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			Gaze where some distant sail a speck supplies
With all the ’thirsting eve of Enterprise:
Tell o’er the tales of many a night of toil,
And marvel where they next shall seize a spoil:
No matter where—their chief’s allotment this;
Theirs, to believe no prey nor plan amiss.

			—“The Corsair Poem,” Byron

			I expect at this moment that most of the large seaport towns of America are laid in ashes, that we are in possession of New Orleans, and have command of all the rivers of the Mississippi Valley and the lakes, and that the Americans are now little better than prisoners in their own country.

			—Lord Castlereagh, 
British Foreign Secretary, Autumn 1814

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Gulf Waters, Louisiana

			November 27, 1814

			The sound of wreckage bumping against the hull of La Panthère had carried on steadily for perhaps a quarter of an hour, causing some of the sailors to murmur quietly as they gazed out over the dark-blue waters of the Gulf of Mexico. One claimed it was debris from an American trading vessel, another that it must have been a British warship. It was the barrelman’s cry from the foretop that finally brought the sailors’ attention back to their duty. “Man overboard!” he shouted in his native French. “Hard turn to starboard!”

			Within seconds the men of the crew had sprung into action, some darting to tug on sheets while others scurried like squirrels up into the rigging. The few passengers on deck stood frozen in place, hoping to avoid a collision with the scuttling crewmen. A plump older man in a claret-colored dinner jacket sucked in his belly to take up less space, but was jostled to the deck by a fast-moving deckhand as he tied off the halyard to a cleat at the foot of the mainmast. As the heavyset man lay sprawled on the deck like an overturned beetle, the sailor paid him no notice and slid off to his next task. Once the commotion had slowed, a few of the onlookers made their way starboard to catch a glimpse of the unfortunate who had fallen into the water. “Not one of ours,” a sharp-eyed sailor called out, raising a hand to shield his eyes. “He’s in with the debris.”

			While additional orders were shouted and the rest of the crew hurried about their tasks, one man stood beside the mainmast, seemingly oblivious to the hectic scene carrying on around him. The commotion had interrupted a game of quoits he’d been playing with some of the crew, and a slight frown indicated his irritation. His left arm was missing below the elbow, his coat sleeve folded and sewn up where his forearm should have been. Eventually he breathed a disappointed sigh and walked slowly over to where a small wooden peg was fastened to the deck. With a gentle motion he tossed a rope at the peg; it spun several times before settling on the deck with a soft thud. He scooped up his large black bicorne hat from the deck and made his way starboard to see what had caused the commotion.

			The sailors clustered along the gunwale were jostled back by the first mate, who tugged shoulders aside as he shouted for room. The cleared space offered a view of the man overboard as he was hoisted over the gunwale by a length of rope looped underneath his arms. Briny water splashed the nearby sailors’ feet as he thumped onto the deck, coughing up seawater as he wheezed for breath. “Inform the captain,” the first mate told the sailor beside him, “we’ve taken on a passenger.”

			When his fit of coughing had subsided, the rescued wretch looked up at the men looming over him. Partially obscured by their shadows, it soon became evident this was not a man but rather a frightened boy of perhaps twelve or thirteen. His breath slowed to steadier, less desperate gasps, but his darting eyes betrayed his confusion and fear.

			The quartermaster removed his cap and put a pipe in his mouth. “This one’s a Baratarian.”

			“A what?” another asked.

			“A pirate,” the quartermaster replied. “They ship out of Barataria, Jean Lafitte’s territory, in the swamps out of reach of the Americans.” He poked a shoe at the boy’s wrist, where a small tattoo of an anchor beneath a heron had been inscribed in black ink. The quartermaster spoke in a low voice, “His corse may boast its urn and narrow cave, And they who loath’d his life may gild his grave: Ours are the tears, though few, sincerely shed, when Ocean shrouds and sepulchres our dead.”

			Silence hung in the air, and some leaned in for a closer look at the tattoo. The first mate motioned for the men to back up. “What should we do with him?” one of the younger sailors asked.

			“We deposit him when we reach the city,” the first mate replied, as though the answer were obvious. “I’d sooner see the young rascal go free than be put in a cell, but we can’t alter our course; some of our passengers are already…keen to see us arrive in the city.”

			A muffled murmur of agreement passed among the sailors. Several looked back at the passenger standing a few paces behind the crowd.

			“But who could have done this to a privateer ship?” another sailor demanded. “They’re supposed to know these waters better than anyone.”

			“The Royal Navy,” the first mate answered. “The English patrols did not cease when we reached Gulf waters. We’re lucky they have not found us.”

			“But the Royal Navy is at war with the Americans; why would they attack a corsair ship?” A nervous silence followed.

			“In these waters anyone may be attacked,” a voice said from behind them. “It is none of our business.”

			The crew turned their attention to the man who’d spoken—his hair was black and he wore white breeches and a dark-blue coat, tailored for his missing arm, marking him as one of the civilian passengers. The fingers of his remaining hand gently drummed the bicorne hat tucked beneath his elbow. The first mate turned and squinted down at the half-drowned boy. “And that is what you make of this then, Major?”

			“I make nothing of it.” Marcel Moreau took a few steps forward, and the sailors parted to give him space, a courtesy they would have afforded few of the other civilians. He looked down at the shipwrecked pirate with a cold frown. “Two ships engaged, one was sunk. If the sea had wanted this one, it would have taken him.”

			The quartermaster rubbed his scalp as he looked at the boy. “That may be, but the question remains of what to do with this fellow.”

			“As your first mate said,” Moreau replied, “we continue on to New Orleans. We can deposit him there.”

			Two crewmen lifted the boy by the arms and proceeded to drag him across the deck and below to the first mate’s cabin, dissipating the excitement caused by his rescue.

			As the day wore on, the ship left the heaving swells of open water behind and came within sight of the archipelagos of the Louisiana shoreline. The cry of “Land ahead!” from the foretop caused a new ripple of anticipation, and this first glimpse of land brought all of the civilian passengers and unoccupied sailors up on deck. The sails caught a northeasterly wind, and the order was given to tighten the sheets; meanwhile, every pair of eyes on deck turned to the green labyrinth that seemed to reach across the horizon with no beginning or end. As the ship approached the shore, the sprawling vegetation came into clearer view: stalks of smooth cordgrass beneath shrubby dwarf oaks and bald cypress trees, their branches draped in Spanish moss and their gnarled trunks jutting out from the water like crooked knees. This rich tropical canopy was broken only by an occasional bayou filled with brackish water, or a solitary island lined with reeds reaching as high as a man’s chest. As the ship made its way into one of the larger water passages—the mouth of the Mississippi—the onlookers sporadically caught sight of the white lateen sail of an oyster or crab fisherman or a trading sloop, drawing curious stares from the faces peering back from these smaller vessels.

			A day’s journey up the Mississippi followed, the ship helped in its progress upriver by a cool late-autumn breeze that swayed the branches of the cypress trees along the shore. For most of the passengers, and even some of the sailors, the excitement of sighting land after nearly two months at sea soon grew into a nagging claustrophobia, as the tangled wilderness seemed to be slowly enveloping La Panthère as it struggled against the strong downriver currents. Now and then the austere wilderness was broken by the sight of a solitary traveler rowing a narrow blunt-bowed pirogue downriver. The occasional sight of a heron bursting through the weeds or the strange wailing of a sheep frog always brought a murmur of amusement from the passengers; one of the sailors even claimed to have seen an alligator lurking among the weeds, but the other crewmen dismissed his claim outright.

			As the cypress swamps gave way to sumptuous plantations along the riverbanks, sightings of elegant two- and three-story houses surrounded by stumps of recently cut sugarcane became more frequent. An ever-increasing flow of carts, wagons, and carriages moved along a road paralleling the river’s north bank— called the ‘left’ bank—and behind it rose a levee: an elevated ridge of earth perhaps ten feet high meant to hold back the inevitable flooding that followed heavy rain and tropical storms. The morning of the second day of their journey upriver brought the ship within sight of the spires and gables of New Orleans’ churches and taller buildings.

			Weaving between the heavy traffic of ships and fishing boats, La Panthère reached one of the city’s wharfs as the sun rose in the eastern sky. Once the moorings were tied off and the gangplank laid, the first of the passengers descended to take their first steps on dry land in weeks. One of the crew pointed Moreau—now dubbed “the lucky passenger” owing to the small fortune he’d accrued from his success at card games—toward the city’s customs houses. Moreau had not taken three steps along the wharf before his legs began to wobble and he was forced to halt for a moment to regain his balance. He had not vomited over the ship’s rail for several weeks, but the abrupt change brought back the lurching feeling that always preceded seasickness, and he took several slow breaths to settle himself.

			Behind him loomed a matted forest of ships’ masts and rigging, sails reefed tightly or wafting loosely in the morning breeze; before him, beyond the stacked crates of produce and bales of cotton, he saw a city teeming with urban dwellers bustling through the streets. He couldn’t be sure which direction he wished to avoid more.

			The briny gusts off the river receded as he left the wharf and stepped onto the cobblestones of the street. Despite his unsteady legs, he could not deny the relief he felt standing on dry land after such a long sea journey. He took another deep breath, and his nostrils were assailed by the familiar odors of a port city: fresh fish, salty breezes, and a mingling of human sweat and horse manure. The bustling groups of sailors and merchants along the docks seemed small in comparison to the swarming crowds visible ahead among the markets and narrow streets leading deeper into the city. Setting off along St. Ann Street, Moreau soon passed a large square on his left, La Place d’Armes, bulwarked by the lofty Basilica St. Louis, a Spanish cathedral with two prominent cupolas that marked the highest point in the city. He skirted the edge of the square without so much as a second look at the church, which, in his view, would hardly have been considered more than an average-sized chapel in France.

			Pockets of vegetation seemed to abound on every street, punctuated by tall, thin groves of coconut-bearing palm trees visible from blocks away, and despite the chill of oncoming winter, a smell of flowers and citrus seemed to pervade the city. Stalls beneath awnings of red, blue, and green canvas overflowed with jugs of rum, tobacco, sugar, and brightly colored spices, while others were stacked with crates and boxes offering fish, shellfish of various sizes, and chickens and other fowl. A few vendors even cried out their select frog and alligator meat. A loud, steady pang of metal on metal echoed from a blacksmith’s forge, and the heat from its furnace wafted out onto the crowded street. As he ambled along this strange and colorful promenade, Moreau’s nostrils were once again filled with the heady blend of odors that had thus far distinguished New Orleans from any other city he had ever visited.

			At first glance this did not look like a city readying itself for war, but he knew outward appearances could be deceiving. Everywhere a buzz of voices hummed through the air; more often than not the speakers were French, which reassured him that his task might not be as difficult as he’d imagined. No stranger to people of foreign tongues and cultures, Moreau nonetheless wondered at the strange and exotic appearance of those passing by. Men, women, and children with white, black, and bronze faces, dressed in all manner of clothing, scurried down the streets, some balancing baskets or small crates on their heads. His service with the army had habituated him to marching alongside men from of all stations, but he had never seen so diverse a group of people in one place.

			Passing onto a wider street leading to his right he noticed a group of men with dark skin and even darker hair, dressed in tan wool pantaloons and thin white smocks, standing one behind the other. From their organized line, he at first thought they might be some military group, but noticing the shackles around their ankles and the way they stood—alert and agile but with necks uniformly bowed, none looking up even for a moment to reveal a face—he quickly recognized them as slaves. He supposed a large number of these poor wretches would fetch a small fortune for their sellers. The sight kindled a feeling of revulsion, and he turned his gaze to the other end of the street to put them out of mind.

			As he crossed another street, he walked past a formation of soldiers, who marched past by twos, carrying muskets on their shoulders. Their uniforms were simple grey trousers and black coats beneath tall black shakos not unlike those he’d seen on the Continent. Their officer held a long saber at his shoulder as he called their cadence. Their pacing was satisfactory and they carried themselves with confidence. Still, Moreau suspected few had ever fired a weapon anywhere more dangerous than a parade ground.

			For another block or so, the steady clanging of a blacksmith’s hammer resounded through the droning hum of the crowd. A short walk down Dumain Street, and the promenades and colorful market stalls gave way to one-and-a-half-story Creole cottages with brightly hued shutters, stuccoed facades, and low, steep roofs covered with shingles or tiles. Opposite the cottages were rows of larger two-story town houses whose wrought-iron balustrades overlooked the street. Some of the larger houses had passageways leading to inner courtyards, or high, arched porticos along the ground floor, often loaded with sacks or barrels watched over by a merchant or shopkeeper.

			Moreau halted in front of his destination, a nondescript grey town house with chipped paint on its facing and a short flight of stone steps leading to the first-floor entryway, above which hung a sign for the customs house. Taking a look down the street, he admitted a strange feeling at what he had seen of the city so far; it was certainly unlike any European city he had ever encountered. Perhaps he hadn’t expected Paris or even Le Havre—but thus far, to his mind, New Orleans hardly seemed a city worth sending an armada of warships to conquer.

			He ascended the steps and entered the house, relieved to see only one client in front of him. After a few minutes he was called forward, and he set his two bags down and slid his travel papers across the counter.

			“In French?” the mustached clerk asked. Moreau nodded in reply. After a minute of scanning his travel documents the clerk set down his spectacles and looked up. “La Panthère,” he drawled in a strange accent, “arrived direct from Le Havre. One stop in Pensacola, which must mean the city hasn’t fallen to the enemy yet.” He straightened the stack of papers and snatched up several dollar and half-dollar coins converted from francs, sliding them across the counter to Moreau.

			“Your documents are in order,” the clerk continued, “but I’d hold your money close; banks are hoarding specie, and you’ll find few willing to lend anything out. Furthermore, I hope you’re aware of the temperament of the city you’ve just arrived in.”

			“Your countrymen are still at war with England.”

			“That’s right. And though it may be impertinent for me to disclose, it may come as your only warning: Three days ago, a foreign man was snatched up outside this very house in which you stand. Taken for a spy. Were he a spy? Don’t know—it hardly matters. Any man—foreign, Creole, or simple drunk—might be snatched up and thrown in the calaboose for…public safety. That’s the mood of the city.”

			Moreau said nothing.

			“And the purpose of your travel?”

			Moreau slowly turned his hat in his right hand. “I’ve come to retrieve a young woman, the daughter of a very wealthy man in France. She boarded El Mendigo in Saint-Domingue—or the Haiti Republic, whatever it is called now—in the first week of October, bound for New Orleans. She is believed to be somewhere in the city.”

			The clerk offered him what looked like a skeptical expression.

			“Her parents wish her to return home,” Moreau went on, “but she has expressed no willingness to do so. So, I am called to…persuade her.”

			“And the young woman’s name?”

			“Celeste de Beaumais,” Moreau uttered in a low voice. “She is believed to be traveling with a female servant. It is imperative I find her before the year is out.”

			The clerk glanced at a pair of travelers who had entered and put his spectacles back on. “Well, monsieur, you are free to be about your business then.”

			Moreau thanked the clerk as he picked up his suitcases. “If you wish to collect this woman,” the clerk said in a quiet voice, “and be on a ship before the Royal Navy blockades the river, you best be quick about it. Half the folk in this city are scared senseless; the other half are in denial. So, tread carefully.”

			Moreau nodded, recognizing the genuine chill in the man’s voice, and left the customs house.

			As the sun reached its zenith over the city, the pace of foot traffic seemed to slow the farther Moreau got from the markets by the docks. He visited several other customs houses, but inquiries about a young French noblewoman yielded no more answers than the first. One clerk mentioned the likelihood of martial law soon coming into effect, another claimed that it already had, but none had anything to offer on Moreau’s target. He was once again warned that foreigners of all backgrounds were advised to avoid arousing suspicion given the impending “clouds of war,” or else they would have to volunteer their service to the city’s militia. The remainder had fled the city.

			As he considered these warnings, Moreau came to the conclusion that the threats were being exaggerated. Nervous populations always reacted to the threat of invasion with panic and excessive precautions; in all likelihood the English would arrive in their ships by the thousands and march into the city unopposed. Ideally Moreau would be long gone if it came to that; on the other hand, an occupation might actually help his cause by flushing out this foolish noblewoman and making her an easy mark.

			After purchasing a crunchy baguette from a street vendor, he checked in at an inn on Dauphine Street. The squat old building sat wedged between two shops, a flimsy wooden plank the sole partition separating his room from the noisy grocer’s shop on the other side. His inquiries found no luck with the matron, who spoke with the same curious Louisiana accent. “You not likely to find aristos from France on this street, messieur,” she said as she poured out a glass of wine. “People here ain’t ’xactly cut from that cloth. And your lady ain’t likely over in the American quarter.”

			“Are we not in America, madame?”

			The woman gave him a wry look as she set down the bottle. “Yes, American, across the neutral ground along Canal Street where they speak English. Where you at now—French Quarter—folk speak French like you and me—they’s Creoles. Anyhow, if you lookin’ for them, try Maspero’s Tavern down on Burgundy Street.”

			Moreau, if still a bit confused, thanked the woman and set out for the tavern. As he stepped outside, he felt an unexpected chill in the early evening air. For all the crew of La Panthère talked of Louisiana’s semi-tropical climate and exotic wildlife, the cool breeze took him aback and he fastened the top buttons on his coat. The sailors had also spoken of New Orleans after dark, how the city took on an air of mischief and mystery and a strange magic called voodoo. Moreau had soldiered enough to know that men confined in tight spaces for long periods often lent their imaginations to flights of fancy, whether from nerves or simple boredom. Setting his bicorne hat on his head, he set off into the streets to find the tavern and, hopefully, the woman he was looking for.

			Along the way he caught mutterings of French from a merchant shuttering his stall for the evening, so he presumed to still be in the French Quarter. A few minutes later he halted before a rectangular house in the colonial style much like the others on the street, above which hung a sign for “Maspero’s.” A group of men dressed in slightly ragged clothes stood outside the door, and the raucous sounds coming from within confirmed it as an establishment where strong drink could be found. Two men leaned on the cast-iron railing of the small balcony cantilevered over the street, gazing down at him as they talked quietly. Their conversation ceased when Moreau passed beneath, their wary gazes following him until he had stepped through the door.

			Inside, the candlelight from several hanging lanterns cast flickering shadows across a large common room. A layer of dirt and straw covered the floorboards, and plumes of smoke wafted up into the rafters. The room was crowded, and the tavern’s patrons, seemingly all men, sat along wooden tables or around old wine barrels playing cards and rolling dice in the midst of the bustling ruckus. In one corner a man beat a drum tucked under his arm, while another tapped a foot as he played a quick tune on a fiddle. One group clustered around a table were playing a game involving a ring attached to a piece of string that a man was trying to catch with a short stick. Moreau didn’t recognize any of these as games played by the sailors on his ship; nevertheless, the sight sparked in him an instinctive urge to reach into his pocket and wager a bit of money. With an effort he pulled his eyes away, reminding himself to stay focused on his business.

			Strolling over to the counter, he heard a mingling of loud, coarse speech, most of it in his own language, though some was in English and perhaps an equal amount in Spanish. He guessed there to be at least thirty patrons, almost all with the sun-darkened skin and robust physique of laboring men. Doubting any had spent much time in the company of an aristocratic French woman, he nevertheless ordered a glass of wine and struck up a conversation with the innkeeper, who named himself as Maspero.

			“Business is well, as one might hope in war time, monsieur,” the thin, mustached man drawled in Creole French. “For now, the slower ship traffic from the Gulf seem about offset by the presence of the army, who certainly drink they fill when allowed.”

			Moreau nodded as the innkeeper handed him a cup of soupy-looking wine and took another glance around the room, scrutinizing the different groups clustered around the tables and barrels. Most seemed absorbed in their dice games or their supper, dabbing bread into soup as they splashed wine and ale over the tables. In one corner a dog drooled onto the floor as it stared up hungrily at a man eating a chicken leg, his left eye covered with a black patch. Beside him an individual appeared to be asleep sitting upright on a bench.

			“Not many patrons of the fairer sex then?” Moreau asked.

			The innkeeper shook with a chuckle but didn’t look up from the slice of bread he was cutting. “Y’ain’t likely to see no society ladies here, monsieur. Tho th’ harlots gon’ be about in an hour o’ so—if you interested.” He gazed up briefly with another chuckle.

			“These men here,” Moreau said, nodding at a group of men playing cards at a nearby table. “I take them for sailors—the English blockades must affect their livelihoods, no?”

			“Of course,” Maspero replied. “By now most of them preparin’ for the possibility they will be…volunteering to serve in the American navy. If they ain’t, Old Hickory is like to see they skills put to some other use when he arrive.”

			“Ol’ ’eeckory?” Moreau asked in a strong accent.

			Maspero coughed. “General Jackson. You ain’t heard o’ Andrew Jackson?”

			Moreau shrugged.

			“Heh, thought it wasn’t a man within a hundred miles of this city who don’t know Old Hickory. Where you say you from again?”

			“I didn’t say,” Moreau replied. “But if you’re asking—Port-au-Prince. I’d hoped to return when the island was recaptured, but that no longer looks possible.”

			The innkeeper gave him an appraising look and set to work cleaning a pewter mug. “Fine. Well, they’s plenty of island folk in this city, some right here in this establishment sure enough.”

			Moreau looked down at his cup and considered taking another small sip, then looked up to notice a man descending the narrow stairs along the opposite wall. When he reached the ground floor and stepped into the light, Moreau recognized him as one of the men he’d seen on the balcony. His gait was slow, with an agile assuredness, and a short cutlass dangled from his left hip. Silky black hair darker than Moreau’s flowed down to his shoulders, matching a thick mustache and dark, deep-set eyes. The light-blue frock coat he wore over a crimson undershirt gave him the flamboyant look of a seafaring man, possibly a privateer. His gaze passed over Moreau as he settled alongside him at the counter.

			“Otra jarra de ron, Pierre,” the man said, tapping the counter with his knuckles. He shifted his feet and took a long glance at Moreau. “And who are you?” he finally asked in French tinged with a Spanish accent. “A priest?”

			Moreau held the man’s gaze for a moment before tilting his shoulder to reveal his missing arm. “My hands have not joined in prayer for some time.”

			The man studied Moreau with a frown, ignoring the comment. “To me, you have the look of a priest. But if you don’t care to give me your name,” he raised his cup in salutation, “then I say good health, father.” With a wink to the innkeeper, he turned and walked over to join a group of men rolling dice at a nearby table. Their game continued, but they seemed to give most of their attention to the dark-haired man hovering over them. A few words were exchanged, with one or two glances back at Moreau, and a moment later the man walked back across the room and up the stairs, disappearing from sight. Setting his cup down, Moreau pulled a thin cigar from the breast pocket of his coat and held it over a nearby candle for a moment before taking several puffs, exhaling puffs of smoke as he gazed across the room. He licked his lips as he looked back at the stairs. “Who was that?”

			The bartender finished cleaning a wine glass and set it on a shelf behind him. “Captain Tadeo Araza. One of the best-known privateer captains from here to Guadeloupe.”

			Since the visit by the man known as Araza, much of the conversation at the nearby tables had ceased, though the drummer still beat a steady rhythm. From the way one of the men at a nearby table stared at Moreau, they seemed to have heard the name mentioned. The others sitting with him turned slowly and peered at Moreau, who raised his cup to them before taking another sip.

			The innkeeper leaned closer to Moreau. “Those ones won’t cause any trouble—at least not without leave from the captain. All the same, I’d caution against any…untoward remarks, given the mood in this city. Fear of spies and provocateurs has folk settling old scores, denouncing neighbors with no evidence, and so forth.”

			One of the men at the table turned toward Moreau, calling out in accented French. “Do you have business with our friend?” The hard look on his face made his disquiet plain. Four or five rings studded his left ear, and his bald head glimmered beneath a filmy layer of sweat.

			“That remains to be seen,” Moreau replied.

			“Come,” the man said with a gesture, “join me and my fellows for a drink. I insist.”

			Snatching his cigar from the counter, Moreau slowly made his way to the table, sidestepping a drunk who almost stumbled into him on his way to the bar. The bald man who had called Moreau over motioned for one of his companions to fetch a stool, which was brought over, and Moreau took a seat. He noticed their fanciful clothes matched the style of the man known as Araza: shirts lined with red or black stripes, trousers wide and baggy. They scrutinized Moreau with half-interested expressions, or ignored him entirely, as they continued their card game.

			“Your accent is not Creole,” the bald man said finally, his own accent a singsong rhythm, perhaps Italian. “What is your name?”

			“I am called Lenoir.”

			“Well, you are no sailor of these waters—I know all of the one-armed privateers.”

			“I’ve been told it is wise,” Moreau said carefully, “for visitors in this city to hold their business close.”

			“In this city it is wise for any man to hold his business close. Isn’t that right, lads?” The man slapped one of his companions on the back, then stretched his hand to Moreau. “I am called Gambio. And this is my first mate, Rimbaud.”

			The man called Rimbaud looked up as he shuffled a deck of cards. He had dark eyes and long black hair and wore an open-collared smock that left most of his hairy chest bare. The man beside him had dark skin, almost black, and ignored Moreau as he studied his cards.

			“So,” Gambio continued, “what does the visitor make of our city, then?”

			Moreau exhaled a puff of smoke. “Thus far, the greatest impressions left on me have come from the mosquitos.”

			“If you have aversions to mosquitos,” Rimbaud said slyly, “I say you have come to the wrong place. In this city, if all your blood isn’t sucked by a mosquito, the women will take the rest.”

			Gambio nodded. “Some say they spread disease, and that is why Napoleon’s soldiers were chased from Saint-Domingue.”

			“The mosquitos or the women?” Rimbaud asked, bringing a hearty laugh from the others. Moreau pulled his gaze away from a pair of dice rolling on a nearby table, the fingers on his remaining hand twitching slightly.

			The fiddler and drummer were now belting out a steady rhythm as Moreau set down his cigar and gestured with his arm around the room. “You are lucky men, if this is the life of a sailor calling from New Orleans. In Port-au-Prince it is no longer safe for one to enjoy such…leisure.”

			“Is that where come you from, monsieur?” the youngest-looking member of the group asked.

			“Don’t be meddlesome,” Rimbaud admonished him. “From where he comes is none of our business. Like our blacksmith, surely to some he comes from France, to others from Saint-Domingue, or else he is born of Louisiana.”

			“Your blacksmith?” Moreau asked. A brief silence passed over the table, until at last Rimbaud laid down a card and picked up another. “The blacksmith of St. Philip Street,” he said. “Monsieur Jean Lafitte.”

			The others remained silent, holding their eyes on their cards or darting quick glances at Gambio, who took a long sip of his drink and then lowered his cup with a belch. “You have heard of him?” he asked.

			“Lafitte, the pirate of Barataria,” Moreau answered. “Yes, I have heard of him.” All eyes at the table, and some from those sitting nearby, turned to him now. The sudden quiet in the room was broken only by the creak of weight shifting on a nearby chair; even the drums seemed to be beating low and soft. “And by the looks on all your faces, I think you expect to hear that I have some dispute or quarrel with him. Alas, I hate to disappoint, but whatever I know of the man comes from the trifling gossip of French sailors, nothing more.”

			A collective exhale passed over the table, and those sitting nearby who had craned their necks now eased back in their seats or returned to their own conversations. Moreau’s lips spread in a humorless smile. “And you lot dress, drink, and speak like privateers…privateers who sail with Monsieur Lafitte?”

			The dark-skinned man let out a laugh. “What gave it away?” A moment later he smacked his cards down in frustration, and Rimbaud collected the small pile of coins from the center of the table.

			“And that man who just visited you,” Moreau continued, “called Araza. Might that be an alias for the blacksmith of St. Philip Street?”

			The young privateer let out a laugh now. “That’s not Lafitte. Araza is one of his captains—some say the best.” He flashed a smirk at Gambio, who pursed his lips.

			“He is a captain,” Gambio drawled, “as am I. But not the captain. That is the blacksmith.”

			“Even so,” the younger corsair blurted, “Araza is our finest swordsman and can best any man in this flea-ridden town. His ship is docked, and we all know what that means.”

			“The little folk of the city say,” Gambio explained, “that when El Mendigo is docked in the city, New Orleans plays host to its greatest swordsman.”

			At the name El Mendigo, Moreau’s pulse quickened, and he attempted to disguise his eagerness with an impressed nod. “I see,” he said at length. “I speak only a little Spanish, but does Mendigo not mean ‘beggar’? Strange name for the ship of a feared corsair.”

			Gambio chortled. “He’s a funny one, Araza, with a long memory too. He grew up an orphan, had a hard time of it, begging for charity with the other urchins on the streets of Caracas, until he learned how to pick a pocket. He developed quite a taste for it, so they say, until his successes caught up to him and chased him to a life on the sea, where he learned how to pick more than pockets. Now, he’s one of Lafitte’s best captains. I suppose he likes to remind others of his humble origins.”

			Rimbaud smirked. “Not so humble now, then, is he?”

			“Nor poor,” the Black man added. “But the more loot he finds, the harder he drives us—and himself. His riches have not softened him. If anything, they only seem to kindle his desire for more.”

			Moreau gazed down at the cards as they were shuffled, no longer distracted by the game. His mind was turning over the likelihood that he might have just caught the scent of his prey with surprising ease. Nevertheless, years of soldiering had taught him to trust his instincts, and something told him his task would not be completed quite so easily. He took another puff and blew out a large ring, watching it as it drifted up to the dusty rafters above. “So what keeps this fearsome captain upstairs, away from his men? Does he prefer a quiet drink alone? A woman perhaps?”

			The men around the table carried on with their game or continued drinking. “Business, pleasure, and drink,” Rimbaud answered flatly, “are hardly distinguishable for a Baratarian, monsieur.” Moreau’s face twisted in a crooked smile.

			Gambio grinned, though Moreau sensed the vague hint of a warning in the look. “Of course, normally we would never give so much information to a stranger; we’ve only shared this with you because of the truce monsieur has recently offered.”

			Moreau squinted. “Truce. With whom?”

			Gambio’s smile faded. “With those fellows right there.”

			The sound of boots and shuffling chairs on the wood floor replaced the drum and fiddle, which had ceased abruptly, and all eyes turned toward the entrance. Seizing on this momentary distraction, Moreau took another hasty glance around the room, wondering if there might be a stairway back by the kitchen. Given whatever had caused this momentary disturbance, he considered if he might be able to just sneak up the stairs unnoticed, but as he turned back to the entrance, he quickly abandoned the idea, as he saw, shuffling through the doorway, perhaps a dozen men in dark uniforms.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			French Quarter, New Orleans

			November 29, 1814

			The soldiers entered the tavern without a word, ducking their heads to keep their shakos from bumping the ceiling as they shuffled inside. Once they had all gathered inside, they began forming up along the wall on either side of the entrance, their drab uniforms of grey and dark blue contrasting starkly with the colorful dress of the sailors and privateers, who glanced at them with somber expressions. At a gesture from their sergeant, the soldiers lowered their muskets to the floor in one motion. Their commanding officer was young, perhaps a little over twenty, with light-brown hair and active eyes that darted around the room. He was of average height and, although well-built, carried himself with the rigid posture that Moreau recognized in junior officers who had yet to earn their soldiers’ respect. Tucking his shako beneath an arm and resting the other hand on the sword at his hip, the young captain cleared his throat and faced the crowded room.

			“Attention, citizens,” he called out, his voice quavering slightly. “Effective nine o’clock this evening, the stables, tannery, and blacksmith forge across from this establishment are hereby requisitioned for the Seventh US Infantry Regiment.”

			Moreau’s understanding of English was tenuous and his speech far from fluent, but he had spent much of the Atlantic crossing practicing with the English speakers aboard, adding to the little he had learned while serving on the Iberian Peninsula. After a quick glance at the others beside him, he turned back to the officer and his men, tilting his head as he strained to hear what was being said.

			“Any who conduct business in these locations,” the American officer continued, “may report to the headquarters of Colonel Winfield on Canal Street for compensation. All horses are to be removed from the stables by first light tomorrow, or else they will be confiscated.”

			A hush settled over the room as the men seated at the tables exchanged glances. Moreau caught sight of two figures descending the stairs at the back of the room: the corsair captain Araza and the other man Moreau had seen on the balcony. He watched as they took up positions at the bottom of the stairway, apparently unruffled by the sight of a dozen soldiers. Moreau’s gaze lingered on the corsair captain a moment before he turned back to see one of the soldiers pass a piece of parchment to the young officer, who yanked his hand from his sword’s pommel and took it. Despite, or perhaps unaware of, the paper shaking in his hand, the captain held it up for the crowded room to see.

			“The state militia,” he exclaimed, his voice growing somewhat steadier, “under command of Major General Jacques Villeré, has called the New Orleans Battalion to arms. Any who have not volunteered for service may expect an order of conscription in the coming days.”

			At this proclamation, the group of privateers—who until now had listened quietly—let out a collective groan. Some even chuckled aloud, muttering to each other and gesturing dismissively. “In accordance with the amnesty granted,” the captain continued, raising his voice over the growing clamor, “to all privateers under sail with Pierre and Jean Lafitte, no ship captain holding a government-issued letter of marque is to be waylaid or his property confiscated without due cause.” At the mention of Lafitte, the room grew quiet once again. “Furthermore, no privateer who swears allegiance to the flag of the United States, and agrees to serve willingly in such capacity until the current crisis has passed, is to be unlawfully detained or hindered in his private affairs. However, should any free citizen of New Orleans be found in communication with the enemy, or suspected in acts of espionage or incitement of slaves or Indians to rebellion, he shall be detained and held without trial. In accordance with the sound righteousness of our cause, Louisiana Governor William C. Claiborne calls for the people of this state to form one body, one soul, and to defend to the last extremity their sovereignty and their property.”

			A weighty silence followed as heads turned to gaze at one another, and then the room erupted in a fit of mocking laughter. Men standing keeled over, while those seated clasped one another’s shoulders and rocked back and forth. Even Araza and the man beside him wore amused expressions. Moreau was not smiling; his eyes remained focused on the soldiers standing at the entrance. At this outburst of scornful laughter, their nervous looks hardened into angry frowns, and the sergeant, seemingly more experienced than the young captain, glared at the group of privateers with a face that showed a sincere readiness to do violence. The captain raised a hand in a vain attempt to quell the uproar. “A bonus for enlistment of ten dollars will be issued to any who join one of the state’s militia battalions, or agree to serve with the United States Navy.”

			A voice in French from the back of the room cut through the noise. “You hear that, boys? An enlistment bonus of up to ten dollars!” Moreau turned and saw that it was Araza who had spoken. He was looking out over the room with a sardonic grin and spoke again, in English. “Surely to be paid after victory is claimed—if it is claimed at all. Any man to pass up such an offer would be a fool…that is, unless he’s killed in the fighting. Or the English win out and take the city.”

			Taken aback, the captain moved his mouth to speak but was preempted by several drunk-looking privateers. “Capitaine, does Old Hickory pay in Indian scalps?”

			“What is your general’s policy on practicing voodoo in camp?”

			“Are volunteers issued rum?”

			“Are volunteers issued whores?”

			More raucous laughter followed the barrage of mocking questions, and the captain sputtered a few words for quiet, but the shouting only grew louder. Across the table from Moreau, Gambio and Rimbaud hurled their own insults at the soldiers. “To hell with Claiborne! Throw Jackson to the sharks!” “Long live Barataria! Long live Jean Lafitte!”

			Glancing at the entrance, Moreau thought perhaps the young captain would turn and run from the scene. He had seen enough to know when a quarrel threatened to escalate to a full brawl, and now seemed as likely a time as ever. A cup hurled from one of the tables flew across the room and crashed at the feet of one of the soldiers, splashing his boots with wine. Another corsair wearing a red bandana stood up, a large vein bulging in his neck, and bellowed, “Your navy ships blasted our homes to bits on Grande-Terre! Take your pay and false promises straight to hell!”

			The captain took a deep breath, ignoring the sergeant as he tried to say something in his ear, and strode forward with a grimace on his face. With a fluid motion, he reached down and unsheathed the saber at his hip. Those nearby who noticed the action froze when they saw him swing the pommel of the sword and smash it into a mug perched on the edge of the closest table, shattering the vessel and splashing ale against the wall.

			One of Moreau’s eyebrows arched slightly, and he almost chuckled seeing the stunned faces all around him. In the ensuing silence, the captain’s expression showed nearly as much shock as those of the privateers, and he lowered his saber with an audible exhale. For a moment, words seemed to fail him, but eventually he lifted his chin and spoke in a clear voice. “Disrespect toward the soldiers sent to defend this city will not be tolerated.”

			Moreau took a puff on his cigar as he stared at the dazed-looking officer, and then stole a glance at the mess behind the counter. Shards from the smashed mug had broken several wine glasses and cracked a mirror, and filmy streaks of ale were sliding down the plastered wall. The innkeeper was nowhere to be seen.

			Overcoming their initial shock, the privateers’ grumbling soon took up again, and they challenged the captain’s defiant expression with savage glares. The soldiers, for their part took their commander’s action as a signal and had raised their muskets up from the floor. Across from Moreau, Rimbaud and Gambio exchanged a look and then slowly rose to their feet. Around the other tables, the rest of the privateers began standing as well. Moreau thought the captain surely would choose this time to make a hasty retreat, but despite his uneasy expression, he and his soldiers showed no sign of yielding.

			Moreau took another puff, wondering how many of the soldiers would die before they realized that escape was their best hope. He then noticed the two figures making their way across the room to the front. They approached the soldiers at an easy pace, Araza following behind the other man, who looked to be about thirty years of age and likely not a corsair himself, given his fine-cut clothes and well-groomed appearance. The sergeant drummed his fingers along the barrel of his musket, but the privateer captain extended his palms as he halted in front of the soldiers. “Señores, allow me a few words before this unfortunate misunderstanding turns into something warmer.”

			“Who are you?” the captain asked warily.

			The man beside Araza brushed back his coat, resting his hands on his hips. “’e is not your first concern, capitaine,” he replied. “I am Major Jean Baptiste Plauché, commander of the Battalion d’New Orleans militia. And before either of us are interrogated any more, I would ’ave your name.”

			The captain glanced at his sergeant before turning back to the man called Plauché. “I am Captain Hubbard, of the Third Battalion of the Seventh US Infan—”

			“Oui, yes,” Plauché cut him off. “I know what battalion ’as arrive tonight. I want your name.” At that Hubbard blanched, swallowing hard.

			Araza took a step closer. “These men you see here, Capitán Hubbard, are not accustomed to being spoken to by strangers so…indelicately. Even so,” he turned back to the privateers with a sharp look, “my men know the consequence of shedding blood without a capitán’s permission.” The corsairs exchanged glances and eventually settled back into their seats, muttering curses at the soldiers and offering a few crude gestures. Araza turned his attention back to Captain Hubbard but seemed to address the sergeant more than his commander. “Capitán Lafitte would not like to hear of unsanctioned mischief—not after he has so long negotiated with Governor Claiborne’s government.”

			“And to that point, monsieur,” Major Plauché added in a hard tone, “it would be unfortunate were American soldiers to make unnecessary enemy of those likely to join them in the coming struggle as allies.”

			A murmur passed over the room, and the captain blinked, looking around the room as if seeing it for the first time. “Yes, of course. It was not our intention to cause a disturbance. I apologize for the broken mu—”

			“There is no need for apologies, señor,” Araza cut in. “You were simply doing your duty.” He turned to his men and spoke in French. “The boy is raw, and doesn’t know our ways. He will learn…or we will feed him to the rougarou.” At that the corsairs burst out in another fit of laughter, eyeing the young captain like hungry wolves would a buffalo calf. “And now that it has been seen to,” Araza went on, placing an arm on the captain’s shoulder and gently guiding him back toward the door, “I will see that your decrees are passed along to Barataria.” He smiled at the sergeant as they passed. “But now it grows late, and I must begin clearing out these ruffians. Please give Monsieur Lafitte’s respects to General Jackson.” He removed his hand and nodded his thanks to Captain Hubbard, who by now was standing halfway through the door. The other soldiers shouldered their muskets and began making their way outside, glancing back at the privateers over their shoulders as they went.

			Moreau watched their departure from his seat, snuffing out what remained of his cigar. The wound-up privateers gulped their drinks or toyed with freshly drawn knives, and Moreau turned to look at Araza, who stood aside with Major Plauché. The two were immersed in conversation, as if the soldiers had been gone for hours. A moment later they concluded their discussion with a handshake and separated, Major Plauché exiting through the door while Araza turned back to the room of privateers. One of them saw the captain’s expression and hushed the rest to silence.

			“Well,” Araza called out, “did you not hear me? I said it’s time to get the fuck out of here. Vayan, tontos! You nearly caused me great trouble tonight. Now go!”

			Moreau considered the man’s own role in inciting the group’s anger and scorn, and wondered if his show of temper was genuine or simply the theatrics required of a corsair captain who wished to keep his authority. At any rate, the rest of the privateers quickly complied with the command, shuffling out of the tavern in a single drunken murmur.

			Araza watched the last of his men depart and stood in the doorway for a few seconds, peering out into the street. Only a few patrons remained in the common room, the lingering silence contrasting sharply with the dramatic scene that had just played out. With a roll of his shoulders, Araza stepped forward and stalked out into the night. Moreau watched him leave, unsure if the man wished to simply take some air or had indeed left for the night.

			In any event, Moreau rose to pursue him when a movement near the entrance caught his attention. A figure concealed beneath a hooded green riding cloak walked briskly past him and headed toward the stairs. Moreau could not see much beneath the hood, but judging by the contrast in height with the privateers and a quick glimpse of facial features as the newcomer shuffled past, he figured it was a woman. She made her way across the room at a deliberate but unhurried pace, as if she knew where she was and where she was going. Moreau realized he had stood frozen in place since first spotting her, and he moved quickly to follow. As she gained the first steps, he called out for her to wait, but the woman only paused briefly and gave a slight turn of her head before she lifted her cloak and climbed the remaining steps, disappearing from sight. Moreau reached the bottom of the stairs and took the first step when a firm hand grasped his shoulder and pulled him back down to ground level.

			“Perdón, amigo,” a cold voice said, “where is it you think you are going?”

			Moreau slipped his shoulder free as he turned around, and the two men stood face-to-face. Araza’s dark eyes probed with an expression that fell somewhere between suspicion and warning, and it took several seconds for him to recognize Moreau. When he did his features hardly softened. “Ah, it is you, priest,” Araza said in French, his gaze lingering a moment on Moreau’s missing left arm. “What do you want?”

			Moreau resisted the urge to turn and look back upstairs for the woman who had so quickly come and gone, instead taking his turn to examine Araza. He met the man’s gaze before peering down at his clothes, and suddenly the sight of the bright-blue coat, crimson vest, and saggy white pantaloons—seemingly out of some long-lost tale of buried treasure—seemed rather ridiculous. Moreau fought back a fit of scornful laughter, and the sound of a door closing upstairs broke the silence.

			“Well?” Araza demanded sharply. “You see this establishment is now closed for the evening.”

			In that moment Moreau felt an overwhelming sensation come over him, a desire to indulge an old habit that he had managed to quell some years ago—at a considerable expense of willpower and blood. During his time as an officer in Napoleon’s Grande Armée he had fought nearly a dozen duels in a span of six years. The first challenge had, in fact, not come from him, but from another officer who had taken offense at some offhanded comment. But following that first mortal contest, when the knot of fear in his stomach had transformed into a feeling of invincible wrath, and his skill with a sword had turned his enemy’s arrogant smile into a grimace of terror, Moreau had engaged in the practice with less and less hesitation, until it became something of a compulsion. At the slightest insult or rude gesture, he would challenge the other man, resorting to ridicule if a simple challenge failed to goad him, impugning a man’s honor and manhood in front of his comrades if he was particularly reticent. The intervention of his commanding officer, and future friend, Andre Valière, had served as the harsh but necessary rebuke that likely saved him from death. Since then, the habit had diminished to a faded stain on the canvas of his memory, and gambling, sporting, or hunting were usually enough to expiate the impulse.

			He closed his eyes and exhaled, hoping his inner turmoil would not be mistaken as a sign of fear. Thankfully, when he opened them again, he saw no evident scorn or aggression from Araza, and in the hanging silence Moreau allowed the urge to pass. He collected himself and offered a sheepish shrug, turning so that he no longer blocked the stairs. “You’ve caught me, monsieur,” he said in a friendly tone. “If you only knew me a little better, you’d know I am certainly no priest, as my weakness of the flesh often seems to get the better of me.”

			Araza’s reaction told little, save a pervasive half squint and slight pursing of his lips. “I thought I saw,” Moreau continued, “a young woman pass by on her way up these stairs. After a long sea voyage with only sailors and stars for evening company, I confess I’ve grown hungry for more satisfying companionship. Your men led me to believe that once the sun had gone down one might find as much.”

			It was Araza’s turn to suppress a derisive grin, and he held Moreau’s eye without saying a word for some time. It quickly became clear to Moreau that this one was no half-crazed, uncivilized barbarian; he seemed to hold a mastery of himself and his senses, and seemed to do it with ease. Although equally comfortable in silence, Moreau felt a nagging impatience now that he had caught a possible glimpse of the woman responsible for his coming all the way to this godforsaken city. “That one is not for sale,” Araza said finally, his expression hardening as he spoke.

			“Come now,” Moreau rejoined, “you wouldn’t begrudge a man his willingness to barter for a woman’s touch.”

			Araza gazed up the stairs before turning back to look at Moreau. “I do not barter for a woman’s touch, señor. I pay for her to depart when I’m finished with her.” The corsair turned and glanced over his shoulder into the empty tavern. Satisfied that no one remained, he moved his lips to speak when a soft voice rang down the stairs.

			“Deo, will you keep me waiting all night?”

			Moreau’s heart leaped in his chest, but he quickly cast off his eager stare and assumed a knowing grin when Araza turned back to him. If the corsair felt any impatience, he did not show it. He stood perfectly still, as if challenging Moreau to say or do something to reveal more of himself. For his part, Moreau felt the instinctive pull of violence once again, and for a moment his face darkened. His stare wasn’t angry, but his eyes were cold and hard as stone as he looked at the corsair. Deciding that a fight with the man—however tempting it might seem in the moment—would do his purpose more harm than good, he managed to bring his expression back to neutral.

			“Wait in silence,” Araza barked up at the woman, then turned back to Moreau. “If you are an agent with the government, American or British, you must take up your solicitations with Lafitte himself. I have no authority to make decisions or sign treaties.”

			“I speak for no government,” Moreau answered, amused by the insinuation. “And I offer no solicitations.”

			Araza nodded slowly. “Well then, if you offer me nothing…get out of my tavern.” He moved past Moreau and took two or three steps up the stairs before turning and looking back down. “Tomorrow, I will find out who you are and what you are doing here.”

			Although only separated from the woman he presumed to be his objective by a narrow staircase, Moreau concluded that he would simply have to wait until tomorrow.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			French Quarter, New Orleans

			November 30, 1814

			The following morning Moreau rose early and set off for Bourbon Street in the direction of Maspero’s, stepping into the fresh morning air and a stinging chill. As he walked, he blew into his fist for warmth, recalling the curious events of the evening prior: the corsairs with their flamboyant garments, the soldiers, and their nearly disastrous dustup. His stroke of luck in stumbling upon the captain of El Mendigo—and a woman who seemed to match the description of his quarry—tempted him to return straight to the tavern, but simply waltzing in or loitering outside in hopes of catching a glimpse of her seemed the surest way to draw suspicion. In a city of frayed nerves and factional rivalries, the last thing Moreau needed was to draw undue attention to himself and end up on the wrong side of prison bars.

			He also considered Tadeo Araza and how he had seen through Moreau’s halfhearted attempts at discretion. The privateer captain clearly possessed the temperament of a commander, holding sway over his men with an iron grip, and no doubt the ambition of a ship captain, so the idea that he could have seduced a Frenchwoman of noble birth did not seem far-fetched. How she came to be entangled with the leader of a gang of pirates was a question for later. For now, Moreau needed to find a way to arrange another rendezvous with the woman from the night before, to confirm that it was she. He considered it possible that she was merely a local paramour, but he had heard her speak, and he felt sure it had been an accent from Normandy.

			As he traversed the French Quarter, he heard mostly French spoken, albeit with that peculiar Creole accent, the small talk and haggling of buyers and sellers. At this early hour the city still felt close to brimming, foot traffic and horse-drawn carts clogging the streets, while the houses and shops flaunted a cornucopia of brightly colored flowers and plants. Hawkers sold or displayed exotic-looking birds and animals on the corners, while chickens pecked at crumbs and seeds along the ground and pigeons warbled from windowsills and rooftops. A woman holding a number of small, scaly alligators with bulging eyes cried out, “Soup! Perfect for soup!”

			A squad of soldiers marching down St. Louis Street brought Moreau’s thoughts back to the present. Their dark uniforms and crisp movements served as a visible reminder that beneath the humdrum of daily life, the threat of war still loomed, coming closer each day.

			A few minutes later he arrived on Chartres Street and halted outside a small shop within sight of Maspero’s. The sign above read Banquette Lachappelle. He cast a quick look around and saw no sign of the woman, or Araza and his corsairs, and decided this was as good a place as any to keep watch on the tavern. Thinking there likely to be some time before the drinking crowds arrived, he ducked into the banquette.

			Upon entering, he tipped his cap to the elderly couple, presumably the owners, standing behind a counter in the back of the shop. He strolled past a vast and varied inventory of items: coat racks with assorted formal wear, heaps of linens and fine silks, rugs, porcelain figurines, lamps, and ornately carved chairs, tables, and bedframes. A woman in a light-blue dress with her back to Moreau stood examining a collection of china and silver flatware in the opposite corner. From what Moreau could see of her neck and arms, her skin appeared darker than a French woman’s. In any case, his gaze didn’t linger, and he made his way over to the elderly couple standing behind a counter topped by a slab of polished marble. He feigned interest in a satchel of fine hazelnut leather, running a hand along its smooth surface for a moment before turning back to the proprietors. The man greeted him with “Bonjour,” to which Moreau responded in his own tongue.

			“Monsieur Lachappelle, I presume?” The man nodded with a tight-lipped smile, while the woman beside him gave Moreau a quick look before turning back to her ledger. “I was hoping to find the proper attire for a walk among the cane fields.”

			Lachappelle smiled and his eyebrows rose slightly, while his partner kept her nose buried in her scribblings. “I am new to the city and seek to procure property for planting sugarcane,” Moreau said, “but I confess my clothing is more suited to France.”

			The man peered aside at his partner, whose lined face showed no indication of an answer.

			“Perhaps,” Moreau persisted, “we might start with a pair of boots you’d recommend.”

			A moment later the older man brought to the counter a pair of knee-high black boots, describing their Cuban leather as finer than anything the tanneries in New Orleans could produce. His explanation quickly turned into an apology that he had no other boots fit for the cane fields, as the English blockade amounted to an embargo on goods imported from the Caribbean. Moreau seized on this idle chatter to open a broader conversation. “The damned blockade,” he said with emphasis. “My ship was lucky to have made it through. If it wasn’t the English—or Spanish—we half expected to be set upon by pirates. I’ve heard the city is teeming with them now that there’s a war on.”

			The woman paused in her writing but said nothing, and her partner gave no response either. Moreau kept his gaze on the boots as if carefully weighing whether or not to make the purchase. “I suppose I shouldn’t disparage privateers; the gentleman I happened upon last night was one. His dress was a bit eccentric, but he had the knack for spinning a tale. What was his name…Amaza? Aruza?”

			“Araza,” Lachappelle answered in a husky voice. “Tadeo Araza.”

			“Araza.” Moreau said, setting the boots on the counter. “That’s him. Well, pirate or not, he seemed a decent fellow. And how could I forget? He enjoyed the company of quite a fine lady. She spoke little, but I’d say she had the air of a Frenchwoman. I can only presume her to be the señor’s wife.”

			The couple exchanged a quick glance, but apart from a slight smirk from the woman, neither showed any interest in continuing the conversation. “To that I can’t say,” the man answered. “Baratarians have their own ways.”

			“Indeed. I’ve heard it is a perilous life, and surely the clouds of war have darkened their prospects.”

			“They’ve darkened the prospects of the entire city,” the woman replied without lifting her eyes from her ledger.

			“War closes more doors than it opens,” the man said ruefully.

			Moreau offered a knowing look, though it seemed to him that the inventory of the store seemed full enough. Perhaps his talk of privateers had touched a bit too close to home, as he’d heard that smuggling operations were more than common, and it was no mystery who benefitted from the “customs-free” importation of goods into the city. Not wishing to lose the slight nibble on his line, however, he decided to change tact. “I expect my own prospects to be somewhat muddled, among so many English speakers. Are there any hospitable French homes where I might go for a glass of decent wine and friendly conversation before the damned English arrive? One of the established planters, perhaps?”

			The man glanced down at the boots once again, like a dog eyeing a bone placed just out of reach, and his partner’s expression hardly revealed any more. Moreau held back a frustrated sigh and looked down at the boots on his feet. Although not exactly in poor condition, they were rather old and worn and barely reached above his ankles. He shifted his feet, gauging the fit, and when he looked up, he was startled to see the young woman he’d noticed earlier standing a few steps to his left. Her skin was caramel-colored, her deep-set eyes light brown, and she wore a long, blue cotton dress and a matching bonnet. She gazed at him for a moment, and then cocked her head.

			“Pardon, monsieur,” she said in slightly accented French. “I wish to pay.”

			Without waiting for Moreau to move, she stepped to the counter and gently set down a four-piece china tea set on the marble countertop. Moreau took a step back and studied her profile. Although fairly young, perhaps a little over twenty, she was rather tall and stood with an erect posture that indicated some schooling in manners and proper etiquette. Her long black hair was braided and hung in two strands down to her waist, and from what Moreau could tell, she seemed to have African, or partly African, features as well. He turned back to the elderly couple, who smiled at their more decisive customer and made small talk as she pulled coins from a pouch and placed them on the counter.

			“Will there be anything else, mademoiselle?” the old man asked as he began wrapping the china pieces with paper and placing them in a crate.

			“Nothing more, thank you.”

			“Are these for your own collection—or someone special?” the older woman asked with a wry grin.

			“For my mother and father,” the young woman replied, grinning sheepishly. “I’ve got to leave these at their house before making my way to Le Mouton tomorrow.”

			The older man nodded his tight-lipped smile as he finished wrapping the last piece. “Well, we wouldn’t want to delay you if you’re going all the way out there.”

			“Oh, it isn’t a difficult journey,” the woman replied, taking the crate from him. Moreau ran his hand along the stitching of one of the boots, silently willing her to hurry up and leave.

			“You know, monsieur,” she said, turning to Moreau, “if you are seeking a planter who speaks French and is considered friendly to newcomers, you might—”

			At that moment, the woman’s eyes bulged and she dropped the box on the counter with a loud clang. With stunned looks, she and the two shop owners turned toward the entrance. Moreau turned just in time to see a figure fly past him in a blur of motion. With an instinctive leap backward, he reached toward his belt to draw his sword—and quickly remembered he had not worn one for a long time. The next reflex took hold, and he reached out and clasped the shoulder of the woman in the blue dress, tugging her back so that they were both partly shielded behind a coatrack. Ignoring the woman’s startled protest, he peered out to see what had caused such confusion. The elderly couple had disappeared behind the counter, and the only sound came from the floorboards creaking beneath his feet. He saw nothing out of the ordinary.

			A few seconds later the thump of something bumping against a cupboard brought Moreau’s attention to the far corner, and he bent low and began creeping toward whoever, or whatever, had made the sound. Cursing his lack of a sword, he continued his slow crawl forward until he heard the unmistakable sound of a pistol hammer being cocked, and he froze in place. The elderly man rose slowly from behind the counter, holding a pistol that he pointed toward the cupboard. His hand was shaking slightly, and Moreau made a noise that caused the man to spin the weapon around and level it at him. Raising his hand defensively, Moreau slowly shook his head, then motioned in the direction of the cupboard. The man gaped at him for a moment, then a noise from outside drew his attention and he lowered the pistol, swiveling his head toward the front of the store.

			The indistinct shouts coming from outside pulled Moreau’s gaze as well, but he continued moving slowly toward the cupboard. Crouched beside the old man and brandishing a small blade was the elderly woman, who glanced at Moreau from behind the counter with an expression that looked surprisingly calm given the circumstances. Moreau crept closer to the cupboard, then stood up to his full height. “Whoever you are,” he declared, “I am only a customer and wish you no harm.” The shouting from out in the street seemed to be coming closer now. “You have frightened the owners of this store, but I’m sure they will excuse your trespassing if you show yourself.” He edged closer to the cupboard, his fingers twitching. “If you come out—”

			A crop of shaggy blond hair popped up from behind the cupboard, and a pair of wide brown eyes peered at Moreau, then darted toward the others—plainly frightened. Moreau stared with a hard expression as the face of a boy rose into full view. An audible exhalation came from behind the counter.

			Moreau edged closer. “Show me your hands.”

			Still staring wide-eyed at Moreau, the boy slowly raised his hands. Moreau refrained from any sudden movement, wondering what could have panicked the youngster so. As their eyes met, Moreau sensed something strange and squinted as he examined the boy. Had they met before? The sound of shuffling footsteps behind him caused Moreau to glance over his shoulder, and he saw the elderly couple. They no longer held weapons, though the man’s bulging eyes showed he had yet to fully recover from his start. “The damned rascal darted in so quick I thought he was an Indian,” he panted.

			The woman took a step forward, examining the boy with a stern expression. “The damned rascal is no Indian, Louis. He’s just a boy. No more than twelve.” The man called Louis let out a grunt but did not argue. His partner reached out a hand and motioned for the boy to come out. After a nervous look at the entranceway, the boy stepped around the cupboard and shuffled into view. His shirt was a dirty white smock, and his trousers were worn grey and streaked with mud. The younger woman, who until now had remained hidden, emerged from behind the coatrack with a supplicating smile.

			“It’s alright,” she said soothingly as she approached, “no one’s going to hurt you. Are you an orphan?”

			The boy did not respond.

			“He’s no orphan,” Moreau said in a harsh voice. “He’s a pirate.” With a riding crop he’d snatched from one of the shelves, he lifted the shirtsleeve from the boy’s wrist, revealing a small tattoo of an anchor beneath a heron: the mark of the Baratarians. He now remembered the lad as the one his ship had rescued from the wreckage on the Gulf two days prior. Moreau lowered the crop, taking a step closer.

			“What brings a shipwrecked Baratarian into this shop in such a hurry?”

			Again, the boy held his tongue, unwilling to meet Moreau’s gaze.

			The tense quiet in the room was broken by more shouts approaching from the street outside. “I’d wager this one is on the run.” Moreau looked at the door. “I wonder from whom.”

			He walked across the shop to the window and peered out, lifting his arm to shield his eyes from the midmorning sun, which shone brighter than he’d imagined. Peering down the street, he didn’t see anything out of the ordinary, just a couple casually strolling and a couple of vendors sitting lazily on stools beside their wares. Then he noticed two men emerging from a building across the street. Soldiers. They stalked down the street with purpose, bayonets fixed to their muskets. Moreau sneered, half turning to look back into the store. “What have you done now? Stolen hidden treasure?”

			The owners had gone back behind the counter, Louis smoothing a hand across the marble top while the woman picked up her ever-present ledger and resumed writing. The younger woman was still standing beside the cupboard, looking at Moreau with a slight frown. He smiled at her apparent nervousness, and turned as the soldiers walked in the door.

			Both wore the same dark coats and grey trousers as the soldiers from the tavern the night before. The first soldier was short and stocky and held a musket with a long bayonet in front of him as he strode into the shop, his eyes scanning quickly to either side. The man behind him looked several years older, the epaulettes on his shoulders and sword at his hip marking him as an officer. As he entered, he removed his bicorne hat, its peaked brim sloped front to back like those worn by Moreau’s countrymen, and tucked it under his arm in a fluid motion. He stood at above-average height, with keen, sea-grey eyes and auburn hair that fell almost to his shoulders, framing a long face with a cleft chin. His steely expression revealed little of his thoughts or temperament. Several steps into the shop, he halted and glanced back out into the street, calling out a few orders to a group of soldiers marching past. A moment later he faced the two owners, addressing them in English. “I’m sorry to inconvenience you, monsieur and madame, but I have reason to believe a fugitive has passed through this street.”

			The couple exchanged a glance, and the woman titled her head with a concerned expression. “Is something amiss?”

			“No, ma’am,” the officer replied. “We’re just searching for a young man who’s escaped from the calaboose. Apparently he took advantage of a dozing guard.”

			Without turning his head, Moreau snuck a look back to where the boy had dropped out of sight behind the cupboard. The man called Louis cleared his throat. “If I may ask, who is this prisoner?”

			The officer looked at Moreau, his gaze lingering on Moreau’s missing arm for a moment before turning back to the owners. “The escaped prisoner is a corsair outlaw from Barataria. His hair is blond, and he is clothed in threads of simple grey. More than that I am not at liberty to say.” Moreau looked over at the younger woman, who had backed up and was standing against the wall, with the cupboard beside her. The shop owners exchanged a subtle glance, and the old man shrugged, his head bobbing slightly to either side. “We have had a few lone customers this morning, but no boy has entered here.”

			The officer’s eyes narrowed slightly, and he pulled his eyes from the dress coat he was examining. “I said nothing about a boy, sir.”

			Louis opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out. His partner frowned pensively but said nothing. Moreau exchanged a look with the woman standing in the corner before turning to the officer. He spoke in his best English. “Monsieur, I ’ave been inside this shop for several minutes, and I am seeing no one enter besides those you see ’ere.”

			The colonel started to respond, then frowned as he turned his attention to the other soldier, who was inspecting a glazed porcelain statuette of a shapely female ballerina. The soldier jumped when his commander spoke. “Private, you’re not here to lollygag. Conduct your search and be quick about it.” He passed another quick look over Moreau, then spoke to the shop owners. “My apologies. Our regiment is newly arrived after a march of nearly two hundred miles from Mobile. Some of my soldiers are tired and have forgotten their discipline. Now, would you object to a brief search of your shop? Perhaps this outlaw managed to skulk in unnoticed.”

			Louis gestured his assent with open arms, and his partner slowly set down her ledger, nodding hers as well. The officer pointed for the soldier to search in the back corners of the room, then looked back at the others with a curt nod. Moreau took a step back to allow the soldier to pass and kept his eyes on the younger man as he stalked nervously through the piles of merchandise. Moreau wondered if he was ready to use the bayonet should he find who he was looking for.

			The officer looked around the shop before turning back to Moreau, once again eyeing him and his missing arm appraisingly. For his part, Moreau shifted his gaze to the young woman beside the cupboard. She watched the soldier’s painfully slow search with a taut expression, forcing a smile as he approached her.

			“I am new in this city,” Moreau said, breaking the silence, “but ’ave I not ’eard there is amnesty for those who are volunteering service for militia?”

			The officer looked at Moreau and folded his gloved hands in front of him. “Any amnesty offered applies only to those who have enlisted. Not those who’ve escaped from the city prison.” Moreau pursed his lips and nodded. The officer turned back to the owners, who met his look with friendly smiles, then gazed at his subordinate with a thoughtful look before turning back to Moreau. “You say you are newly arrived to the city. Have you declared yourself for the militia roll, sir?”

			“I ’ave not.”

			The officer nodded. “Well, I see that your condition likely exempts you from active service, but all men are being called on to offer what they can. My superiors have given us orders to secure the loyalty of the people of this city, be they Creole, Negro, or otherwise. Those with dubious loyalty to the flag of the United States—corsairs, for instance—erode that loyalty.”

			The soldier conducting the search took several steps and halted in front of the cupboard in the far corner. The woman in the blue dress looked at him with the nervous smile that now seemed fixed on her face. As the soldier stepped closer, she slid forward, positioning herself between him and the cupboard and offering a half curtsy. “I am sorry to be in your way, monsieur.” She then motioned to the side, away from the cupboard, to a corner where a small table stacked with boxes was pressed up against the wall. “Perhaps you wish to look in the corner?” The soldier stood in place, his gaze taking in the woman’s full figure. A moment passed, and eventually he leaned over and picked up a brass oil lamp. Turning it in his hands, he muttered to himself, something about making camp in a swamp, then set it back down on a mahogany table. With a glance back at his commander, he lifted his hat and rubbed his scalp.

			“There’s no one here, sir.”

			The officer nodded to the shop owners. “Your cooperation is most appreciated.” He then turned in the direction of the younger woman, resting a hand on his sword. “Once again, my pardon for the disruption. If you see anyone matching the description I’ve given, you may report it to my headquarters at Fort St. Charles. My name is Colonel Silas Winfield; I serve with the Seventh US Infantry.”

			The man named Louis bobbed his head several times in agreement, while the young woman smiled warmly. “We will be sure to do so, Colonel.”

			The officer bowed slightly and then turned to Moreau. “See that you give your name to the local authorities. They’ll determine what duty best suits you.”

			Moreau nodded slowly. “I will be sure to do this.”

			The officer looked down once more at Moreau’s missing arm before turning toward Louis. “As stated, any sign of fugitives is to be communicated directly. Good day.”

			With that, he put his hat back on and waved the other soldier out of the shop. Moreau turned and looked at the young woman, who seemed to be frozen in place. The elderly couple watched the two military men pass in front of the shop window before turning back to the cupboard. The young woman exhaled and moved aside, turning to look as the boy rose from where he had hidden himself between the cupboard and the wall, his expression only slightly less nervous than the woman’s. Moreau took a few steps closer and fixed him with a hard stare. “Of all hiding places, you had to pick this shop. If you’d been caught, we could have all been thrown in chains.”

			The young woman had her hands on her hips and looked none too happy herself. The boy shook a pant leg and looked at the others in turn, plainly embarrassed, though his eyes showed a subtle hint of a thrill. “I’m sorry,” he said quietly, evidently able to speak French.

			“You’re sorry?” The boy shrank back as Moreau moved closer, and even the young woman stepped back; something in Moreau’s glare had wiped the relief from both their faces. “Why did you run in here like a damned fool?” All eyes turned to the boy, and his head drooped.

			“Please, monsieur.” The young woman’s blue dress swished on the wood floor as she stepped between Moreau and the youngster. “You won’t get an answer from him with that tone.” She turned to the boy and gestured for him to come forward. “Before he’s interrogated any further, I should like to know why a strange, one-armed Frenchman helped conceal him.”

			Moreau stared at her without speaking.

			“You told the colonel you’d seen no one enter,” she said, eyebrows raised. “Why did you help him?”

			Moreau frowned at her. “I have my reasons, and they’re none of your concern. You’re the one who had him hiding him behind your skirts.”

			She let out an exasperated sigh, and Moreau stepped forward again, looking at the owners behind the counter and then back to the boy. “A mangy young pirate storms in here like a rabid hound, has soldiers in the streets hunting him…what I’d like to know is what crime this halfwit committed to draw such attention.”

			“Don’t speak about him like that!” the young woman blurted, frowning at Moreau. “I’m sure he’s frightened beyond belief right now.”

			“No I’m not,” the boy piped.

			“Shut up!” Moreau and the young woman said simultaneously.

			The two glared at each other for several seconds before the sound of someone clearing their throat broke the tension. The elderly woman behind the counter looked intently at the boy, content to ignore the argument between Moreau and the young woman. As her partner took hold of the boots Moreau had placed on the counter, she held out a hand and indicated with a bony finger for the boy to come closer. He complied, ducking his head as he stepped between Moreau and the woman in blue. The older woman began conversing with him, asking him questions in a gentle voice.

			Moreau exhaled, reminding himself why he’d entered the shop in the first place, thinking suddenly about the boy’s possible connection to Araza and the other corsairs. Ignoring the smoldering glare of the younger lady, Moreau approached the counter, sliding aside the pair of boots he’d considered purchasing. “Madame,” he said in a calmer tone, “if it’s alright with you, I would have a quick word with this one.”

			He glanced down at the boy, who looked back at him with red cheeks. The older woman nodded, gliding back to her stool. Moreau glanced at the door to make sure no one else had entered, then turned to the boy with a stern expression. He studied him a moment, his drab clothes dirty and stained, his cheeks freckled, pale, and somewhat sallow, likely from a lack of nutrition, but his eyes held a hint of mischievous vitality that enhanced his otherwise shabby appearance. As Moreau leaned in closer, the boy wilted slightly.

			“What trouble you’ve gotten into with those soldiers does not concern me,” Moreau said in a low voice, “but I remember you. We plucked you up out of that wreck in the Gulf. By all appearances, you were the only survivor from your ship. How you managed that is also not my concern. What I would like to know is the name of the woman who has been seen consorting with Tadeo Araza—who I know is one of your captains. I will not ask you to betray your comrades or divulge anything that will get you into trouble, but I ask you this now, and you will give me an answer. Have you seen this woman?”

			The boy swallowed hard and wiped his runny nose with a dirty sleeve. His eyes drooped, and for a moment his whole aspect took on a dazed appearance. Moreau stood expectantly, the only sound the ticking of a clock nestled somewhere in the crowded store. Eventually the boy looked up at Moreau and nodded. As this went on, the younger woman finished packing her items into the crate and took her change from Louis. When she reached the entrance, she turned and looked at Moreau.

			“Monsieur,” she said in a disdainful voice, “I was of a mind to recommend to you a friend that might be found in this city. I am traveling out to his plantation tomorrow morning and would have even offered you a ride in my carriage. But you have shown little in the way of manners and even less in the way of kindness. All that’s left to say is…I hope the woman you are seeking does not have the misfortune of being your wife. Good day.” She nodded politely at Louis and his wife and departed the store.

			Moreau watched her leave, then brought his attention back to the boy, who was looking at the older woman with a focused expression. “Am I interrupting something?” Moreau demanded. The woman set her ledger down, meeting the boy’s look for a moment before speaking in her typically quiet voice.

			“I’m sorry to disappoint your friend, but if he asks—the ruby was a fake.”

			“Charlotte, hush,” Louis blurted out, lifting a hand as if to cover her mouth but then, thinking better of it, dropped his fingers onto the counter and began anxiously drumming them. After a quick glance at Moreau, he turned back to the woman. “Why would you tell him that in front of him?”

			“Ruby?” Moreau asked, his eyes narrowing. “What are you talking about?”

			Charlotte gazed at him and sighed. “I believe this man when he says he’s a stranger to this city. He’s too confused to be a marshal or agent of the government, however confused that lot always seem to be.” Louis sighed, lowering his gaze to the counter. Charlotte looked at Moreau for a moment before turning back to the boy. “I will give it back to him if he wishes, but I have no appraisal. It is of no value.”
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