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  The Usual Night’s Work


  



  



  New York City, NY, November 25, 1864


  Three years and seven months since the outbreak of the War Between the States.


  



  The girl’s scream resonated with the cold November winds that tore across the bay and wove through the towers of Manhattan. Hers wasn’t any different than the scores I heard every night, but still, my ears perked up and my gaze fell to the street below. From my perch atop one of the nameless structures, I saw her running for her life from four would-be suitors. I bit my lip and pushed down the memories of my time as the girl being chased by thugs such as these, experiencing the terror of the pursuit and the horrors that came with being caught. My rifle slipped from the leather case strapped to my back and I pulled it up to my shoulder, nuzzling it in tight and resting my cheek against its cold wooden stock. They would be in range shortly at the rate they moved. Luckily, the gas lamps illuminated the streets just enough to make sure that I could get them in my sights before I let my bullets fly.


  The black and white dress looked odd in the yellow glow of the gaslight. She looked like an oddly shaped bumblebee but her attire spoke volumes about her profession. With the sun down, most women on these streets sold themselves to whoever could afford a bit of comfort. She wore the uniform of a domestic, most likely working in one of the hotels on the block. No woman deserves the unwanted attention of dogs like these, but the whores that rule the night around here tend to ask for it. Still, I don’t judge them for their choices. Like them, I had had to resort to desperate measures to keep from starving in my youth.


  I peered through the scope and caught sight of them as they turned and chased her into an alley across the street. I didn’t have a chance to react before they moved out of view. There wasn’t a way to get the angle I needed to take the shots from here. Cursing to myself, I sheathed the rifle and slipped over the edge of the roof. A drainpipe for rainwater made for an excellent ladder and I dropped to the street in no time. After years of practice, I could scale any building in New York. The rooftops had become a second home to me.


  The soft soles of my shoes made no noise as I darted across the street and into the alley. The dank passage didn’t go all the way through to another street, causing the young woman to huddle in a corner, trapped by the ruffians. The stench of sewage and rotting garbage sickened me as I crept along the right wall, carefully avoiding the rats that scurried from one busted crate to another.


  “Youse shouldn’t be stickin’ your nose in our affairs.” The man’s Irish accent was so thick that I wondered momentarily if he’d just gotten off a ship at Castle Garden.


  “I didn’t mean to hear anything,” she said. The girl’s voice shook with fear and even from the distance, I could clearly see her trembling.


  They stood with their backs to me and their senses damped by the girl’s yelps and pleas. As long as I didn’t make a stupid mistake, they wouldn’t stand a chance when my attack began. I’d taken on six men at one time, so these four middle-aged thugs shouldn’t be a challenge. They were reasonably well dressed for this part of town and something about their voices gnawed at me. The one was Irish, but the others all had a foreign twang when they spoke, a southern twang.


  “Grab her,” the Irishman said.


  One man rushed the girl, snatched her wrists and pinned them behind her. She struggled valiantly but simply wasn’t a match for his size and strength. As for her size, she stood about my height. While she had an attractive form with lovely curves, strength was something she dearly lacked. The girl wiggled helplessly in his grasp and had no chance of hurting him. For me, hurting men had become a passion and hunting dregs like these four who preyed on the weaker sex had become a mission.


  My fingers tapped the butts of both pistols but I knew better than to get into a firefight. The police usually ignored the working girls but would react to the sounds of gunfire. Last thing I needed was to draw in the coppers. My exploits, as the newspapers called them, had upset many in City Hall. The whores loved me because I kept them safe, up to a point. The police, politicians, and all the men who frequented the girls wanted me dead and I wasn’t in the mood to die tonight. Instead of guns, I pulled my trusted Bowie knife. The twelve inch blade was scratched and scuffed but the steel had been sharpened daily since I’d liberated it from a drunk who’d tried to kill me the first night I donned my outfit and my new life.


  Crouched, I started to spring on the first before they had a chance to corrupt her virtue but stopped when the Irishman spoke again.


  “Jimmy, use your knife and end her quick. Da boss doesn’t need any loose lips talking about our business.” He let out a dark sounding laugh. His cackling made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.


  Her eyes opened wide and she started to scream but the brute’s free hand cupped over her face and muffled what sounds she could manifest. Jimmy stepped toward her and drew a Bowie of his own. I didn’t think I could run the distance before his knife was buried in her, so I tossed the blade from my right hand to the left and drew a pistol.


  The hammer fell, powder exploded and the ball flashed across the twenty odd feet and pushed Jimmy’s brains out the far side of his skull. Before they could react, I’d launched myself toward them. The cobblestones were still wet from the rains that’d fallen earlier in the day, so I used that to my advantage. At full speed and five feet behind the Irishman, I pulled and twisted myself and went into a slide. My thick pants protected my legs and backside as I passed between the legs of the Irishman, slashing at the back of his left thigh in the process. The point of my blade tore through cloth and flesh, leaving his hamstrings splayed apart. He jerked back in pain and fell to the side as I came to a stop in front of him. My pistol, a Colt 1862 Police revolver, was brought to bear on the man to the right. The .36 caliber ball shot upwards under the surprised man’s chin and exited through the top of his skull.


  I rolled over and came up on my feet in front of the man holding the girl. The man pushed her aside and quickly produced a weapon from his jacket. A fast kick relieved him of his Derringer and with a lunge forward I pushed my blade through his heart with little effort. His lifeless eyes never closed as he fell with a thud beside the startled girl.


  “You’re safe now, little bird,” I told her and spun to see about the Irishman.


  He lay on the cobblestones clasping both hands over the gaping wound on his leg. A dark pool of blood slowly grew underneath him. He grunted and looked up at me.


  “You bitch. I’ll kill you for this.”


  I couldn’t help but chuckle at his misfortune and choice of words. The girl stepped up beside me and looked back and forth at us. In the distance, the tooting of police whistles could just be heard. Like I’d feared, the gunshots had drawn too much attention, but it was a necessary move. Judging from the distance, the coppers shouldn’t know where the shots had been fired, so there was some time before they’d narrow it down.


  “Why are they chasing you?” I asked and repeated when she didn’t respond.


  “I… I was working and I…” she stuttered. “I heard them talking about burning New York City.”


  “Burn the city?” I asked her and then turned my attention to the man on the ground. I slipped the Bowie into its sheath but kept the pistol ready. “What’s she talking about?”


  “Go to hell, bitch,” he spat.


  I’d expected little cooperation from him, so I knelt beside the wounded man and pushed the barrel of the pistol against his right kneecap. He looked up defiantly, so I pulled the trigger. The ball shattered the joint and he rolled over in a fetal position, held his leg and screamed in agony. Given the severity of the gash and the gunshot, I doubted that even the best surgeons would be able to save either leg.


  “Now, worm,” I said and pulled him onto his back. I shoved the barrel between his legs and pushed hard against his manhood. “This goes next if you don’t tell me what she’s talking about.”


  I smiled inwardly as he started to talk. I always found it amusing that a man would be so willing to betray his cause in an effort to protect his nether regions.


  “We’re gonna burn da whole place down. Let da people know that da Confederates can strike in the heart of da Union,” he said.


  “We?” I asked and pushed the barrel down a little harder. “Who is we?”


  “Sons of Liberty,” he grunted.


  My gaze moved to the girl and back to him. I knew who the Sons of Liberty were. Around here, we called them Copperheads, Southern sympathizers who were working in the North to aid the Rebel cause. Like the snakes they were named after, the bastards moved silently, waited and always sank their poison filled fangs into the skin of the Union.


  “Why are the Copperheads doing this?” I asked, but he just smirked and said nothing.


  A frightened voice rang out behind me. “I overheard them. I was cleaning up late and walked by the door and they were talking….”


  I looked up at her and saw the fear in her eyes. She was as terrified of me as she was of them and understandably so. Given that my tactics for protecting the innocent usually left bodies strewn about, the newspapers had dubbed me Assassin Anne.


  “What did you overhear?” I said in a calm and reassuring voice.


  “Don’t…” he started, but my pistol found his sensitive spot and I applied the right amount of force to arrest his tongue.


  She looked at him, swallowed hard and choked down her fear. I gave her a knowing nod and asked again.


  “They… are going to burn down hotels. Set fires with the people still in them. I remember that they said something about a special type of fire,” she stammered and looked at him.


  I pushed the barrel a little harder and watched him flinch. A police whistle blew somewhere nearby and I knew my time was short. “Tell me what she’s talking about or I end you now.”


  With some reluctance, he finally relented and told me their scheme. The Copperheads planned on setting fires to a dozen hotels in New York with hopes that it’d rally the populace to demand a ceasefire with the Confederates. A new invention called Greek fire, a chemical that would burst into flames upon contact with the air, would be used. Members of the plot carried large vials in specially fashioned wooden totes. They were to go into each hotel and set fire to the lower floors, but their big target was the Royale Hotel. Mitchell Madeira, special adviser to the President, was in New York and their main goal was to trap him in the burning building and, with his death, make a personal stab at Mr. Lincoln.


  One of the wooden totes sat on the ground nearby. It’d been dropped by one of them. I stepped over, popped the latch and opened it up. The case was no bigger than a doctor’s satchel, but once opened, revealed the large glass container. The liquid inside sloshed around but a tightly packed cork made sure that it wouldn’t seep out. Thick cotton wadding lined both sides to keep the vial in place.


  I snatched the vial and walked over to a tin garbage can that sat nearby. I withdrew the cork and poured the Greek fire into the empty can. Within a minute, the concoction ignited into a very bright and intense flame, but without fuel the fire died away quickly. My test proved that they were capable of doing what they planned. In a hotel with plenty of wood and fabric to douse with the Greek fire, the effects would be catastrophic.


  “Time to go,” I said to the girl. “I need you to come with me since you heard what hotels they’re going to ignite. We’ll try and stop as many as possible.” I pointed my pistol at the Irishman’s head. “And as for you, any man who’d burn innocent folks alive doesn’t deserve to live.”


  I cocked the pistol’s hammer back but the girl spoke up. “Wait! You can’t kill him. You made a deal. Talk or else, remember. Well, he talked. So if you kill him, then you’re no better than he is.”


  I glanced at her with my head tilted to the side. My annoyance wasn’t missed by either, but she stood defiantly and repeated, “You can’t kill him.”


  With one leg cut open and one knee shattered, the man wasn’t going anywhere but to make sure, I kicked him in the other knee. He screamed in an unmanly manner as I grabbed the girl’s hand.


  “Come on, the police will show up in no time.
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  An Unwanted Conscience


  



  



  “Wait. Where are we going?” she asked as I all but dragged her down the darkened street. Frustrated, she yanked her hand from mine and stopped. “I demand to know where we are going and who you are.”


  Calls from behind me caught our attention and we turned to see what the ruckus was. A pair of policemen had found the wounded Irishman. When she looked back to me, I nodded to the sidewalk on the far side of the street. She followed me and then gasped.


  “You’re the one the papers write about,” she whispered in an urgent voice. Her eyes looked me up and down. My wardrobe choice had been well documented by the few folks who’d witnessed my exploits. The Union Cavalry jacket that I’d altered to hug my curves a little better, black trousers, and knee-high boots, not to mention my weaponry, made it all too clear as to who I was. “You’re Assassin Anne!”


  I rolled my eyes and felt the flutter in my stomach as the need to punch someone rose up. The papers had needed something to call me and some editor coined the name “Assassin Anne”. If I knew which one, I’d consider adding him to the list of people I’ve removed from this world in my efforts to make New York City a better and safer place to live.


  “For the sake of argument, yes,” I said and let out a frustrated breath. “But just call me Jessica.”


  She tilted her head and asked, “Why?”


  “Because that’s my name,” I said in an irritated manner and looked up at the night sky. The moon hung overhead and lent its light to the streetlamps to help illuminate the cobblestones. “What hotels did they mention? We’ll have to move fast if we’re to catch any of them.”


  “The St. James, Tammany, the LaFarge house and the Royale. I know there were more but those are the only ones I can remember,” she said, then added in a whisper, “Sorry.”


  I looked her over to assess whether or not to take her with me. I could remember the hotel names, but if she’d seen their faces then she could pick them out of a crowd. However, with her tagging along, I’d not be able to use my normal tactics. I didn’t think she’d be able to climb the side of a building and leap from one rooftop to another without falling to an unpleasant end.


  “What’s your name?” I asked as we started a slow run into the darkness of the street ahead.


  “Emma, Emma Cross.”


  “I take it that you work in a hotel?” I asked.


  She shook her head. “No, but I clean for two boarding houses. I worked late this evening to catch up on things.”


  “And you heard them through the door? Tell the truth now. Why were you listening at the door?”


  I saw the guilty look on her face and repeated the question. She looked over at me and reluctantly answered.


  “I thought I saw my father come into the boarding house,” she said. “I’ve long suspected that he has a mistress since he leaves our home a few nights each week. Mother knows but doesn’t say anything. She passes his nighttime excursions off as just his need to spend time with other men, playing cards and gambling.” Her gaze never met mine but stayed fixed on the cobblestones as we ran. “I wanted to confront him and make him see how much he’s hurting Mother.”


  “And you thought that he was in the room with the conspirators?” I asked and watched her nod.


  “I leaned against the door harder than I thought and it popped open. I fell on my face in front of all of them. I took off and only saw a few, but didn’t see my father in the room.”


  “What are you prepared to do?” I asked as we slowed to a stop.


  “I don’t understand.”


  “What are you prepared to do if your father turns out to be a conspirator? Will you take arms against him? After all, they mean to aid the enemy, the South in this plot to burn the city and murder the people within those buildings.”


  “I don’t know,” she whispered. “I don’t think he’s part of this. He can’t be. Not my daddy.”


  I looked around and mentally mapped out our location. The rooftops would give us a good vantage point of one of the hotels. If I could get to the top fast enough, I might be able to catch them before they could get inside.


  “Come with me. You’re going to have to learn to climb,” I said and grabbed her hand.


  I pulled her to the side of a brownstone. Its thick and uneven stonework would make for good footholds while we hung on to and used the roof’s drainpipes to scale the side of the building.


  “Just do what I do and don’t look down,” I said and slowly began my ascent. A dozen feet off the ground, I looked down at her and nodded to the building. “Well, come on.” She was scared or nervous or both. I didn’t care which but I understood what she was feeling. I also knew that there was no time to coddle her. “Breathe deep and think of the adventures you had as a child. That’s all this is, a big adventure. Just have fun and keep up.”


  Hand over hand, I pulled myself up the pipe with ease. Grunts and groans rose from below me and I couldn’t help but snicker. When I’d adopted this life, it took a while to learn the tricks. When I glanced down, I could see that all the color had drained from her face but she climbed with a better speed than I’d expected.


  Once on the roof, I ran to the far side and drew my rifle. As it came over my shoulder, the spring-loaded stock popped into position. I pulled it back against my shoulder and peered down the telescopic sights. With deliberate slowness, I moved the barrel back and forth as I scanned the streets. A block away, I spotted a man walking quickly and carrying a wooden tote.


  “I think I see one. He’s heading towards the Tammany Hotel,” I said.


  “I can’t see…” she started but I pulled a spyglass from my belt and handed it to her. She opened it and moved it up to her eye. She took a moment but then said, “Yes. He is one of them.”


  The crosshairs in the scope never waived as I asked, “Are you certain?”


  “Yes,” she said and then jumped when my rifle popped. The silencer did its job and kept the sound of the shell’s report to a minimum but the muffled pop still spooked her. She pulled the spyglass back to her eye and looked. “You missed.”


  “Just wait for it, little bird,” I whispered and continued to watch through the scope.


  The shot had been long but hit exactly where I’d intended. Instead of striking the man, it passed through the wooden tote and shattered the vial of Greek fire within. He’d felt the impact and pulled the box up to his chest and held it tightly as he began a final sprint toward the hotel. The volatile mixture gushed out and was immediately soaked into the cotton padding and leached into the thin wood of the box itself. Some leaked through the box’s loose seam and was absorbed into the man’s jacket. It only took seconds for the reaction to occur. The cotton interior burst into flames that were so hot and brilliant that the thin wood couldn’t resist. The box exploded in the man’s arms, igniting his jacket and instantly cooking the flesh on his hands, neck and face.


  He dropped the box and ran forward, but his clothing was already engulfed. He staggered and then fell to the cobblestones. Arms and legs flailed from the ball of fire that his torso had become.


  I heard Emma’s sharp inhale and then she turned toward me in a panic. “You have to do something. He’s on fire!”


  “Yes he is,” I replied in a flat voice and glanced over into her wide and pleading eyes. “How many people would he have burnt alive in the hotel? Do you think he’d have had any measure of remorse?”


  “Shoot him! Please, put him out of his misery. You can’t be that cruel. It doesn’t matter what he’d have done, you’ve got to be the better person. Please!” She screamed.


  The words stung because I would have let him burn. I wanted him to suffer but she had a point. Were my sadistic needs making me as evil as he was? I placed the crosshairs on where I thought his head should be and pulled the trigger. A split second later, his limbs jerked for the last time and dropped down onto the scorched cobblestones.


  I looked over and asked, “Better?”


  “I… I think so,” she stammered. “You killed him. Doesn’t that bother you?”


  “No, I don’t let it,” I lied and holstered the rifle. “We’ve got to move if we’re going to stop any more of these bastards.”
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  Causalities of War


  



  



  We got to the street and headed north. Most folks in the area had rushed to the aid of the now-deceased Copperhead, so we were able to move quickly without drawing attention. Emma, for her part, did as I asked and when I waved, she ducked into the shadows with me.


  “I’ve read stories about you. They said you are a heartless killer,” she whispered with a hint of disappointment in her tone. “I see that they were right.”


  “Killer?” I stopped and turned. She almost walked into me, so I leaned close and added, “Yes, I kill and I do it without remorse. But know this. I only kill those men who have it coming.”


  “To protect the whores?” Her words tore into me and anger grew within my core.


  “Damn right to protect the women of this neighborhood,” I spat out and turned to continue walking. When I heard her footfalls behind me, I continued. “Someone like you wouldn’t understand. You grew up in a decent house with parents who gave you everything you needed.”


  “Not everything. There were plenty of times I didn’t have meals or decent clothing…”


  I spun and stopped her. “You complain because you think your father is playing around with some tart behind your mother’s back. Still, he works and keeps up his household, doesn’t he? My father sold me to a brothel when I was ten for enough coins to buy a bottle of rum. I had to grow up doing things that I can never purge from my memories. I was beaten regularly by men who got their kicks inflicting pain… hearing women scream and suffer.”


  Her stunned expression was priceless. I wanted her to understand why I did this. Deep inside, I wanted her to suffer as well. She wasn’t a girl of privilege, but still, she’d never been raped and beaten to within an inch of her life. She could never know the horrors and the reasons why I needed to protect the girl who’d not escaped the streets yet.


  “There are men who are aggressive and forceful in a carnal manner but only to a point. I have no issues with that. I think men should be, but when a woman is forced? When she is hit, slapped, or kicked then he has gone too far.” I started walking again. She moved up beside me, matching my stride.


  “I don’t know what to say,” she whispered. “I’m sorry that…”


  


  “Spare me your pity,” I said. After a few moments of awkward silence, I added, “Two years ago, I was beaten so badly that I spent weeks in the hospital recovering. I was told that my organs were ruined and that I may never be able to have a child. A nurse took me into her home after I was well enough to leave and helped me escape from the brothel where I’d been nothing more than a slave. Now, I’m returning the favor and using my skills to give the women of the streets a chance.”


  “By killing the men you think are harmful?”


  “I never kill unless I see them strike or harm someone,” I said and motioned her to a dark corner.


  A group of men walked past us and never realized that we stood hidden in the shadows. One young man bragged loudly about his conquest of a girl named Betty. He laughingly commented on having to backhand the bitch to get her to lay still. My hand instinctively reached back to the butt of my rifle when he spoke of demanding his money back afterwards and how she’d cried as he slapped her until the coins were returned. Emma’s elbow poked my arm and reminded me that we had a more pressing issue to deal with.


  Once they were past us, we moved back out onto the street and headed to the next hotel.


  “What were you going to do back there? Shoot the man in the back?” Emma quipped but I could hear the sarcasm. “You talk about men being bullies because of their size and strength, but couldn’t the same be said of you? Are you just a bully with a gun who kills to satisfy some personal need?”


  I didn’t answer because I didn’t know. For two years, I’d been on the rooftops or in the shadows. I’d been alone and had avoided letting anyone know about me. As frustrating as Emma was, I realized that I’d been more open with her than I’d ever been with anyone. My past wasn’t something I talked about. In fact, I’d never spoken to anyone I rescued or helped until that night.


  What would I have done to that man? It bothered me that I didn’t know. It bothered me that my first instinct had been to kill without proof of guilt. Her words bothered me on a deep level that I didn’t want to admit to having. Had I become as dark and sinister as the thug who’d beaten me? He’d shown no compassion or concern for my life and I saw that I’d had no concerns for the lives of the men who’d been in my crosshairs.


  “I don’t have time for this. We’ve got to move.”


  We rounded a corner and came upon a scene of chaos. Whiffs of smoke belched from a few lower windows and the front doors of a hotel. In addition, dozens of people, many in nightclothes, were streaming out of the building. Calls of ‘Fire!’ echoed through the streets.


  Through the mess of running and panicking people, Emma grabbed my arm and pointed at one man. I immediately knew he must be a Copperhead since his expression wasn’t of fear or concern but one of satisfaction.


  “He’s one of them,” she belted out as I reached for my rifle. She grabbed my arm and added, “You can’t shoot him. Not out here in the open where everyone will see you.”


  I glanced at her in annoyance and sprinted away. He charged down the street in our direction, so I wove through the light crowd that’d gather and appeared in front of him before he realized I was there. His speed as well as my own only added to the power of the punch. His head snapped back and his feet and legs flew out from under him.


  He hit the ground and I dropped on him, slamming my fist into his face again. His nose crunched and blood gushed out and covered his mouth and chin. He wouldn’t get up anytime soon. A measure of rope was pulled from a pouch on my belt. The thick twine was twisted and tied around his wrist, then strung down to his ankles and bound around them as well. By the time I was done, he was thoroughly hogtied.


  A small crowd had begun to form around us and it made my skin crawl. I worked at night for a reason, so that I wasn’t seen, yet here I was, the center of attention. Emma came to my rescue, grabbed my arm and helped me to my feet once the Copperhead was securely tied up.


  “I need someone to fetch a copper,” she shouted. “This man is a saboteur. He and his companions are Copperheads and they’re setting fires to the hotels of our city. Anne and I have to stop them but I need you all to hold him here until the police arrive.”


  “Anne? Assassin Anne?” someone asked.


  I grabbed Emma’s hand and pulled her away from the crowd. After a few steps, we dashed off in a full sprint and escaped the calls for us to stop. We wove through the crowd and heard the clanging of fire bells. Once a block away from the scene, we slowed.


  “Thank you,” she huffed in between breaths. “For not killing him.”


  The block-long run had been nothing for me since I routinely ran for miles each evening. But for Emma, it’d been an ordeal. She’d already covered more ground in the past hour than she probably walked during the course of a regular day. I couldn’t fault her with being winded.


  “The Royale is two blocks away. If we hurry, we may be able to catch the bastards in the act, before they can unleash their firestorm.”


  She picked up her pace and nodded. In between deep breaths, she asked, “What about the other places?”


  “If they are already there,” I replied, “which I suspect they are, then it’s too late to stop them. At least the Royale is close enough that we may have a chance to stop them or catch them as they leave.”


  “But the people…”


  “Causalities of war,” I said and looked over at her. “I don’t mean that to sound callous but it’s true. These men are committing an act of war. All we can do is be happy that we were able to stop the ones we have.”


  “Only one,” she whispered.


  “No, not one. The three men who attacked you had a case, so that’s one target safe. The one who went up in flames is two. We didn’t stop the last one, but we did capture him so he’ll never be able to do anything against our city again,” I said and waited. It took a moment before she responded with a nod. “Alright, can you run? We’ve got ground to cover if we’re gonna make it.”


  Again, she nodded and we dashed towards the Royale.
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  Encounter at the Royale


  



  



  It was after ten o’clock when we reached the doors of the Royale. The bleak hotel stood several stories, just another building amongst the many on the block. A handful of people walked the streets at this hour but none gave notice to our final sprint up the stairs and into the doorway.


  Darkness hid much of the lobby. Only a lantern that hung behind the counter burned and shed enough light to illuminate the sparse furnishings and the three men inside. The body of a man lay sprawled out beside the counter. His head rested in a pool of blackness that could only have been his own blood.


  A wooden tote sat on the counter, open with a man’s hand hovering over it. The Copperhead stared at me, frozen in place and unsure if I was a threat. His gaze locked first on the butt of my rifle as it protruded over my shoulder and then dropped to my hands. He moved fast and I drew my pistols. Before he could get a word out, a round from both weapons tore into his chest. In a blur, he fell back against the counter and slid to the floor.


  The other two reacted quickly, one dove behind the counter and the other charged at me. I swung my pistols in his direction but he’d closed the distance faster than I’d thought possible. A large hand swatted the pistol in my right hand so hard that I lost my grip and the weapon flew out of reach. Still, my other hand held fast to a pistol and I fired it point blank into his torso. He jerked to the side and grunted in pain, but grabbed my wrist and twisted hard enough to loosen my grip on the weapon.


  Pain shot through my arm and I suddenly feared that I might hear the sounds of bones snapping. I tried to pull away but his hand was just too strong. He wore a devilish smile, punctuated by blackened teeth. His gaze moved to the pistol and his fingers squeezed harder. The pressure increased to the breaking point and I couldn’t stand it any longer. My fingers opened and the gun tumbled to the floor.


  When he looked into my eyes, his smile faded. He’d been distracted enough by my struggle not to notice that my empty hand now held my Bowie knife. Its blade shimmered as it flashed in front of him and ripped into his stomach. He flinched from the pain and I twisted the hilt for added measure. He released my hand and I pushed myself away from him, drawing the knife out of him in the process. I didn’t see the quick jab his fist made but I felt its impact on my face. The room seemed to light up for a split second before the pain set in. A second punch hit as well but I ducked and avoided the third.


  I slashed upwards and dug a deep gash across his chest. He pulled back and I took advantage of the space between us. With a quick twist, I kicked out to the side and put my boot in his stomach. He grunted from the pain of the kick but also from the impact of my foot on the pistol and knife wounds. He staggered back and I lunged forward. The knife slammed into his chest as we collided. He stumbled over and fell on his back with me riding him down. The force of our fall caused me to push the blade even deeper into him.


  “Anne!” Emma screamed.


  I glanced to her and followed her gaze to the third man who charged at me. I leapt to my feet but the brute was on already on me. Hands the size of Christmas hams grabbed my arms and with surprising strength threw me across the room, headfirst into a wall.


  Dazed, I tried to stand but his fist slammed into my stomach. My body seemed to wrap itself around his hand as he pushed me back against the wall. He punched me again and again, until my body felt numb. Thick fingers wrapped around my neck and squeezed until no air could enter my lungs.


  “Now li’l kitten, Youse gone and killed two of me friends. I think I’ll be taking it out on….” His slurred voice hesitated as he rolled my head back and forth and studied me. “Wait a tick… I knows you.”


  Shadows covered much of his face but the voice struck a nerve. I knew him as well. I knew the feel of his hands slapping me, punching me, and holding me down. I couldn’t see his face through the shadows but I knew he was smiling. He’d found me, found his favorite play toy, the girl who’d been his punching bag on those drunken nights when he’d had the money to pay his way into the brothel that my father had sold me to.


  My heart froze and fear set in. The memories of his brutality flooded my head and I couldn’t stop the wave of emotions. Tears streaked down my cheeks as I tugged at his hand, nails digging into his flesh but still I couldn’t get air to my lungs. Death didn’t scare me, but I couldn’t die like this, not by his hands.


  “Let her go!” Emma screamed and punched him in the head.


  He released me long enough to backhand her. I heard the smack and then the thud as she hit the floor. Fury boiled up and replaced the fear. He’d hurt my friend. As irritating as she may be, Emma was under my protection. I lifted one foot and planted it against the wall and then pushed away as hard as I could. The force caused him to stumble back a couple of steps.


  In a flash, my hand grabbed the butt of my rifle, spun it over my shoulder so that the barrel was mere inches from him and pulled the trigger. The bullet blasted though his chest and sprayed the floor behind him with his blood. Before he could register what had happened, I’d cocked, chambered another round and fired it into him, an inch above the first hole. As he staggered back, I brought the weapon to head level and fired the last shot into his forehead.


  “Bitch….”


  The word was barely audible as he fell to the side and lay still. Once certain that he and the others were down for good, I moved to Emma’s side. She sat up, her hands rubbing her right cheek where the brute had hit her.


  “Are you alright?” I asked and watched her nod. “Thank you.”


  “For what? All I managed to do was get smacked like a schoolgirl,” she quipped.


  “You got his attention long enough to give me a chance.”


  A low moan from the second man caught our attention. His hand moved to the knife that still stuck out of his chest. We stepped over and knelt beside him.


  “How many more Copperheads are there?” I asked. When he didn’t answer, I leaned closer and repeated the question.


  “Don’t know. Our group—meeting at Ryan’s Pub—after fires set,” he stammered.


  I toyed with killing him and ending his suffering, but we could hear footsteps coming down the stairs. The ruckus we’d made from fighting and the gunplay had no doubt roused most of the sleeping patrons, if not all of them.


  “Grab the tote,” I said to Emma as I located my pistols. I returned to him and wrapped my fingers around the hilt of the knife. “This is going to hurt.”


  He nodded and I jerked the blade free. He moaned softly and whispered, “Finish the job.”


  I looked at Emma who had walked up beside me, tote in hand. She looked down at the dying man with profound sadness, then her gaze moved to me. With a slight nod, she gave her approval to his request. I stood and pointed the pistol at his head as she turned away.


  The shot felt wrong to me but I knew it had a good purpose. I didn’t murder him in anger. Instead it was a mercy killing. I looked at her while we walked out the door and wondered, for the first time, if there was a difference.


  



  ***


  



  “Where do we go now?” she asked after we’d gotten a block away from the Royale.


  The sounds of fire bells echoed down the myriad streets. We’d stopped a few, but many of the Copperheads had achieved their goals. The frustration was the hardest thing to deal with. We’d done as much as possible and it wasn’t enough to stop them all.


  “Ryan’s Pub,” I whispered and then said it out loud when I saw she hadn’t heard me. “He said his group was meeting there after the fires were started. I want to catch as many as possible.”


  “Catch or kill?” Emma asked and for a change, there was an absence of sarcasm in her tone.


  “Catch,” I said and looked over at her. “We’ll catch them, turn them over to the police and let the city hang them.”


  “Fair enough,” she replied.
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  When we walked into Ryan’s, all eyes turned to us. A dozen men sat around the bar and at the few tables. Their eyes danced from her to me and back. Emma’s cheek glowed red from the monster’s backhanded blow and my face couldn’t have looked any better, given the beating I’d taken. Strangely, the fact that I was so heavily armed didn’t seem to register with them.


  “Daddy?” Emma said, and I followed her gaze to a well dressed man in the back.


  He sat at a table, a deck of cards in his hand with several cards laid out in front of him. He scrunched his face up and looked at us. His eyes opened wide in surprise when he realized that his daughter stood beside me.


  Emma stormed up to the table and glared at him. As I approached to stand beside her, I saw his hand move as if he meant to slide it inside his jacket. My hand moved quickly to the butt of my rifle and hesitated. He knew he’d never draw his weapon in time, and pulled his hand back to the table.


  “Daddy… You’re a part of this,” she whispered and I could hear the heartbreak in her voice. “You? You’re the leader of this… this group of…” her words trailed off and she lifted a hand to wipe a tear from her cheek.


  “You weren’t supposed to be there,” he whispered and looked around at the other patrons who looked away from us. “I did what I did for the greater good. You’re just a girl. You don’t know what this war is really costing us.”


  She nodded, “Yes, Daddy… I think I know what this war has cost me.”


  



  ***


  



  The midday sun fell on the small café that I loved. The wrought iron tables that sat along the sidewalk were full but Emma had already claimed one for herself. After parting ways the night before, I’d agreed to meet for tea.


  “Good Lord, I didn’t recognize you,” she said as I approached her.


  She looked me up and down, surprised at my fashion choice for the day. The dark green dress was a favorite because it matched my eyes. That and also because I could carry a pair of knives strapped on each thigh without anyone noticing. I took a seat and asked a passing waiter for coffee.


  “And your face… I can’t tell that you were even hit,” she said and I noticed the slight bruise along her right cheekbone.


  “In my line of work, you have to know how to cover up all the marks and bruises,” I quipped and then turned the topic to a more serious one. “How did your mother take the news? After all, your father was arrested as part of this conspiracy.”


  Her smile faded. “She had suspected that he was up to something nefarious. So, it didn’t come as much of a shock. Still, it’ll be hard for her, hard for both of us.”


  The waiter placed my coffee on the table and I quickly added a measure of sugar and cream. As my hand idly stirred the mixture, I looked at her for the first time in the daylight.


  “What will you do? Continue to work for the boarding house?”


  She smiled. “Yes, of course. No reason for me to give up good employment.” She snickered and added, “And I’ll be adding a night job to my routine.”


  I eyed her suspiciously. “What kind of night job?”


  “I think that Assassin Anne should have a partner.” When she saw my expression, she revised the idea, “Alright, a sidekick perhaps.”


  I said nothing and lifted the cup to my mouth. Before I could take a sip she said, “What about Battling Betty? Sounds like a good team, Assassin Anne and Battling Betty.” I lowered the cup as she began to ramble. “Of course, I’ll need you to teach me how to shoot and I’ll need to purchase a gun or two. Can you recommend a good type? Maybe something smaller than what you carry. And I’ll need an outfit but maybe a little more stylish and, dare I say, more girlie than the one you wear. No offense, but you look like a common soldier in that get-up.”


  I smacked my lips and said, “Great.”


  Considering that she continued to ramble on about her wardrobe and weaponry choices, the amount of sarcasm in my single word hadn’t been sufficient to let her know what I really thought. Still, it might be nice to have some company for a change.
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