. His skin was very dark and he had the typical high cheekbones and square nose of a Zapotec Indian from Oaxaca. He looked most commonplace – but Lincoln knew that this was the man who had led the Liberals to victory in the last election and who had united all of Mexico.


‘It is my pleasure to greet you,’ Lincoln said, ‘as the leader of our sister republic to the south. And to help you, if possible, in your continuing battle against the usurpers who occupy your country.’


Romero translated as Juárez spoke.


‘I, all of us, appreciate your aid. This so-called emperor, this foreign prince forced upon us by the French armies, has attacked the rights of others. He has seized our goods, assaulted the lives of those who defend our nationality, who makes of these virtues crimes, and his own vices a virtue. But there is one thing beyond the reach of such perversity – the tremendous judgement of history.’


Lincoln nodded agreement. ‘Well said, Mr President. But I would like to give history a helping hand if that is at all possible.’ He looked around. ‘Now, has anyone here any idea of how that can best be done?’


‘We discussed it in some depth before you arrived,’ Stanton said. ‘I believe that General Sherman is the one most versed in these matters.’


Sherman had been staring at the map of Mexico that had been mounted on an easel. His cold eyes, like those of a bird of prey, seeing into the future. Seeing the movement of men and machines. Seeing death.


‘The French, Belgian and Austrian troops have occupied all of the large cities. Here, here and here. As well as all of the smaller cities if they are of any strategic value. While the Mexican armies have all been destroyed, the guerrillero bands are still active in these mountains and jungles. These are men who know the country and know how to fight in it. What I propose to do is to supply them with modern rifles and ammunition – and as many cannon as we can get to them through Texas. Once they are armed they will push south. I see no reason why they should not be able to vanquish the French in the field. If the enemy makes a stand in any cities on the way, the cannon will drive them out. As the new army sweeps south it will gain men from the guerrilleros along the way. So, the situation will be such that it will be the direct opposite of the usual attacking force, in that it will gain strength as it advances, instead of growing weaker and weaker as it would normally do through attrition.’


Juárez said something to Romero who nodded, then spoke.


‘The president says that he will write letters to the various commanders that will be encountered on the way, so they will know that they are fighting in his cause and that of Mexico. He also says that the men in the mountains are poor – and very hungry. If they could receive some money as well as the guns they will be able to carry the war to the enemy.’


‘That will surely be done,’ Lincoln said. ‘But what of those British troops in the south? How can we reach them?’


‘I have talked to Mr O’Higgins,’ Sherman said. ‘He assures me that the men now in the Oaxaca mountains will be able to take care of that. He has volunteered to contact their leader, Porfirio Diáz. I sincerely hope that it will be possible for him to accomplish this mission.’


‘Diáz will do it,’ Juárez said. ‘If any man in the world can do it – he is the one who can.’


‘Good,’ Lincoln said. ‘But what will our army be doing while all these battles are going on? Surely our efforts to supply the Mexicans in the north of their country is a magnanimous one and will enable them to drive out the French. But what of the south, in Oaxaca? To me it looks very much like we are asking the fighters there to pull our chestnuts out of the fire. I imagine this British invasion is doing them no harm at the present time. And when the British leave, or are driven out, why they will leave a nice little road behind. Surely our own army can do something to combat the invasion.’


‘They certainly can, Mr President,’ General Sherman said. ‘I have given it much thought. As soon as the present operation is organized and set into motion I shall have the plan in your hands.’


‘I look forward to reading it, General. But for now – all aid to the Mexican fighters. And the beginning of the expulsion of the invaders.’




The Iron Conqueror


Only a few white puffs of cloud hung in the still, pale sky over Belfast. The air still held a touch of winter in it, but since there was only a light breeze the sun felt warm. Seagulls flapped in great circles above the chimneys, buildings and dockyards of Harland and Wolff. A goodly number of people had assembled by the slipway, dwarfed by the great black form resting there. On the platform, between the crowd and the newly built vessel, stood the shipyard’s shipbuilder and spokesman, Edward Harland. Splendidly turned out in a dark wool suit and shining, tall silk hat.


‘And in conclusion …’ he said, which remark was greeted with a sigh of relief, for he had been talking for a good half an hour. ‘In conclusion, I wish to thank all here who have constructed this leviathan of the deep. It is through your works and your skill that we can behold this mighty vessel that will very soon join the Royal Navy. Those who sail in her will bless you for your skill and your tenacity. For you who have labored to build the guardian of Britain, the pride of our navy, the mightiest ship of war that the world has ever seen, you must be swelled with pride at what you have attained. No other ship has armor as weighty, nor guns as mighty, nor engines so powerful that they can match hers. This is more than a ship, more than an insensate construct of iron. This is the pride and the strength of Great Britain and the Empire. This is the ship that will guard our bastions. A ship that will show the flag in foreign parts right around the world. You have built more than a ship. You have built history. Take pride in what you have done, for you have labored industriously and well.’


He took a deep breath and bowed in the direction of the royal viewing box.


‘I now surrender this ship to the able and noble hands of Her Majesty the Queen.’


There was a murmur through the crowd as the last of his speech was made; a flutter of applause from the stand where the silk-hatted and bonneted gentry sat. Stretched out on both sides were the crowds of flat-capped workers who had built this behemoth. Now there was louder applause, and some shouts of approval, as the tiny black-garbed figure stepped forward to the rail.


Queen Victoria looked at the massive iron bow before her and nodded approval. The Duke of Cambridge, Commander-in-Chief of the British Army, was at her side. Splendid in his dress uniform, chest twinkling with medals, great ostrich plumes adorning his lustrous hat. One of his aides passed him the magnum of champagne that hung from the line secured to the jackstaff on the bow of the ship above. The sound of sledgehammers on wood sounded below as the first restraining baulks were hammered free.


‘Now,’ the duke said, passing the bottle to the Queen. She took it in both her tiny, gloved hands, raised it as her thin voice cut through the sudden silence.


‘I christen thee Conqueror. God bless this ship and all who sail on her.’


‘Do it!’ the duke whispered urgently. The Queen was his cousin so he did not bother to mince words. The last restraints clattered free and the great iron ship shuddered and began, ever so slowly, to move.


Victoria pushed the bottle out. It swung in a slow arc and hit the bow.


And bounced back without breaking. There was gasp from the watching crowd.


This had happened more than once before and provision had been made; a thin line had been attached to the launching rope to pull it back. One of the firm’s directors pulled on it hurriedly as Conqueror started down the greased ways. There was a grumbling roar as the great mass of piled chain secured to the ship’s bow to slow the launch moved ponderously after her.
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