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Skies over Maryland, Onboard the CSS Dixie Pride, September 1862 
 

Smoke rose from the altar, thick and fragrant. The smell of 

incense filled the darkened room, candlelight the only source of 

illumination. Case Early closed his eyes and breathed in deep, 

letting the sweetness of cinnamon and cardamom enter his lungs. 

Letting his spirit drift. The eastern ways hadn't always been his. 

But they were as much a part of him now as the food he ate and the 

air he breathed. 

He'd traveled much in his youth, accompanying his father. It was 

the one thing he was grateful to the old bastard for. 

Like many wealthy men from the Confederacy, Case's father had 

owned a plantation. But unlike those men, the elder Early had vision. 

He'd looked beyond the indigo crop of South Carolina, toward the 

future. There was a new crop - a substance called rubber - and Case's 

father swore it was the future. Case and his brother had accompanied 

their father across the seas, to the fields of the Dutch East Indies. 

And there, among the Medar people, Case Early had discovered his 

destiny. 

By day, the Medar toiled in the fields, suffering under the lash 

the same way the Africans had suffered in America before the 

clockwerks arrived. But by night, the Medar trained in secret - a 

race of warriors, preparing for the day when they would rise against 

their masters and reclaim their lands. A young Case Early watched how 



 

 

they made their minds and bodies calm, preparing themselves for the 

art of killing. He watched. And he learned. Now killing was what he 

did best. 

His eyes snapped open. He exhaled, then stood from his cross-

legged position and blew out the candles. Case began to dress in his 

Confederate combat uniform. He buckled a kerambit, the half-moon 

shaped knife, into the back of his gun belt. With reverent hands, he 

took his rifle down from the mount above his bunk. He ran his palm 

lovingly along the weapon's well-oiled stock. It was time to hone his 

craft. 

  



 

 

Skies Above New Hampshire, the USS Vindication, September 1862 
 

Colonel Hawkins gazed out the porthole of his stateroom. The 

morning sun rose like fire over the horizon. Hawkins clutched the 

dispatch in his hand. The crew of the Vindication were his children - 

the only he'd ever had. The only family he'd ever known. Married to 

the job, they said of him. 

True enough he thought. Though married to my airship might be 

more like it. After a life spent in service to his nation, there were 

no regrets. 

A knock - young and impertinent - sounded at the hatch. The 

corners of Hawkins' lips curled up into a smile. 

"Come." 

The young executive officer who strode in was a West Point 

Graduate, which was more than Hawkins, a former enlisted who'd fought 

his way up through the officer's ranks, could say for himself. 

Hawkins couldn't have asked for a better XO if he'd molded one from 

clay with his own two hands. The young major was brave to the edge of 

recklessness. And handsome to the point that it would get him in 

trouble. He was smart, but with the killer instinct you couldn't 

teach. He was a perfect choice to bequeath the Vindication to when 

this war was over. When he'd had bit more seasoning, of course. The 

Major's only flaws were his bias toward action over strategy and his 



 

 

anger, both of which he'd need to temper, lest they burn too hot and 

consume him. 

Montclair marched across the state room and stood at attention. 

"You asked to see me sir?" 

"Please Julius - stand at your ease.” Hawkins watched Montclair 

relax. “How's my airship this morning?" 

Montclair grinned and stood up straighter. “Tip-top sir. None 

the worse for wear after that last scrap. The Chief says we're at 

95%" 

“Humph,” Hawkins grunted. "The chief's a precise man. Julius-I 

meant to tell you-you did a fine job last month in Arkansas. 

Destroying those ferry boats was no mean task. And you handled it 

well. 

“Thank you, sir,” Major Montclair said. “Is there anything I 

could have done better?” 

Hawkins smiled. Always trying to improve. “Only one thing, son. 

You demonstrate an aggressiveness that will carry you far. The only 

thing that worries me is your eagerness to rush straight in.” 

“I understand sir,” Montclair said right away, although Hawkins 

wasn't so sure he did. “How do I fix it, sir?" the Major asked. 

Hawkins looked out the porthole, searching for how to answer.  

"Loss," he finally said. “You fix it through loss. Seems we've got 

new orders," Hawkins mentioned, changing the subject. 



 

 

"About time sir. Where?" 

"Sharpsburg." 

Major Montclair's brows knitted in confusion. "Sharpsburg, sir? 

Never heard of it." 

"Not much there, really. It's basically farmland. And a creek. 

Antietam, I believe it's called. The creek, that is. It's a day's 

flight from here. In Maryland." 

"A creek, sir?" 

Hawkins laughed. "The important thing to focus on isn't so much 

the creek, XO. It's the location. Which happens to be a strategic 

point to Washington. If we can stop the rebs there, we may be able to 

end this mess. If not, they gain a significant strategic foothold a 

stone's throw from the White House. And that we can't allow.” 

“We won't allow it sir.” 

Ah, the confidence of youth. “Send word to the engines, XO. Best 

speed. General heading toward Maryland. More to come." 

  



 

 

Sharpsburg Maryland, Union Command Tent, September 1862 
 

"You're out of your Healer-damned mind, George." 

Mouths dropped open, but Montclair was used to his CO's blunt-

manner. Not many could get away with talking to a general like that. 

But Colonel Hawkins, who'd denied promotion a dozen times just to 

stay at the helm of his airship, was one of the few who could. 

General McClellan's face soured. "I'll let that slide, John. 

Given your seniority.” 

Not to mention him commanding the mightiest airship here, much 

less the Union fleet Montclair thought. 

General McClellan drew himself up to his full height. “My plan 

stands, John. We'll feel them out a bit more before we commit." 

"Christ the Healer, George - apologies if my gruff manner 

offends, but listen to reason, man! There are five airships here - my 

Vindication, the Albany, the Nautilus, Dreadnought, and the 

Lexington. The rebs know it, and they'll bring at last five of their 

own to bear, if not more. Lee's army is here right now. We have less 

airships, but more than enough troops to end this if we act 

decisively! We could end the war, George. Do you understand that? But 

this plan of yours. . .it allows too much time for Confederate 

reinforcements to arrive.” 

Colonel Hawkins slammed his fist on the command table. “We must 

strike now! Fast and hard! Set them on their damned heels and finish 



 

 

it, once and for all! Every second we wait gives the enemy that much 

more time to prepare a response. And this war is too blasted close to 

call as it is. Taking our boots off their necks now is a luxury we 

can ill afford."  

The other commanders in the tent exchanged worried glances, 

unsure of how to react.  

General McClellan's lip quivered. "The rebel reinforcements are 

days out yet. My scouts assure me of it. And my staff and I have 

planned this battle meticulously. We have time, John. And I aim to 

use it." 

Montclair groaned inwardly. The scouts had been wrong before. He 

clenched his fists at his side. It was so obvious! Why didn't they 

listen to the Colonel? 

General McClellan looked around the tent. “Alright ladies and 

gentlemen - if there are no more questions?” Every eye turned to 

Colonel Hawkins. The colonel held his tongue. He'd spoken his piece, 

and General McClellan was hearing none of it. 

“Very good,” General McClellan nodded to himself. “I suggest you 

all get to your bunks, then. We've an early morning. Airship and 

ground force attacks will commence at dawn. Dismissed." 

Colonel Hawkins stayed behind to converse with the staff ranks, 

while Montclair stepped outside to join the other majors and 

captains. As he exited the tent, he spotted the XO of the Albany 

leaving in the rush. He waved and caught her eye. 



 

 

“Julius Montclair,” she said, her dark eyes sparkling as she 

made her way toward him. 

“Hey, Ramona.” Montclair smiled down at her. Major Ramona 

Christian - hair pulled back in a tight, chestnut-brown ponytail, 

eyes the color of dark coffee, filling out her uniform jacket and 

trousers quite nicely. He held the tent flap for her. 

“Thank you, Julius. Always the gentleman.” 

Montclair grinned. “Once we've routed these rebs, I'll show you 

just how 'gentlemanly' I can be.” 

The XO of the USS Albany laughed. “Damn. Don't waste any time at 

all, do you?” 

“Well... look at you. Can you blame me? Besides - it wasn't so 

bad with us, was it?” 

“Oh no,” she said, putting up her hands. “I'm not falling for 

that creole charm again. Besides... I'm with someone now.” 

Colonel Hawkins exited the tent, his timing impeccable. He gave 

Montclair a nod that said 'follow.' 

“Looks like you're being summoned,” Ramona said. 

Montclair sighed. “Looks like.” 

“Just as well. My CO and I need to get back to our airship, too. 

We've planning of our own to do yet.” She placed a hand on 

Montclair's arm, her touch speaking volumes. “Be careful, Julius. I 

want to see you intact on the other side of this war.” 



 

 

His eyes softened. “You too, Ramona.” 

She turned to leave.  

He watched her as she went, the swing of her hips, plumpness of 

her backside. He hated to see her leave, but damnation he loved to 

watch her walk away. 

“And for the record,” she said over her shoulder, “it wasn't 

that bad with us. Quite the opposite, actually.” She blended into the 

crowd and was gone. 

Montclair's grin didn't fade until he was walking next to his 

commanding officer. 

“Was that the Albany's XO?” Colonel Hawkins asked. 

“Yes sir.” 

The Colonel nodded. “You're incorrigible, Julius. Not 

necessarily in a bad way, mind you. Just see that your appetites 

don't get the best of your common sense.” They walked in silence for 

a while, until Colonel Hawkins spoke again. “McClellan's going to get 

us routed tomorrow. But we can still salvage this.” He paused. “I 

have a mission for you, Julius." 

Montclair raised an eyebrow. A feeling grew in the pit of his 

stomach, hollow and hungry, like an attack dog about to be freed from 

the leash. "This mission, sir... on or off the books?"  

 Colonel Hawkins grinned. "What do you think?" 

  



 

 

Skies above Sharpsburg Maryland, the Vindication, September 1862 
 

The sky to the east remained blue-black, the first bleeding 

strip of dawn not yet visible. Vindication skimmed the treetops as 

fast and low as she dared, headed toward the rendezvous coordinates 

where the Union attack run would commence. Montclair stood poised on 

the edge of the envelope, rope gripped tight in both his front and 

braking hand. Corporal Sandler, his chosen second in command for the 

mission, stood in a wide-legged stance beside him. Vindication 

slowed, approaching a clearing Montclair and Sandler had scouted the 

night before. They'd get one chance at this - Vindication couldn't 

risk being seen dropping off ground troops this far outside the AO, 

or Area of Operations. 

He felt the juggernaut airship slow, sensed the further dip in 

altitude. Montclair, plus twelve elite Union Army Air Corps rangers 

zipped down the ropes, trees passing by as they rappelled into the 

predawn forest. No sooner had his boots touched terra firma than 

Montclair unhooked. Seconds later, the airship sped past, her crewmen 

pulling up the rappelling ropes in the wake. Montclair watched 

Vindication's belly as she headed east toward the coming day, and a 

battle of her own. 

His face smeared with stripes of black paint, senses alert, and 

adrenaline pumping, Montclair shouldered his weapon. He turned facing 

outward and took a knee. Silence blanketed the forest around them, 

not even a bird's call. When Vindication's rangers had set security, 



 

 

Montclair signaled move out. The troops of his small assault force 

fanned out behind him, drifting through the darkened woods like 

ghosts. The insertion was complete. They were in. 

  



 

 

Skies over Antietam Creek, the Vindication, September 1862 
 

The small armada flew in a 'V' formation, Vindication in the 

lead. Colonel Hawkins gazed out the triple-thick glass pane of the 

bridge. His breath still caught in his chest at the sight of the 

rising sun, the land spread out before them. Every damned time, he 

thought. Even after all the years. 

The battlefields waited, silent and expectant beneath them, the 

armies of north and south yet to arrive. Hawkins glanced west, toward 

the place they'd dropped off his executive officer. The young man had 

been through much - that nasty business with his family in New 

Orleans - but he'd made a damned fine soldier. One of the best 

Hawkins had ever seen. And someday he'd make an even better airship 

commander. Hawkins silently wished him luck on his mission before 

turning back toward the rising sun. 

The colonel peered out at the sky. Tiny dots appeared in the 

distance. Small at first, but they would soon grow. Enemy airships. 

The loudaphone jangled. His helmsman picked it up, nodding at 

the message. "Enemy sighted sir," she said. 

“Very good, helm. What's the lookout seeing?” 

“Lookout makes six enemy airships at our twelve o' the clock, 

sir.” 

Colonel Hawkins nodded. Six? So, the rebs did have them 

outnumbered. No matter. 



 

 

"Sound general quarters,” Colonel Hawkins said, his voice as 

calm as a spring breeze. “Have the flagmen signal the other airships. 

Shift to battle positions - Bull Horns formation." 

Hawkins felt the deck shift beneath his feet as the airship 

picked up speed, saw the other airships move up alongside him as they 

flew into formation. They were still well outside the reach of the 

Confederate's guns. This was the calm before storm. 

"Range closing fast, sir." 

Hawkins nodded, his eyes still locked on the horizon. “Steady 

helm. Hold until the last possible second.” 

A shell boomed toward Vindication's bow, falling short to land 

somewhere in the forests beneath them. Hawkins sneered - a novice 

mistake, shooting too early. Even outnumbering them by an airship, 

the rebs were making this too easy.   

Hawkins watched the approaching airships grow larger. Six 

Confederate vessels flying in two neat columns. His heart beat strong 

and steady. His eyes went hard as flint, sharp as a bird of prey. 

"Steady helm." 

Now they were in range. The whistle of incoming rounds reached 

his ears. The boom and shudder of shell gun rounds bouncing off their 

armored envelope. 

"Steady helm." 



 

 

He could see the enemy crews manning the gatlings now. Their 

faces were almost visible. Any second now. 

The helmsman turned to face the command deck, her eyebrow raised 

in question. "Sir?" 

Boom boom boom. Incoming aether rounds. 

Hawkins grinned. "Now!" 

Vindication jolted forward, a sudden burst of speed as she split 

the enemy formation in half. 

“Fire at will!” 

The behemoth airship's cannon opened up to port and starboard, 

separating the enemy airship's formation and giving as good as she 

got. Vindication rocked from stem to stern, listing first one way and 

then the other as the heavy enemy cannon blasted her from both sides. 

While Vindication zoomed down the center of the enemy line, the 

rest of the small Union assault fleet flanked the other ships, 

locking the enemy airships inside a tight perimeter. 

“Cease fire!” Colonel Hawkins shouted as soon as they'd cleared 

the gauntlet. “Hard to port, helm. Then turn us about. And have the 

gun crews make those cannon ready.” Hawkins' eyes narrowed. “I mean 

to engage.” 

Hawkins felt Vindication spin in an arc. Slow, but more graceful 

than anything that gargantuan had a right to be. 



 

 

“Speed, helm!” Hawkins demanded. “Everything we’ve got! And get 

me a damage report while you're at it.” 

“Moderate damage to port and starboard, sir. Crack on the port 

side envelope's armor, but it's holding. Casualty reports coming in 

now.” 

“Good. Whatever they are, the matrons can handle it.” Hawkins 

pulled out his spyglass and assessed the battle at a glance. 

Dreadnought and Nautilus had paired off with their own dance 

partners. Albany had two. Albany's CO could handle himself in a 

scrap. And his first officer, Montclair's friend, was as able a 

soldier as they came, from what he'd heard. They could hold their 

own. But Lexington, the smallest of the assault fleet, had two on her 

back as well. 

“Helm-take us to the Lexington's side. Split those rebs off from 

her. Have the flags signal her to assist the Albany. Let's even the 

odds a bit. Full speed, if you please.” 

“Yes sir.” 

Vindication surged back toward the sky battle. 

“What's the name of that ship on the port side?” Colonel Hawkins 

asked. 

“Markings identify her as Confederate States Airship Valiant 

Grace, sir.” 



 

 

“Alright. Concentrate fire on her aft rotor. We recently 

received some enhanced shells from the weapons labs at Watervliet. 

Let's see what they can do.” 

Vindication moved deftly, her forward guns blazing. She eased 

herself into place between the CSS Valiant Grace and the USS 

Lexington. 

With Vindication providing cover, the Lexington slipped away. 

Even though it was still two on one, Colonel Hawkins liked his odds.  

Cannon fire port and starboard slammed into the envelope's armor 

plating. Hawkins did the quick math in his mind - force of the 

rounds, stress points, cannon velocity. Vindication was taking a 

pounding, and her envelope couldn't handle much more. 

“Where are those new rounds?” Hawkins barked. 

“Loading now, sir. Firing count thirty seconds.” 

“Thirty seconds? Very good.” Any more than that and we'll be 

done for. 

“Guns ready, sir.” 

“All guns - target enemy airship's port side rotor. Fire at 

will.” 

Vindication's guns resounded. The new rounds bounced off the 

rebels airship's heavily plated envelope, but ripped through her 

rotors. 

A cheer went up from the bridge. 



 

 

“Those rounds worked as advertised, sir. The Valiant Grace is 

crippled.” 

“Outstanding helm. We've still got one in the fight, though. Who 

is she?” 

“CSS Resolute, sir.” 

“The Resolute? Damnation... that's Joanna Pembrook's ship. She's 

as good as they come.” 

As if to punctuate the Colonel's warning, an explosion rocked 

Vindication from the starboard side. Hawkins watched the Valiant 

Grace limp away on a single rotor. If they pursued the wounded 

confederate airship, Pembrook's Resolute would tear him a new ass as 

he gave chase. He took in the battle around him. As he watched the 

airships engage one on one, an idea formed in his mind. 

“Bring us around again, helm. Take us in closer.” 

“Sir?” 

"Take us closer. I want us right alongside the Resolute.” 

Colonel Hawkins tightened his saber belt and checked his sidearm. He 

pulled a rifle down from the bridge weapons rack. He eyed the sets of 

iron body armor hanging there, but decided against wearing any-it 

would only slow him down. And at his age, he was already plenty slow 

enough. 

“Prepare grappling hooks,” he ordered, heading for the door. 

“And move us into boarding position." Hawkins grasped the hilt of his 



 

 

saber as he turned to leave. "Helm - maintain present course. You 

have your orders. And the bridge." 

The helmsman, a lieutenant, looked stricken. "Where are you 

going sir?" she asked, her eyes wide. 

“Didn't you hear me, lieutenant? We're about to board that enemy 

vessel. Why should I let my crew have all the fun?”  

  



 

 

Near Antietam Creek, Confederate Depot, September 1861 
 

Sweat dripped down Montclair's face as he lay in the brush. 

Summer seemed to have overstayed it welcome, threatening to intrude 

further into autumn. Iron body armor, gear, ammunition, water, and a 

rucksack didn't help matters any. They'd just completed a painstaking 

stalk behind enemy lines, trading stealth for speed. They'd been 

forced to skirt the main battlefield, bypassing the heavier fighting 

of men and machines. Now here they were, deep behind enemy lines. 

They'd formed up in 'C' shaped formation, prone at the treeline. 

The sound of the rhino tank's engines and the roar of aether cannon 

reached their ears, distant but audible. The occasional faraway boom 

of the airship battle to the west drifted along the sluggish breeze. 

He wondered how the airship was doing. He had little worry for 

Vindication or her crew - she was in the capable hands of the 

greatest airship commander in the Union fleet, his own CO Colonel 

Hawkins. But he was desperate to know how the battle progressed. He 

tried to put it from his mind and refocused on the mission. 

Major Montclair raised his rifle's looking glass to his eye. 

Ahead lay an old two-story tobacco barn, canvas tents all round, 

hastily dug earthworks surrounding it - the ammo dump and airship 

fuel stores for Lee's entire Army of the Potomac. In their 

foolishness, they'd left only a platoon sized element to guard the 

rear. Only thirty-odd Confederate regulars against Montclair and his 



 

 

twelve rangers? He grinned. Sometimes they just made it too damned 

easy. 

Montclair assessed the layout - two sentries at the door, 

staggered perimeter patrols, layered security. Not bad work, 

considering. Probably could have used some heavy guns, in his 

opinion. But the fact that the rebs had overlooked them just made his 

job that much easier. 

 Layered security meant defense in depth. If he recalled his 

lessons from West Point, the best strategic approach would be to peel 

the layers of security away one by one, like an onion. And the first 

layer was the perimeter watch. 

Montclair signaled his long rifles up. Seconds later bipods 

thumped to the forest floor in a staggered line. And just in time, as 

the first patrol walked into view. There were two of them, moving 

steady in a standard patrol pattern. Montclair watched as Corporal 

Sandler and another soldier sighted in. 

There was a slight breeze. They'll have to lead them. 

“On my mark,” Montclair said, breaking noise discipline for the 

first time. The two men nodded. 

“Three. Two. One. Mark.” 

Simultaneous rifle cracks resounded. Across the space of the 

open field, the sentries dropped like puppets with their strings cut. 

The Confederate garrison came alive.   



 

 

  



 

 

Skies above Antietam, the USS Vindication, September 1862 
 

The acrid scent of gunpowder burned in Hawkins' nostrils, and 

the smoke of cannon stung his eyes. The colonel shouldered his rifle 

and put his back to the bulkhead by the hatchway. 

Vindication had opened up broadside, at close range and blasting 

the Resolute right up until the last second. The heavy guns had 

smashed through the smaller airship's hull in several places and 

dented her envelope. 

The colonel checked the corner before taking a quick peek out. 

Snipers often lurked high in an airship's rigging. His plan had been 

to ensure the rigging was clear, then lay down fire as soon as he 

broke cover. The sight of the grappling hooks and the enemy ship not 

ten yards and closing changed that plan. Instead, he bent his knees 

and braced for impact. 

Any second now... 

The airships collided with a metallic boom, impact rolling 

through the two behemoths in waves. Colonel Hawkins steadied himself, 

then rounded the corner with his sights high in the Resolute's crows 

nests. His rifle chattered as he barked out orders. 

“Get to the railing!” He shouted, making himself heard over 

gunfire, conscious of the sounds of his empty shell casings pinging 

onto the deck. “I want concentrated fire on those sniper nests! 

Prepare to board enemy airship!” 



 

 

At the sight of Colonel Hawkins fighting alongside them, 

Vindication's crew rallied. A shout went up from the decks as they 

formed a line and pushed into the oncoming Confederates, rifles rat-

a-tat-ing in controlled bursts. 

A flood of greycoats came from the port side - the Resolute had 

mounted a boarding party of her own. One of them spotted Hawkins and 

came right at him. A broad woman, taller than the colonel himself, 

red in the face, her rifle with bayonet up and ready. 

Hawkins dove behind a ventilation shaft cover as her incoming 

rounds pinged off the iron. He scrambled back around the corner and 

shot low, striking the soldier in her feet and lower legs. She 

dropped with a cry of pain. Hawkins moved in quickly and finished her 

before advancing to the next point of cover. This fight had just 

begun. 

  



 

 

Near Antietam Creek, Confederate Depot, September 1861 
 

“On me!” Montclair shouted. Then he was up and dashing across 

the field, firing as he moved. He dropped to his belly as a hail of 

lead, courtesy of the second layer of rebel security, flew above him. 

At the first break in fire Montclair was up, sprinting a few yards 

and firing, hitting the deck again. He was only two-thirds of the way 

across the fields when he saw them pull the tarps. His eyes grew 

wide. 

“Gatlings!” he shouted, sighting in on the leftmost gun 

platform, sending rounds toward the confederate soldier attempting to 

man it. The soldier dropped in a hail of bullets, even as another reb 

rushed to take his place. If they got those guns working, Montclair 

and his troops were in serious trouble. 

Montclair got Sandler's attention. He pointed to the gatling 

placements. “I'll take the one on the left!” 

Sandler nodded, acknowledging. Without waiting, Montclair broke 

from cover - a mad, suicidal dash. When he reached the earthworks he 

leapt, clearing them in a single hurdle. Alone, he charged the 

gatling placement. As the bullets began to fly, Montclair roared. He 

dove left, emptying a magazine in the direction of the crew served 

weapon. 

Chest heaving, Montclair ripped the empty magazine from his 

rifle. Confederate soldiers poured from the barn, wisely taking 



 

 

advantage of the cover the gatlings provided to mount a 

counterattack. 

No time to think. Montclair pulled a fresh magazine from his 

pouch, rammed it home, made his rifle ready, knowing he had no hope 

of getting it up in time. Even if he did, a single rifle was nowhere 

near enough firepower to stop the wall of grey uniforms rushing 

toward him. 

Montclair watched, open mouthed, as a torrent of lead ripped 

through the rebels. He turned to see Corporal Sandler sitting atop 

the second gatling, barrels smoking, a shit-eating grin on his face. 

“What in hell you waiting for, sir?” Sandler asked. “How 'bout 

you mount up on that there gatling and we finish what we started?” 

Montclair needed no further encouragement. Following Sandler's 

lead, he leapt onto the rotating platform and into the gunner's seat. 

A ranger made it to his side. She stowed her rifle, and together she 

and Montclair moved the gun into position, pointing the twin barrels 

back toward the Confederate encampment. 

Montclair laid on the crank. Two-hundred rounds per minute 

chewed the ammo dump to pieces, laying low everything in its path. 

At last the storm of lead receded. The gun's barrels blazed red-

hot, tendrils of smoke curling from their ends. The remaining 

Confederate soldiers fled into the forest, abandoning their dead. 

“We pursuing, sir?” Sandler asked. 



 

 

“Negative,” Montclair said, watching the troops racing into the 

woods. “Let them go. This mission is off the books... we don't have 

the luxury of taking prisoners. And we're not murderers.” 

The fragrant smell of fresh cut wood, courtesy of twin gatling 

buzz saws, mixed with the sharp tang of liquid aether fuel. “Alright 

ladies and gentlemen,” Montclair said. “Let's do what we came to do 

and get the hell out of here.” 

Less than a quarter turn o' the clock later, Montclair stood 

outside the barn, match in hand. “We all set?” he asked Sanders. 

“Yes sir. Place is wired up tight as a society debutante. 

Waiting on your go. Might want to hurry though, sir. Perimeter 

security's getting nervous with our asses hanging out here in the 

wind.” 

Montclair grinned. “Well - who are we to make them wait?” he 

struck the match and touched it to the fuse. He watched to make sure 

it caught, then signaled 'go' and broke into a run. Soldiers fell in 

sprinting to his left and right. 

They made it to the treeline when they heard the explosion. 

Montclair turned to look as the encampment blossomed into a ball of 

orange and blue fire, countless pieces of wood and metal flying in 

every direction. 

He laughed and clapped Corporal Sandler on the back. 



 

 

“One hell of an exfil plan you had there, Sandler! Alright 

ladies and gents,” Montclair said, addressing the assembled soldiers, 

“we're on the move, double-time. When we get back to the Vindy, first 

rounds on me!” 

  



 

 

Skies above Antietam Creek, CSS Dixie Pride, September 1861 
 

Early clung to the railing of the Dixie Pride, clutching the 

iron in a death grip as the airship shuddered and swung. She was 

listing heavy to port, her engine blown out by the Union airship's 

attack. Early could feel her twisting, heard the creak and groan of 

the metal, iron plating threatening to buckle from the strain of 

maintaining altitude on a single engine. The Pride had taken a 

beating and then some, so badly crippled she'd been forced to turn 

away from the fight. Early hated running more than anything, but the 

Dixie Pride's commander was making the right choice. Sometimes 

discretion was the better part of valor. Early's lips twisted into a 

skull-like grin. 

The day ain’t over yet. 

Early hurried along the decks, passed crewmen rushing to make 

emergency repairs. Early moved against the flow of the rush. He had 

other plans. 

He made his way up, across decks that had been level not so long 

ago. He found himself leaning forward, at one point damn near 

crawling on hands and knees to get to the airship's starboard side. 

He slung his rifle when he reached the opposite railing, climbing up 

and over, back toward his sniper nest. He crawled like a spider along 

the envelope, clinging to each embedded iron rung for dear life, 

nothing but empty sky between him and a plummet to certain death. 



 

 

The platform, now above his head where earlier he'd hung 

suspended, waited for him. Seven chalk marks on the iron surface of 

the envelope indicated the day's kills. With luck, he’d get one more 

before the Dixie Pride limped home for good. 

Early gripped the rifle as he climbed up on the platform. “All 

we have to do is find us a target,” he said. 

Early took a knee and turned to face aft, the Dixie Pride 

dragging herself away at what felt like a snail's pace. Instead of 

hanging suspended from the platform as he'd done when the ship was 

level, Early lay prone on what had been the bottom. Every second that 

passed was another second further from his kill. He had to hurry. But 

hurrying forced mistakes. And Early didn't make mistakes. 

Even with time slipping away, he took the extra second to strap 

himself in. No telling how the listing airship might shift. Secured 

and in position, Early sighted into his looking glass scope. 

He scanned the decks of the closest Union ship - Vindication was 

her name. The same one that had just captured the Resolute. 

Damn yankees. Just like them, adding insult to injury. Seemed 

like as good a time for some payback as any. Early scanned the decks, 

felt his heart jump into his throat at what he saw. 

“Well I’ll be damned,” he swore. 

He'd almost missed him, through the smoke and all. Would have, 

too, if it wasn't for that head of hair, white as snow. Only a few on 

an airship made it long enough to get hair that white. And only one 



 

 

person onboard that ship had golden eagles on their jacket. There was 

no mistaking who it was. Early licked his lips in anticipation. 

“Afternoon, Colonel,” he whispered. 

Early eyed the shot. Vindication hovered steady. The Dixie Pride 

drifted ever further away, and at an odd angle to boot. The angle he 

could compensate for. But the range? Of that he was far less certain. 

Early closed his eyes. He slowed his breathing, dropping into a near 

meditative state. Calculations for wind, humidity, and bullet drop 

swirled through his mind, the figures organizing themselves into a 

coherent targeting package seemingly of their own accord. He opened 

his shooting eye. Then his other. A torn jacket of Union blue, slash 

across the arm, golden eagles at the color, saber covered in blood. 

The image-an old man laughing at the sheer joy of battle, crimson 

stain against a shock of white hair-leapt out at him, as if he were 

mere feet away instead of hundreds of yards. Early breathed in. 

At the bottom of his exhale, he squeezed the trigger. 

  



 

 

Skies above Antietam Creek, the Vindication, September 1861 
 

Covered in blood and soot, jacket soaked through with sweat, 

saber in his hand. John Hawkins smiled. He hated war, but nothing 

made a soldier feel as alive as the fire of battle. Nothing - no 

meat, wine, no woman - tasted as sweet as the ecstasy of victory. He 

reached up and wiped away the blood, smearing it across his forehead. 

He cursed at the wound - the result of a Confederate saber butt. The 

he cursed his own reflexes for not being as fast as they once were. 

Still, the wound could have been much worse - it could have 

ended him. But thanks to his own thick skull, he yet lived. He’d been 

lucky. At least more so than the rebel soldier who lay dead at his 

feet, run through by the colonel himself. 

 The Resolute was all but taken. Only a few defenders remained. 

Even now, his soldiers drove them back across the railing to their 

own airship. He expected Pembrook would hand over her saber within a 

turn o' the clock, if not sooner. It was simply a matter of time now. 

Hawkins surveyed the skies around him. The Albany and the 

Dreadnought had given the rebs all they could take. And in the 

distance a confederate airship, Dixie Pride if he recalled correctly, 

had turn tail and run. The airship listed to port at an angle 

dangerously approaching vertical. Union guns had pierced the thick 

armor plating of her envelope. Gas, bright blue, vented in her wake. 

Through the smoke and the yelling, the cheers of Vindication's 

crew washed over Hawkins. They’d gone toe-to-toe with two Confederate 



 

 

airships, running one off and capturing the other. The rest of the 

fleet had done just as well, the rebs having signaled retreat only 

moments ago. And all with relatively few Union casualties. 

Hawkins looked around the deck - bodies, ruin, and desolation. 

But more Confederate blood than Union, thank the Healer. More of them 

dead than his own. He nodded. 

“Not bad for a day's work,” he said to no one in particular. A 

smile split the colonel's face. A chuckle began, at the notion of him 

talking to himself. He really was getting old. The chuckle grew, and 

soon he threw his head back and let loose with a full-throated laugh. 

Thankful to be alive, thankful to be victorious, thankful for such a 

damned good crew. 

A sledgehammer blow to the chest lifted him off his feet. 

Confused, he saw a trail of aether blue, seemingly coming from the 

fleeing rebel airship. He heard a crack like thunder a fraction of a 

second behind it. Then baby-blue afternoon sky, his boots above his 

head. His nerve endings already overloaded, he barely felt the impact 

as the deck reached up to greet him. 

Crewman were over him in an instant. Dragging him toward what he 

knew somewhere in his mind had to be the infirmary. 

“Knocked the w-wind out of me...” he said. 

Why was it so hard to breathe? Christ the Healer - it felt like 

a rhino tank had rumbled up onto his chest and parked there. 

Consciousness seemed to slip through his fingers like wisps of smoke. 

In and out - the sky passing overhead. The ceilings of the corridor 



 

 

as they passed. The bright lights of the infirmary. Through it all, 

Colonel Hawkins managed to latch on to one thought. When he was 

conscious and lucid, between bouts of blackness. It echoed, in his 

head, over and over. A single word. Sniper. 

  



 

 

Near Sharpsburg Maryland, Forest Clearing, September 1862 
 

Vindication floated into view above the treetops - the prettiest 

damned sight Montclair had seen all day. She hovered, dropping ropes 

and hooks which Montclair and company quickly latched onto. The 

forest floor fell away beneath them as Vindication rose high over the 

trees. Montclair hung from the rope and enjoyed the view, the whine 

of the mechanical wench growing louder as it drew him upward. 

When they'd been completely retracted, Montclair and Sandler 

stepped over the rail, a smile as wide as the Mississippi on 

Montclair's face. Sergeant Major French was there to meet him. But, 

one look at the face of Vindication's senior enlisted man told 

Montclair something was terribly wrong. 

“What's happened?” Montclair asked, an emptiness growing in the 

pit of his stomach. 

The Sergeant Major locked Montclair with his lone blue eye. 

“It's the colonel, lad. You'll need to come quick. We haven't much 

time.” 

Montclair followed, his body numb. He moved automatically, like 

a clockwerk. Some part of him was conscious of Sandler, walking to 

his right. But his mind was elsewhere, as his feet carried him toward 

the infirmary. 

The smell was the first thing that hit him. Sharp chemical tang 

of antiseptic, overpowering, but the stench of death unmistakable 



 

 

underneath. Vindication's junior officers stood huddled around the 

bed, a mixture of Union blue jackets and combat uniforms conversing 

in hushed tones. When Montclair entered, they parted before him like 

the red sea. The sight of Colonel Hawkins on his back midst a tangle 

of blood-soaked sheets greeted Montclair.   

Head Matron Farnham took Montclair's hand. “I'm glad you made 

it,” she said. “He's been asking for you.” 

Montclair nodded, his body still numb. He found he couldn't tear 

his gaze from the bandages over the colonel's chest, the strips of 

white gauze already sodden with gore. 

The sound of the Colonel's tortured breathing reached Major 

Montclair's ears. He went to stand by the bedside. The thing he 

looked down upon was not his commanding officer. It was some pitiful 

creature, skin of pallid white. Each breath it took was a struggle, a 

Pyrrhic victor ripped from torn lungs and a ruined chest. Only the 

snow-white hair and broad shoulders resembled the man he'd looked up 

to for so long. 

“J-Julius,” he uttered, fighting for each syllable. “H-haven't 

much time.” Desperation, anger, frustration, pain - all flashed 

across Colonel Hawkins' eyes. He writhed in agony as his body 

spasmed, still managing to wave the Head Matron away when she rushed 

to his side. When the spasm resided, the Colonel managed a single 

ragged breath. He exhaled. 



 

 

He looked up at Montclair, his eyes pleading. “Take care of 

her,” he said. His lips stretched back to reveal blood-covered teeth, 

the image more a skull's grimace than a smile. 

As Montclair looked on, helpless and unsure of what to say or 

do, Colonel Hawkins closed his eyes. The pain fell away from his 

face. His jaw, tightened in suffering only a moment before, relaxed. 

He breathed one last time and was at peace. 

The gathered officers hung their heads. The infirmary went 

silent, the hum of the multitude of aether lamps above them the only 

sound. 

A wave of nausea washed over Montclair - a feeling of standing 

outside himself. 

The Head Matron placed her hand on his shoulder. She had to 

reach up to touch him. “He waited for you,” she whispered. “Sheer 

force of will kept that man alive. I've never seen it's like - not 

even during this damnable war.” 

The matron's words sounded far away - as if Montclair was 

standing underwater. It started small, at first. A spark, lighting an 

ember. The ember grew into a flame, and that flame grew into a blaze. 

Soon a rage, white-hot and barely controllable, filled the entirety 

of Montclair's being. 

"How?” Montclair growled, through teeth clenched so tight the 

muscles of his jaw begged for relief. 



 

 

“The Dixie Pride,” the Sergeant Major replied. “Sniper.” He said 

the word as if the taste of it in his mouth was too much to stomach. 

For a time, Montclair grew silent. 

“Sir?” The Sergeant Major finally asked. 

Montclair's eyes remained locked on his CO's corpse. “Corporal 

Sandler,” he said. The corporal had stood by the entrance the entire 

time, respectfully silent. “Do we have any more of those explosives 

left?" 

The corporal swallowed hard and stood up straighter. “Damn right 

we do, Major.” 

A worried frown creased Sergeant Major French's face. “Sir... 

Julius... you're the commander of this airship now. You can't-” 

"The hell I can't," Montclair growled. 

  



 

 

Union Encamp, USS Albany, September 1862 
 

His fist hovered in front of the hatch, poised to knock. Doing 

this on his own was one thing... even the men who'd volunteered – no, 

demanded- to come along had made their own choice. But dragging 

someone else into this? That was an entirely different deck of cards. 

Montclair hesitated, an act uncharacteristic of him. Split-second 

choices were his specialty. Until now. Luckily this decision was made 

for him. 

The hatch swung open. Major Ramona Christian stood in the 

doorway, dressed in nothing but her uniform shirt, dangerously 

unbuttoned. The flash of anger in her eyes at being disturbed 

dissipated when she realized who was at her door. 

“Julius,” she said. She reached up and put her arms around his 

neck. “I'm so sorry... The news is all over the camp. I know what 

Colonel Hawkins meant to you.” 

She squeezed him tight and he squeezed back, very much aware of 

her full breasts pressed against his chest, the thinness of the 

uniform shirt she wore. Memories of their time together came flooding 

back. “Thank you, Ramona. That means a lot.” 

She let him go, then leaned out the door, looking right and left 

down the airship corridor. “Come in,” she said. 



 

 

Major Christian shut the hatch behind him. Montclair unslung his 

rifle and put it down before sitting on the edge of her bunk. She 

took a seat close to him, curling her bare legs underneath her. 

She looked Montclair up and down - still in the day's combat 

uniform, black paint still on his face from the day's mission. Fresh 

from his CO's deathbed. 

“Why are you here Julius?” she asked. Sympathy, curiosity, and 

caution all vied for supremacy in the tone of her voice. 

For once in his life, Montclair struggled to know what to say. 

He didn't know how to ask, so he just came out and said it. “I need 

your help, Ramona.” 

“Julius,” she said, in that school-marm voice he'd both loved 

and hated. “You know I'm with someone now. It's not that I don't want 

- I mean, I wish I could-” 

“No,” Montclair said, shaking his head. “That's not what I... 

the airship that killed Colonel Hawkins... I need to know where it's 

berthed.” 

“What?” 

“I know you were in McClellan's staff meeting tonight after the 

battle. And I know you discussed where the Confederate airships 

bedded down for the night.” He took one of her hands in both his.  

“Please, Ramona - you're the only person I can trust.” 

She raised a brow. “Trust to do what?” 



 

 

“What do you know about the soldier who killed my colonel?” 

Major Christian bit her lip, the way she used to when she was 

thinking through a command problem back at the academy. The hurt of 

loss eased as memories of their time together as cadets at West Point 

came rushing back. Ramona always did have a knack for taking away his 

pain. 

“Only one person onboard the Dixie Pride could have pulled off 

that shot,” she said. “Only one person in the entire Confederacy, if 

our intel is right.” 

“Who?” 

“Case Early.” Ramona's eyes narrowed.  “He's a damned legend 

among the troops. Even DSI has a file on the bastard. He's trained, 

Julius. In the far east. Rumor has it he's... wait - why the hell am 

I even telling you all this!” Ramona's cheek's flushed. “Christ the 

Healer Julius - you're an airship commander now! McClellan himself is 

pinning the eagles on your collar tomorrow morning!” She paused and 

cocked her head the side. “Just what is it you're aiming to do?” 

Montclair's eyes turned hard as flint. “I aim to kill the man 

that killed my commanding officer.” 

Major Christian stared at him, long and hard. Finally, she let 

out a sigh, placed a hand to his cheek. She unfurled her legs with 

more grace and poise than any woman deserved to command, then rose 

from the bed and walked over to a small wardrobe. 



 

 

“I'd tell you to close your eyes,” She said. “But I know you'd 

just look anyway.” 

Major Christian pulled her uniform shirt over her head and 

turned away, but not before Montclair got an eyeful of her full, 

round breasts, nipples the color of coffee with heavy cream. He had 

only the briefest of seconds to admire her plump, shapely rump before 

she pulled on a pair of Union-issue combat trousers. 

“What are you doing?” Montclair asked, his heads - both the one 

atop his shoulders and the one below his gunbelt - struggling for 

control. 

”What the hell does it look like? You didn't think I'd let you 

do this alone, did you?” 

***   

A nightbird's song filled the trees as they knelt, waiting. 

There were twelve of them, and with Ramona along they had a baker's 

dozen. They kneeled among the trees, iron body armor, combat 

uniforms, faces blackened. Montclair wore the same uniform he'd worn 

since well before dawn. He hadn't eaten, hadn't slept, hadn't even 

cleaned the paint from his face. Just loaded up with fresh magazines, 

filled his canteens, gathered his all-volunteer force, then headed 

straight to the Albany to ask for Ramona's help. 

They'd staged the clockwerk horses - affectionately called 

'brutes' by the rank and file - half a mile away, rucking the rest of 

the way in on foot. Several hundred yards distant, Confederate 



 

 

regulars stood the night's watch at the edge of an open field. 

Airships had moored, scattered throughout the open space. One of 

them, the Dixie Pride, floated several feet above grass, wet with 

dew. 

Corporal Sandler signaled ready, and he and Montclair slipped 

from the trees. A perfect half-moon provided just enough light for 

them to see the sentries, but not enough for even vigilant eyes to 

make out the thirteen soldiers crouched in the trees. Montclair and 

Sandler flanked the sentries, movements silent as graveyard wraiths. 

They moved up behind the rebel soldiers, knives drawn. On Montclair's 

go, hands clamped hands over enemy mouths. A flash of moonlight off 

steel, a gush of crimson. Before the bodies hit the ground, eleven 

Union soldiers were on the move, emerging from the treeline, crouched 

low and sweeping toward the moored airships. 

 The pain of loss gnawed at him, lurking on the edges of his 

mind. It would lay there in wait, patient until his world quieted, 

until the adrenaline evaporated, and the blood cooled. Then it would 

pounce, and it would try its level best to tear him apart. Best not 

to think on it. 

Montclair spared a glance at Ramona. Her face was all business - 

focused and serious. No need to worry about that one on an op - back 

at West Point, her fitness scores had been just as strong as his. And 

her range scores had been even better. An amazing solider, and an 



 

 

even more amazing woman. Shame it didn't seem to be in the cards for 

them. 

At least we had our moment, he thought.   

She'd insisted on coming, despite his best arguments against. He 

couldn't have denied her, even if he'd wanted to. Technically, she 

outranked him, having made major three months before him. At least 

until the morning, if what she'd said about his impending promotion 

was right. If it were true, he'd become the youngest airship 

commander in the Union fleet. And all that had to happen was for his 

mentor to die - a damned battlefield promotion. He pushed the 

thoughts from his mind, setting himself to the business at hand.     

They spread out across the field, dropping low and taking 

advantage of every wrinkle in the landscape, every nook, every 

shadow. If they could evade the human and clockwerk watch patrols and 

make their way underneath the belly of the airship, they could get 

onboard. There were ways to board an airship other than the 

gangplank. Every soldier back late from furlough knew that. 

Montclair, Corporal Sandler, and three Union army rangers 

unwound lengths of rope while Ramona and the others kept watch. They 

waited a few beats as the deck sentries passed by overhead, then 

swung the ropes until there was enough momentum to let fly. The 

padded grappling hooks struck with a muffled thump. Smooth but not in 

a rush, they drew the ropes back until the slack left and the lines 

went taut. Ramona and the others split their rifles, half pointed at 



 

 

the surrounding area, half pointed up at the airship above. With the 

area secure, it was hand over hand, Montclair and his force shimmying 

up the rope like snakes on tree branches. They scrambled over the 

envelope's surface and up to the railing of the Dixie Pride. 

As soon as their feet touched decking, their rifles were up - 

half pointed outward, in case an insomniac-ridden crewman happened to 

wander into the wrong place, half pointed to the ground to cover 

those coming up behind them. 

When all thirteen members of the small raiding party were on 

deck, they quickly drew up the ropes and stowed them in rucksacks. 

Montclair checked his pocket watch - they'd timed the patrols from 

afar, and the next one would be along any minute now. He signaled 

hurry up - per the hastily constructed plan, they would duck into a 

maintenance shed and wait the patrols out. Most airships in the Union 

fleet left the sheds secured with a simple latch - Montclair prayed 

to the Healer that the rebels did the same, else their mission would 

be over before it even began.   

They stalked across the deck in a standard stacked formation, 

moving as fast as they dared, rifles pointed in every direction and 

constantly sweeping. They reached the shed without incident. 

Montclair held his breath as he grasped the handle and turned. 

Luck was with them. They crowded inside and eased the door shut, 

just as a two-man patrol walked by. Montclair could hear the guards 

shuffling along. They spoke to one another in low, sleep-heavy tones.  



 

 

At this hour, only the watch and the clockwerks were awake, everyone 

exhausted from fighting the days' battle, repairing the damaged 

airship, or mourning their lost. 

Despite the chill of the night air, sweat dripped from 

Montclair's face, rivulets running through the black stripes of his 

face paint. 

When the guards passed, Montclair ventured a look outside. 

Seeing no one, they moved on to the next phase of their plan - a 

smooth-is-fast creep to the entryway hatch. Once there, they slipped 

down the ladderwell and stealth-walked to the darkened, deserted 

airship's galley. 

Montclair allowed himself a second for his eyes to adjust, then 

waved them over to the larder. When they were all inside, a ranger 

secured the door and activated the overhead aether lamp. Amidst the 

storage shelves filled with flour, beans, onions, and potatoes, they 

spoke in hushed voices. 

“I'll get right to it,” Montclair began. “You all know this 

isn't a sanctioned op. Officially speaking, I can't give you orders. 

Officially speaking, we aren't even here.” 

“Aren't where, sir?” Sandler asked. A chuckle from the room. 

Montclair grinned. “You all know the plan. Any questions on the 

op, Corporal Sandler's your man.” 



 

 

The corporal patted the satchel slung across his back. Montclair 

nodded - Sandler knew what to do. “Only thing that's changed from 

what we discussed earlier is that you'll be taking your directions 

from Major Christian,” Montclair inclined his head toward Ramona, 

“instead of Sandler. Any questions?” 

There were none. No one asked where Montclair was headed because 

they already knew. 

“Good. We'll meet back at the aft deck at 0300.” Montclair 

looked round the larder. “If I'm not there, you're to proceed with 

the exfil. Is that clear?” 

No one spoke. Montclair noticed that Ramona would not meet his 

eyes. Finally, Sandler shook his head. “Sir...” 

“Is that clear?” Montclair repeated, his tone leaving no room 

for argument. 

“Clear sir,” Sandler replied, the look in his eyes telling 

Montclair he had more to say on the matter but chose not to. 

“Good. I'll see you all at 0300, then.” 

“Healer be with you, sir.” 

“And you.” 

The sky soldiers from Vindication filed out one by one, until 

only Ramona and Montclair remained. 

“You know there's no way in hell I'm leaving this airship 

without you, right?” A flash of defiance in Ramona's eyes. 



 

 

A lopsided grin. “Then I'd best have my ass at that rendezvous 

point, then.” 

Ramona looked into his eyes, then grabbed Montclair by the 

collar, pulled him in and kissed him fierce. 

When she let him go, Montclair opened his eyes. He raised a 

brow. “I thought you were with someone?” 

Ramona shrugged. “What she doesn't know won't kill her.” 

Then she turned, shouldered her rifle, and slipped out behind 

the others. 

*** 

 Montclair moved through the airship's empty corridors in a low 

crouch, stepping heel-toe. He held his colt tight in to his chest, 

his other hand on the barrel of his slung repeater, holding it steady 

so as to minimize rattling and maintain noise discipline. He'd slung 

the rifle in favor of his colt, the long gun too cumbersome to 

quickly bring to bear in tight quarters. 

The interior of the airship was all but deserted. Montclair 

ducked into a space between bulkheads and checked his pocket watch - 

only a quarter turn o' the clock and he needed to be done and out of 

here. 

From what little intel Ramona could share with him, he figured a 

man like Early wouldn't bunk with the rest of the crew. Snipers were 

a secretive bunch as it was, and according to the slim file Strategic 



 

 

Intelligence had on him, Early was even more reclusive than the rest. 

So that ruled out the rows of regular crew's quarters. Montclair 

walked aft, passing countless hatchways until he reached the end 

section of the airship, the space directly underneath the rear mast. 

When the floral scent of incense wafted down from the platform 

above him, Montclair knew he was in the right place. 

Early had trained someplace in the east. Not that Montclair knew 

much about that part of the world. But from what he'd heard, the 

fighting techniques were enough to make Early formidable... even 

dangerous. A killer glint in Montclair's eye at the thought of his 

commander gasping for his final breaths. Maybe Early was dangerous? 

But he wasn't the only one. Montclair grabbed the ladder rung and 

began to climb.   

  



 

 

Rebel Camp near Sharpsburg, CSS Dixie Pride, September 1862 
 

When he reached the top of the ladder there was small landing, 

no more than a few feet wide. A low hatch, set further back into the 

bulkhead, waited for him. If it was locked, he'd have to come up with 

another way to get in. And he'd have to do it pretty damned fast. One 

hand clutched the colt against his chest, wrist crooked in the ready 

position. The other hand reached for the door. With fire burning in 

his belly, Montclair gripped the handle - it turned. It seemed that 

tonight, fate favored the side of vengeance. 

 The barrel of his revolver swept the room. The space was small. 

Close and confined. The bulkheads slanted inward, carved from the 

line of the airship's mast and following the angle of the ladderwell 

above decks. The area formed a high ceiling that moved to a point 

above him. The room was dark, lit only by the glow of many candles. 

The quarters were Spartan - a hammock, a trunk, the rifle that had 

killed Colonel Hawkins reverently secured to the wall. Montclair took 

in the space at a glance, until finally his eyes came to rest on the 

reason he'd come. 

The man sat back on haunches, knees pressed into the floor, 

before a statue of some creature - a bear? The man's long brown hair 

he'd tied up in a topknot. His back was lean, wiry, every muscle 

distinct. Tattoos, some sort of script Montclair was unfamiliar with, 

ran the length of the left and right sides of his spine. A strange 

curved knife in its sheath rested at his lower back. 



 

 

“Thought you might come,” Early said. 

He sounded young. Younger than Montclair would have thought. He 

trained his barrel on the on the back of Early's skull. “You know who 

I am?” Montclair cocked the pistol. 

“No,” Early replied, still not turning to face him. “But I knew 

somebody would come.” He shrugged, turning to half face Montclair. 

“Somebody always comes.” 

He was young - closer to his own age than Montclair would've 

guessed, given Early's extensive record of kills. Handsome, in a 

lean, hungry way. Light-brown beard, scraggly on his face. 

“You killed my commander.” 

Early chuckled. “Killed a lot of those, my friend. Gonna hafta 

be a might more specific. Unless...” Early didn't move a muscle. 

Neither did Montclair. 

“You're a member of the Vindication's crew,” Early said, more a 

statement than a question. 

“I'm the XO.” 

“XO? Seems to me you'd be the CO now.” 

Montclair gritted his teeth. His straightened finger moved from 

from the pistol's frame and into the trigger guard. 

“Ain't just gon' kill me in cold blood, are you?” He could hear 

the sneer in Early's voice. 



 

 

Still, it gave him a split second's pause - he'd killed under 

the rules of war, certainly. But never in cold blood. That split 

second was all Early needed. 

Faster than Montclair dreamed was possible, Early spun, drawing 

the curved blade from his back and throwing in a single fluid motion. 

Time slowed to a crawl as the blade whistled through the air, 

Montclair felt the wind from the blade graze his cheek, only his own 

battle-honed reflexes saving him. As he stumbled backward Early was 

on him, cracking his jaw with a punch and knocking the colt from his 

hand. 

Montclair went for the rifle slung at his back, even as he did 

knowing he'd made a mistake. Early saw his poker hand and raised him, 

spinning Montclair and yanking the rifle from his hands. Early hurled 

the rifle behind him where it landed with a crash, smashing his bear 

shrine to pieces. 

Early smiled. “I think I'm going to enjoy this. Even more than 

killing your colonel.” 

Montclair wiped at the blood running from his mouth. His eyes 

narrowed. 

“What?” Early asked. “You thought I really didn't know why you 

were here?” He grinned. “Naw - that was just a ploy. Only one man I 

ended today would warrant as much trouble as you had to go through to 

get here. But I reckon I needed to buy myself some time.” 



 

 

Early moved into a low stance, feet spread wide, one hand palm 

up before him, the other above his head as if he were saluting. 

Doubt, slow and ice-cold, crept into Montclair's gut. He'd boxed 

his entire life - his father had seen to that. And he'd heard of the 

eastern fighting techniques. But this was something completely alien. 

Montclair shifted into a low boxer's stance, feinting and moving 

from the waist. When he stood back up, he came in swinging. 

Early's hands moved in a flurry, blocking Montclair's punches, 

redirecting the Union major's arms to pass harmlessly within inches 

of their target. The entire time Montclair advanced, Early moved 

backwards. Early retreated until he almost touched the wreckage of 

his alter. Then he began to attack. 

Early's fists flew with blinding speed. Montclair hunched in 

tight, his head behind his fists, moving his shoulders left and right 

to absorb the brunt of the blows. Early's hands moved so fast that 

the last few punches snuck through, stinging Montclair and standing 

him straight up, exposing his chin. In that moment Early spun on his 

back heel, unleashing a high kick. The Confederate sniper's kick 

connected with Montclair's jaw with a crack. 

Montclair whipped around like a top, spinning until he crashed 

into the bulkhead. He managed to maintain his feet, more thanks to 

the bulkhead than any faculties he had left. He could take a punch - 

but those kicks were a world of difference. 



 

 

Major Montclair braced himself against the bulkhead, one hand 

holding himself steady and the other cradling his head. He willed the 

spinning to stop. He was outmatched. Even a blind man could see it. 

Outmatched, yes. But out of the fight? 

Not a chance in hell. 

Early stepped back, his hands at his side, calm. With anger and 

a bit of envy, Montclair noticed his opponent had hardly broken a 

sweat. 

“Dutch East Indies,” Early said. 

The fog still hadn't lifted from Montclair's brain. “Wh-What?” 

“Dutch East Indies,” Early repeated. “It’s where my father did 

much of his business. When I was a child. It's people - the Medang 

especially - they're incredible warriors. It was there I learned 

their ways. There, I learned Pencak Silat.” 

Keep talking Montclair thought, hoping to mimic Early's tactic 

from before and buy himself some time. If he didn't think of 

something quick, he was done for. 

“Not sure why I'm tellin' you this,” Early said. “Feels good to 

get all offa' my chest, I guess. Don't matter none, though. I'm just 

confessin' to a dead man.” 

Early stretched, rolling his neck to loosen the muscles. “Well - 

been nice talkin' to you. A fellow traveler along the warrior's path. 



 

 

Don't get to experience that much nowadays. But now it's time we 

parted. Your path ends here, my friend.” 

Early stalked toward Montclair, shifting his feet, sliding one 

in front of the other. His hands he held open, like claws. They moved 

in the same shifting pattern as his feet. As Early came toward him, 

the beginnings of a plan hatched in Montclair's mind.   

Early closed in, hands moving in a blur, Montclair took several 

serious hits, when to his surprise Early dropped and spun on a single 

toe, his leg sweeping Montclair from his feet. Montclair landed hard, 

the impact snatching the breath from his lungs. Despite his 

struggling to breathe, Major Montclair smiled. He'd planned to throw 

Early to the floor, but the Confederate sniper had unwittingly played 

right into his hands. 

Montclair's father had schooled him in boxing. But also in 

wrestling. 

“If you can get a man on the ground,” his father the general had 

told him, “most won't at all know how to behave.” 

Early leapt, almost touching the low ceiling. Arms and legs bent 

as if he were kneeling on thin air, fist extended, ready to deliver 

the killing blow. 

A lopsided grin crossed Montclair's face. 

Montclair rolled to the side, waiting for Early to land. When he 

did, Montclair sat up and wrapped his arms around Early's waist, 



 

 

gripping with both hands. Montclair twisted his body, slipping behind 

Early's back but maintaining his own iron grip. He stood to a squat, 

then lifted from his toes. Montclair arched his back and let out a 

roar, sending the less-brawny man sailing over his head and smashing 

into the bulkhead behind him. 

Montclair rolled to all fours like a swamp cat, growling like a 

beast enraged. He watched as Early managed to rise on wobbling legs. 

That blow would have ended a lesser man. Early's eyes darted left - 

the curved knife lay within his reach. He grabbed it. With a snarl 

Montclair drew his own knife and charged. 

Early was hurt, but not finished. Montclair struck. 

A deft flip of Early's wrist and Montclair's blade turned 

outward. Early sliced upward, holding his curved blade in a tight 

arc. Burning pain flaired on the inside of Montclair's bicep as Early 

slashed through combat uniform and flesh. 

Montclair grabbed the other man's knife wrist, eating a knee to 

the sternum for his efforts. Montclair doubled over in pain. 

Early raised his curved blade high. “Almost had me,” he 

muttered. 

Montclair came up, catching Early's knife hand, his own blade 

thrusting between the Confederate sniper's ribs. 

“Who said anything about 'almost?'” Montclair growled. 



 

 

The look in Early's eyes was one of peace - Montclair imagined 

that same look would have been in Colonel Hawkins' eyes, had he been 

given the chance to die a quiet death. 

Early smiled as his life fled. “H-had your chance… Didn't... 

shoot me in the back. Hold on to that... that honor. Such is in 

short... supply.” 

Early coughed once and died, eyes wide open, his body slumped 

against the bulkhead. 

  



 

 

Rebel Camp near Sharpsburg, CSS Dixie Pride, September 1862 
 

No time to process. Montclair pulled his blade from Early's rib 

cage and let the man fall. He picked up his pistol, shoving it in its 

holster. Montclair staggered over to his rifle, slung it and headed 

for the hatch. He reached for the handle and paused, turning to grab 

Early's rifle from the wall. He quickly wrapped it in oil cloth and 

left. 

Montclair reached the rendezvous point without incident. Soon, 

no one would be left to see the trail of blood he'd leaked in his 

wake. The rendezvous point was empty. Montclair swore and clutched 

his ribs, each breath a new onslaught of pain. Was he late? Then 

Ramona and Corporal Sandler materialized out of nowhere. 

Even under the dipping half-moon, Montclair saw the concern in 

Ramona's eyes. She stooped underneath his arm and took some of his 

weight. “Good Christ the Healer Julius - what happened!?” 

Sandler took Montclair's other side, waving rangers over to 

help. “Is it done sir?” he asked. 

Montclair nodded. “It's done.” 

Ramona began guiding them toward the railing of the Dixie Pride. 

“We can talk later boys. We need to move. Now.” 

Montclair grimaced as he took the rope. 

“Can you make it?” Ramona asked. 



 

 

Montclair nodded, a sickly sheen of sweat covering his brow. “I 

can make it.” 

Every pull of the rope was agony. He tallied his injuries to 

keep his mind off the pain. At least two cracked ribs. Sore jaw, that 

maybe cracked as well. Cut on his brow - that would leave a scar. The 

other cut on his bicep burning like an aether flame. Bruises, too 

numerous to count. The last few feet he fell, bit his lip until it 

drew blood to keep from crying out. 

They had to help him limp across the field to the treeline. They 

were almost there when the shouts reached them. 

“Halt!” The sentry yelled from behind them. “Stop in the name 

of-” 

An earth shattering boom cut off the watchman's words, the blast 

throwing the rebel soldier to the ground and reverberating through 

Montclair's bones. For the briefest of seconds, night turned to day 

as a bloom of blue flame consumed what had just been the Dixie Pride. 

Sandler put two rounds into the downed sentry who'd spotted 

them. In the chaos, he wouldn't be missed for a while. Sandler slung 

his rifle and shoulders some of Montclair's weight. He grinned. “That 

was one hell of an exfil plan, sir.”   

They turned and raced back to the brutes as quickly as they 

could. 

  



 

 

Union Camp near Antietam Creek, the Vindication, September 1862 
 

Dawn. And he damn near had to be carried up the gangplank. 

Sergeant Major French was there, waiting again. Didn't the old 

soldier ever sleep?   

The Sergeant Major saluted. "CO on deck,' he said. 

Montclair leaned on Corporal Sandler and returned the salute. A 

look between them told the story - no need for discussion of the 

prior night's events. 

“What news, Sergeant Major?” 

"Messenger came earlier this morning, sir. While you were... 

away.” 

“And?” 

“We've been ordered to retreat.” 

“What?” 

“A legion of clockwerks and Confederate troops arrived during 

the night. Led by Confederate General Hill. Bastards stole a march on 

us. They've reinforced their position here with rhino tanks. Rebel 

airships aren't far behind - they should be here before morning 

chow.” 

Montclair's jaw tightened. “We can't stand against Lee and 

Hill's numbers." 



 

 

The Sergeant Major nodded. "But he can't push into Washington. 

General Burnside's troops would stop him cold." 

“McClellan hesitated,” Montclair said, bitterness in his voice. 

“Just like the CO said he would. And now we've lost Antietam because 

of it." 

The Sergeant Major looked at Montclair. "Begging your pardon, 

Julius - but you're the CO now. Soon as they can make it official.” 

Montclair held his peace. He hadn't even had time to properly 

mourn his mentor. He looked at the oilskin under his arm. 

“And you're wrong,” The Sergeant Major continued. We didn't lose 

Antietam. They've declared this a strategic victory. Not a retreat, 

but a 'withdrawal of forces’.” 

 Montclair frowned. “Colonel Hawkins paid the price for our so-

called 'victory.' I pray his life wasn't spent for nothing. At least 

it bought us time.” 

 “A stalemate, sir." 

Montclair nodded. “It would seem so.” Montclair coughed, a fresh 

spasm of pain just in time for the sunrise. 

A worried frown creased Sandler's face. “We need to get you to 

the infirmary, sir.” 

 

Montclair nodded. 

“Wait, sir. There's more,” the Sergeant Major said. 



 

 

“Damnation.” Montclair shook his head. “What other word did the 

messenger convey, Sergeant Major?” 

“We've been called back. Other airships will cover the Union 

retreat. But Vindication is to fly at first light.” 

“Damnation,” Montclair muttered. What did this mean for the 

Union? 

The Sergeant Major cleared his throat. “You must give the order, 

sir.” 

“What?” 

“The order, sir. To leave. May we rise?" 

Of course. He was Vindication's commanding officer now. And she 

couldn't leave without his say so. "Of course, Sergeant Major. We may 

rise." 

As Montclair limped toward the infirmary with the assistance of 

his rangers, he heard the lookout's cry - airships spotted over the 

horizon. Lee's reinforcements had arrived.   

  



 

 

Bangor Maine, Mount Hope Cemetery, October 1862 
 

Rain hammered the brim of Montclair's cavalry stetson like a 

drum. He stood at attention, his full-dress uniform drenched to the 

bone. Despite the downpour, despite the dreariness of overcast skies, 

the heavy gold eagles on his shoulders gleamed with new-pinned 

brilliance. 

“Pre-sent arms!” Montclair thundered. 

Behind him, representatives from every airship crew in the Union 

fleet - over four-hundred uniformed men and women strong - snapped 

off a crisp, in-unison hand salute. He watched through glistening 

eyes as they lowered the Colonel's casket, forged of the same iron 

they'd used to build Vindication, into the embrace of the earth.    

Montclair's shoes, polished to a brilliant shine before the 

ceremony, were sunk a half-inch deep in graveyard mud. An excellent 

metaphor. A lifetime of toil and strife, or a lifetime of leisure and 

idleness - all ended up in the same place, eventually - buried in 

cemetery muck. 

They shoveled the first pile of mud onto the colonel's final 

resting place. The bugles played, the cannons fired, and the rain 

continued, relentless. 

Montclair gripped the hilt of his saber and executed an about 

face, turning back toward the assembled company. “Or-der arms!” he 

shouted. 



 

 

As one, every arm snapped back to its side. He suppressed a 

wince at the pain of his tightly bandaged ribs. 

“Company!” He barked out the preparatory order, exercising a 

fraction of the pain he felt. “Dismissed!” 

The soldiers took a step backward and it was done. There were 

condolences afterward. Airship commanders, rangers, several generals. 

McClellan, the last general Colonel Hawkins served under, was 

conspicuously absent. Even the president sent his wishes of 

remembrance but had been unable to get away - they couldn't secure 

the location with the war on, was the reason given. 

Eventually the rain ceased. After the appropriate words had been 

spoken and the right hands shaken, people began to drift away. Back 

to their airships. To the war. To their lives. Only one person 

lingered. 

  “How are you?” Ramona asked. Montclair smiled despite himself 

- not even the severe cut of a dress uniform could hide those curves. 

He shrugged. “I'm fine. I have a job to do. I'll focus on that.” 

Ramona shook her head, droplets of rainwater flying from the 

brim of her cavalry cover. “Bullshit.” 

Montclair grunted. 

“Okay tough guy. I have to get back to the Albany - we're flying 

out tonight. Back to the front.” 

“Alright,” Montclair said. What else could he say? 



 

 

“Promise me you'll wire if you need anything?” 

“I promise.” 

She hugged Montclair tight. He squeezed her back, as hard as he 

dared. She kissed him on the cheek and turned to leave. 

“Wait,” he said. 

She stopped. 

“Earlier today,” Montclair began. “Someone asked me what I was 

going to do. Now that the Colonel's dead, I mean. Now that 

Vindication is mine.”   

“They asked what you were going to do?” Ramona echoed, her brows 

knitted in confusion. “Let me guess - was it a civilian who asked you 

that?” 

Montclair nodded and smiled. 

“I think I already know the answer,” Ramona said. “But what did 

you tell them?” 

“I told him I'd continue to do the same thing I've always done,” 

Montclair said. “I'll fight.” 

 


