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Cowards die many times before their deaths;

The valiant never taste of death but once.

Of all the wonders that I yet have heard,

It seems to me most strange that men should fear;

Seeing that death, a necessary end,

Will come when it will come.

—Julius Caesar, Act II, Scene II





Foreword

With the exception of John Wilkes Booth's son Brutus, this story contains no fictional characters. These people are historical figures who actually lived:

John Wilkes Booth, 1838 – 1865: Famous actor, assassin of President Abraham Lincoln.

Nettie Colburn Maynard, 1841 – 1892: Popular medium and spiritualist to many famous figures, including the Lincolns.

Senator John Parker Hale, 1806 – 1873: Abolitionist senator from New Hampshire, close friend of President Lincoln.

Lucy Hale, 1842 – 1915: Daughter of Senator Hale, briefly engaged to Booth.

Dr. Francis Tumblety, 1833 – 1903: Medical doctor and Confederate sympathizer, briefly a suspect in the Lincoln assassination plot. Collected women's internal organs in jars. In 1888, became a Jack the Ripper suspect in London.

Alice Grey, 1833 – 1890: Actress and contemporary of Booth. Her photo, along with those of four others, was found on Booth's body when he was captured.

Abraham Lincoln, 1809 – 1865: Sixteenth President of the United States.

Mary Lincoln, 1818 – 1882: Wife of Abraham Lincoln and First Lady of the United States.

Mary Surratt, 1820 – 1865: Boardinghouse owner and assassination conspirator. Tried, convicted, and hanged on July 7, 1865.

John Surratt, 1844 – 1916: Son of Mary Surratt and assassination conspirator. Fled to Canada after the assassination, captured in Alexandria, Egypt and tried in a civilian court in Maryland. Released after a mistrial on $25,000 bail.

David E. Herold, 1842 – 1865: Conspirator in plot to capture and later to assassinate Lincoln. Tried, convicted, and hanged on July 7, 1865.

George Atzerodt, 1835 – 1865: German immigrant and carriage maker. Conspirator in plot to capture Lincoln. Did not carry out Booth's command to assassinate Vice President Andrew Johnson. Tried, convicted, and hanged on July 7, 1865.

Lewis Powell, 1844 – 1865: Former soldier in Florida infantry. Later took Oath of Allegiance to the Union. Participated in plot to capture and assassinate Lincoln. Attacked and seriously wounded Secretary of State William H. Seward on night of assassination. Tried, convicted, and hanged on July 7, 1865.

Samuel Arnold, 1834 – 1906: Childhood friend of Booth; participated in plot to capture Lincoln. Tried, convicted, and jailed at Fort Jefferson, then pardoned by President Andrew Johnson in 1869.

Michael O'Laughlin, 1840 – 1867: Childhood friend of Booth; participated in plots to capture and to assassinate Lincoln. Tried, convicted, and jailed, then died at Fort Jefferson while serving a life sentence.

John Beall, 1835 – 1865: Childhood friend of Booth. Confederate privateer in the American Civil War. Arrested as a spy in New York and executed at Fort Columbus, Governors Island, New York.

Sarah Gilbert Slater, Unknown –1865 (?): Briefly a spy, hired by Confederate Secretary of War James A. Seddon. Later became one of Booth's conspirators. Vanished without a trace in April 1865.







Prologue

The White House, September 1, 1864

John Wilkes Booth dropped to his knees and looked up into Abraham Lincoln's weary eyes. “Please, sir, I beg you.” He clasped the president's hands. “I'm desperate.”

The president leaned forward and expelled a sigh. The gaslight cast a glow over his gangly form, backlighting him like a ghost. “Several officials have asked me the same thing. I know it's a tragedy for all of us, son, on both sides.”

All dignity and poise forgotten, Wilkes entwined his fingers with the president's. “We've suffered enough heartbreak with this war, Mr. President. You've seen our cities in ruins and our people starving. Just this one favor, on behalf of the South, and so many of us will be forever grateful.”

“I would like to,” Lincoln said.“But I've already spoken to your future father-in-law, Senator Hale.”

“Sir, those other men were here for political reasons, including Senator Hale. I'm appealing to you on a personal level.”

Regarding Lincoln at close range for the first time, Wilkes saw all the strife and turmoil of the war condensed in those tired gray eyes. Wisdom and fatigue creased his weatherbeaten face.

“I wish I could help you, son, but I can't grant every favor that I'm asked for. It wouldn't be fair.”

As an actor, Wilkes knew how to keep his emotions under control. But he saw no reason to put up a facade of composure. This tragedy was real, and more painful than his breaking heart.

“But, sir, what's fairer than sparing an innocent life?” I understand how you feel, John, but…”

“Please, Mr. President,” he sobbed, his shoulders shaking. “Think of how you'd feel if this were your Robert sentenced to die.”

Something must have struck a chord in Lincoln, because the president's hands tightened around his. Tears filled Lincoln's eyes and spilled onto his sunken cheeks.

“All right. I will pardon your friend.” He closed his eyes, his bearded chin almost resting on his chest. “This will cause many repercussions. But at times like this I have to follow my heart.”

Wilkes slowly got to his feet, their hands still clasped, their eyes locked. “Thank you, sir. Some people say you're two-faced. But I know you follow your conscience and are true to your word.”

“If I were two-faced, would I be wearing this one?” The hint of a smile came to his thin lips.

Wilkes squeezed the president's hand again, this time in farewell. “You won't regret it. So many people will be forever grateful to you, I promise. And, again, I'm sorry to have intruded at such a late hour. Good night, Mr. President.”

Lincoln merely nodded.

Wilkes backed out of the office and shut the door. Then he turned around and slumped against the fading, peeling wallpaper, thanking God the president had spared John Beall's life.

As Wilkes walked the dark halls over the threadbare carpet, he shivered as a cold draft chilled him. How dare the government let this house, the most iconic symbol of American pride, fall into such disrepair. What a disgrace. A pang of sorrow tore at his heart with painful memories of the four-room log home of his birth, his mother's struggle to feed ten children at the mercy of his father, the brilliant drunkard actor who died penniless. He made a mental note to donate a tidy sum so poor Mrs. Lincoln could purchase some pretty flub-dubs.

Stepping out into the night, he felt the urge to turn back and ask President Lincoln's forgiveness for the slanderous things he'd said since the war had started. But that was before he saw Lincoln as a man, standing there in a nightshirt, war-torn and exhausted. A father who'd lost thousands of sons.

Before leaving the White House grounds and climbing into his carriage, Wilkes looked over his shoulder at the pale square of light, a lone beacon glowing in that cavernous mansion. He would find a way to repay the president. Somehow, some way, he would repay him.

 

September 15, 1864

 

Wilkes flipped through the mail his dresser had brought from Ford's Theater and sorted it: business mail in one pile, letters of praise in the other. But he saw no letter from his closest friend, John Beall.

Wilkes didn't really expect one. They'd get together for a saloon crawl soon enough. He chuckled, remembering some of the antics they'd pulled together. They'd been playmates, schoolmates, closer than most brothers.

When Beall was accused of spying for the Confederates and sentenced to hang, Wilkes knew his only chance to save his friend was to beg President Lincoln, to pour out his heart. Beall was a loyal citizen who loved his country, but like some patriots, he just went to extremes. Lincoln's sparing him the gallows gave Wilkes a new respect for the president. For the first time in four years, his heart lightened. Maybe this was a sign that the horror and bloodshed would soon end.

Nothing else in the mail interested him, so he grabbed the Washington Times and skimmed the front page. An article snagged his eye. He froze, paralyzed. He read it over and over, not believing what he saw. His eyes blurred. Feeling like he'd been punched in the stomach, he doubled over. Dread filled him as if he'd just read his own death sentence.

“I've been double-crossed,” he growled through clenched teeth.

John Beall was hanged yesterday at one p.m. on Governors Island, New York.







Part One







Chapter One

Washington City, November 1864

 

I don't believe in ghosts, Wilkes assured himself as he listened to the high keening of the medium. He shivered as a draft wafted over him. Smoky incense intensified the gloom. He wasn't at this séance to seek omens or cryptic guidance from beyond the grave. He was attending this charade to learn of Abraham Lincoln's actions in this world.

He still ached with grief over his boyhood friend's death. A part of his soul had died along with John Beall, who was everything the South stood for. Rage seized his heart and boiled his blood. How could Lincoln do this to another human being? How could the president look him in the eye and promise he'd let John live, then murder him?

Wilkes fought to subdue these emotions. No phantom held the answers he sought on this bone-chilling night, but the bird-like matron entranced before him, Nettie Colburn Maynard, did. The medium was Mrs. Lincoln's spiritualist, famed for her evenings at the White House spent “bringing back” their dead boys, Eddie and Willie.

Wilkes had to admit she put on a good show. One thing he appreciated was fine acting. But he was wary. The parlor felt haunted as shadows crept up the walls. The hairs at the back of his neck already stood on end, and a chill slithered through his body. Although his hands were icy, his palms sweated, making them even colder. The room stood silent and musty as a tomb. The dank staleness assaulted him. His throat aching for a trickle of brandy, he coughed.

Mrs. Maynard's eyes were shut tight, but his own gaze darted about, unable to settle. Candles flickered jagged shadows around the room. Wallpaper patterns swirled into an impenetrable fog. And the curtains…did they flutter, even though the windows were closed?

“A spirit is present, Mr. Booth.” Her voice, almost a whisper, barely reached his ears. She exhaled feathery tendrils of steam in the eerie half-light. “It watches over you, seeks to guide you.” He saw her shoulders shake with violent tremors. “He was powerful in life, but more powerful in death, released of mortal frailty.”

Wilkes felt the dread of approaching harm, but was too spellbound to get up and quit the whole thing. Or was it raw fear that kept him frozen in his seat? His voice, trained in delivery of lines, was suddenly struck silent.

He had to admit she was gifted, the perfect witch for Macbeth. The funereal black dress draped her gaunt figure like a shroud. Shadowed by the pale flames, Mrs. Maynard played her role to perfection. Once again, he convinced himself it was all an act. But if it was real and some being from beyond really did hover over him…

Just then he realized his jaw was tightly clenched. He struggled to slacken it.

“He lived many centuries ago, Mr. Booth, and knew you by another name. He revisits you now, drawn close by your pain and grief.” She shuddered again. Her grip crushed his hand, her knuckles white as bleached bone. “I feel his essence very forcefully, right there…” Her hands turned to ice. “Behind you…”

He nearly ripped a tendon snapping his neck around, but saw neither phantom nor flesh, just movement at the edge of his vision flickering up the wall. Threads of fear tickled at his nerves. Nothing was as it seemed.

Turning to face her again, he felt foolish for succumbing to her trickery. An embarrassed blush heated his cheeks, though the room temperature was plummeting. He breathed deeply to calm his pounding heart.

“He will thrust you toward your true destiny, young man.”

Those words triggered a childhood memory that now returned in full color. In his mind he pictured the old gypsy he'd met at age twelve when he wandered into her wagon at a carnival. “Ah, you've a bad hand. The lines all criss-crass!” Her raspy voice had trembled with doom. “It's full of sorrow. Full of trouble, everywhere I look. You'll die young, and leave many to mourn you, many to love you, too. You're born under an unlucky star. You'll make a bad end. You'll have a fast life—short, but a grand one. I've never seen a worse hand. But a guiding spirit is watching you. He will thrust you toward your true destiny, young man.”

A spirit would guide him toward his destiny, to die for his country. His life's mission was to avenge John Beall's murder and repay Lincoln for that heartless act.

A clock's muffled chime sliced through the silence. Numbness spread over his hands, and a deathly chill crept over his skin. His actor's brain clutched for the reality he knew best, turning fright to nervous amusement. He scanned the room with professional eyes, but saw no obvious stagecraft. How the devil did she do it?

Ever the leading man, now struggling for control, he summoned his loftiest tone.

“There is nothing behind me, Mrs. Maynard. I don't see the slightest glimmer of a ghost, and all I heard was your clock chiming.” He breathed a sigh of relief that his voice hadn't trembled

“That's odd.” She cocked her head as a pigeon would. “I don't have a clock that chimes.”

He felt the cold air vibrate as if in answer. Dread flooded him. Once more he gulped the dank air, and then a harsh, rattling moan filled the room. He clapped his hands over his ears to shut out the wail, but the noise seemed to burst from inside his head as well as out. The cacophony subsided to an unworldly voice, part beast, part man. The first utterings were low groans, snarls and a strange whimpering. Was this really a long-silent entity calling from beyond the grave?

“I watch you always,” he heard in an almost human growl. He glanced at Nettie, and was astonished to realize that the discordant voice came from her lips.

“Your love of country is most honorable, and will be your legacy to history.”

The voice was clearer now, though it still sounded parched from the dust of centuries of disuse. It was a vibrant, powerful man's voice.

“This payment is yours now, as it was once before. It is my token. My bane on tyranny,” the voice cajoled. “I offer you my part in your noble deed to come. Take it. Use it well, my brother.” Then a metallic chittering broke the spell.

Every muscle painfully taut, he felt ready to flee in all directions at once. Unaware he'd stopped breathing until now, he exhaled a cloud of icy mist. He'd had enough. It was time the curtain came down on this production.

“Mrs. Maynard?” His tone was uncharacteristically timid.

But she sat deeply entranced, motionless. Stretching across the table between them, he grasped her bony shoulders and shook her. “Stop this.” His voice regained full volume. “Right now.”

She swayed to and fro before finally opening her eyes. Her unfocused pupils gazed dreamlike, then settled sharply on him. She finally awoke with a small, sharp gasp. The room itself appeared to wake with her. Though its blanket of oppression lingered, the air warmed. His breath was no longer visible. As the flood of color and awareness brightened her features, he silently admitted grudging appreciation of her art.

“I heard a strange noise,” he said. “It came across the table, right at me.” He realized how childlike he sounded.

Then he spotted a dull gray coin on the table. He blanched, stupefied. It appeared to pulsate in the shifting shadows. As he picked it up and examined it, his fingers tingled. The ice-cold coin sucked every vestige of warmth from his fingertips. He forgot his embarrassment.

“May I, Mr. Booth?” She held out her hand.

He gave it to her.

“It looks primitive, worn around the edges. It's not even round. There's a woman and some kind of bird. I see lettering, too, but I can't make it out in this light.” She tilted a candle beside it, the wax dripping onto her scarred table. She turned it over and studied the other side.

“A man with a long neck and a Roman nose, wearing a strange hat. And what's this? Caesar? It must have been minted to commemorate the Roman Empire.”

Her nonchalance at money dropping out of thin air aroused his suspicions further. He stared hard at the ceiling. It had to be a trick; there was a trap door up there.

“Let me see that again.” He plucked it from her skeletal fingers. “Coins don't just drop out of the ether. Where did this come from, Mrs. Maynard?”

“I'm afraid you will have to tell me that. It seems you've had quite a foray into the spirit world. I can always tell. I'm quite spent. The spirits drain me to exhaustion in the most productive sessions. Did I say anything of interest while I was entranced?” Her eyes glittered with expectation.

He stared her down.

“You don't remember?” He ran his finger over the coin's surface. The features were worn with the ravages of time, yet still discernible. The word CAESAR looked as sharp as if struck yesterday.

“After giving my body over to spirit, I do not remember what is said, Mr. Booth. My essence leaves this earthly plane and I have no knowledge of what transpires here. The spirits use my body as they will. They speak, not I. When I return, I have no recollection of their time here. I simply feel a flush come and go in my face, and a prickly sensation passing through my limbs.”

Shivering, she hugged herself. He half expected her bones to rattle.

“What did the spirits say when they possessed me?” she asked.

He bit into the coin. Its solidity was real, all right.

“There was only one,” Wilkes replied. “He's watching me, and this is his payment for some future deed he wants to help me with. To meet my destiny.”

He decided not to tell her how the exact words of his ominous gypsy prediction rattled him.

“Then, if you're sensible, you'll leave the coin with me. It is very unwise to accept it. It might even be dangerous.”

So she didn't want him to take the coin. Well, he'd teach her to play pantomime to an accomplished actor. She was about to relinquish her little prop, like it or not.

“Sensibleness seldom prevails in the Booth family, Mrs. Maynard, and it would be rude to refuse a gift from the otherworld.”

Her eyes grew dark and troubled. Her pale lips trembled.

“I implore you, Mr. Booth.” Her voice wavered. “Do not keep this coin. It betokens payment to you from the spirit world. Contracts with the other side cannot be made lightly. Nor can they be broken. To accept this coin is to invite the spirit into your life until you fulfill the part he expects from you. Once invited, the spirit cannot be made to leave.”

She took a few paces toward the window, glanced out, and turned to him, pleading. “You must not take this coin.” Her hoarse voice cracked. “I cannot protect you if you do.”

So the coin was valuable. She'd made that obvious. Well, he wouldn't be denied his fun. She'd already had hers, trying to scare the wits out of him. He would keep it a while, find out more about it, have it valued, and then return it. Perhaps.

Besides, as long as he kept the coin she would grant him further sessions in hopes of its return. He judged it would take several visits to charm his way into her confidence. Then he'd learn what he needed to know.

Displaying an enigmatic and well-practiced King Richard the Third slice of a smile, he remained silent for effect. Let the tension build; let her discomfort grow, just as his had a few minutes ago. Silence, not action, spoke loudest of all.

“May we have another private sitting tomorrow night, after my performance, Mrs. Maynard? I'm Richard the Third at Grover's.”

His change of subject clearly flustered her. She fumbled behind her and raised the lamp's wick. The last dark shapes and shadows fled the brightening room. She regained her composure with a shaky smile and cleared her props from the table.

“Come by again at midnight tomorrow. The atmosphere is most conducive to spiritual contact then.”

So she couldn't let the coin out of her sight for twenty-four hours. If he played this right, it could be worth the vital information he sought.

“We'll have another séance like this?” He almost hoped there was another way.

“I'd like to contact the entity through spirit-rapping next time,” came her reply.

This woman certainly had a way of spooking him. He needed a good stiff drink to settle his nerves.

“And what is spirit-rapping?” He stood and patted himself down for a cigar, then remembered he'd smoked his last one earlier.

“I fully expected it to happen at this sitting. Spirits usually communicate by a series of raps on the table, or above us. That's how I first came to realize I possess my gift. When I was ten years old, I saw my dead grandfather. His lips moved but I couldn't hear him. Then I discovered he could rap out responses to questions. I don't need to be entranced for that.” Her eyes took on a faraway look and her lips formed a genuine little girl's smile. “It scared my parents to death. Oh, not literally. Rather, it confounded them. They had a daughter who was” —she wiggled her fingers in the air— “odd. To be honest, it scared me too, at first.”

Barely able to keep a straight face after hearing this fable, he replied, “I can see why it would frighten some people. How do the Lincolns feel about it all?”

They exited her parlor, pausing as she lit lamps along the way. “Mrs. Lincoln is a strong believer in the afterlife. It gives her great comfort when her sons part the veil and speak to her through me.”

“And the president?” he pried casually, lifting his coat and hat from the tree in the entry hall. He had to start somewhere, get her used to his curiosity about Lincoln.

“He's neither a believer nor religious. He's more the grounded sort. He attends our sessions when pressed by Mrs. Lincoln, and then only to humor her.”

Wilkes slid into his coat. “How often do you visit the White House?”

She unlatched the front door and held it open.

“At least once a week. If Mrs. Lincoln doesn't hear from her boys she gets very distraught.”

“Does Mrs. Lincoln still throw her famous fits and temper tantrums?”

She lowered her lids. “Yes, I'm afraid so,” she replied sadly. “She's never been the same since Willie died.”

Booth understood the grief Mrs. Lincoln was suffering. His own mother had lost three babies. He could still hear her heart-wrenching sobs late at night when the rest of them were tucked in bed, their pillows over their ears to muffle the cries.

“Well, then, Mrs. Maynard, I shall look forward to some spirit-rapping tomorrow.” He grabbed the gold end of his riding crop and twirled it.

“Mr. Booth, about that coin…”

“The coin?” Jauntily he cut her off. “Ah, yes, I got my money's worth there.” He flipped the ancient disc and it landed solidly in his palm. “And then some, I must say.” He touched the brim of his hat. “I bid you good evening, my lady.”

Taking a swift bow, he closed his fingers around the coin. Was it his imagination, or was the relic warming up?

Hurrying down the steps before she could protest, he thrust it into his trouser pocket. As it clinked against his other change, he tried to put it out of his mind, though he remained agitated by the evening's high-keyed events.

As he strode down Pennsylvania Avenue to his hotel, one thing struck him as strange: It was warmer out here than in her house.

* * *

Alice Grey stood in the stage wings of Ford's Theater, her heart hammering. With the evening off from her role as Cleopatra at nearby Grover's Theater, she had stopped by just to witness this spectacle.

John Wilkes Booth as Richard the Third was fighting an arduous duel in the final scene with E. L. Tilton as the Earl of Richmond. She admired how far Booth had come since his early minor roles, when he'd flub his lines and lose his voice in mid-performance. She'd cringed in embarrassment as the audience booed him off the stage.

But in the last ten years, he'd mastered his craft, taking on lead roles performed so intensely, he'd stay in character long afterward. Many a theater gabfest centered around how he'd inspired his fellow players to achieve his level of perfection during rehearsals. His thrilling and bloody duel scenes always captivated her, especially one unforgettable performance last year. Suffering a deep gash from his opponent's sword, he fought on, hurling droplets of blood and sweat into the cheering audience. She'd beheld him shirtless on stage, and marveled at the scars crossing his chest and arms from fiery duels.

All this dedication catapulted him to the stardom of his older brothers, the top Shakespearian actors of American theater. Now that her star was on the rise, she hoped to share billing with him someday.

She held her breath as Booth chased Tilton downstage, dazzling the audience with his agile footwork. Tilton fumbled, parried, and then regained his timing, only to falter again.

Booth milked it for all it was worth. The cheering crowd was on its feet now, as if viewing a real-life duel rather than a staged play.

Their swords clashed. They slid. They clashed again. Booth drove Tilton to the very edge of the stage, his gleaming rapier slashing the air inches from his opponent's throat.

Tilton lost his balance, slipped backward, and crashed into the orchestra pit. The conductor gaped as musicians leapt from their seats. The audience roared. Deafening applause filled the entire house as Booth let out a cry of victory.

The star stood center stage in the blazing lights and gave a modest bow. Then he reached down to help his defeated adversary regain the stage and his dignity.

Alice shook her head in wonder. “Someday I'll star with him,” she vowed.

It was as lofty a dream as any. First she had to let him know she existed.

* * *

Wilkes rode back to his hotel in full regalia: purple velvet doublet, hose shot with gold threads, jeweled sword, cloth-of-gold robe. Encircling his bewigged head was the crown his enemies had snatched from his corpse at the end. He enjoyed staying in character after the curtain fell. He could be John Wilkes Booth any time, but now he felt like King Richard—one who hadn't gotten bludgeoned to death in battle. Seated regally upon his mount, he greeted passersby with Richard's wave and detached half-smile. Those who didn't know the actor simply gawked.

Sometimes he even rode home in full battle gear. He stunned onlookers, a knight in plate armor galloping through the streets of Washington City complete with lance—especially when blue or gray jackets and Springfield rifles were the uniform of the day. Similar spectacles had amused past generations, when his father had pranced around town decked out as an Indian chief streaked with war paint, a feathered headdress streaming behind him.

Wilkes dismounted at Pumphrey's stable across from the deluxe National Hotel, turned in his horse for the night, and limped across the street, his gait exactly as the deformed king's was said to have been. He flipped the doorman a coin, making sure it wasn't his mysterious relic.

“Home early tonight, Mr. Booth,” the doorman commented.

“I'm spent,” was all he had the strength to say. No carousing or salooning tonight. He hoped a good night's sleep would ease his lingering jitters over that ghastly séance.

Once inside his lavish suite, his fiancée fawned over him as usual.

“Thank you, Lucy dear.” He returned her ardent embrace and accepted the snifter of brandy she pressed into his hand.

“You look splendid, Your Highness.” She bobbed a curtsey as he took that first delicious sip and rolled it around his tongue.

“How did the performance go, darling?”

“Exhausting as it was, your king brought the house down, my lady.” As he limped down the hall, his robe swirled around him like liquid gold. “In the final duel scene, I drove Tilton straight down into the orchestra pit. The audience were on their feet cheering and clapping so hard, I think they wanted me to run him through for real. The very roof rattled.”

“Oh, no!” She followed him into the bedroom where he gazed upon the satin sheets of the king-size bed. Ah, blessed sleep!

“You didn't get hurt again, did you?” she chided. “You have enough battle scars. One would look at you and think you'd actually served.”

He ignored her jibe. “No. He didn't get near me. This time I made Richmond quake in his boots.”

He shook a fist in the air. “My kingdom returneth to mine capable Yorkist hands and she liveth yet!” Tired as he was, he had a spark left in him.

“Oh, did you rewrite Shakespeare?” she quipped.

“Good King Dickon always rises from the dead for his curtain calls. But he wears me out, fighting to the death.”

He plucked off the crown and unbuckled his sword, placing these most treasured props on a velvet cushion. They were gifts from his father, who'd used them for years in his own role as Richard.

“Johnny, must you bring Richard the Third back to the room with you? I don't mind Romeo, or even Brutus, but Richard isn't my idea of a romantic hero.”

He slid out of his doublet and retrieved the pillow that created Richard's humpback. “Then who would you like me to be?” He pulled off his shoes.

“Why, John Wilkes Booth, of course!”

“My most challenging role of all.” He knelt at the trash bin and retrieved the remnants of the morning newspaper proclaiming Lincoln's re-election, which earlier in the day he'd torn in fury. As he wiped his shoes on the shredded paper, he tried not to let the dispiriting news ruin the entire evening.

“Come here, Lucy. I'll show you what John Wilkes Booth is famous for.” He drained his brandy without tasting it. As he slipped naked between the sheets, Lucy extinguished the bedside lamp. Moonlight streamed through the French doors. She stroked him lovingly, but his fatigue won out.

Flopping onto his back, he folded his hands behind his head. “It's not going to happen tonight, sweet pea,” he murmured. “I'm just too done in.”

“If you'd rather, I can just help you relax.” Her hands slid up his body and massaged his neck muscles. “It's that play, but don't worry, we'll try again in the morning.”

But his portrayal of the maligned King Richard wasn't what had done him in.

“No, it's the damn election. Old Abe's mocked me all day long, adding insult to injury. My nerves are shattered. How voters could keep that murdering rail-splitter on the throne is beyond me.”

The thought of how Lincoln murdered poor Beall made his jaw clench and his teeth grind painfully until his temples ached. As he forced himself to relax, tiredness took over, draining his soul of all emotion. He gave a half-yawn, half-sigh.

“Please, Johnny, calm down. You can't do anything about it now.”

Oh, I will do something about it, he silently vowed as he reached for a cheroot and lit it. The orange glow swelled in the darkness as he took a long drag.

“Even your magic fingers won't help, Lucy. Just go to sleep.”

“The war can't last much longer.” She was always quick to assure him when he teetered toward melancholy, going off to brood alone, which was happening more and more often. Beall's hanging had driven him over the edge. He'd never gotten past the grief or his rage at the murderer.

How long will the saintly Lucy put up with me? he wondered. Until I completely lose my mind?

“Thank you, Lucy. But I don't know how long I can last.”

“When the play ends its run, we should go on a trip—just the two of us, somewhere peaceful. Vienna is lovely this time of year. We could go to the Schonbrunn Palace, see an opera at the new Wiener Staatsoper…”

“I can't leave,” he snapped. “They need me here.”

“You can afford to take a hiatus from acting, Johnny.”

He blew out a stream of smoke.“It's not just the acting. The soldiers need me to ease their suffering. When I visit the hospitals and give readings, their faces light up. They have something to live for. You should see the spark of hope. And you want me to go on some slaphappy junket to Vienna?”

He took another drag of the cheroot and forcefully expelled the smoke. He couldn't tell her, a loyal Yankee daughter of a Yankee senator, what else he did for the dying soldiers: smuggling medicines through the blockade and into the pitifully depleted field hospitals.

“Can't you get another actor to do these readings?” she probed.

Too tired to argue, he waited a few moments before replying. “There's more to it than acting, Lucy.”

His only answer was her deep, even breathing. He stared wide-eyed into the darkness and savored the serenity. In the far corner, the grandfather clock's Westminster chimes rang out the quarter hour. But when he glanced at his pocket watch on the nightstand, it was only ten minutes after. Well, that old clock never worked properly anyway.

He counted the seconds along with the ticking clock. It chimed the half-hour, again too early.

He ground out the cheroot, slid out of bed, and fished the mystery coin from his pouch. Rubbing it between his fingers, he went into the lounge and lit his reading lamp, raising the wick high.

Wanting to study the coin in detail, he turned it to the obverse. But the embossed image looked different than before. The Roman profile was more sharply defined, the Adam's apple more prominent. He held it closely and stared. Was that a beard along the pronounced jaw line? His eyes widened as his heart lurched in disbelief.

No, it couldn't be—but by God, the face on the coin was a dead ringer for Abraham Lincoln.







Chapter Two

Wilkes warily inspected his suite the following night. Although he'd been renting it for two months, he felt cold and unwelcome here. The setting sun slanting through the windows cast a russet glow over the walls and furnishings, but he didn't feel the sun's usual warmth. He stood watching the lengthening shadows as dusk grew. Strangely it reminded him of the creeping shadows in Nettie's house.

He headed for the bedroom, where Lucy sat at her vanity arranging her hair with jeweled combs. Stopping at the window, he glanced into the street, then, too fidgety to stand still, he walked in circles, twirling his riding crop.

Then, suddenly, he stopped pacing and listened.

“Lucy, can you hear that? The boards. They creak like someone is coming toward me.”

The events at the séance—most of them—could be explained away, but not the unsettling atmosphere of this suite since he had returned. “Have you ever noticed any of that?”

“I don't know what you mean, Johnny.” Putting down her hairbrush, she turned to face him. For the first time, he detected a quiver of vexation in her voice.

He gestured around the room. “It goes from comfortable to freezing in seconds. Look. The windows are all shut, and we have heavy velvet draperies drawn. A fire is at full blaze in the hearth. Yet none of it warms our bones.”

”Well, it is chilly in here, but after all, winter is coming. It's far colder out, now.”

The old clock bonged twice, startling him. Not only was it not two o'clock, but the chimes were louder than usual, as if trying to grab his attention.

“And this blasted clock always chimes at the wrong time.”

“It's old.” She shrugged. “Maybe it needs to be wound.”

“And you don't hear noises all the time?”

“Johnny, it's a large hotel. Of course I hear noises all the time.”

“No, I mean inside this room. Scratching sounds, the walls creaking, footsteps. Right now. Listen.”

She closed her eyes and tilted her head in his direction. He held his breath and didn't move a muscle.

“I distinctly hear the boards beneath me squeaking,” he insisted. He spun around and raised his whip as if brandishing a sword, but found himself waving at empty air.

“Johnny, I hear the ordinary noises of an old building. You've been working too hard. Wouldn't you like a nice warm bath before you leave for the theater tonight?”

“No. Nothing. But I'm going down to the front desk to request another suite.”

She returned to her hair, fussing. ”Why, for heaven's sake? They're all the same, Johnny.”

“I sincerely hope not.”

Out in the hallway, he opened a door and peered down into the dark maw of the deserted stairwell. As he descended the steep narrow stairs, he hoped the echoing footsteps were his own. He'd always scoffed at stories of the National Hotel's resident ghosts. Nothing had ever happened to him during his many stays here.

Until he'd returned from that disarming séance.

* * *

“This doesn't feel right either.”

He paced his new suite with its private balcony overlooking Pennsylvania Avenue. He didn't see or hear anything odd, but just didn't feel right. He realized that he'd wasted his time. If a spirit really was stalking him, it could just as easily find him here, in the King George Suite.

“I trust I'm all alone here!” he recited, as if the empty rooms were a packed theater. He cautiously peered into corners and closets. Nothing but dust motes danced in the air. The elegant suite featured plush red carpets and matching papered walls with gold foil. Velvet draperies framed the floor-length windows and French doors. A glittering chandelier hung from the ceiling, trimmed with gold leaf.

“I'll take it anyway,” he said before leaving. But he made a mental note to tell the management to get rid of that musty odor.

* * *

At midnight that night, Wilkes dismounted before Nettie Maynard's row house in the drizzle. He was physically and mentally exhausted from his performance. A tinge of trepidation scurried up his spine. He pulled his collar up around his ears, scraped the mud off his shoes, and climbed the rickety porch steps. Even they echoed. Frigid drops pelted his face as a blast of wind nearly blew his hat off. Grabbing it, he peeked over his shoulder, half expecting to see a shadowy form stalking him. No, he was alone. He exhaled a relieved puff of steamy air.

He almost hadn't come here tonight. He'd hovered dangerously close to abandoning the idea of getting Nettie to disclose Lincoln's whereabouts on certain nights. But not only would she facilitate that part of his plot, he needed to understand the eerie events that had followed him. Once and for all, he wanted to find out if a spirit really was haunting him from beyond the grave, or if he was finally going mad.

He banged the door knocker. The noise echoed and died as footsteps approached, then the door swung open and Nettie stepped aside to let him enter.

“Mr. Booth, do come in. My, you look chilled, and I daresay it's not because of the weather.” She clutched her knit shawl closer to her body. “Has the spirit been goading you?”

He tugged off his wet gloves, removed his hat, and slipped out of his overcoat. “No, but something else has.”

“What?” She took his hat and coat, hanging them on the hall tree.

He retrieved the coin from his trouser pocket and handed it to her.

“Oh, dear God.” Her voice went flat.

“Who does it look like to you, Mrs. Maynard?”

She held it up to the hall lamp and looked closely. The light cast a dull glow over her wiry, gray-streaked hair. She cast him a puzzled look. “A Roman emperor? I don't know who else it could be.”

Silently he held out his hand.

She hesitated, but finally surrendered it to him. Staring at it, he clenched his jaw in exasperation.

“Last night and on my way over here, not five minutes ago, it was Abraham Lincoln. Scraggly beard and all.”

Her eyes squeezed shut, the creases around them deepening. “I believe you need some refreshment, Mr. Booth.”

She led him into the cluttered parlor and poured him a welcome brandy.

He took a sip. It warmed, but didn't quite comfort him. “So you do read minds. But the spitting image of Abraham Lincoln was on that coin—” He stabbed a finger at it. “—or my name isn't John Wilkes Booth.”

“Perhaps you had Mr. Lincoln on your mind and it manifested in a vision on the coin. Sit here and relax by the fire while I ready the table. Are you hungry, dear?”

“Not in the least. Mr. Lincoln's on my mind, all right,” he mumbled as he nestled into the wing chair before the hearth. “More than any dead person.”

“I warned you not to take that coin, young man. There is nothing I can do for you now. It is too late. You invited the spirit into your life when you accepted its token.”

His heart lurched as he sought a logical avenue, even though Nettie's manner seemed more motherly than theatrical tonight. “No, you're right, it was my imagination playing tricks. Here, take the coin back now. It's more rightfully yours than mine anyway. It appeared here in your house, after all.”

She shook her head with a resigned look tinged with pity. “I fear you will be rid of neither coin nor spirit so easily, Mr. Booth. Let us contact the spirit now and try to learn the significance of this curious coin.”

At last, some action. Wilkes felt his fear skitter away, the stirrings of a return to good humor. “Splendid idea, because I'd like to know that myself. Among other things.” He didn't elaborate. He'd learn everything he needed to know in due course. “Perhaps an entire bag of gold will drop on me this time.”

A shiver shook her. “Don't toy with the spirits, Mr. Booth. Wouldn't you prefer to learn the spirit's purpose in contacting you? You may have a powerful link with this spirit and not realize it yet.”

Wilkes pinged his fingernail against his snifter, swirled the liquid around his tongue, and sighed contentedly. “These are all the powerful spirits I need. Now, this spirit-tapping—”

“Rapping.”

“Sorry, rapping. Will it tell me exactly who is trying to contact me, if indeed anyone is?”

“I can't promise that the spirit will identify itself, but I can certainly contact the beyond.”

Despite the warmth of the brandy, his doubts returned full force. Today's doubt was yesterday's certainty. But what would happen tomorrow? The black pit of madness his family already knew all too well? He chose his next words carefully.

“I am not a true believer yet, but for now, at least, I'll give you the benefit of the doubt.” He spread his hands before the crackling fire, savoring its warmth. “But how can you tell when it is a message from beyond?”

“It is very hard to explain, but to my ears the otherworldly sounds have a jarring, jagged quality not of this plane. The first time it happened was one winter evening just before ten o'clock. Mother, my sisters, and I were sitting about the kitchen table. We suddenly heard a sound like a heavy log rolling down the stairway and crashing. It scared us half to death. Mother ran to the hearth, clutched the poker, and took a lamp to investigate. The noise repeated. Mother held the light aloft.” Nettie raised her arm to illustrate. “And she threw open the door to the stairway but met utter silence.” She paused for effect. “Nothing was there. The clock on the mantelpiece struck eight, not ten. Three days later, we received news of my grandmother's death at eight o'clock on the day of our strange experiences. It was then I realized my grandmother had told us she'd passed on.”

He took a too-swift gulp of brandy and coughed. “I had a clock in my former suite that bonged of its own free will. Now I'm in a new suite, with a mantel clock that I'm hesitant to trust.”

“There's much in this world that's beyond explanation, or what we can perceive with our five senses, Mr. Booth.” She dusted her battered table with a worn cloth. “You must open your mind to the world of the unseen.”

“Please, if we're to continue our discourse, you must call me Wilkes. I'm Mr. Booth only to those I keep at a distance.”

She was too busy polishing to catch the amiable smile he offered her. “Very well, Wilkes it is then.”

She took a large wooden crucifix off the wall and placed it in the table's center, along with a bottle of liquid and a plain tarnished ring.

“What on earth is all that?” he asked as she arranged the objects carefully in the shape of a triangle.

“These objects are our defenses to protect us from evil spirits.”

He shot her a troubled look.

“I feel safer knowing that we're protected. This is holy water, and that brass ring was once worn by Saint Francis.”

“And he's never dropped by to get it back?” he quipped, desperate for a dose of levity.

“Very funny.” Nettie grinned and her eyes lit up. The wrinkles smoothed.

He'd have her at ease yet. But it would take some doing, considering how skittish he was.

She turned down the lamps, lit a row of candles on the sideboard, and sat, motioning for him to sit across from her. “I shall call on your spirit visitor to identify himself tonight.” She clasped his hands and closed her eyes. Her features stilled, as if she'd fallen into a deep slumber. “Close your eyes and clear your mind, Wilkes.”

He tried to dismiss the hideous thoughts that haunted him in the dead of night: John Beall's life cut so tragically short after a solemn promise that he'd live; how much he now despised Abraham Lincoln for it. Grief returned, yet his mind whirred madly. He needed Nettie to learn Lincoln's nightly comings and goings. Realizing how desperate he was becoming to carry out his deed, he clasped her hand more tightly.

“Close your eyes,” she repeated, but he couldn't. He surveyed the room as shadows inched toward him. Frenzied flames jumped in the hearth, ratty cobwebs smothered the corners. Despite the roaring fire, the room grew sharply colder. He felt flustered and chilled, even more than during his last visit. Tendrils of fear brushed his spine.

He tried to fight the gathering dread with logic. How did she create these unsettling drafts? And where had that blasted coin dropped from?

A sudden crash rattled the windowpanes, shattering the silence. He jumped. She released his hands. He scanned the table for another mystery coin.

Seconds later, the table began to rock with increased force. He tried to still it by shifting his weight forward, his elbows painfully pressed to the tabletop, but he was completely powerless.

“Who is with us? Please, are you the spirit who visited us before, who knew Mr. Booth in a long-ago lifetime?” She addressed the table as if it were an intelligent being. “Is the face on the coin yours?”

It stopped.

A distinct rap sounded beneath their fingers. Two more raps followed in perfect succession. He peered under the table, around the room, and at the ceiling.

“Where is that coming from?”

Ignoring him, she demanded again, “Who are you? Do you have words for Mr. Booth?” Her eyes were shut tight, her lips drawn in a pained frown.

More solid raps rattled the table under his fingers. A biting cold chilled his knees. The table turned as icy as a mortuary slab. He felt his very life force drawn from his fingertips.

He sprang to his feet, knocking his chair to the floor. “Come now, what the hell is this?”

He steadied himself, knelt and peered under the table, but saw only the shadows of her petticoats and pink carpet slippers. She couldn't have kicked the table and made such distinct raps with satin scuffs.

“I've had about enough.” He turned and exited the room.

“Wilkes, don't go! Wait.”

But he was already down the hall, clawing for his coat and hat.

“Wilkes, come back! Someone is trying to contact you.”

“He can contact me at Taltavul's Saloon. I need a bottle of brandy. I need to—to breathe in some tobacco. It's not you, ma'am, believe me. I will return. In daylight.”

He slammed out of the house into a driving rain. Shivering, he turned up his collar and leapt onto his mount, spurring it on through the muddy wheel-rutted street.

He'd never been afraid in his life. And he wasn't afraid now, he assured himself. He was simply unnerved and cold. Nothing a bottle of brandy couldn't fix.

He guided his mount down Pennsylvania Avenue toward Taltavul's Saloon, trying to forget what had just happened in Nettie's house, which he now believed must be haunted. Or she was haunted. Whatever it was, it was haunting him, and not just in her house. It was following him, possibly watching his every move.

Once again, the Roman coin warmed in his pocket. That damn coin. It carried some strange energy, as if trying to communicate with him. Ever since he'd plucked it from her fingers and decided to keep it, his life had changed. Life was complicated enough, especially now. He didn't need a haunted relic assaulting him.

He leaned over, fished around in his pocket, and pulled out a handful of coins, but couldn't distinguish that one. By now he'd arrived at the saloon, so he just dropped the change back into his pocket, dismounted, and tied the reins to a post at the curb. Pushing through the swinging doors, all he wanted to think about was what kind of brandy to order.

* * *

Wilkes desperately needed to put some distance between him and Nettie Maynard. It was almost as if the spirit knew what he was planning. No, that's foolishness. He fingered the coins in his pocket and the same cold he'd experienced at Nettie's chilled his bones. How could a spirit know his plans to kidnap the president? Perhaps it was encouraging him. No, foolishness! He needed a drink…and recruits.

Wilkes squinted through the smoke, feeling the heat engulf him as he scanned the warm and stuffy Taltavul's Saloon. He spotted a familiar face in the crowd. After ordering a quart of brandy at the bar, he dragged an empty chair up to his boyhood pal, Sam Arnold, sitting alone with his usual nightcap.

“Evening to you, Sammy.” He clapped his friend on the back and sat, comforted but not relaxed. “I've got brandy on the way and need some company to help me demolish it. You look like you wouldn't mind mixing your spirits tonight.”

“No, I sure wouldn't, Johnny. In here, I can shut out the whole damn world, North and South and every other place.”

“Precisely why I'm here.” Wilkes glanced around the room, down at the sawdust-covered floor, under the table, and for good measure, up at the tin ceiling. “To shut out the world. And then some.”

“You gotta have something pressing on your mind if you want to throw liquor on it, Johnny.” Sam's bloodshot eyes darkened with caution. “A little woman trouble?”

“Not this time, Sam. I'm sparring with a different animal altogether.”

The waiter brought a full bottle and an oversized snifter. An expectant nod from Wilkes sent the man scurrying for a glass for Sam. Wilkes splashed the heartwarming brandy into his snifter.

“Oh, how badly I need this.” He tugged at his collar. The smoke clung to his clothes.

“So, what is it, Johnny?”

He took a sip and wiped his forehead with his handkerchief. “For one thing, those damn election returns. I can't fathom it. Talk about the unexplainable…”

Sam took the empty snifter from the waiter. “None of us can.”

“Not only am I still in shock over Lincoln betraying me by killing Beall, but it looks like this war is going to drag on for God knows how much longer now.”

“Yep, that was a shock to all of us, Johnny. Poor Beall. I was sick when I read about that.”

Sam slid his chair closer. “While we're on the subject, how did the meetings go in Montreal last week?”

“Oh, we accomplished a great deal this time,” Wilkes said. “I gave the Confederate agents an idea that Beall told me last time I saw him alive. And now that he's gone, I feel I can honor his memory by carrying out something he'd planned to do.” He ran his finger around his snifter's rim.

“More spying tactics? I reckon with Lincoln getting re-elected, there'll be more of that going on.” Sam took a sip of brandy and savored it.

“This deed will accomplish more than any spy has during the whole war.”

The image of his closest friend strangling at the end of a rope churned up the same nausea that had knocked him over when he'd read the newspaper article. Anger and resentment roiled in his gut, spread to his heart, and squeezed.

“The man's second term, I tell you, will be a reign. His kin and friends are in every important office already.” Wilkes took in a deep smoky breath, not feeling quite so unsettled now. “And on top of that, he's a murderer.”

Sam nodded. “But Johnny, you, out of all of us, should be the one to've donned a gray uniform and followed General Lee. There's still time, you know.”

“I promised Mother I wouldn't fight,” he said. “And I never break a solemn vow. But I must confess I regret it. I do all I can for the cause, at great risk. Smuggling quinine and morphine's near dangerous as leading a cavalry charge. Do you know what I saw last Tuesday at the Confederate ward in Mount Pleasant Hospital? I arrived in the middle of a leg amputation. They'd run out of anesthetic and the doctor turned to me with pleading in his eyes, his shirt splattered dark red and his hands holding the dripping saw. This poor kid lay on the table, three men holding him down. His body was writhing in agony, a gaping wound in his side, pouring blood.” His voice broke with emotion. “I gave the doctor the morphine, and he was about to spoon some into the boy's mouth. But he slipped away right before our eyes. Right then, the most peaceful look came over his young face.” Wilkes expelled a remorseful sigh. “I was too late. They checked for a pulse and there was none. If I'd arrived only two minutes earlier, before they'd started their butchery…he might have lived.” He forced another sip of brandy, although his stomach was churning. “I feel that I'd failed him, and in doing so I failed the South—I'm supposed to be one of their most trusted blockade runners, but I'll regret until my dying day I couldn't spare that poor dying boy a few minutes from his excruciating agony.”

“It's not your fault the boy died, Johnny.”

“We know whose fault it is.” Wilkes narrowed his eyes and focused on the smoldering ashtray. He knew that soldiers' loved ones despised the Union as much as he did for invading their land and killing their sons, brothers, and husbands. But how many shared his passion for retribution?

“Johnny, you got that wild-eyed look again,” Sam said. “Unclench your fists. You look like you're about to strangle somebody.”

He hadn't even realized his fists were clenched. He flexed his fingers, taking deep gulps to slow his heart down to a normal pace. “Now I really need a smoke, but I'm all out. May I?”

Sam offered him a cigar and Wilkes lit it. At that moment he saw another close friend, Michael O'Laughlin, enter the saloon. “Mike! Over here.” Wilkes stood and waved.

Michael weaved his way around the crowded tables and over to them. “Johnny, it's been a while.” His hair was oiled and neatly slicked back, his moustache combed. He looked too gussied up for a place like this.

Wilkes stood and they embraced. “Yes, and I'm glad you're both here now.”

As Michael pulled up a chair, Wilkes sat. “I need to talk to you both. But before you settle in, Mike, get yourself a glass and another quart of brandy.” He handed his friend some money.

When Michael returned, Wilkes filled all their snifters and began in a low tone. “I told the agents in Montreal about an idea of Beall's which we all discussed at length up there. A deed he didn't live to carry out. This deed could be the turning point in our history.” He tapped his cigar ashes on the table's edge.

“I knew we'd need another bottle,” Sam remarked. ”Who are you now? Brutus? Richard the Third? You've got a Brutus tone with a Richard smile. For once you have me flummoxed.”

“Maybe that's because I'm simply John Wilkes Booth now. Or simpler than that, Johnny.”

“I ain't never know'd him,” Sam joked.

“So, what's this deed?” Michael spoke up. “Your audience is at your command.”

Wilkes leaned in toward them. “Listen up, men.” Their knees touched this time. “No one else knows this yet, only you two. Not even Lucy.”

“So it's something you don't want her father to hear,” Sam said.

“Definitely not the old man. I can't have that Yankee senator getting wind of my plans, so there are certain things I can never share with her. I'm grateful he went to Lincoln to try to save Beall, for what it was worth, but he was just being a politician.”

Sam nodded his understanding. “Gotta be careful with a Lincoln crony. And I ain't a betting man, but I'm willing to wager that this deed of Beall's ties to Lincoln somehow.”

Wilkes and these boys were so close, sometimes he reckoned they read each other's thoughts. Just like him and Beall. He took a drag of the cigar.

“You're right, Sam. Lincoln's killing of Beall galvanized me into action that will make our blockade running pale by comparison.”

“What kinda action?” Sam asked quietly.

He paused, gauging their reaction before continuing. “I plan to capture the Union president and exchange him for our prisoners of war before the poor lads starve altogether. They're living on Northern mercy and that's precious thin gruel.”

Sam closed his eyes. Michael let out a low whistle and glanced around furtively.

“Johnny, we know Lincoln has a slew of enemies, and not jes' in the South. You got to be longsighted and think the whole plan through. If you get caught, you get hauled in as a traitor. The whole thing can backfire, make Lincoln look like the hero and you the villain.”

“Only in convoluted minds would I appear a villain. But that's inconsequential. I know what I'm doing is right, and so do my fellow patriots.” He stared his friends down, one at a time. Sam fidgeted. Wilkes knew his dark fiery eyes had always unnerved Sam. But when he was passionate about something, he could feel his eyes burning into whatever or whoever he looked at.

“I don't know if capturing him will change their minds. The abolitionists adore him, the Negroes worship him,” Michael said.

“Now you're not thinking this through.” Wilkes struggled to keep his voice down. “Abolitionists are the true traitors in this land. But I'm not blaming them. They just don't understand the Southern way of life or what we're suffering in order to survive this invasion, this war of Northern aggression, the mass slaughter. What's nobler than saving our land?” He made a fist and struck the table so hard, the snifters jumped. “What I'm doing is right. This is my destiny. Therefore, it is my destiny to succeed.”

Wilkes paused as a flood of heat rose from his coin pocket to embrace his person. He pulled the fabric away from his leg.

The heat tormented him. But he couldn't fling a pocketful of change out in a crowded room. As the coin's heat burned into his pocket, the old gypsy's prediction burned into his memory: “He will thrust you toward your true destiny, young man.” The words gave him a sense of powerlessness. Good or bad, it meant that someone else decided his fate long ago.

“You know I've always admired your convictions, Johnny, but I worry 'bout you at the same time,” Michael said. “You been like a brother to us since we're kids.” Sam nodded his agreement.

“Ah, that's the drink talking, Mike.” But he knew Michael meant they'd give their lives for each other.

“But I don't see how you can possibly play it alone,” Michael said.

“No, and that's where you two come in. I must engage the aid of true and trustworthy men and I can think of none better than you two fellows. I'm well acquainted with like-minded souls who know the trails and pathways of Maryland and Virginia, reliable men who can get us to Richmond fast, undetected. Confederate agents will be waiting at the Navy Yard Bridge to escort me and the captured Lincoln to Richmond. But I haven't asked anyone else yet. You are the first to know of this. And I'll have important roles for you. If you'll do me the honor of joining me.” He carefully regarded each of them. “You don't have to decide right now. I'm sure the others'll sit on the fence a while, too. Some will refuse. But finding the best candidates for this plan is like casting a drama. Use their talents to the fullest extent, or the entire production breaks down. I'm not asking you just because we're best friends, but because I know you share my feelings and passion.”

He rubbed his palm over his moist brow. Sweat trickled down his back. “Damn, it's hot in here.”

Sam and Mike sat there, silent, pensive.

Finally Sam said, “Gosh, Johnny, I reckoned my servin' with Company C was enough.”

“And as a noncombatant I'll forever respect you for serving and fighting in Bull Run, Sammy.”

Wilkes turned to Michael. “And you too, Mike. Anybody who's put on a uniform, who's seen combat or not, has made the ultimate sacrifice for the Confederacy. But this will constitute the very turning point in the war.” Sweltering, he slid out of his jacket and slid his sleeves to his elbows. His coin pocket weighed heavily against his thigh.

”We're already smugglin' rifles through the blockade.” Michael sloshed the brandy around in his glass. ”Will we have time for this too?”

“Of course. You won't have to drop everything else. But after this we'll be war heroes, men.”

“You're already a hero, in both the North and South, Johnny,” Sam said.

“For the most superficial, shallow reasons. Because I can perform on a stage.”

“'Cuz you're braver than us.”

“You're braver than you think, men,” Wilkes urged. “But no theatergoer will ever see the likes of this act in any theater. In fact, I plan on abducting Lincoln in the theater. Just imagine the scene.” He spread his hands. “The curtain rises, the gaslights fade, and the whole house is in darkness…”

“In the theater?” Sam's voice broke in disbelief. “Johnny, sometimes I think you don't know what's real and what ain't.”

“Does it matter, Sammy boy?” Bitterness tinged his voice. “In the grand scheme of things, what's real and what isn't? Was Beall real? Was his hanging real? Is the fact that boys are dying real?”

“Doesn't Lincoln have guards around him?” Michael asked.

Wilkes worked to rein in his emotions. “Not always. He goes out for solitary walks and rides in the dead of night. But he has nothing to fear. I don't plan to slaughter the mule, just put him out to pasture.” Wilkes shivered as the choking heat fled and his sweat turned cold. “I need your help,” he urged. “Make me proud so Beall didn't die in vain.”

Michael nervously cracked each knuckle.

“Dixie'll thank us after we get our prisoners back,” Wilkes said. “And we'll have accomplished an even bigger mission: to get Lincoln out of office.”

Sam drained his glass and rolled it between his hands. “I need to think about this, Johnny. I do have a family to consider.”

“Of course.” He patted Sam on the arm. “But you won't regret it. The South will kiss your feet.”

“It's not my feet I'm worried about.”

He turned to Michael. “What say you, Mike?”

Michael stared straight ahead pensively. “When the war broke out, I just went, 'cuz I knew I had to. But this—you kinda shot me between the eyes.”

“I realize you boys need to sleep on it, so do that. But quietly.” Wilkes stood, draining the last of his drink. “I'll be in touch.” He tossed some bank notes on the table. “Get yourselves a double measure of brandy now. You deserve it.”

Escaping the stuffy room, he stood outside under a gas lamp and took a deep breath of the chilly night air. “This is going to work,” he told himself in a confident tone. Sam and Mike wouldn't let him down. “Hear that, Beally boy?”

He gazed into the heavens, knowing his boyhood buddy was up there smiling down at him. Patting his coin pocket, which had cooled in the night air, he strode over to his horse and leapt on, looking forward to his warm bed and Lucy's luscious body.
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