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This novel is respectfully dedicated to two of Cuba’s most
legendary sons:


José Martí


and


Antonio Maceo


One was a white poet;
the other, a black warrior.
Together,
they were the soul of Cuba.





An introductory word with my readers about the Honor Series and this novel


I believe some background on the fictional hero of the Honor Series, Peter Wake, might be helpful for both new and longtime readers. Wake was born just east of Mattapoisett, Massachusetts, on 26 June, 1839, to a family in the coastal schooner trade, and he went to sea full-time at age sixteen. He volunteered for the U.S. Navy in 1863, at the height of the Civil War, and his career lasted until 1908. He married Linda Donahue at Key West in 1864; the couple’s daughter, Useppa, was born at Useppa Island, Florida, in 1865; son Sean, at Pensacola in 1867.


After serving as a deck officer for sixteen years, Wake began his intelligence work while observing the War of the Pacific on South America’s west coast from 1879 to 1881. He then joined the newly formed Office of Naval Intelligence (ONI) in 1882. As one of the few officers who was not a graduate of the U.S. Naval Academy, his career path was without major ship commands, and he remained in ONI for the next twenty-six years. Most of his efforts were for the clandestine Special Assignments Section (SAS), which worked directly for the Chief of the Bureau of Navigation (parent command of ONI) until 1889, and subsequently for the Assistant Secretary of the Navy himself. There has never been any record of the SAS’s existence.


The first six novels in the Honor Series were told in the third person, but in the 2009 novel, The Honored Dead, a fascinating discovery was described: Wake’s collection of memoirs were purportedly found in the spring of 2007 inside a 124-year-old, ornately engraved, Imperial Vietnamese trunk, hidden away in the attic of a bungalow on Peacon Lane in Key West. It was owned by Agnes Whitehead, who had recently died at age ninety-seven. There has been much speculation among Honor Series fans about Agnes Whitehead, her relationship to the Wake family, and how she came to possess that special trunk. With each novel after The Honored Dead, another facet of that puzzle is revealed.


The individual accounts in the trunk (more than a dozen were found) were typed by Wake himself in the 1890s and early 1900s, usually a few years after the events within occurred. Each contained an explanatory letter to his son (who became a naval officer) or daughter. Wake did all this because he wanted his children and their descendants to understand what he endured and accomplished in his career, since the official records of most of it were sequestered in the ONI vault in the State, War, and Navy Building, now known as the Eisenhower Executive Office Building. A note in the trunk requested that none of the material be made public by the family until fifty years after the death of his children. Sean died in 1942; Useppa, in 1947.


Sean Rork, an Irish-born boatswain in the U.S. Navy and best friend of Wake, served with him in the naval service until 1908 and shared ownership of Patricio Island, on the lower gulf coast of Florida. He was eight years older than Peter, and Sean Wake was his namesake.


This volume of Wake’s memoirs was written in 1896, eight years after the events in the account. It must be explained here that Wake was a product of his times, and his descriptions of people and events may not be considered “politically correct” in a modern context. He was, however, also remarkably tolerant and culturally astute, and his political observations were usually proven accurate. Much of his rather arcane academic knowledge was gained through an international network of intriguing individuals met during his assignments, with whom he kept a lasting correspondence. Few military men of the period had as diverse a selection of intelligence sources as Peter Wake.


I have corrected only the most egregious mistakes in Wake’s grammar and have kept his spellings of foreign words, though they may be debated by twenty-first-century scholars.


An important note about this novel: After finishing a chapter, I strongly suggest that readers peruse that chapter’s endnotes at the back of the book, where they will find interesting background details I’ve discovered while researching this project. My goal is to educate as well as entertain.


Thus, with the Honor Series, we have the unique opportunity to see inside the events, places, and personalities of a critical period of American and world history, through the eyes of a man who was there and secretly helped make much of it happen.


Onward and upward . . .
Robert N. Macomber
Twin Palm Cottage
Matlacha Island
Florida
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A Matter of Naval Honor


Palace of His Excellency
Don Sabas Marin y Gonzalez
The Captain-General of Cuba
Plaza de Armas, Havana
Tuesday, 25 September 1888


The man was there to kill me.


I knew it the instant he turned those smoldering black eyes toward me. Two minutes later, when his name was announced, I saw the resemblance and understood exactly why he was going to kill me. Two years earlier, I’d faced another enemy with those same eyes.


Then, seeing the satisfied sneer on the face of another man at the back of the crowd, I realized how my “accidental” death had been orchestrated.


It was the perfect trap.


[image: image]


None of this was in my hastily conceived plan, of course. The affair was supposed to be a “friendly” fencing competition between professional naval officers of equal age and rank, representing their respective navies.


Following my request, on the preceding afternoon, Rear Admiral Stephen B. Luce, commander of the North Atlantic Squadron, had planted the idea of an internaval competition with his Spanish counterpart, the senior admiral of the Spanish West Indies. Steering the conversation toward the difference between American and European fencing, he artfully managed to get the Spaniard to challenge the U.S. Navy to a match.


Luce then dutifully accepted, as if it was entirely the Spanish admiral’s idea in the first place, and volunteered me on the spot as the American participant. In similar fashion, a middle-aged officer from the staff of the naval arsenal in Havana was volunteered by his admiral to be my competitor. It would be a ritualized demonstration of archaic martial skills performed in front of an appreciative audience: the gathered social elite of Havana and the senior Spanish and American naval officers in the West Indies.


The thing would be over in fifteen minutes. No matter which of us won more fencing points, national honor would be preserved and perhaps even a little international camaraderie could be gained. God knows we needed something to calm the tension that had been building in Havana, Madrid, and Washington in recent years.


The important thing was that no matter who won, there would be, de rigueur, several days’ worth of social events afterward to celebrate the occasion, as the culture of Spanish hospitality demands. Those legitimate entrées into Havana would allow me—persona non grata with Spanish counterintelligence—enough time to accomplish my mission while staying ashore at Hotel Inglaterra. Their intelligence could try to watch me, but they dared not do much else, since I was there quite overtly representing my country, as the honored guest of their country’s navy.


This was much better, and far more comfortable, than the original plan hatched in Washington: surreptitiously make my way ashore in a small boat through the harbor, accomplish my mission, and flee quietly back to the ship with several fugitives. This way, I would be the personal guest of the senior Spanish leadership and therefore have greater protection and freedom, not to mention some very decent food and drink.


But now that strategy, ad hoc though it was, had been superseded by the very enemy I sought to avoid, an enemy who had grasped my intentions from the outset and introduced an element designed to end one of their thornier problems—me. My options were limited: Violate the fencing conventions and fight for my life at the outset, killing the man before me, or hope I was wrong and follow the rules, to be killed myself in what would be ruled a random twist of fate in the sport of gentlemen. I fleetingly wondered how many in the Spanish leadership outside of Spanish counterintelligence knew of the trap set for me. Probably few, if any, I decided. If the plan to intentionally kill a U.S. naval officer ever got out to the American press, there would be war within days.


Or was that part of their scheme? One never knew for sure with foreign secret services, especially the Spanish. Machiavelli had nothing on them.


Whatever the extent of the conspiracy to kill me, I was certain that, after the fact, the Spanish would arrange a magnificent display of military respects for my casket as it was rowed out to the ship, right after they expressed their profound condolences to my admiral. The officer who killed me, ostensibly through an accidental sword thrust, probably through my throat, would be called away on a distant assignment, probably to a colony on the other side of the globe, in Africa or the Philippines. He would regrettably be unable to appear before an American inquiry. My demise would not be a stain on his career, merely an official embarrassment. After all, it wasn’t as if it was a murder, right?


I was trying to come up with a suitable counter to all this when I suddenly realized that everyone was looking at me.


“Commander Peter Wake, of the United States Navy, if you are ready to begin the formalities of the combat, we will commence in five minutes’ time. Your opponent is ready. Are you ready, sir?” inquired a Spanish naval lieutenant in fluent British English, complete even to his condescending tone.


The fellow had the gold, braided shoulder loop of a staff officer and was serving as the official translator. I could tell by his pale, unlined face that he’d never spent any time at sea, and his smug scorn told me he didn’t think much of my chances in the upcoming contest.


“Yes, Lieutenant. I am ready,” I replied, glancing at Admiral Luce. Beside him stood none other than the exulted Captain-General of Cuba, Don Sabas Marin y Gonzalez, personal representative of the king of Spain. Luce looked apprehensive. Don Sabas looked faintly amused.


We were in the central courtyard of the captain-general’s palace, a centuries-old citadel in the heart of the ancient quarter of Havana. Around us were dozens of finely dressed ladies and gentlemen, the social elite of the city, not a single one of whom considered himself or herself Cuban. They were Spaniards—or peninsulares in the local jargon—protectors of the ancient global empire of Castile and Leon, and damned proud of it. Invited by their friend the captain-general to watch the event that morning, they’d already shared a sumptuous breakfast in his private apartments. For my part, I’d endured some sort of egg and pork souse aboard the ship. That may have been a mistake, for it was now congealed into a disagreeable lump that seemed to be getting larger by the second.


The staff lieutenant acknowledged my reply with a curt nod. He then paused long enough to make sure he had everyone’s attention and proclaimed melodramatically, first to the crowd in Spanish, afterward to me in English: “Then you may take this time to compose yourself, Commander, as we bring out the weapons, a pair of beautifully matched foils—personally provided by His Excellency, Don Sabas Marin y Gonzalez, Captain-General of His Majesty’s Most Faithful Isle of Cuba and personal representative of His Majesty Alfonso León Fernando Maria Jaime Isidro Pascual Antonio de Borbón y Austria-Lorena, King of Spain and all her dominions across the Ocean Seas.”


Predictably, a huge cheer went up from the assembly, eagerly awaiting the chance to see the Yankee ruffians get a shellacking from the home team in the fine art of sword fighting. Fencing was the art of gentlemen, and, as every true son of Spain knew, norteamericanos were mere barbarians without an iota of gentility among the lot of them. Gonzalez bowed in appreciation for the mass adulation and raised an imperial hand to wave at his minions.


And what of the king who was named in such flamboyant fashion? Alfonso was a two-year-old toddler. The real royal power was his Austrian-born mother, Queen Maria Christiana, widow of the king’s father and regent over the king until he turned twenty-one. It all was a ridiculous indication of the true state of the Spanish empire.


I glanced over at Boatswain Sean Rork, my petty officer assistant, who stood behind the American naval officers. His face was grim—he’d seen the look in my opponent’s eyes too.


Standing the regulation four yards away from me, my newly arrived adversary continued glowering in my direction, muttering something under his breath about sangre—blood. He wasn’t the man I’d been told the evening before would be my opponent. It seemed that fellow had mysteriously contracted a sudden illness at the last moment and couldn’t attend the match. Not to worry, the staff lieutenant had informed me fifteen minutes before, for another officer had been found as a replacement. I remembered the staff lieutenant smiling as he said that.


The substitute fencer, a lieutenant commander, was junior to me in rank and age and possessed an intimidating physique. I bowed politely to him. His expression changed, the eyes losing the hatred, becoming animal-like and devoid of emotion. He was evaluating me . . . noting my weaknesses . . . savoring what was coming.


It was at that moment that the reason behind the trap was revealed to me. The staff lieutenant gestured to us and spoke softly so only we could hear. “Commander Wake, please meet your opponent, Lieutenant Commander Julio Cesar Boreau y Morales.”


Boreau?


Could it be? There weren’t many in Havana with the name of that family, French planter refugees from the Haitian slave revolt who’d settled in Oriente, the province in the eastern end of Cuba, in 1803.


Yes, it must be. I’d heard that the Boreau I had the misfortune to know had a son in the navy. And there was no mistaking the eerie similarity of those close-set, coal-black eyes and the thin-lipped mouth, which showed that same curl of disgust on its left side. It was true. Lieutenant Commander Julio Cesar Boreau was the son of the Spanish agent sent to assassinate me and my family in Florida in 1886—the man I strangled to death six months later in New York harbor.


Lieutenant Commander Boreau proceeded to exhibit his prowess with a foil, slicing it through the air in various patterns with lightning-quick speed, the whole time gauging my reaction. It was obvious he was good, very good, with a foil, the lightest of fencing weapons. Nevertheless, observing him, something registered in my mind. His movements were classical but flamboyant—not the stuff of one who has actually used a blade to kill an armed man.


That gave me an idea.


The staff lieutenant was positively beaming now, taking pleasure in his own performance as he strutted back and forth before his superiors like an actor on a stage. I could see him mentally planning his promotion party.


Raising my hand to get the little weasel’s attention, I quietly said, “By the way, Lieutenant, as the party who was initially challenged by the Spanish navy, is it not my right to choose which type of weapon we will use in the combat?”


The reader of this account will think me a bit disingenuous with that comment, but technically, I was correct. The Spanish admiral had challenged us—after Admiral Luce skillfully germinated the idea.


My query literally took the wind right out of the staff lieutenant. Poor lad’s chest deflated. My question wasn’t in the script for his big show. “Ah . . . Commander . . .,” he stammered, “the agreement between the admirals of our respective navies was to engage in a demonstration of combat by fencing.” He shrugged his shoulders slightly. “So, obviously, it must be with foils. They are the fencing tools of gentlemen.”


Boreau scowled. He didn’t exactly understand my words in English, but he got the idea something was afoot. Something devious. Yanquis were infamous for that.


It was now my turn to be condescending, so I smiled and said with not-so-sincere sympathy to the nonplussed translator, “No, my dear Lieutenant, I regret to say that you are mistaken. In the world of fencing, there are three weapons of choice: the foil; the rapier, or épée, as it is sometimes known; and the saber. The foil and rapier are excellent for training and demonstrating the art of fencing for sport among civilians. But we are not civilians, are we?”


He looked confused. I continued.


“The saber, however, is the weapon of warriors. It is closely related to the naval cutlass. And since my opponent and I are both professional naval warriors, I therefore state that it is a matter of naval honor to conduct this combat with sabers.”


Then, ignoring the lieutenant, I executed a perfect parade-ground right-face and addressed His Excellency, Don Sabas, myself. “Tu Excelencia . . . Debo que insistir en usar los sables para la demonstración del combate entres guerreros navales, en la tradición más alta del honor de nuestra profesión.”


Including the words warrior and honor in my demand hit the figurative target dead center. The Spanish aren’t the only ones who can turn a flowery phrase. A gasp rose from the crowd when they heard my demand, spoken in their own lingo. I don’t pretend to be completely articulate in the language, but the expressions on their faces proved I got my gist across. Especially to the military men, who knew that the saber is heavier and more difficult to use, potentially more dangerous, and far more demonstrative of machismo. And, alas, I fear they got no joy at hearing honor being invoked by a lowly, uncultured norteamericano.


The lieutenant went a bit wide-eyed at all this and passed along my entire earlier statement in Spanish to his admiral also. That worthy and the captain-general had a quick conference, after which they publicly pronounced their decision to the audience. Another unfriendly buzz rose from the crowd. I caught enough Spanish from one grandee to know he was opining to his mates that the perfidious Anglo used a minor procedural point in order to delay the inevitable—probably out of abject fear.


The lieutenant then explained in English the captain-general’s official reply to my request: “It will be our pleasure to provide a matched pair of sabers, Commander Wake, from my personal collection. Unfortunately, this request necessitates a slight delay in order to procure the weapons, and we beg your indulgence. Perhaps ten minutes, sir.”


I bowed to the captain-general and said to the translator, “Lieutenant, please present my greatest respects and profound appreciation to His Excellency, for his gallant approval of my simple appeal. Now we will have a true test of combat skills between naval men.”


After shooting me a questioning glance, Admiral Luce smiled in gratitude to the Spanish admiral and captain-general. Rork had lost his smile, however. He was the only American present who knew about Boreau’s father and had been right beside me in Havana, Florida, and New York back in ’86.


His face tightened and he shifted his eyes from me to the far corner of the courtyard, behind the well-dressed throng. Following his gaze, I scanned the faces and stopped, understanding immediately. Standing slightly apart from the others was a man I knew, the commanding officer of my opponent’s father, Colonel Isidro Marrón, head of the Spanish counterintelligence service in Cuba, a shadowy unit loosely affiliated with the well-known Military Corps of Public Order, or Orden Publico, which had detachments everywhere.


Marrón’s outfit concentrated on island-based Cuban patriots fighting for independence, their off-island colleagues, and their American supporters in the United States. It was notorious for its efficiency and cruelty, a reflection of the commander’s personality. I could testify to both those traits. It was Marrón who had captured Rork and me. It was Marrón who had conducted the subsequent interrogation in the Audiencia dungeon. After we escaped, it was Marrón who had sent Agent Boreau to kill me. Our eyes met. A faint smile washed across Marrón’s hawk-nosed face.


Rork coughed loudly, getting my attention. Then he briefly held up his left hand. Actually, Rork has no left hand anymore. The arm ends in a stump below his elbow, the result of a sniper five years earlier in French Indochina. It’d nearly been his death, for gangrene had set in. Fortunately, surgeons from the French navy saved his life.


What people see now is in reality a finely detailed India-rubber forearm and hand, complete with wrinkles and fingernails carved in. Its fingers somewhat opened, the hand is in the shape of a slightly opened fist and can grip a bottle of rum, an oar, or a belaying pin. One must be very close, indeed, to spot its counterfeit nature. Rork gets its realistic flesh tones repainted once a year by a longtime lady friend who plies her evening trade near the Washington Navy Yard. Rork says she does it gratis, as her patriotic effort for the navy.


More important than the aforementioned capabilities, the rubber hand part can be removed in a split-second to expose a very wicked-looking, five-inch-long marlinespike. This is securely anchored to a prosthetic appliance underneath, making it an extension of his still-strong upper left arm. Rork’s spike is extremely useful in our field of work: concealed, lethal, and quiet. And during dialogues with the lower sorts of humanity, it’s an excellent motivator for cooperation. My friend is inordinately proud of it.


His upheld left hand suddenly dropped—a long-standing signal between us. It meant I was to hold nothing back. This wasn’t a friendly match anymore.


His Excellency, Don Sabas, was true to his word, and ten minutes later a breathless servant arrived at a run down the five flights of marble steps from the captain-general’s second-floor personal apartments, carrying a long leather case. Glistening inside were two steel sabers, polished to mirror brightness and beautifully engraved, elegant tools of death, which Don Sabas then personally presented to each of us.
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Anticipation


Palace of His Excellency
Don Sabas Marin y Gonzalez
Captain-General of Cuba
Plaza de Armas, Havana
10 a.m., Tuesday
25 September 1888


The palace of the Captain-General of Cuba is more than three hundred years old and commands the Plaza de Armas, the government square close by the entrance channel to Havana Bay. Around this plaza stand equally ancient edifices, most of which are occupied in the civil and military administration of the island. The porous coral stone of the palace, faded to a dirty tan or gray, makes it look even older, reminding me of Roman antiquities—moldy, crumbling, evoking past glories and better days long gone by.


The palace is magnificently colonnaded with massive stone pillars across its entire front. Behind the pillars is a high portico, where visitors disembark from vehicles before a small entryway in the center of the palace’s eastern wall. That very morning, a line of fancy lacquered and gilded carriages took the American naval officers from the boat landing to the portico, where we disembarked and were greeted by a great falderal of trumpets, drums, stamped feet, and shouted commands.


The Spanish are the very best in the world at presenting a gracious welcome. In this case, it was accomplished by a platoon of Spanish soldiers on guard duty. Fabulously attired in sixteenth-century uniforms of red and gold blouses and pantaloons, with shining brass breastplates and peaked helmets, they stood like statues in the sweltering, humid air. In addition to their tropically inappropriate uniforms, the soldiers carried heavy broadswords and pikes, the weapons apparently as old as the building. Their formation and drill in our honor were impeccable.


The interior of the building is typical of Spanish palaces—a magnificent courtyard, or garden patio, with elaborately decorated balconies overlooking it from two floors. The center of the garden featured a gleaming white, alabaster statue of Christopher Columbus, backed by graceful palms and a panorama of meticulously tended tropical flowers in every color imaginable. Fountains provided the cooling sound of falling water as peacocks and blue herons strolled among the garden, like beautiful moving pieces of art. Frangipani and jasmine scented the motionless, damp air, and from somewhere on the upper floor came the faint echoes of a gentle guitar melody. I recognized it as classical Andalusian, the Moorish laments coming through clearly.


The whole thing was a fairy-tale scene of graceful, imperial beauty. “A forlorn fantasy of benign feudalism on a global scale, and an obscene justification for slavery,” as one Cuban, dark-skinned friend explained his Spanish overlords’ attitude to me. “After all, they needed slaves to build their pretty palaces.”


I must admit, the Spanish had certainly done it up right that morning. The demonstration of martial skills was to be carried out on a regulation fencing piste, the French word meaning “path.” The piste delineates a seven-meter-long-by-one-meter-wide rectangular strip, within which adversaries must remain. The opponents initially face each other from two meters on either side of the center line, which runs athwart the piste.


If a man retreats along his half of the piste as far back as the one-meter-long warning box near the end, it constitutes a serious setback. If he retreats through the warning box to the final one meter at the end of the piste, it is a sign of cowardice. The entire piste that morning was constructed of wide planks of heavy mahogany, elevated by its thickness to perhaps three inches above the stone floor of the patio.


There were three members of the jury, or judges, to administer the match. Two members of the jury took their places close around the piste, beside and slightly behind their fencer, in order to see the results of the attacks and defenses. The president of the jury took his position in front of the center of the piste. His subordinates would report their observations to him. His decision on whether a point should be awarded would be final.
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The staff lieutenant indicated that my foe and I should take our positions. Both of us wore black jackets padded with several layers of tightly woven, heavy material. The right sleeve was padded out to the wrist. A thick, white gauntlet glove protected the right hand. The left arm and hand, usually held behind the fencer, were unprotected. Under the jacket, I wore standard-issue working-dress trousers and a shirt. A leather helmet with meshed metal mask was held under my left armpit, the saber in my right hand, pointing downward.


We stood there, facing each other, but had yet to be formally introduced to the audience. The lieutenant now took care of that detail, doing so first in Spanish. Then he repeated it in English.


“Your Excellency, Don Sabas Marin y Gonzalez, Captain-General of His Majesty’s Most Faithful Isle of Cuba. Your Excellencies, the distinguished Admiral of the West Indies, the Lieutenant-General of all Armies of the Spanish Americas, your Eminence the Archbishop of our Most Catholic Church of Cuba, the Rear Admiral of the North Atlantic Squadron of the U.S. Navy, and our other distinguished guests, fellow officers, and visitors from the United States. I have the distinct honor to introduce our combatants this morning.”


His hand swept around toward me. “Representing the navy of the United States, we have Commander Peter Wake, a veteran of twenty-five years of service, and recipient of the Legion of Honor of France, the Lion of the Atlas of Morocco, the Order of the Sun of Peru, and the Royal Order of Cambodia. Commander Wake is a staff officer, currently assigned as the officer in charge of procedural protocol for the admiral aboard the warship Richmond, flagship of the North Atlantic Squadron.”


Polite applause fluttered.


“And now, representing the honor of the magnificent navy of His Most Catholic Majesty, Alfonso León Fernando Maria Jaime Isidro Pascual Antonio de Borbón y Austria-Lorena, King of Spain and all her dominions across the Ocean Seas, we have Lieutenant Commander Julio Cesar Boreau y Morales, a veteran of fourteen years of service to His Majesty, and the recipient of the Cross of the Order of Military Merit, Second Class. Lieutenant Commander Boreau is currently assigned to the cruiser Reina Regente, the newest of our mighty fleet, as the senior gunnery officer, a position of great martial ardor and responsibility. He also has the considerable merit of being the eighteen-eighty-seven foil fencing champion for both the Mediterranean Squadron and the West Indies Squadron!”


Cheers and thunderous applause reverberated in the patio. Surrounded by faces distinctly unsympathetic toward me, I was beginning to understand what the animal feels at a bullfight or what Christians felt at the Roman Coliseum. I caught sight of Marrón, standing there, arms folded, calmly taking it all in from his perch on the corner staircase. His revenge seemed about to be realized.


At this juncture in the narrative, I would think the reader has grown suspicious of the true nature of my work and exactly why I came to be aboard Richmond in Havana in September of 1888. Well, nothing is ever as it first appears in Havana.


Not even me.
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Naval Intelligence


In the past at
Cuba, Florida, New York City
1886 and 1888


As was announced to the onlookers in the palace, I had twenty-five years of naval service by 1888, but they weren’t all aboard ships or at shore stations, or even in uniform. For the previous seven years, I’d worked in a field far different than that usually associated with the navy. I was an operative in the Special Assignments Section of the Office of Naval Intelligence.


Since 1882, the Office of Naval Intelligence has been the sole organization in the United States government charged with discovering the political, military, naval, and industrial capabilities of other countries. We use naval attachés, squadron intelligence officers, and special operatives to gather, analyze, and disseminate this information. When American presidents (few of whom speak a foreign language, have traveled abroad, or possess a detailed understanding of other cultures) need to know what is transpiring in various parts of the world, they call on our expertise, so they may make better-informed decisions. Well, that is our hope, anyway.


My area of operations is the Caribbean, more specifically, the turbulent island of Cuba. I am expected to be familiar with the facts, flavor, and nuances of the Spanish government’s domination of Cuba through its military and civil organs, as well as Spanish military and naval capabilities against the United States. I am also expected to be well versed in the personalities and activities of the Cuban revolutionaries who have been fighting for independence since 1868. I keep my professional assessments objective, but my personal sentiments are well known to be pro-Cuban. I have no doubt the Cuban patriots will prevail, and I count several in the independence movement as personal friends.


Back in 1886, I was sent to Havana to follow through on a secret message that had been delivered to a young New York politician named Roosevelt, presumably from a revolutionary group. The message warned of great bloodshed about to be unleashed in Cuba and of a Spanish spy in the American government, possibly at Key West, a place already well known as a nest of Cuban revolutionary intrigue. The message called for a clandestine meeting in Havana with Roosevelt. My impression was that the meeting would seek formal recognition of the Cuban rebels by the United States, in the hope that it would hasten the fall of the Spanish and avert the impending slaughter.


My assignment was to attend the meeting in lieu of Roosevelt, to determine the validity of the threat of massive violence and the extent of Cuban revolutionary activity between Havana and Key West, and to try to uncover the Spanish spy in Key West. But things quickly unraveled. The message was from the Cubans, but Marrón had intercepted and deciphered it, then sent it on. When the trap was sprung, he got me and Rork instead of Roosevelt. We were taken to the infamous Audiencia dungeon.


It was quite a catch for him and potentially disastrous for the United States. But before he could publicly flaunt our capture, Rork and I were whisked out of his custody and escaped the island through the good offices of a senior friend in the Catholic Church and the wily skills of a noxious Cuban bandit.


Marrón then sent Agent Boreau on my trail. He followed me to Key West, then Tampa. We finally ended up in a confrontation at Patricio Island, my home on the lower Gulf coast of Florida. Before dawn one morning, Boreau and some of his cohorts invaded the island and attempted to kill me, my daughter, Useppa, and Sean Rork. They very nearly succeeded.


Only Boreau survived among the Spanish attackers, a result of my daughter’s moralistic Christian plea not to complete my business and execute him after his capture. With misgivings, I sent his wounded body—Rork put that spike through his shoulder and I’d shot him—back to his colonel in Havana with the warning that should I ever see Boreau again in America, I would finish the job properly. Six months later, I saw him in New York City and fulfilled that promise.


In June of ’88, I again had a mission involving Havana. Tensions between the United States and Spain were rising over private American citizens’ support for the rebels on the island. Money, guns, supplies, and manpower came from Cubans and Anglo-Americans alike living in the eastern United States, especially in Florida and New York City.


In Spain, there were calls for a naval blockade against the United States in the Straits of Florida, and some even wanted war. In Washington, President Grover Cleveland’s administration wanted no part of Cuba or the revolutionaries, much less war with Spain, but neither could it abide the humility of a Spanish blockade off Florida. The true character of the Spanish navy’s ability to conduct a sustained naval blockade—and its lethality against the American navy should war break out—needed to be taken into account before U.S. national policy was decided.


Since Cuba was my bailiwick, I drew the assignment and oversaw an espionage mission that used extortion to make a man named Paloma, the number-two Spanish official at the naval repair and supply base in Havana, one of our informants. In exchange for our not letting the captain-general know of his violent and grossly unnatural proclivities concerning adolescent boys—he was a horrifying fiend—Paloma gave us a whole store of inside knowledge, along with his word that the depravity would stop. Thus, I held his life in my hands.


Yes, I know that this effort was not high moral ground, but intelligence work seldom reaches those heights. It did yield crucial information, however, for we learned that the Spanish navy looked ominous only on paper. In reality, their ships were low on fuel supplies, in desperate need of repair, behind on gunnery training, and short of trained seaman and gunners. Only one warship in Cuban waters, the armored cruiser Reina Regente, newly built and recently arrived from Spain, was of any real intimidating value. The Spanish repair facilities were obsolete and under-equipped. They couldn’t maintain any type of blockade, mobilize for war on a global scale, or do any major naval damage against the U.S. at that time.


This good news allowed our executive leadership to dampen the zealots in Washington and let tensions ease during the summer. To prolong this state of affairs, I intended to keep control by maintaining the extortion over my Spanish informant to continue our access to such good intelligence.


Then, in July, I became involved in another, unrelated series of incidents in the Bahamas and Haiti that claimed my attention. I was incommunicado in those countries until my return to Washington in early September. My reception upon returning to headquarters was frosty, for in my absence disaster had struck the Paloma mission. I was summoned to the office of my superior, Commodore John Grimes Walker, chief of the Bureau of Navigation.


It was in Commodore Walker’s office that I learned what was known. There were three men in the room—Walker, myself, and a portly older man with a New York City accent. I’d never met or heard of the man, who was introduced only as Mr. Smith from executive branch. Walker explained that our sadist informant, Paloma, had disappeared from Havana in August while I was in Haiti. So did one of my Cuban operatives who helped us on the project, a man I called by his alias: Casas. Neither man was known to have left the island, so both were assumed to be under arrest and in the dungeon under the Audiencia in Havana. Several other operatives in Havana had not replied to communications sent them. Mr. Smith was particularly worried and wanted to know how badly our intelligence operations in Cuba were compromised.


Without waiting for replies, Mr. Smith rattled off rhetorical questions to me: Was Paloma in fact under arrest? Had he been executed? Was Casas in the Audiencia with Paloma, or had he been executed also? Had they both told all they knew of that operation and our other efforts to Colonel Marrón and his henchmen? Or was the opposite true? Was Paloma in actuality a double agent run by Marrón, feeding us false information while the entire time gaining knowledge for the Spanish crown about our intelligence operations? Was Casas his accomplice? Had we—make that you, Commander Wake—been completely duped? Were the Spanish making us complacent with false intelligence while actually building up their own abilities against us, perhaps contemplating a first attack?


Walker was clearly uncomfortable with Mr. Smith’s arrogant and accusatory attitude, a sentiment with which I was in increasing agreement as our little conference continued. With a level tone and furrowed brow, Walker gruffly interrupted Smith’s monologue and resumed command of the meeting by informing me that, since I was “responsible for the whole Paloma thing from the beginning,” it was I who was going to Cuba to solve the problem.


I would join Richmond that very day as a supernumerary on Admiral Luce’s staff with the ridiculously pompous title of “protocol officer,” a topic I know little of and care about even less. Richmond was making a five-day courtesy call in Havana, part of the de-escalation of tensions between Spain and the U.S.—a result of Paloma’s information on the Spanish fleet—before heading around the Caribbean to show the flag at other places of turmoil, such as Panama and Haiti. Walker further informed me that as of that exact minute, I had eleven days in total to accomplish the mission. But, he warned, that included transit time to and from Cuba, so only five of the days would be in Havana.


Mr. Smith, whose soft hands and suave manner indicated a lack of familiarity with the more tumultuous regions of the world, then chimed in by announcing that the mission had three objectives. The first was to quietly determine what had happened to the two missing men and the potential for other losses in our network of informants. Second, to rescue the two men if they had been captured and put in the Audiencia dungeon, as I thought probable. This was to be a false flag mission, he emphasized, with us portraying ourselves as something other than Americans. He suggested Cuban patriots. The third objective was to be undertaken while rescuing the men in the dungeon—I was to take that unique opportunity to remove documents of intelligence value in Colonel Marrón’s office in the dungeon.


After all this had been done, we were to make our way back to the anchored Richmond under cover of darkness and depart Cuba immediately, hopefully with none in Havana the wiser, or at least without possessing proof as to how the prisoners had escaped the Audiencia. I was to cable a report in cipher from Key West to Commodore Walker in Washington no later than Monday, October first, relating what I had discovered and subsequently achieved.


Following that, I was to return to Washington, where I would personally present an account of the mission to Commodore Walker, Admiral David Dixon Porter, commanding admiral of the navy, and the enigmatic Mr. Smith. That would occur no later than eight o’clock on the morning of Thursday, October fourth. All this meant I needed to be out of Havana by the first day of the month, send the telegraph message, and board the first northbound steamer in order to travel all the way back to headquarters in time. And even then, it would be a very close-run thing.


“Why the time limit, sir?” I asked Commodore Walker in perplexity, since something like this needed far more time to plan and execute. My unstated opinion was that only a fool in Washington with no experience in the real world—which undoubtedly was Mr. Smith—could have concocted this fantasy of a plan.


My question was answered with a nebulous reply by Mr. Smith, whom I was beginning to truly despise. “Commander, the time parameters are due to upcoming decisions in Washington that might be influenced by events in Cuba.”


An hour later, I learned from an idler in the staff offices, one of those who paid attention to such things for the advancement of his own career, that there was to be a political campaign rally for the president in Washington at high noon on the day I was to brief my superiors at eight in the morn, the fourth of October. A Texas congressman—and former Confederate colonel—who was in favor of the president’s policy of reducing tariffs on imports, including sugar from Cuba, was to be primary speaker at the event.


Aha, thought I, that explains it all. Cuba, tariffs, and the upcoming presidential election—it all coalesced in my mind. The navy leadership, like everyone in Washington, thought President Cleveland would have an easy reelection. The leadership didn’t want any bad news out of Cuba that would incur the wrath of the Democrat-controlled executive branch or Congress, for the navy was trying to modernize and desperately needed political help for the budget. The Republican candidate, Benjamin Harrison, a former Union general, was crisscrossing the country and publicly espousing his support for a modern navy and high tariffs to protect American industry and agriculture—but no one really thought he would win. It was a delicate balancing act for the navy, but wily old Admiral Porter had been doing just that for the eighteen years he’d been the senior admiral of the U.S. Navy.
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As I took in my present situation in the patio of the palace, that meeting in Washington seemed ages earlier. I bitterly wondered what brilliant advice Mr. Smith would give if he could see my predicament now.


It was no use to dwell on all that. Before I could do anything else to accomplish my mission in Havana, I had to fight—of all the men in the world—the son of a man I’d killed two years earlier, in what some would describe as the very darkest shade of honor.


I have used a blade in combat, but my limited knowledge in the art of fencing was of recent origin. Fortunately, the quality of my instruction outweighed the quantity, for in the previous year of 1887, I’d had occasion to study briefly under two of the best sabreurs (masters of the saber) in the world.


It started with an athletically enthusiastic friend in New York City, the very same man who received that message in ’86, Theodore Roosevelt. He’d been constantly haranguing me to try various manly martial arts like boxing and sword fighting. To get my young friend to stop, I finally said yes to fencing. He arranged five saber lessons from one of the top instructors in the city, the famous Captain Hyppolyte Nicolas, formerly of the Hungarian hussar guards. Accordingly, I spent five long and strenuous nights in a row at the captain’s fencing club on Twenty-Fourth Street, with Roosevelt shouting a steady stream of inane encouragements from the side.


At the end of the week, Captain Nicolas pronounced me a natural at the saber, with the observation that I obviously had Hungarian blood somewhere in my family lineage. More importantly, he taught me several moves that are designed to be of use in a real sword fight, as opposed to a sporting match.


Then, a few months later in the fall of 1887, I was in Europe on a courier assignment and had the occasion to be in Great Britain for a month. With my interest in fencing having been sparked by Captain Nicolas, I took the opportunity to attend classes taught by the legendary Captain Alfred Hutton, late of the 1st King’s Guards Regiment of the British Army in India. Hutton, an expert in various edged weapons, has a particular affinity for the saber and instructs his students how to use it in combat against various other weapons. His training is even more strenuous than the Hungarian’s, and, after several weeks of sore muscles, contusions, and a few lacerations, I had learned quite a lot the hard way.


And so, it may now become apparent that my reason for requesting sabers over foils was to gain some small advantage over Boreau, who I predicted would allow his rage to overcome his judgment and thus degrade his skill, especially with a heavier blade than he was used to handling. In addition, though he was a champion in the art of fencing, I had some life experience, which I guessed my foe did not. You see, unlike many naval officers in this advanced day and age, I’ve actually killed a man with a naval cutlass.


There is nothing artistic about it.
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Passata, Sotto!


Palace of His Excellency
Captain-General Sabas Marin y Gonzalez
Plaza de Armas, Havana
10:20 a.m., Tuesday
25 September 1888


Boreau and I stared at each other as the sour-faced president of the jury was introduced. He was a veteran fencing master named Gondolfo, who looked old enough to have fought under Napoleon. The president got right down to business, introducing the jury members and announcing the rules of combat. They were simple. The match would continue without time limit until the first man scored five “touches” of his saber on the other. The areas of the body open for attack, by slashing or thrusting, would be everything above the hips, including the head and hands.


One of the jury members took a piece of white chalk and ran it up and down our blades. That was to mark the hits on our black jackets. He then examined the very tips of the blades, making sure they were bent back and blunted. The other man inspected our masks, then the piste. When they were finished, the jurymen took their positions and bobbed their heads to Gondolfo, who stood ramrod straight and clapped his hands for quiet.


“The combatants will now execute their salutes!”


Boreau went first. Facing the captain-general, he whipped his saber up and across his front in a dramatic demonstration of control and speed, coming to attention with a click of his heels and ending up with the bell guard at his face and the blade absolutely vertical. He then swept it down to his right front, the rippled swish clearly audible. Don Sabas acknowledged the salute with a leisurely nod.


In similar beautiful fashion, Boreau saluted the president of the jury and the other members of the jury, each of whom reacted by bowing slightly. His final salute was to me, which he managed to accomplish with a gross sense of disdain, barely lifting his bell guard to his face and refusing to look me in the eye.


Not to be outdone in the theatrical department, I stamped to attention—I’ve seen enough Brits do it to get the hang of the maneuver—and faced Don Sabas, flourishing my blade in a wide S-shaped arc from the floor to the present-arms position in front of my face. I then did the same for each member of the jury. Finally, I made my salute to Boreau, with the added touch of pressing the forte section of the blade, the strongest part just above the guard, to my lips while smiling at him. The kiss of death, delivered with haughty pleasure, as it were.


This impertinence elicited just what I’d hoped for, a low growl of fury from Boreau. Oh, yes, he was aching to kill me, all right. It was all he could do not to run me through right then and there, which would be an exceedingly bad breech of manners since old Gondolfo hadn’t given the word to start yet.


Ten seconds later the president of the jury ordered, “Masks!” We both put on our masks and stood in the prescribed stance: right foot advanced and pointed precisely forward, the left foot one length astern and pointed an exact ninety degrees to port, with both knees slightly flexed and the saber pointing downward at forty-five degrees.


The assembly grew hushed. Behind Boreau, I noticed a mature woman in the audience flutter a fan for air, her bejeweled bosom heaving in very apparent anticipation.


Gondolfo shouted, “En garde!”


Boreau lifted his saber. I could hear his breathing, deep and rhythmic, exhaling like a steam engine. He chose the classic position of foil fencers. His hand was extended and raised to just below the level of his shoulder and slightly to the left of his line of body, the upper arm and forearm in the traditional right angle. His blade slowly elevated to a forty-five-degree upward angle. I noticed the tip didn’t shake at all.


I chose the same opening position. Not as a preference but as a feint, as if I was an experienced foil fencer too. Waiting for the word from Gondolfo, I studied Boreau’s perfect body position through the mesh of my mask and willed my hand to do what Nicolas had drilled into me, remain loose but in control. Stand your ground, let the fingers direct the saber, and make the other man expend the energy.


The Hungarian’s words came back to me: “Ach, Peter, you are so very American. Your movements are too clumsy and easy to discern in advance. Kindly remember to relax your saber hand, so that it is more supple and therefore more difficult to predict or counter. Allow your hand to do the work. And above all, enjoy the combat . . .”


“Commence!” Gondolfo ordered.


I was still registering the order as Boreau raced toward me, his blade leveled at my chest. I parried it up and immediately knew I’d made a mistake. He wanted me to do that, taking my movement and turning it into his real attack. His saber lifted up and then instantly slashed down.


Thwack! Boreau’s blade came down hard, cleaving into the top of my mask’s helmet. The classic cavalryman’s move. Without that protection, I would have been dead right then. As it was, I stood there stunned at the speed and weight of the attack, wondering far too late if my helmet had the regulation amount of leather padding. But, of course, there was no time to ponder such things, and one is not supposed to remove the helmet and contemplate the size of the dent he has just endured.


“Touché,” I said, belatedly, in the traditional admission of a hit upon me.


“Un touché à Boreau!” announced Gondolfo. The Spanish audience applauded. Laughter came from somewhere.


I heard, “En garde!” and seconds later, “Commence!”


This time I was a bit quicker on the draw, getting my blade over and down to the left into the number one position of parry, where it descends from the hand held at chest level. That was enough to block Boreau’s slashing molinello attack on my chest, but before I could riposte effectively, Boreau had jumped away. The man was all over the narrow piste, lunging and backing, while I remained pretty much in my original position. There was no way I could match his footwork.


Boreau began a rapid advance, his saber cutting through the air, reaching out for me. With no time for fancy moves, I feinted to the left, then slashed upward and across my front, parrying his saber. Since I didn’t move, he ended up running into me, a corps-à-corps situation where our bodies came into contact. Before Gondolfo could call for us to separate, I tapped Boreau on the arm with my blade, leaving a nice white chalk mark. Point for me.


This sort of back and forth thing went on for the next ten minutes—an eternity when you’re faced with a homicidal maniac. His attacks on me were hard, slashing hits. I felt a trickle on my abdomen after Boreau had done another lower molinello attack, ripping hard into my guts. I hoped the padding had held and that it was sweat. That point got him an ovation from the Spanish and a groan from the Americans. Another of Boreau’s hits was a slash exactly on the bone of my right forearm, the pain seriously degrading my strength and saber control.


My own clumsy hits were lightweight, without powerful follow-through, but I managed, using Nicolas’s and Hutton’s techniques, to land four touches to Boreau’s three. If the match had been on style or machismo, he would have already won, but it wasn’t. And unlike me, I could see that the bastard—I was long past the point of niceties—wasn’t hurting or tired at all. But I did have him infuriated by my score, plainly ready to cast all caution aside.


Breathing heavily now, I willed myself to silent exhales, trying to slow my heart as it pounded in my chest. My clothes were soaked from the incredible humidity in the courtyard. I was beyond caring what I looked like. The mask had turned into a slimy, claustrophobic tomb for my face, but there was no way to remove it and wipe away the sweat before we would begin again. The scent of frangipani and jasmine was just a memory. All I smelled now was fear.


“Commence!” shouted Gondolfo.


Boreau advanced steadily, then did a ballestra, the Italian jumping lunge attack that changes tempo and catches the opponent off guard. He feinted to my right, then again to my right. That and the ballestra were enough to confuse me, and I left my vulnerable left side open. It took only the fraction of a second for him to take advantage of my lapse. Before I knew it, his saber was making a wide swinging arc, the blade flying toward the left side of my neck. It was obvious what he was doing. Boreau was going to slash through my mask and open my carotid artery.


The accidental coup de grâce.


I turned my body quickly to face the threat, but my left hand remained where it had been, now next to the left side of my head instead of behind it. That was a basic error—you always keep your unprotected left hand and arm behind you. I realized my mistake as the tip of his saber sliced through it.


The hand slowed and deflected the blow enough to allow me to instinctively duck as the blade went over my head. Pain was instantaneous and severe, like the hand was on fire. I shook it and blood splattered everywhere. Several women screamed.


Boreau’s attack had such force to it that he spun almost all the way around, but he quickly corrected and used his momentum to advance for another attack. I was stumbling backward, into the warning area near the end of the piste, when Gondolfo pointed to Boreau and yelled, “Basta!”—“Enough!” Boreau shook his head in disgust and took up the standing position on his half of the piste, chest heaving with fury.


The president of the jury came to me. “Commander Wake, blood has been drawn, and the match will now end. With this new touch by Lieutenant Commander Boreau, you both now have a tie at four points each. An honorable end. Congratulations. And now we will attend to your wound.”


I examined my bleeding hand. Because it was blunted, the tip of Boreau’s saber had opened a very ragged, three-inch cut along the bottom edge of the hand, perhaps half an inch deep. It hurt like hell, but the pain cleared my head and filled it with anger.


Rork dashed over with a cloth and bound up the hand tightly. Glancing at Boreau, he grumbled, “That bloody friggin’ Spic bastard’s—” then stopped, seeing my reaction and abruptly remembering our mutual agreement of a month earlier. We had both agreed to lessen our cursing and diminish derogatory ethnic slurs.


Rork had no illusion that the pact was mainly aimed at him, for he, like all bosuns, could swear a blue streak. What I never could understand, though, was how he, who suffered like so many Irish immigrants from derogatory myths about his people and faith, could be such a xenophobe regarding other cultures. So “we” decided to change that. From then on, no more Dagos, Spics, Krauts, Frogs, Rag Heads, Camel Jockies, Chinks, Limeys, Poufs, Micks, Wops, Cheesers, or Polacks would emerge from that Irish mouth, or a penny would be forfeited each time. I am pleased to report that the cursing had diminished by that day in Havana but must admit the efforts against ethnic epithets weren’t going as well. Back in Washington, a jar was already filled with penance.


With great consternation he changed his verbiage to “Sorry, sir. What I meant to say was that Spaniardo Boreau fella thinks yer done for.” With typical lower-deck wit, he added, “So now that ye’ve got that bugger fooled nice an’ good, go ahead an’ kill ’im.”


“Spaniardo” was Rork’s substitute for previous untoward descriptors of Hispanic people. His opinion of Boreau echoed my thoughts—the man was gloating at that very moment. Gondolfo had offered the perfect way out for me, and logically I should have taken it. My goal was accomplished, and I could stay in nice quarters ashore in Havana. But I wasn’t thinking logically by that point. The mission was completely gone from my mind. There was only Boreau, and I’d be damned if I would quit now while he was standing there, arrogantly planning his final move to ensure my death.


“Precisely, Rork,” I wheezed, trying not to double over in pain. “Glad you recognized my plan. He’s completely overconfident.”


I turned to Gondolfo. “Mr. President, I am fine. It is a minor cut and my own fault for having my left hand in the way. We can go on and finish the match.”


Gondolfo didn’t like that. He’d seen Boreau’s attacks and knew there was something personal going on. This wasn’t an exhibition of skill and sportsmanship.


“I insist, sir,” I told him, probably a little too strongly through my gritted teeth. He scowled, then looked at the now red cloth around my hand.


“Commander . . .” he began, but I interrupted.


“Mr. President, I am sure my adversary did not intentionally target my left hand, but it was a legitimate hit and a minor wound. I don’t need that hand to continue the fencing match. This is a matter of personal honor, so I am now demanding we continue.”


Gondolfo shook his head. “Very well, Commander.”


I turned to the audience and announced, “Touché. Soy listo que continuar. I am ready to continue.”


Admiral Luce had been walking toward me but stopped and went pale when I made my statement. Rork grinned at Luce and pointed to his rubber left hand. “No worries, Admiral. He’ll be right as rain on a Derry mornin’—hand wounds’re me specialty!”
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