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For Patience Wales,

Jon Wilson, & Captain Bart Murphy,

who started me on this course …

as well as Captain Paul Zychowicz,

Captain Ned McIntosh,

& Captain Noah Peffer,

who helped me sail it …




Prologue

CSS ALABAMA

January 27, 1863
South of Hispaniola

Captain Raphael Semmes grabs the seaman by the arm, delays him as he prepares to climb the ratlines to his lookout perch at the main truck. He stares deep into the sailor’s face, a pale mask in the moonlight.

“Look sharp, man. The Yankees are abroad.”

“I hate the buggers, sir.” The seaman cocks his head as if to say he must go aloft. Eight bells have just rung. The night watch is starting. The man who has been aloft for the last two hours is no doubt shivering from this stiff northeast breeze, cursing with each plunge of the ship into the head sea that his relief has not yet arrived.

But Semmes still has hold of the young man, whose broad shoulders remind him of his son Oliver. Squeezes with his right hand above the Jack’s elbow, feels the cords of sinewy arm tightening beneath his fingers. Impatience, maybe even anger, here. This Jack and his shipmates only had five days ashore back in Jamaica—their first real liberty in six months on the Alabama. He’s one of the many men in the crew whom Lieutenant Sinclair had to pry by bribery and threat of force from the arms of the molls in Kingston’s bawdy houses two nights ago. The night Semmes got word that Abe Lincoln had issued his Emancipation Proclamation on January 1st. The night Old Beeswax, as the crew calls their Reb captain, suddenly felt a sharp impulse to flee Jamaica. To flee the pleasures of the harbor. To bolt before Charles Wilkes’s Flying Squadron or any of a dozen other Federal warships arrived at Kingston intent on making kindling of the Alabama, homeless ghosts of her men, her master.

“You’ll not go dreaming of a cathouse wench up there now?”

“No, sir.”

“We must feast on the Yank before he feasts on us, sailor. And … mark my words, he comes.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Do not leave me unsatisfied.” Another squeezing of the arm.

“No, sir.”

“What will y’all do then?”

“Sing out with the first sight of sail, sir.”

The waxed tips of Semmes’s preposterous mustache twitch. A sad, little smile rises on the face. At fifty-three he feels ancient. Old enough to be Maude’s grandfather, not the gladiator who left her two years ago in Washington. Not the lover who held her like life itself last June in Nassau. Even after she told him she carried another man’s child.

He lets go of the arm. “That’s a good man.”

The sailor lifts his hand to his face, points to his eyes with two fingers. “Winkers like an eagle, sir,” he says with a Scottish brogue.

“Show me the bacon, son …”

Lest my country starve. Lest all that we have wrecked has been for nothing. Not just the enemy’s ships, twenty-eight so far on this cruise aboard the Alabama. But the torn hearts of loved ones. The rent souls of children.

“Jesus, look at that!” The Jacks are pointing at the flames.

Semmes’s masthead lookout has been more than good to his word. In four hours the eagle eyes have brought Alabama twice to prey. The first, four hours ago, was a Spanish brig bound from Montevideo to Havana. Released. An hour ago a sweet, little Yank. The hermaphrodite brig Chastelaine out of Boston, sailing westward tonight from Guadeloupe to Cienfuegos, Cuba, for a load of sugar and rum. Now, it’s after midnight. Her crew already made prisoners on Alabama.

The brig is a phantom to spark night terrors in those gathered here off the little Dominican island of Alta Vela to bear witness to her death dance. Semmes’s firing squad has lit her up with all sails set. Something they have never done before. It’s the captain’s idea. The Chastelaine is a black hull in a halo of light. She’s bound westward, moving well, at least eight knots of speed. Following a river of moonshine, running before the easterly trades. Putting distance between her executioner and herself. A mindless specter spouting golden fire. Flames flare in windswept columns from the doghouse companionway, the main hatch, the cook shack forward, the fo’castle scuttle. Just now they have begun to weave into the rigging, sparkle on the sails.

Semmes has told his first officer—the luff—Lieutenant Kell that he aims to give the Jacks a thrill with the Chastelaine, a new spectacle to take their minds off the rum and the women that they left back in Jamaica. To take their hearts off yearnings for home and hearth.

He does not tell Kell that he, too, needs this distraction from the bittersweet memories of family and his lover. Does not say he wants to give himself and his crew a fresh taste of the fiery glory that must surely be their future. Possibly their deaths. The Alabama has barely begun her reign of terror. She has hemispheres to span, oceans to cross, tens of thousands of miles to put beneath her keel. Brazil, Cape Town, Singapore lay ahead. Unless, or until, she runs afoul of a Yank with the speed of a thoroughbred, the teeth and talons of a tiger, the wit of a bloodhound.

Certain, there is such an enemy. But where, when?

Now, standing alone on the windward wing of the bridge deck watching the Chastelaine sail nobly into the good night, into oblivion, Semmes feels phantoms from his memory circling, descending around him. Scores of them. The dead. Faintly calling to him … as if his own mortal end is being weighed by cosmic forces. Calling to him from ghost ships. Like the sinking decks of the USS Somers. His first command. The one he lost in the squall off Veracruz during the Mexican War in ’46.

The burning ship is no longer the Chastelaine, but the Golden Rocket. His first victim, July 3, 1861. The wraith that hounds his sleep.

The flames rush up with a fury. The draft of air sucking into the ship is like the whir of an enormous winged creature beating against the sky. On the waves the reflection of the burning ship sails again, a second ghost.

Tongues of fire race up the rigging into the tops, then to the t’gallants and royal mastheads. In a moment more they are at the trucks. Currents of flame flash along the yards, igniting sails. A t’gallant sail, ablaze, flies away from a yard, drifts downwind and lands far off, a patch of flame on the dark sea. Yards, long strands of thick flame, drop, pierce the water with wails, glowing as they dive down beneath the waves.

Then the network of the ship’s rigging traces itself, golden threads against the night sky. The threads part, whipping in the breeze. The ship lets out a cry and the mizzen mast crashes to the deck, cartwheels over the side. A mast totters, collapses with a loud snap. Another falls, crashes. A plume of sparks churns, rises fifty or sixty feet into the air.

He used to think he must be returning to these ghost ships—the Somers, the Golden Rocket—in his dreams, hoping to find something he had lost, some part of himself that once labored face-to-face with the gods of fire, wind, water, war. But that was months ago. Now he wonders if the Almighty has been sending him these nightmares of burning, sinking ships as an omen of his own fate.

In the aftermath of these dreams he used to pray to his God for forgiveness. Lord God Our Father, it is only the war that has turned me into this destroyer, not my immortal soul. After the prayers he would turn his mind away from the images of the burning ships, the drowning men, and think of Maude, his beloved. His West Irish selkie. He would remember lovemaking in the glow of her coal stove on a bitter St. Valentine’s night in Washington. The scents of fire, lavender, the mustiness of her hair.

He can barely picture her face, except in fragmentary glimpses. Green eyes, freckles across the bridge of her nose, copper hair falling in ringlets over her ears.

Perhaps he has lost, is losing—or needs to lose—everything in his life except this ship and fire. Word of Lee’s great victory in December at Fredericksburg has given him hope for the South. But now with the black man free to join arms with the Yank against Dixie.…

He turns his gaze once again back to the Chastelaine. She’s just a fading glow, a prick of light on the moonlit horizon to the west.

“What if my sense of duty and honor, my loyalty to the cause, is sending me on the worst kind of gull’s mission?” He wants to shout after the vanishing ghosts of ships and men. “What if I am once and forever to be fortune’s fool?”

Do I have the courage to fall on my sword?
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DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA

Late January, 1863

“We can’t go on like this, Gideon. The country cannot take it!” Abraham Lincoln presses his hands together beneath his nose as if praying. But the black-eyed stare he casts at the secretary of the navy is anything but spiritual. “Damned even is the name of Raphael Semmes to my ears.”

Welles feels the weight of accusation crushing his chest. Feels the sneers, the scowls, the judgments of the other men seated at the large walnut table. Especially, Secretary of State Seward, Secretary of War Stanton, Attorney General Bates.

It’s a Tuesday morning cabinet meeting at the executive mansion, and Welles has had the unhappy duty of informing the president and secretaries that he has just received dispatches from the Gulf Blockading Squadron standing off Galveston. The attempt to seize the port from the Rebs failed January 1. Confederates drove back three companies of soldiers and seven warships. Confederate gunboats succeeded in capturing the USS Harriet Lane and forcing the USS Westfield aground. The Union fleet commander William Renshaw and a number of his men died attempting to destroy the grounded Westfield with explosives, rather than let it fall into Confederate hands. Then on January 11, the Alabama swooped in from nowhere and lured one of the remaining ships of the blockade, USS Hatteras, into chasing the raider offshore. There Semmes engaged and sunk the Hatteras and made prisoners of her crew.

“How does such a thing happen?” Bill Seward’s voice has regained almost all of its arrogance. It has been six weeks since the president refused to let a band of jealous senators drive the secretary from office.

“My god, there are just two entrances to the Gulf of Mexico, Gideon.” Edwin Stanton rolls his eyes. “Did you not send Charles Wilkes and a special Flying Squadron off to block those entrances and catch that rascal Semmes months ago?”

Welles looks to Lincoln for a signal. Can he tell them about conversations he, Lincoln, and the president’s chief of security, Major Allen—the current alias for detective Allan Pinkerton—had about Rear Admiral Wilkes back in December? Can he say that sources here and abroad have given them serious cause to believe that a well-organized ring of Confederate spies and agents have been at work in Washington and beyond for more than a year? Not just Mistress Rose Greenhow’s women warriors, but a well-placed military officer and possibly someone high in the Lincoln government known only as Iago. Can he say that Allen has evidence that the traitorous officer may have the initials C. W.? Can he say that the name Wilkes has come up more than once in Allen’s investigations of what he’s calling the Iago Plot?

The president bites his lower lip, gives a subtle shake of his head.

No. Welles must say nothing. Not about Wilkes or the Confederate agents. And it goes without saying that he must keep quiet about being blackmailed by Semmes’s Irish tart back during the first months of the war. The woman is long gone. Dead according to Allen, drowned in an escape attempt on the way to prison up north. He must keep mum, too, about the more nebulous, more serious threats—those damned little red envelopes—that came to him a half-dozen times last year, promising harm to the president if he, Welles, did not resign his job.

“Really, Gideon,” says Ed Bates, “do you not weary of bringing us all such horrid news at such regular intervals about your navy’s failure to catch this pirate Semmes? Do you not just yearn to quit this town and take that lovely family of yours back to Connecticut?”

Damn you, Welles feels the sword pierce his side. The threats in the red envelopes had often posed the same question in slightly different words—would he not be happier back in “little Connecticut.” He feels the need to adjust his long gray wig, lift his thick beard to bleed off the heat rising in his neck as he tries not to shout at Bates, or look at him. Or any of the other smug buggers at this table. Damn them all … and Charles Wilkes as well.

Lincoln clears his throat. “Please give me confidence, Gideon. The nation and our merchant fleet crave good news.”

“The navy will do better, sir. I promise.” He folds his hands on the table, stares at them. Tries not to do anything that will expose his stratagem for catching the seahawk. The plan must be kept totally secret. No Iago can suspect what he intends. He’s putting a new man on the hunt. John Ancrum Winslow. A man who knows better than Semmes’s wife and girlfriend how the seahawk thinks. Winslow has been Raphael Semmes’s contemporary in the Federal Navy … and his friend. The men have been shipmates. Twice.
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FAIAL, AZORES

February 1, 1863

How does a good Christian warrior behave at moments like this? Does he resign or does he do his duty?

Captain John Winslow can’t decide. He’s following the footpath, as he has every day for more than a month, the one he calls his thinking trail. It leads out of the town of Horta at the southeast corner of this small island. Among sheep, cattle. Through upland pastures to a brilliant green hill that is the collapsed remnant of the volcano Conceição. Even though it’s winter, all he needs for warmth is one of the wool fisherman’s sweaters the local women knit.

He has no ship here. Nothing to do but to wait, walk. Buffeted by the salty winds, he swings-and-plants, swings-and-plants his cedar walking stick. Feels like an exile … with his imagination running free. When he first arrived in the Azores aboard the Vanderbilt more than a month ago, he was fat, paunchy. Every bit of fifty-two years old. A man in decline. But these walks have helped him start to get a bit back in trim, to feel some vigor again. It would be best that he lose another fifteen pounds. Still.…

He carries orders to take command of the nearly new screw sloop Kearsarge, 1,031 tons of speed and thunder. But the ship has been delayed in a Cadiz shipyard. She’s having repairs made to her propeller for speed and efficiency. He wishes he could have an active role in her fitting out. But if he takes passage from here to Spain, he might sail right by his ship on the high seas while she’s coming here to the Azores for him.

So he remains among the whitewashed churches and townhouses, the red roofs, of Horta. An outcast. All he does is walk and worry. He fears that the malaria and this infernal infection in his eye—both contracted while serving on the Mississippi last fall—may never fully leave him. Fears he may lose the sight in his eye entirely. He also worries that Gideon Welles has sent him here, not to await his ship from Cadiz, but to punish him for a disparaging remark about Abraham Lincoln that he made to a Baltimore newspaper reporter. Sent him here for some other mercurial reason as well.

Did “Grandfather Welles” know that with all this idle time, Winslow would stew, would find himself torn by the most hideous orders a sailor might ever get? He’s charged with one duty only. He must find and destroy his shipmate and friend Raphael Semmes. Burn and sink the Alabama. Annihilate a brother. Become a Cain. Because Gideon Welles wills it, Abe Lincoln desires it.

Every day on this walk he witnesses peregrine falcons circling high overhead, sometimes sees them—as today—preying on the canaries that flit among the hydrangea bushes. The hawks drop, dive. Black missiles hitting the canaries with such force that nothing but a puff of yellow feathers lingers in the air after each attack.

These acts of obliteration, this killing—even for food—makes his belly tighten into rock. Must he strike and kill Semmes even so? Or take him prisoner to be hanged? Semmes who was once his cabinmate aboard the Cumberland in 1846 off Veracruz in the war against the Mexicans. Semmes who was to him then a man of good fellowship and infinite jest? A soul mate? Semmes who, a few months later, was the very man whose wit helped them both recover emotionally from the sinking of their commands?

Winslow lost the Morris on a reef. Semmes lost the Somers in a squall that fall. Both men were reassigned to the Raritan to lick their wounds while the navy decided their fates. And here they shed anxiety over facing a court martial, eased their melancholy and guilt with endless teasing.

I say, Captain Semmes, they are going to send you off to learn how to take care of ships in blockade.

Captain Winslow, I shall go only after they send you out to learn the bearings of reefs.

Shall we have a duel at sunrise, sir, to decide this matter of who goes first?

I prefer we meet at noon, good sir.

Hardtack biscuits at twenty paces?

Make it fists of salt-beef at ten.

Who knew then that they would come to this? That a then-unknown lawyer from Illinois would be the agent of this schism between the North and South. That Lincoln’s election would force Semmes and his beloved state of Alabama to secede? That Winslow, Carolina-born, would side with his Puritan forefathers of Mayflower fame because abolitionist sentiments run deep in his blood?

And yet, when both men were not jesting … when, as here on Faial, they had a chance for liberty ashore to walk and talk—it was in Tampico while a band played “Blue-Eyed Mary” in the plaza.… When they followed a trail into the hills such as this path to the volcano … had they not confessed to each other that above all they believed in the same three things? That human freedom is an inalienable right. That honor and duty go hand in hand. That nothing can touch a man’s heart so deep as his bond with his shipmates and his ceaseless wonder at the richness of womankind.

Winslow stops near the green crest of the volcano, turns and looks to the sea. He inhales the moist air, carrying just a hint of fallen grapes from a vineyard. He remembers nights in the wardroom on the Cumberland when the captain broke out the wine for his junior officers. Remembers Semmes smiling with the first taste of vintage, that silly rapier-tipped mustache flicking.

“What if it is not Gideon Welles or Abe Lincoln who sends me after you at all, Raphael?” His voice is low, trembling. “What if it’s God? What if the Almighty has been weaving our fates together so that something of greatness and good fortune may yet come out of this awful war?”

What if I must find Raphael Semmes not to kill him, but to save him? What if I must hunt him—must face his guns—not to make war, but to secure peace?

He hears the cheeping of a falcon, looks up. A raptor’s circling overhead once again. And a canary has risen from its hiding place among the hydrangea hedges, is fluttering among the cattle in the pasture again. Falcon and canary. Both winged creatures. Both free and admirable. But with different destinies.

For some reason he finds himself thinking of biblical brothers. No longer the story of Cain slaying Abel, but the story of Jacob and Esau. Twins in youth, estranged as adults. Bound by God to long trials of hardship and loneliness. But fated to reunite.

A cadence, a drumming, quickens in his chest.

“Jesus, son of God, grant me strength.… Take me to my brother.”

Wherever can he be?
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BEAUFORT, SOUTH CAROLINA

February 2, 1863

Maude Galway feels the soft pinch of babies’ mouths, one on each breast. Opens her eyes. Feels someone watching her.

Her. A lost soul, displaced person. The pirate Semmes’s West Irish selkie, nursing a white daughter, an adopted black son, too, in a cane rocker. Creaking softly on this warm winter afternoon. The sun just low enough not to disturb the babes or burn the freckled skin on her nose. Low enough that the blue cotton shawl feels just right on her shoulders. Low enough to cast the shadow of a small black woman across her knees. Here on the third-floor porch of an Italianate mansion, the woman who saved her almost five months ago, saved her from a Federal death sentence for spying for the South. Her friend “Minty,” Harriet Tubman, steps behind the rocker, puts two hands on her shoulders, her neck. The fingers are dry, calloused but warm. Kneading her tense muscles.

The magnificent Low Country spreads before her gaze. She sees the brilliant blue-and-white reflections of sky and clouds below in the Beaufort River. The mix of green and rusty-golden marsh grass on the shores of Ladies Island to the east. Her nostrils inhale the tangy scent of tidal flats, oysters, blue crabs, game foxes. And something the locals call Frogmore stew, boiling in a nearby cookhouse. Shrimp, potatoes, corn on the cob, smoked sausage. Spiced with sea salt, mustard seeds, black peppercorns, red pepper flakes, celery seed, dried chives, oregano, ginger, bay leaves.

“Sometimes I just plain forget about the war,” she says to Minty. Nearly adds that she almost forgets at times now about her Raffy, too.

But she thinks better of it, considering her present company around whom the name Semmes must not be mentioned. Considering, too, the promise she made to him last year. And makes again every day in the letters she writes to her seahawk in secret. Nothing could destroy this love I feel for you.… Every day I hold you to my breast and kiss you in my mind, my heart, my soul. It seems odd to her how she makes these promises even now, even though the last five months of living with Minty among black refugees has brought on her a complete change of heart about this civil war. The Irish lass who was once one of Rose Greenhow’s Southern spies in Washington, a confidante of the First Lady of the South, Varina Anne Banks Howell Davis, a Confederate nurse in Richmond. She has come to hate the war and the institution of slavery that provoked it.

“I could sit here all day long … just rocking my babies.”

“I don’t have that luxury, Missy,” says Harriet Tubman. “And, truth be told, neither does you.”

“You need me down at the church, then?”

She means the Baptist Church on King Street whose cookhouse Minty uses to make food for the hundreds of black refugees who have come to town since the Federals wrenched the Low Country from the Rebs in the Battle of Port Royal fourteen months ago. They are former slaves whom Minty and Maude—with the encouragement and support of the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society—have come to help get on their feet. The two women are here with about twenty white nurses, teachers, and a doctor from Boston. They call themselves evangels, Gideon’s Band, Gideonites. The white evangels live here in this mansion, the Oaks, that the Yanks confiscated from a rich Southern patriot. Harriet Tubman has her own place near the church she calls Savan House.

“It’s time already to get started?” Maude rises from the rocker, adjusts the babies in the African-style slings she wears on her shoulders.

“That’s why I come up here.”

Maude feels her children slipping off to sleep, drunk on mother’s milk.

“What do we have to do?”

“We got to make more of that stew and about fifty pies.”

“Then what?”

“Only Jesus know for sure.”

What she likes best about baking these apple pies, besides the scent of stewing freshly cut apples and the rhythmic rolling out of the dough into crusts, is the company of other women and the singing. Minty and the seven other women who prepare the food, all black, sing as they work. Songs about swinging chariots, about following the drinking gourd, about the promised land, about the gospel train, about Moses. She particularly likes singing the one called, “Michael, Row the Boat Ashore.”

When she sings it, she feels hope that someday she will not be torn between two worlds. The white cavalier’s world, Raphael Semmes’s world. And Harriet Tubman’s world. When the song of Michael rises in her throat she has hope that her Raffy will be coming ashore for her. That he will leave his wife. That he will accept Fiona, this daughter. The baby she conceived with the French diplomat who helped her escape Washington, escape the wrath of the Federal detective.

Major Allen would have most likely killed her in Washington for trying to blackmail Secretary Welles, trying to stop his hunt for the seahawk. When Allen caught up with her a year later in Maryland, where she had come to tend to the Confederate wounded after the battle at Antietam Creek, he beat her and her Irish friend Fiona to within a hair of their lives. Then he sent them off to prison up north.

On the train to prison, Fiona admitted to Maude that when Allen caught her she had been carrying a coded message for Southern partisans, a page torn from Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar. Her contact was to be someone named John Surratt and a person known only as J.W.B. It was shortly after this admission that Fiona lost her life in a shootout, trying to escape the blue coat guards on the train to jail. She gave her life so that Maude might flee, might mother the new life growing in her belly, the baby who bears her name.

At moments like this in the cookhouse—when her song joins the other women’s—she can imagine that a time will come when all the blacks are free. When this most hateful war is over, when people in both the North and South will affirm that all men are created equal. Then … then, Lord willing, her Raffy—her lover of liberty—will see that no one is free when some are denied dignity. Then the seahawk will find a place in his heart for this chocolate son Leviticus she has adopted. The babe she took to her breast when his mother drowned crossing the Delaware River last fall, died escaping slavery and Union soldiers.

But the river is deep and the river is wide.…

And the singing has stopped. There’s an immense black man blocking the doorway to the cookhouse. Seven or eight other men standing behind him.

“Can y’all finish up here?” Minty’s forehead wrinkles as she looks at the men, speaks to the other women cooks.

“What’s going on?” Maude stops rolling out her circle of dough.

“I gots to go.” Tubman’s voice has an urgent, shrill note.

“With these men? Where?”

“You don’t wanna know.”

When the woman whom many blacks and whites call Moses has vanished from the cookhouse, Maude asks, “Who were those men?”

“That Walter Plowden and his scouts.”

“Scouts?”

“They working for the army.”

“Scouting what?”

“All those nooks and crannies up on the Combahee River.”

“For what?”

A large black woman shrugs. “Maybe something big coming.”

“A fight, a battle?”

“Could be.”

“What’s Minty got to do with that?”

“Don’t you know, gal?”

“What?”

“Minty the big tomato.”

“What?”

“She a regular soldier … and the chief spy.”

Oh no, not again.
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SANTO DOMINGO

Early February, 1863

This city’s gone mad, thinks Semmes. The Dominican Carnival’s in full rush. The pounding, pulsing beat of a thousand drums. The blaring call-and-response of five hundred horns.

Every street is full of costumed giants, humans plumed as tropical birds. Silvery specters in loincloths, devils with twisting horns. Dark women in red greasepaint, haltered breasts, loose dresses, dancing. Hips rocking. Soft flesh swaying. All of it moving in waves through the streets. The late-afternoon air smells of burnt sugar, coconut, frying pork rinds, mofongo stew. Everywhere the clatter of feet tapping out syncopated rhythms. The scent of sofrito, that unforgettable saucy blend of thyme, salt, mashed garlic, parsley, diced onion, green pepper, cilantro, tomatoes, tomato paste, vinegar.

He should have known, he tells himself. Maybe did know, deep in his soul, that if today he walked down a byway called Calle Las Damas—Street of Women—he was inviting trouble.

Now, he has surely found it.

He told his officers that Alabama was stopping in Santo Domingo to discharge the crews off their last two prizes. But the truth is more complicated and not fully visible to his mind. Something within has driven him here. And something has been calling him to come ashore alone. Earlier today he prayed for wisdom and peace in the Cathedral of Santa Maria. He considered the fleeting glory of world conquest that he witnessed at the crumbling palace that once belonged to Diego Colón, son of the great Columbus. And he prayed again. For humility, strength, perspective. But his spirit remains as riotous as the crowds. As dissonant and stinging as the music echoing in these narrow streets. He has a strange sense that God or—more like—the Devil has commanded that he be here. At this precise place, at this time … standing before this magnificent woman.

She’s a dark-skinned mulatto, just ten-or-so years into womanhood. Maude’s age. With broad, bare shoulders. The body of a siren. Shadows of long legs, well-muscled arms, slender waist, breasts showing through a gauzy white dress. Black eyes. Long, straight black hair. Fine features. A golden headband with three hawk feathers like the spikes on a crown. She has silver and gold lines painted on her high cheeks, forehead, chin. Indian war paint. Ruby lips. Perfect gleaming teeth.

The charmer is standing in the doorway of an ancient stone building of several stories. Looking at him askance, an eyebrow cocked. Arms just now folding across her chest as if she’s enjoying a moment of satisfaction or triumph. There are iron balconies with their potted flowers overhead.

“Mon Capitaine, I’ve been waiting for you,” she says in her Haitian Creole accent, her lips curling into the sweetest smile. “Watching … for the pirate king.”

Lord God in Heaven, have mercy on my soul. “What do you want of me?”

“Save you life maybe.”

“There a black cloud hanging over your ship, Capitaine.”

She has drawn him into the stone building, closed the heavy wooden door behind her, led him into a small courtyard.

“What do you mean?”

“You want to live or die, mon corsaire?”

He looks around. Does not know what he was expecting before he stepped through the portal. A Jezebel den most like, given the look of this brash Haitian transplant to Santo Domingo. Certainly he wasn’t expecting anything like what’s taking shape before his eyes. This is surely what the blacks in New Orleans call a Hoodoo House.

God damn.

Evening’s coming on. The shadows have grown thick here in the dirt courtyard, which is lit by a hundred candles. There’s a thick pole in the center of the courtyard with a helix of snakes carved along its shaft. A crude model of a ship, baskets, calabashes hang from beams that support the upper floors of the building. In one corner of the courtyard he sees a caged chicken, an old cutlass. Stone dishes full of seeds, herbs, pastes. The sounds of drums and horns make a low, distant song beyond the walls, the door.

“What the hell … ?”

The woman gives him a sly smile, cocks her eye at him again. “I here to help you, but … but you ain’t got lots of time, Capitaine.”

“I don’t understand how you …”

“I seen your ship come to harbor this morning. Seen the strange flag. Seen the blackness boiling all around it. Smelled the death.”

“Who are you?”

“People dem here calls me Mam’bo Mona.”

He tugs at the tip of his mustache. “You some kind of Hoodoo gal?”

“I talks to the saints dem, the orisha.”

“And now, let me guess. You want to use sea shells or pieces of coconut or some such things to tell my fortune … for a price?”

“The saints dem always want their due, Capitaine. We can’t deny when they ask.”

“I’m a Christian, a white man … and I was hardly born yesterday. So … if you will kindly excuse me, my dear, I will be finding my way out.” He spins on his heel, starts for the door.

“She a very pretty woman.”

“What did you say?”

“I said ‘very pretty woman.’ She the one done sent you to me.”

Something has started melting at the base of his brain, seeping into his throat. Hot, syrupy.

“What woman?”

She smiles. “The saints dem done told me when I ask dem ’bout that terrible dark cloud over your ship. Very pretty woman. Young like me. She white. White as a ghost.”

“Maude?”

“She your lady, ain’t she?”

His brain’s boiling over, his throat’s scalding.

“Got a baby. Maybe two. Running from the law … just like you?”

Jesus Lord of Mercy. He just stares at this Hoodoo vixen, this Mam’bo Mona. How? How does she know?

“She be writing you every day, trying to tell you something.”

“Tell me what?”

“You gots to get clean. The orisha dem say you never sees her again ’less you cast off that black cloud.”

Mam’bo Mona says that dead spirits stuck between the world of the living and the dead have laid claim to his soul. He must be cleansed by Erzulie, the goddess of the sea and moon.

“Drowned men,” she says.

He sees the Somers awash in foaming seas. Men trying to cling to anything in the wreckage that will keep them afloat.

The air filling with the shouts of swimmers, calling the names of their shipmates for comfort. Begging their God for mercy. Cursing the navy and the captain as whoreson floggers. The ship a cold-hearted sea bitch. Goddamn the ship.

More than thirty men lost.

“What am I supposed to do?”

“Give me four dollars … and take off your clothes.”

He has shed his uniform, washed himself thoroughly from a barrel of rain water, doused himself with jasmine perfume. Wears only the shorts of his small clothes. This may well be the craziest, most irrational thing he has ever done … but, Jesus the Redeemer, she invokes Maude, speaks of dead spirits? And if ever there were a man who lives with ghosts, he’s …

“Now what?”

She tells him to lie down on a hemp mat, ties a white cloth under his chin and up over the top of his head as if he were a dead man. She tells him to close his eyes, adjusts his arms at his sides, palms up. Then she begins to sprinkle ashes over his entire body, chanting in a language that does not sound like Creole. African maybe. A light rain has begun to fall. The courtyard reeks of incense, feels suddenly black. Searing hot.

The next thing he knows, the woman is sprinkling a mix of grain and burnt peanuts over him. Releasing the chicken from the cage, she waves it over him three times … then lowers it to his chest where it pecks at the food.

As the chicken pecks around his neck and face, he feels its talons scratching his chest. He arches his back, tries to rise off the mat, but she holds him down with a hand pressing at his throat. He moans involuntarily through clamped jaws. His eyes pop open, dart madly around. Blinded by the prickly light of candles.

“The dark spirits fight.” Her voice is low, tense.

She snatches up the chicken, launches into a chorus of moans as she waves the cutlass in fast circles right above every part of his body. Holds him down, one hand still on his throat. He feels his arms, legs twitching.

“Mama Erzulie.” Her lips are right next to his ear.

She takes the cutlass with both hands, raises it over her head like an ax as if to hack him to pieces.

“No!” His voice shouts through the clenched teeth of his bound jaw.

But she swings the cutlass.

There’s a flash of white cloth. He bellows, springs upright … as the cutlass slices across the top of his head. The bow of the chinstrap ripping wide apart, dangling from the side of his face.…

The woman plunges face down in the rain, the mud.

“Finis.” Her breath’s panting. “Devils gone.”

“What about Maude? What about my ship?”

“How many miracles you expecting for four dollars?” She’s rolling on her side in the mud, hugging her belly as if she, too, has been purged.

He stands up. Tries to scrape off the rain-damp ashes, grain, burnt peanuts from his shoulders, chest, belly. Feels a pox of welts where the chicken scratched and pecked him, tore hairs from his chest.

I can’t ever tell anybody this happened, he thinks.
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DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA

Early March, 1863

“So … Semmes has been in Jamaica of late,” says Secretary of State William Seward. A smug smile on his thin lips. “Landed the captured crew of the Hatteras … and disappeared again.”

“Why am I the last to know these things?” asks Gideon Welles. He feels a sudden loss of pressure behind his eyes.

“That’s what we want to know,” says the secretary of war.

“When are you going to catch that pirate?” Ed Bates, the attorney general, glares across the table. “When?”

Another Tuesday morning cabinet meeting is about to begin … as soon as the president arrives. And already, things are starting to go to hell for the secretary of the navy. The same old accusations, questions. These demon colleagues seated around the cabinet table give him no quarter. They taunt him with their looks, their news, like this latest from Jamaica that comes to Seward through his consuls, his personal spy channels. News the secretary of state likes to drop like explosive shells into conversation to demonstrate his preeminence. Then the other secretaries turn on Welles as if to make him feel that he’s indeed the incompetent St. Nick, the Old Man of the Sea, portrayed nearly weekly in newspaper cartoons across the Union.

He wonders what they would do if they were he … or if they knew how his day had started? Or do they know? At least one of them? About the latest threat? Is someone right in this room, or some cabal, even now numbering his days? How much time does he have? How much time does Lincoln have?

“My sources think Semmes was heading for Santo Domingo … or San Juan,” says Seward.

“Where’s that damn Wilkes and his Flying Squadron?” Bates wants to know.

Just the mention of Wilkes makes Welles cringe. Makes him think again about the letter in the red envelope that he found on his doorstep this morning. Makes him think of treason. Wilkes is allegedly in Puerto Rico right now. Probably right along Semmes’s cruising path, but the bugger will never catch Semmes. This is all but certain. Wilkes would rather make a show with foreign dignitaries and line his pockets with prize money by seizing blockade runners. And maybe he has darker reasons for missing Semmes. Major Allen has been investigating again. Says Wilkes comes from an old clan of headstrong, fantasy-ridden English radicals. A journalist and political intriguer of a hundred years ago, John Wilkes, a prime example.

“I’m thinking I should recall Wilkes,” says Welles.

“Did not Wilkes crow to all the world that he was the man to bag Semmes?” Lincoln has slipped into the room while everyone has been ganging up on Welles. The cabinet members scramble to their feet mumbling, “Good morning, Mr. President.”

The president unknots the black bowtie at his throat. Yanks it free, lays it on the table. Sighs before taking his chair at the head of the table. Once seated, the tall man shakes his head as if to clear his mind after being harangued for the last hour by special interests trying to curry favor.

“Well, Gideon. What about Wilkes. Has he failed us?” Lincoln again. “Is that what you are trying to tell us?”

Welles takes a deep breath, feels his scalp sweating beneath his toupee.

Moans rise from the other cabinet members.

Lincoln’s eyes flare. “My God, man. Then replace Wilkes, yes? But send somebody competent after Semmes. The country will not wait forever for us to put an end to the devastations of that madman. Do you comprehend that?”

Everyone in the room knows what Lincoln is talking about. Since the army’s defeat at Fredericksburg, the Copperheads have been extremely vocal in calling for an end to the war. Presidential elections are just eighteen months away and even the Republicans are making noises about not renominating Lincoln.
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