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Chapter One

Northern Maryland, July1862

Captain James Braxton kept his field glasses focused on the train coming out of 
the little hamlet just to their southeast. Behind the train's single passenger car was 
something Braxton could only describe as a monstrosity.

“Still no idea on what kind of railroad car it may be, Captain?” asked Lieutenant 
William Percy.

 Braxton handed the glasses to the young Lieutenant. “I have no idea.”
The captain looked up at the branches of the giant oak above he and his squad of 

rangers and thanked God for its shade. He had not realized it could get this hot in this 
part of the country. He may as well be back at home in Virginia. He removed his hat, 
pulled a handkerchief out of it, and sprinkled it with water from his canteen. 

As he dabbed the back of his neck, he walked further down the hill they had 
occupied all night and the better part of the morning. They had come upon the train and 
the strange car the evening before. They followed it to the little town then found this 
vantage point to better observe it. 

“I have been thinking,” Percy said. “Does it not remind you of the Virginia?” 
Braxton had thought of that just earlier. The rear car did look much like the 

Confederacy's new prized ironclad. Like the Virginia, the car was covered from bottom to 
top in iron plate and was angled to reflect cannonballs. It was smaller, though, and its 
walls peaked upwards to a single turret on top. 

“Whatever it is,” Braxton said. “The Union wants it and I intend on depriving them 
of it.”

He turned to his squad of rangers. Twelve in all, the men were lean and tough as 
old shoe leather. Though they wore plain clothes to conceal their identities so far behind 
enemy lines, each was bristling with pistols stashed in belts, coats, and boots. 

Behind them were their most prized possessions: Carolina Marsh Tackys- small 
wiry horses that could work for hours with out tiring. In each horse's saddle was a brand 
new Maynard carbine, a gift Braxton had given each man when the unit was formed. He 
had used a Maynard during his time with General Stuart. It was small and light, could 
be fired twelve times a minute, and was effective up to 1600 yards. All one had to do was 
load it, turn north, and pull the trigger.  

“We will take the train, gentlemen,” Braxton said. “Please go and place the logs.”
With no more than a nod, all twelve mounted and quickly descended the hill to 

where they had cut down several trees an hour earlier. They roped them to their mounts 
and pulled the logs onto the nearby railroad track.  

Percy lowered the field glasses and rubbed the freckles on his cheek. Something 
had caught his attention to the south. Braxton saw it too—riders moving across the 
countryside. Braxton took back the glasses.

“Yankee patrol?” Percy asked.
Braxton expected it was. He and his men had encountered several units over the 



last month, but so far, they had managed to elude them and venture deep into Yankee 
territory. He was about to give the command to have the men move out when he realized 
the newcomers were wearing Confederate gray. Two dozen in all, the leader was sharply 
dressed in a black ostrich plumed hat and knee-high riding boots.

Braxton handed the glasses back to Percy. “They are some of ours.” 
“I thought we were the only ones in the area,” Percy said bringing the glasses up. 

“You think McNeil has come this far east?”
“It is not McNeil. I do not recognize these men.”
“Fools. They make no attempt to disguise themselves,” Percy said. “They are 

wearing uniforms and flying our colors like proud peacocks. They will have the whole 
damn Yankee army chasing them in no time. Pardon my language, sir.” 

Braxton ignored it. All his men cursed and were always excusing themselves in 
front of him. 

“They are in some hurry,” he said. “I would surmise they are after the same 
objective as we. Ride down and give them our location. We will join our forces and seize 
the train together.”

Percy mounted his brown mare and moved down the hill. Braxton watched him 
maneuver through the underbrush and finally disappeared behind a cluster of rocks. The 
Captain returned to his own mount, a gray gelding named Manasseh and pulled out an 
Army Colt revolver from his saddle. He double checked it, put it back in the saddle and 
pulled out a Navy.

Braxton eyed the incoming train. It was approaching a hill about three miles away 
and quickly disappearing into a forest. They had about five minutes before it arrived. His 
rangers were coming back up the hill. He quickly inspected their handiwork, found that 
they had placed the logs in a good position to stop the train, and nodded his approval. 

“We are about to be reinforced, gentleman,” Braxton told them. The men gave him 
questioning looks. “I do not know who they are, but we share the same objective. Go 
ahead and place yourselves into position to take the train.”

As the men moved down the hill to hide behind rocks and trees, Braxton turned to 
where Percy had ridden. The Lieutenant had come upon the Confederate cavalry and was 
speaking to the man in the plumed hat. The commander of the newcomers seemed 
excited. He waved to his men and they followed Percy up the hill at full gallop.

Braxton moved up to greet them. He thought he might recognize the commander 
up close. He was a comely man with a perfectly manicured beard and bright blues eyes. 
There was something familiar about him, but Braxton could not place a name. Braxton 
touched his hand to his hat when he saw the three stars on the man's yellow collar. 

“Colonel.”  
“Captain Braxton,” the man smiled through big teeth. “I'll be damned. It really is 

you. God, how did you get this far north?”
The man seemed to know who he was, and Braxton felt somewhat embarrassed 

that he could not place him. Perhaps he would recognize the colonel without his beard.
“The people of this country are sympathetic to our cause, sir,” Braxton said. “We 

are indebted to them. My men and I never would have gotten this far without them.”
The man jumped off his horse, removed his hat, and swooshed the ground with the 

plume. “Colonel William Talbot at your service, sir.”
Braxton did not know the name. Talbot's accent indicated he was from Georgia, but 



the colors the cavalry men carried indicated they were from Virginia's second cavalry. 
Colonel Talbot walked briskly across the hill.

“The lieutenant tells me you are ready to intercept the train,” he said. He raised 
his field glasses and looked toward the plume of smoke. “What is your plan?”

Braxton indicated the railroad tracks which ran just at the base of the hill. “My 
plan is simple, sir. The train will come here and stop when it sees the fallen trees. We will 
dispatch the train's guard and then take whatever valuable cargo is aboard.” He pointed 
to an old wooden bridge about 50 yards further down the track. “We will then move the 
train to the bridge and destroy it, depriving our enemy of both bridge and train.” 

“How many men do they have in that railroad car?”
“We counted no more than twelve.”
“Excellent. Excellent indeed.”
Talbot ordered his men to take up position along side of Braxton's.
“It is a good plan,” Talbot said. “But we will be seizing the train instead of 

destroying it. There is an interchange half a mile from here that heads east to the coast. 
We have a blockade runner there ready to take it back home.”

“The whole train?” Percy asked.
“Just the armored car,” Braxton said.
Braxton was surprised. Why would the military risk sending a group of men deep 

into enemy territory to steal a train car? “May I ask what that car is, sir?”
“That is Confederate property, Captain. It was on its way to Richmond when the 

Yanks intercepted it. For the last five days it has been on its way to the Springfield 
Armory. We are here to take it back.”

The train was rounding the next hill over. Talbot's men were all in position.
“Turn your coats and ready our colors,” Braxton called out to his men as he 

removed his jacket and turned it inside out to reveal a Confederate military officer's coat.
Tolbet gave him an appreciative smile. “Clever. You do know that if caught, General 

McLellan won't give a damn if you wear uniforms or not.”
Braxton had heard about that. One of his civilian contacts near Baltimore had told 

Braxton that McLellan had grown tired of Braxton's guerrilla raids. To the Union, 
Braxton's rangers were bushwhackers and were not protected by the accepted rules of 
engagement. A reward of $500 was placed on each of their heads and Union troops were 
given permission to execute them on the spot if found. 

Braxton pulled his Maynard from his saddle. “I can not vouch for the behavior of 
our foe, Colonel, but my men are soldiers and conduct themselves as such.” 

“Admirable.” Colonel Talbot pulled out his own weapon-- a Whitworth rifle 
mounted with a scope. Braxton was surprised to see a cavalry man riding with one. It 
was so long, it would get in the way. He felt envious. He had always wanted one for 
himself, but Whitworths were hard to come by.

Thou shalt not covet anything that is thy neighbors, he thought to himself and 
pushed it from his mind.

“You have just the twelve and yourself, Captain?” Talbot asked. 
“Yes, sir.” Braxton walked down the hill and positioned himself behind a log next to 

Percy. “Unlike some ranger units, I prefer a smaller squad. I believe it better allows me 
the ability to go unnoticed. A squad of twelve can still inflict a serious blow to the enemy 
if a plan is executed properly.”



“You have proven yourself on that on many occasions,” Tolbet said. “General Lee 
thinks highly of you and your men.” Tolbet nodded at Braxton's Maynard. “You as good 
with that rifle as they say you are?”

Braxton wanted to ask Tolbet how it was he knew so much about him, but decided 
it could wait. “If I do have a reputation, then I hope it is well earned.”

Tolbet motioned toward the train. “When we open fire on the train, the men inside 
the passenger car will try to run inside the armored car. Under no circumstances are they 
to enter.”

“What is inside it, sir?”
“Hell, Braxton. Hell.”
Braxton frowned at the man's obtuse answer as he opened the Maynard's breech 

and placed a cartridge in the chamber. He then carefully placed the cap on the nipple and 
closed the breech. He aimed the rifle between the rail car and the armored one.

“One other thing,” Tolbet said, a small smile on his face. “It seems my men and I 
have attracted a bit of attention. There is a company of Union cavalry behind us. I expect 
them to be here shortly. The sooner we get that car, the better.”

Braxton was stunned at this revelation, and more especially at Tolbet's apparent 
disregard of the danger. He lowered his weapon. “Colonel, with all due respect, but if the 
cavalry is as close as you say, I do not believe we have enough time or resources to 
capture the car and repulse the troop of cavalry. May I suggest we retire and find a more 
prudent way of capturing our objective?” 

Tolbet placed a rifle stand in the ground. “No time. We will be quick. Once we 
capture the train, we will move it across the bridge. We will then destroy the bridge 
behind us.”

“Have your men sufficient powder to destroy it?”
The Colonel shook his head. “Once we capture that car, we will  have to ability to 

blow it to kingdom come.”
Braxton wanted to ask how, but held his tongue. The train had come into view and 

the conductor had seen the fallen trees. The train was slowing. 
Tolbet removed his hat, placed it carefully on a nearby branch, then placed his rifle 

to his shoulder. “Tell your men to have a care shooting into that railroad car. There is 
someone in there who is not be harmed.”

Braxton stared at the Colonel, dumbfounded. He wanted to ask if there was 
anything else he needed to be told before the shooting started. Percy had heard the 
Colonel and was already relaying the order. Braxton's rangers looked over their shoulders 
at their commander, confused. Braxton could feel his face flushing.

The train came to a halt just a few feet in front of the logs. The conductor and 
engineer stepped off the engine and walked up to investigate. Five soldiers with rifles 
exited the rail car and followed. Braxton waited, hoping for more soldiers to exit. 

If we can get at least half of them to come out, we can take this train quickly before  
that cavalry arrives, he thought to himself. My Father in Heaven, please let it be so. 

The Union soldiers were fixated on the logs, but the conductor and engineer had 
lost interest. They were scanning the nearby hills.

“I believe we are about to be discovered,” Colonel Tolbet said. “Fire when ready, 
Captain,” 

Braxton kept his rifle trained on the area between the rail car and the armored. 



Blessed be the Lord my strength which teacheth my hands to war, and my fingers to  
fight. 

“Mr. Percy,” he said. “Have the men fire at will.”
Percy bellowed, “Fire at will!”
The loud cracks of the rangers and cavalrymen's rifles echoed off the hills. The 

conductor and four soldiers dropped instantly. The engineer made it back to the train 
before he was shot in the back. The remaining soldier dislodged his rifle in the general 
direction of his attackers, and then fell.

There was a crash from the passenger car. Out of the corner of his eye, Braxton 
saw rifle butts smashing out windows. Muzzles protruded and returned fire. Bullets 
whizzed by their heads. 

“We can make short work of them if we are patient,” Tolbet said as he swiveled his 
rifle towards the car. “Keep your weapon trained on that armored car, Mr. Braxton. I 
believe I can take each of these men one at a time.”

The door to the passenger door suddenly opened and a hand reached out to open 
the door to the armored car. Braxton exhaled and squeezed the trigger. The hand 
exploded into a bloody pulp.

“Well shot, Braxton!”
Braxton quickly reloaded, almost fumbling the small cap as he placed it on the 

nipple. He had just closed the breach when another soldier ran out of the passenger door, 
opened the armored car and ran inside. Braxton brought his weapon up and fired. The 
bullet sparked as it rang off the outside of the door.

“Damn!” shouted Tolbet.
Braxton reloaded as he kept an eye on the armored car, wondering what to expect. 

He had just closed his breach when he heard a hollow clang from within the car—metal 
on metal. The rangers and cavalry men quit firing and stared.

“Find cover!” Tolbet roared as he slumped over into the dirt and covered his head.
Braxton was about to ask what was happening when the armored car's turret 

swiveled in their direction. An iron porthole opened. Braxton could make out some type of 
metal contraption inside when the whole world seemed to go mad. He hit the ground next 
to Tolbet.  

There was a constant buzz from the turret as leaves, dirt, and branches exploded 
all around them. Men wailed out in agony. It was as if they were being attacked by iron-
clad hornets.

Braxton turned to Tolbet. “What is that thing?!”
“That is hell, Braxton!”
The ground and underbrush ripped up all around them. Braxton was certain he 

was about to be hit when the attack suddenly stopped. 
Braxton raised his head. Confused and terrified, he could hear the groans of his 

men all around. Braxton turned to speak to Percy, but found that the lieutenant's head 
had been cut in two. “My father in heaven protect us . . .”

Tolbet sat up straight. “He's reloading.” He grabbed his rifle. “It won't take him 
long. We got one shot.”

Braxton looked around the side of the hill at what was left of their soldiers, too 
stunned for words. Tolbet placed his rifle to his shoulder and lined it up towards the 
turret. The porthole was still open. The moments it took for Tolbet to line up the shot 



seemed forever. Then the air was split by a sharp explosion and Tolbet was pushed back 
from the hard recoil. Both men focused their attention on the now silent turret. A wiff of 
smoke drifted out of the porthole.

“I got him,” Tolbet said as he brought his rifle around to reload. He roared at their 
men. “Do not stop firing! We still need to take that train!”

What remained of their soldiers stared at one another wide-eyed. No one moved. 
Braxton counted how many of them were left. Whatever it was that had come from that 
turret had killed nearly half of them including poor Percy. He shook his head.

The Lord is the strength of my life; of whom shall I be afraid?  
Calmly he told the men. “The turret has been nullified. Keep fire on that passenger 

car and we shall prevail.”
The men came out of their stupor and began exchanging shots with the federals 

again.
Tolbet was lining up another shot, this time at the passenger car. Braxton could 

tell there was at least eight men still inside. 
“Make sure they do not send another man inside that car again, Braxton or we will 

all be dead men,” Tolbet said,
Braxton reloaded, and brought his rifle back to his shoulder. Just as he wiped dirt 

out of his eyes, the passenger door opened. Someone rushed out, a civilian. He was 
fumbling about, awkward—an easy target. Braxton had his head lined up and squeezed, 
but his rifle was knocked away. 

“No!” Tolbet shouted.
The bullet sailed wide left. The civilian ran inside the armored car. Braxton turned 

to Tolbet for an explanation. 
The Colonel stared slack jawed. “I was not expecting that. . .”
“Sir,” Braxton said, trying to keep his anger in check. “Please explain yourself. Why 

did you divert my fire?”
“Henry Miller,” Tolbet whispered.
Braxton studied the Colonel for a moment and then reloaded. “I assume this is the 

person you do not want us to shoot.”
Tolbet nodded as he studied the turret. 
There was a clang from inside the iron monster. Everyone hit the ground. The 

same roar of fire erupted from the porthole. Bullets decimated the tree above Braxton 
and Tolbet's head.

Braxton watched as bits of leaves and branches rained down around them. “He is 
not a very good shot.”

“He is just trying to scare us,” Tolbet said. “Henry is no soldier.”
Carefully, they both sat up. Sure enough, the turret was destroying the tree, but 

not firing on any of the soldiers. 
“We have regained our advantage, I would say,” Tolbet said. He picked his rifle 

back up and began to aim it at the passenger car again. He was about to fire when the 
nearby ground puffed from a flying bullet. Braxton turned around and saw a company of 
Federal soldiers making their way up from the south. There were at least fifty of them.

“Colonel, it would seem your friends have arrived,” Braxton said.
“Damn,” Tolbet said. “Concentrate all fire on the railroad car!” 
Braxton put a hand on Tolbet's arm. “Sir, if I may, if we focus our fire on the car, 



our adversary's cavalry will attack our rear without resistance.”  
“We have to skedaddle, Braxton,” Tolbet yelled. “The sooner we clear those Yankees 

out of that car, the sooner we can get out of here.”
“Seeing your friend intends us no harm, and there are only maybe eight soldiers 

left in the car, may I suggest a direct assault while our two squads hold off the cavalry?”
“Direct assault? By whom?”
Braxton stood up. “Just keep the cavalry off our rear, sir, and be ready to ride. If 

you will, please have at least two of our men sustain fire on that car to help draw their 
fire. ”

Tolbet looked at him confused, but did not refuse him. He called out to the soldiers 
to form up a skirmisher line on top of the hill.

Braxton scrambled up onto his horse and turned him towards the train. 
I can do all thing through Christ, which strengthens me.
Braxton leaned over his mount's neck as he brought the horse down the hill at a 

full gallop. Bullets whizzed by him. He did not reign in until he was within feet of the 
coal cart. From his angle, the Federals could not fire on him. He turned his horse about 
until it was parallel with the train. 

He took a moment to regain his bearings. At least a couple of his men were still 
firing down at the car. As far as he could tell, the Federals had not discovered his 
location, or at least had not found a way to attack him. They would soon seek him out, 
though. He had only a few moments to act.  

Calmly, he pulled his revolvers from his saddle, gave his mount a squeeze, and 
moved toward the passenger car. As they road by, Braxton kept his pistols level with the 
windows. 

The first two soldiers were taken by surprise. Braxton's hit one below the eye, the 
other in the throat. The next was reloading and was easily dispatched. The forth fired at 
point blank range. Braxton heard the bullet whiz by his left ear. Two shots and the man 
was down. By now, there was so much smoke he could barely even see the car. Neither 
could the Federals. One fired blind. He calculated where he would have been standing 
and heard him hit the ground. Through the smoke he saw one more, standing wide eyed. 
Braxton shot him in the chest. 

Seven. One left. 
He scanned the smoke for any movement. Had he miscounted? There was 

movement from his left. He turned and saw the muzzle trained right at his head. The 
man suddenly fell backwards. At the same time, Braxton could hear the report of Tolbet's 
Whitworth behind him. The car was silent. The engagement on the other side of the hill 
was the only noise now. 

Braxton froze in his tracks when he realized that the armored car's gun was 
trained on him. His heart thumped hard in his chest. He aimed at the porthole then 
remembered Tolbet wanted the man inside alive. 

The turret fired a short burst. Braxton ducked and thought perhaps the man had 
changed his mind about killing after all. The shots were high, though and when it did not 
fire again, Braxton climbed off his horse and up onto the train. 

With his pistol cocked and ready, he kicked open the passenger car door.  A few of 
the men were still alive and lay on the floor moaning. The car was blood splattered and 
slick with gore. Braxton kept his pistol trained on the wounded soldiers, stuck his hand 



out the window, and gave the all clear sign.
He glanced back toward the armored car. 
“You sir-- in the turret,” he called out still keeping his pistol on the wounded 

soldiers. “I advise you to come out straight away.”
For a moment, there was silence and Braxton thought he might have to repeat 

himself, though more firmly. He then heard a clicking noise and the slow sounds of foot 
steps. The armored car door opened and there stood a man in civilian clothes. He was 
pasty white with a tangled mop of black hair. His glasses were slightly askew. Braxton 
gave a sniff and realized the man had peed himself.

Braxton gave a courteous nod. “Good morning, sir. I am Captain Thomas Braxton, 
Partisan Rangers.”

The man's mouth moved, and at first, no words escaped. After several aborted 
tries, the man finally croaked out, “”Henry Miller.”

“I am pleased to meet your acquittance Mr. Miller. You have been rescued by the 
Confederacy and are to be returned to Richmond immediately. Your friend Colonel Tolbet 
and about twenty Confederate cavalry men and rangers will be here shortly. If you would 
like, I give you leave to change your clothes before they arrive.”

Stiffly, Miller walked by him and to the far side of the car. He grabbed a change of 
pants. He was shaking so badly he could barely unbutton his trousers. Braxton tried to 
keep his eye out for Talbot and their men as well as the Yankee prisoners, but could not 
help watching Miller. Who was he and how was he connected to that iron monstrosity?

By the time Miller had pulled up his change of trousers, Tolbet and the others were 
outside. 

“Get this train moving!” Tolbet shouted from atop his horse, pistol drawn. “The rest 
of you get on board this train. Keep those Yankees off our rear.” 

When he saw Braxton through the window, his face lit up. “By God, what they said 
about you was right, Braxton: talks like a saint, but fights like the devil.” He turned in 
his saddle and fired at the hill behind him.

Braxton wanted to thank him for the well placed shot that saved him, but thought 
it could wait. Three of Braxton's men had moved into the passenger car carrying a 
wounded cavalryman.  

Braxton waved his pistol at Miller. “Mr. Miller, if you would be so kind as to attend 
to this man.” He then took up position along side the other soldiers who were now 
shooting out the windows. The train was starting to inch forward.

Tolbet was scattering the horses, but not before he took Braxton's Maynard from 
its saddle. He then swung up onto the train. He looked inside the passenger car. When he 
saw Miller he let out a laugh.

“There you are Henry,” he said. “You are back in safe hands now. Mind if I use your 
contraption?” He tossed Braxton the Maynard. “You forgot something, Braxton.”

Tolbet ran inside the armored car. By now the train was moving and the Yankee's 
plumes of smoke could be clearly seen. Their bullets pierced the car and whizzed inside. 
Most of the Union cavalry had dismounted and were firing from a skirmish line, but 
about a dozen were coming from behind on horses. Braxton aimed his rifle and brought 
one down.

There was a hollow wooden clank-clank as the train moved across the bridge and 
finally to the other side. As soon as they had, the turret open fired, tearing the bridge to 



splinters. The terrible weapon stopped for a moment and then fired its deadly spray 
again. Then it was silent. Braxton stuck his head out the window to see the Union 
cavalry on the other side of the bridge peeking out from cover. He could feel their dismay. 
From within the passenger car, the southern soldiers gave out a rebel yell and waved 
their hats out the window.

Braxton bent down to study the wounded cavalryman. He had been shot in the leg. 
Miller was applying a bandage. Braxton assisted as he glanced about the car. Of he and 
Tolbet's original thirty or so men who had been alive only minutes before, only sixteen 
remained. Three were wounded. Only five of his rangers were still alive. Three of the 
Yankee soldiers were wounded.

Tolbet entered the car with a flourish. “Henry your machine is almost out of 
bullets. Fortunately, I had enough to destroy the bridge.”

Miller looked up. Braxton could see his mind leaving the car. 
Tolbet sat down, placed his hat on the corner of a chair, and kicked his boots up on 

a table.
Miller stared toward the back of the car, slack jawed, as if going over something in 

his mind. 
“Mr. Miller, do you know anything about medicine?” Braxton asked.
Miller's eyes darted over to Braxton, suddenly broken from his trance. “I am sorry. 

What did you say?”
“Do you know anything about medicine?”
Braxton noticed that Tolbet was smiling for some reason. He wished he would stop.
Miller looked at the man's leg. “The bullet missed his femoral artery by about half 

an inch and went straight through. I can cauterize the wound and this man will be fine.”
Braxton studied him for a moment. He got the impression this man knew much 

about lots of different things. The captain called out to one of his men. “Go get a red-hot 
poker from the coal cart and help Mr. Miller with this wound.” He turned to the rest of 
the soldiers. “We will do whatever we can to help all these good men, northern and 
southern alike. Do you hear me?”

The men all nodded that they understood.
Tolbet was still grinning. He found a bottle of brandy from one of the nearby 

cabinets and poured a glass. He offered it to Braxton.
Braxton held up a hand. “No thank you, sir.” He pulled out a knife, cut off a 

bandage and tied it tight around the torso of one of the union soldiers. 
“Ah yes. I forgot. You do not drink,” Tolbet said. He downed the glass and poured 

another. Braxton was beside himself with the man's behavior. Why would he not help 
them. If he was a lower rank he would admonish him soundly.

“You do not seem to be curious as to how I know so much about you,” Tolbet said. 
“Curiosity is not the foremost thought on my mind right now,” Braxton said crossly. 

He helped prop the soldier up against a chair.
“I have heard all about the South's famed 'Gentleman Guerrilla.' ” Tolbet said. He 

studied the label on the bottle. “They certainly were not mistaken.” 
Braxton wished he would be quiet. He tried his best to ignore him. 
“Both General Lee and General Stuart hold you in high regard,” Braxton said. “You 

know, I was there when the order giving you the command of a partisan ranger troop was 
signed by Secretary Randolph. The way Stuart talked you would think he thought you 



could lick the whole Union army by yourself.” 
Tolbet poured another drink. “You have accomplished much despite your youth. 

Second in your class at West Point. Three kills at Williamsburg against Union 
sharpshooters. The capture of twelve enemy officers by yourself. Destruction of numerous 
railroads and munition dumps behind enemy lines during the Virginia campaign. On top 
of the list of McLellan's most wanted men--”

Braxton felt himself flushing. “Please sir, if you will. I need assistance in caring for 
these good men. I would be much obliged if you would help me in this endeavor.” 

“Hm,” Tolbet said. “Gentleman to the end.” He took out a cigar from his pocket and 
lit it. “I would offer you one, but I also know you do not smoke.” He took a few puffs then 
stood up. “Walk with me.”

Braxton looked up from tending to a second soldier, flabbergasted. Tolbet signaled 
him to follow. “They will be there when you return. Come, Captain. Walk with me.”

Trying his best to hide his anger, Braxton wiped the blood from his hands onto a bit 
of cloth and threw it into a chair. Gritting his teeth he followed the Colonel out the rear of 
the passenger car and into the armored one.

Half a dozen slits along the angled armored walls let in several beams of light—
enough to illuminate the interior. The room was filled with all manner of gears and boxes. 
There was a dead soldier lying on the floor with a hole in his forehead. Tolbet stepped 
over him as if he weren't even there.

Braxton's boots crunched on hundreds of brass cartridges strewn across the floor. 
He picked one up and studied it—.45 caliber. 

“Beautiful is it not?” Tolbet had stopped under the turret and held onto a metal 
cage where a series of gears ran underneath and along side. A metal saddle was in the 
center. Mounted on the cage was a strange looking device connected to hoses and pipes. 

Tolbet patted the saddle. “Climb on in.”
Cautiously, Braxton climbed into the cage and sat on the saddle centered in the 

cage. His feet rested on a pair of pedals. He could now see that the strange looking device 
mounted to the cage was the weapon that had been firing at them. 

Tolbet ran his hand along its length. “Henry calls it his Hornet Gun. Aptly named, 
wouldn't you say? See here? It has five barrels centered around a central shaft.” He 
indicated the hoses. “It is powered by steam from the locomotive through these hoses. 
When you pull the trigger, it fires, rotates to the next barrel, loads a cartridge and fires 
again. The process is so fast it is almost instantaneous. The rotating system helps keep 
the barrels cool, but for good measure, a stream of water flows through this hose and 
through the barrels not in use.” He patted a large drum on the side. “Cartridges are 
loaded into the gun through this magazine which can hold up to 100 bullets. The weapon 
can fire all 100 in 5 seconds.”

Tolbet motioned to two cranks on the side of the cage. “Go ahead and go up. Turn 
the cranks clock wise.”

The cage lifted off the ground and into the turret. Tolbet indicated a bolt under the 
seat. Braxton slid it over and locked himself into place.

“The foot pedals turn the turret,” Tolbet said. “Pedal clockwise to go left and 
counterclockwise to go right.”

Braxton did so and looked out the porthole at the surrounding countryside. He 
squeezed the gun's trigger. A nearby tree disintegrated.   



“My Father in Heaven,” he whispered.
“That would be the rest of the bullets,” Tolbet said. 
Braxton could not find the words. How could someone create a machine of such 

terrible power? Though he could help but be impressed by the machine's craftsmanship 
and destructive power, he felt hollow inside. There was something about the machine 
that was wrong. It was as if it was a creation of evil. Braxton felt guilty just for sitting in 
it.

“How long have we had such a weapon?” he asked as he lowered himself to the 
floor.

“Henry has been working on it for seven years—all paid for by the United States 
Government. This is his third prototype. The Yankees have been trying to get it back 
since the war began. Remember how anxious they were to take Pensacola at the start of 
the war? Its because this prototype was in one of the city's warehouses. The Yanks took 
the city, but by the time they got to the warehouse, Henry had already gone into hiding 
with it. I knew Henry before the war and was assigned to find him. I found him in a little 
town north of Mobile. We were on our way to Richmond when the Yankees somehow 
found us. I was able to escape and later convince General Lee to lend me some cavalry 
and the use of a ship to intercept it before it got to Springfield. Fortunately I came across 
you or I do not think we would have been able to have taken it.”

“With such a weapon, we could bring our enemy to ruin,” Braxton said. The 
thought made him shudder.

“That was our thought too,” Tolbet said. “But that plan is no longer possible.”
Braxton waited for explanation as Tolbet reached down and picked up an empty 

cartridge. “To create another weapon such as this would cost nearly half of our existing 
war budget. Even if we did have the money, we do not have the sufficient equipment to 
create another. Henry's lab was destroyed  within days of the outbreak of the war. And I 
just used the last of his special bullets.” He tossed Braxton an empty cartridge. “Even 
when he has all the resources to make them, he can produce only twenty a day. The 
Hornet Gun will not be firing for awhile.”

Braxton looked around the iron hulk. “So this weapon is useless to us.”
“Yes, but at least the Union doesn't have it and most importantly—they don't have 

him.” Tolbet motioned towards the passenger car. 
“A brilliant man,” Braxton said. Though somewhat odd.
“A genius,” Tolbet said. “This invention is only part of the things Henry has 

accomplished or can do. He is a master in ballistics, chemistry, mathematics, and as you 
discovered, medicine. And that is only some of what he knows. Believe me when I tell you, 
Mr. Braxton, that Henry Miller is the south's greatest weapon.”

Tolbet leaned against a box and picked at something on the sole of his boot. “I must 
say, us meeting today is nothing but divine providence. I have been waiting to speak with 
you on a matter for nearly three months. We have not been able to send you any 
dispatches since you went behind lines.”

“What matter is it?”
“Mr. Braxton, despite the South's obvious superiority in quality of fighting men, 

the truth of the matter is we are outnumbered, out-financed, and out-gunned. The 
Yankees just have too many resources at their disposal. It is just a matter of time before 
our cause is lost. We have to get creative if we are to have hope. You have seen some of 



that ingenuity—the creation of the Virginia, for example, and the passing of the Partisan 
Ranger Act.

“When the Act was approved a few months ago, there was a special appropriation 
attached to it. In writing, it sounds ambiguous and was enough to get through congress 
without notice. Only a few know its true meaning. The appropriation allows for the 
funding of a special project for the military called the Gideon Plan.”

“Gideon?”
Tolbet took a puff on his cigar. “They tell me you are a man who knows his Bible.”
Braxton understood. “Gideon was a judge of the Hebrews.”
“Correct. Gideon raised an army of thousands to defeat his enemies the Midianites, 

but God deemed the army too large. With the help from the divine, Gideon whittled the 
army down until it was just a small attack group. With these men, Gideon annihilated 
the foe.” Tolbet walked around the cage and touched the Hornet Gun.  “With God's help, 
we shall do the same. Captain, it is my task to raise a  small squad of men to do the work 
of the Lord. Henry is vital to the Plan's success. As are you.”

“Me?”
Tolbet nodded. “Robert E. Lee himself has recommended that you become its 

newest member.”

 


