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1.
Pelias nmeeteth the One- Sandal ed Man

Jase Mller first sawthe iron nmonster in its inprovised drydock off the Yazoo.
The huge creature had her nose into the | and and showed her armpored ass to the
river. Her twin stacks and rust-red casemate | oonmed above the flat A d River
country like a visitation from another world. Laboring darkies swarnmed over the
thing Iike ants. Even over the sound of the CGeneral Bee's engine, Jase could
hear the ring of hamrers on railroad iron

“There she lies,” he thought, “and | am going to have her or get hung."

“Not as big as | thought,” said Ensign Harry Kl ee, who had seen Loui siana before
she burned.

“Bi g enough,” said Jase, and wondered again how he woul d steal her. By
indirections find directions out, he thought.

He signal ed the engine roomfor ahead slow, then tapped the bell twice to send a
| eadsman to the bow for soundi ngs. CGeneral Bee dropped off its bow wave, sl owed
in the nurky water. Shoreward, a cottonmouth noccasin bared its fangs fromthe
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safety of an oak |inb.

Strange country, Jase thought. He was a salt-water sailor, and unused to the
ways of rivers. The neandering Yazoo country was sinultaneously open and
constricted—absolutely flat, though with all its sight Iines hemred in by dense
har dwood forests. Cypress, wllows, cottonwoods, all thirsty trees that clung to
the banks of the river. Everything that stood was strung with vines. There were
alligators here, and snakes; herons and cormorants fl ocked in thousands.

And it was hot. Hot as a boiler room Jase yearned for a sea breeze.

“By the mark three!” sang the |eadsnan. “Half | ess three! By the mark twain!"
Jase maneuvered the tug toward the bank, signaled astern slow, and brought the
Bee gently to ground on Yazoo nud. The | evee began to fill with curious

byst anders.

Ensi gn Kl ee's huge body al nost bl ocked the pil ot house wi ndow. “Any of them | ook
like much a senator to you, Jase?” he said.

Jase peered around Klee. “May be the fellowin the top hat."

Harry Kl ee squinted and spat. “He | ooks nore |ike an undertaker."

“Guess |I'lIl go ashore and find out."

Jase rolled down his shirt sleeves and put on his grey uniformjacket—visiting a
forner senator required a degree of formality—then he adjusted his straw boater
and nmade his way past the thirty-pound Parrott rifle on the foredeck. Once
there, he discovered that the nmechanismfor |owering the gangway had j anmed.
“Sorry, sir,” said Castor, one of the twins, in his Cockney accent. “I'll ‘ave
it fixedinatic."

Jase | ooked at the group of people standing on the | evee and felt his tenper
rise. He decided he was not about to stand and be gawked at while he waited for
the gangway to be repaired, so he dropped off the bow and waded to the | and, wet
above the knee. The Yazoo nud took one of his boots, which did not inprove his
tenper. He splashed ashore and nmounted the four-foot-high | evee in one stride.
“Senat or Pendergas?” he asked the fellowin the top hat.

The man shook his head. “That's the general there,” he said, “coning this way."
The senat or—Aow a general —-was a broad, round-headed nman in shirt sleeves,
striped uniformpants held across his big belly by red suspenders. Hi s shirt
front was stained with tobacco. Wen Jase saluted him Pendergas held out one
bi g hand and waited for Jase to shake it. Jase did as the nman seened to want.
“Lt. Jase MIler, C. S. N, commandi ng the General Bee,” Jase said.

“dad to neet you,” Pendergas said, for all the world as if Jase was a
constituent.

“Let nme have nmen about ne that are fat,” Jase thought, “Sleek-headed nen and
such as sleep o' nights.” And felt inwardly pleased.

“You got any engi neers?” the Senator asked. “I'm having problens with ny

engi nes. "

“I"ve got Navy engineers,” Jase said. Because Pendergas was Army, and so was his
boat apparently. And on account of the first point, Jase ained to change the
second.

Pendergas | ooked at himwith little eyes half-hidden by lids of fat. “W can
wor k sonet hing out, | reckon.”

“l amordered to cooperate with you, sir."

Pender gas spat tobacco onto the grass. “Well, that's good. Because you and ne,
that's all the South has to defend Vicksburg."

Wi ch was, Jase reflected, sadly true. A few nonths ago Flag Oficer Davis had
taken Menphis with his Yankee river squadron. Farragut had captured New Ol eans
with his salt-water flotilla, then steamed up the M ssissippi, right past

Vi cksburg's batteries, to join Davis north of the city. Wth the two Yankee
fleets united, it was clear that Vicksburg was next on their agenda, and the
South didn't have nuch to stop them

Pender gas | ooked down at Jase's stocking foot. “Ain't the Navy issuing full sets
of boots these days?"

“The Navy issued the full set,” Jase said, “but nobody told ne the Yazoo River
was pl anning on collecting a toll."

Pendergas curled a lip at this sorry exanple of wit. “Let's hope the Yankees
don't get the other,” he said. “And your boat with it."
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There was a rushing sound as the Bee bl ew steam Pendergas’ little eyes al nost

di sappeared into his fleshy face as he | ooked at the General Bee.

“What kind of boat has the Navy given ne, Jase?"

Chill mrth crept round Jase's brain. So Pendergas thought the Navy had given
hima boat, did he? They woul d see whose boat would be given to whom

“Armed tugboat, sir, escaped from New Ol eans before it fell,” he said. “W
carry a thirty-pound Parrott bow chaser, a twenty-pound Parrott aft, and a
twent y-f our-pound snoot hbore on each broadside."

Pendergas’ |lip curled again. “And no nore arnor than a country whorehouse,” he
sai d.

“Ch, alittle nore than that,” Jase said. He had built waist-high | og structures
around the cannon to protect the gunners, and stacked bal es of cotton around the
pi l ot house, the boiler, and wherever el se he thought it m ght do any good, but
there wasn't nuch else that could be done. The Bee had been built as a tugboat,
taken into the Navy because the Navy had no ot her vessels, and then naned after
a man who had been dead since First Manassas. None of these onens seened
particul arly auspici ous.

“Wel | ,” Pendergas said, “cone and |look at Arcola, and I'll show you the boat the
Army's going to use to clean Farragut off the river.” He turned toward the
rust-red nonster he was building in his cotton field, and raised his voice.
“Argus! Argus MBride!"

Li nping on his one stocking foot, Jase foll owed the senator toward the drydock
McBride turned out to be an old man, with a shock of white hair and a handshake
dry as sand.

“Fornerly of the New Orl eans, Galveston, and Great Northern Railroad,” Pendergas
said proudly. “He's rebuilding Arcola for ne."

Argus | ooked at Jase skeptically. “You wouldn't know anythi ng about

tripl e-expansi on mari ne engi nes, would you?"

“I'"'myour man,” said Jase.

The senator clapped Jase on the shoul der. “Good boy! | knew we coul d use you!"
“I'f youlike, I will send for ny chief,” Jase said, “and we'll | ook at the

engi nes together."

While they waited for Chief Tyrus to conme from General Bee, Pendergas and Argus
proudly showed t hem over the arnored ramthey were building on the Yazoo.

Arcola had started Iife as the Mngo, one of the Ellet rans that had sunk the
entire Confederate River Defense Fleet in about ten mnutes during the Battle of
Menphis a few nonths ago. A few days after the battle, Mngo had blown its
boiler while on patrol, drifted dowm the M ssissippi, and cone aground on a sand
bar, where it was captured by a corporal's guard that rowed over fromshore. “My
corporal's guard!” Pendergas bellowed in anusenent, and jabbed Jase in the ribs
with an el bow.

Presi dent Jefferson Davis, who had served M ssissippi in the Senate al ongside
Pender gas, had obliged his colleague at the war's start with a brigadier's
conmi ssi on. But —possi bly because Senate experience had given the President a
good notion of Pendergas’ capabilities—Pendergas had never actually been given
the opportunity to command a conbat unit. Until his corporal's guard rowed out
to the sandbar to demand M ngo's surrender, Pendergas’ sole war experience had
been to raise regiments and supplies in safe rear areas, which he shipped off
north to the fighting arny.

Pender gas knew an opportunity when he saw it. He hauled M ngo off the sand and
hid her up the Yazoo, on one of his plantations. H s slaves dug day and night to
build a drydock here in his cotton field while he assenbled the nen and

equi pnent necessary to turn his captured Yankee boat into a nonster that would
devour the republic that gave it birth.

Argus showed Jase the foot-thick wooden bul kheads that ran the |l ength of the
boat, to strengthen it for ramm ng, and the bows packed with tinber to increase
the power of the blow. The two tripl e-expansi on engines, driving screw
propellers, were braced for the shock of ramm ng and were able to drive the

M ngo at fifteen knots.

The Yankee M ngo, built purely as a ram carried no arnor or guns, but Argus had
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changed that. He had covered the ramwith a two-foot-thick casemate of oak,

angl ed like a pitched roof so that shot woul d bounce off, and then plated the
oak with two layers of railroad iron, the rails ingeniously rolled and slotted,
riveted and spi ked and racked together to present a snmooth rust-red surface

i mpenetrable to eneny shot. A pilothouse had been built atop the casemate
forward, steel bars stacked like the logs of a frontier cabin and welded into a
roughly pyram dal shape, with an open top

Bel l ona's bridegroomlapp'd in proof, Jase thought.

Wil e building his ramthe senator had al so been scavengi ng guns. A nassive
ten-i nch Dahl gren snoothbore was to be nounted forward, pivoting on tracks so
that it could fire fromforward, port, or starboard gunports. A seven-inch
Brooke rifle was to be simlarly mounted in the stern. Each broadsi de consisted
of three bottle-shaped thirty-two-pound snmoot hbore cannon, making six

al t oget her. Rather than being placed opposite each other on each broadsi de, the
guns were staggered down the length of the narrowram to allow each big gun
room for recoil.

Jase wondered if either Argus or Pendergas realized how much the iron and guns
woul d degrade the ram s performance. They wouldn't be getting fifteen knots out
of this boat ever again. They'd be lucky to see half that.

And they didn't seemto know anything about ballast, either. Al that iron

topsi de was going to nake the ramroll |ike a drunken whore unless they stowed
nmore wei ght bel ow the waterline.
Still, it would be a good boat, nore than a match for anything the Yankees had

in the water. Jase's mouth watered at the thought of commandi ng her

“W can't seemto get the carriages right,” Argus said. “That's why the guns
ain't in her. None of us have ever made gun carriages before."

“My nen can help you with that,” Jase said.

“I"'m gonna knock Farragut's flagship to splinters,” Pendergas said, “see if |
don't."

Jase kept silent on this point.

He had plans of his own.

2
Jason, Herakles, and Ti phys of Siphae journey to the Tenple

Jase and his officers, Harry Klee and Chief Tyrus, were invited to the big house
for supper. Jase al ways enjoyed the sight of Kl ee's huge body stuffed into a
dress uni form the cannonball -shaped head gl owering from beneath a cocked hat
while his thick neck bulged out from around the collar and neckcl ot h.

The Senator's plantation house was a quarter-mle inland through cotton fields.
Long Shanks—whi ch Jase i magi ned was Longchanps creatively spelled by its
owner—as a big place of raw red brick and cypress wiod, too new to have
acquired the white plaster and stately pillared portico that would eventual ly
turn it into a mniature Greek tenple sonehow mi splaced in the bogs of

M ssi ssi ppi . Fol ks hereabouts even hired artists fromEurope to paint false
grain on their cypress wood to make it look like a | ess common brand of tinber.
Jase thought it was pretty odd what rich people spent their nmoney on, but he
wat ched the rich carefully when he could. He ained to be rich hinself, and he
wanted to |l earn their ways

Ms. Pendergas was as stout as her husband and chewed at |east as nuch tobacco,
spitting with casual accuracy into a silver |ladies spittoon designed so as not
to get tobacco juice on her skirts. Jase bowed over her hand when he was

i ntroduced—en one fat finger there was a di anond the size of a robin's egg—and
when he straightened he saw a fat crab | ouse sitting on Ms. Pendergas’ head.
The | ouse eyed himwith a | ook of the sane suspicion that the senator's |ady was
giving himat just that nmonent.

Jase prom sed hinself he would find reason not to accept any offer to | odge at
Long Shanks. At |east he knew his own boat was cl ean of vermn.

Interesting, Jase thought, these M ssissippi gentry. Qut east, in the Carolina
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ti dewat er where Jase had been raised, the planters nmade a display of their
manners and el egance and breeding, but M ssissippi had been raw frontier just a
generation ago, nothing but swanp and cypress, and the fol ks who lived here were

still people of the frontier. Very little on the Yazoo had been papered
over—either the plantation houses nor the people had gained a veneer of
el egance, and life was still lived in the raw. Anbition was for masters,

submi ssion for slaves, and sheer violence the nmeans to wealth.

They had cone out West to get rich, these people. Jase figured it was sonething
he and the planters had in conmon.

Acconpanyi ng them was one of Pendergas’ aides, a young, soft-spoken artillery
lieutenant that the Senator introduced, with a twinkle in his eye, as

“BEuphemi sm” There was obviously a story behind this, one that Euphem smthought
a good deal less funny than Pendergas, but the young |ieutenant was so qui et and
retiring that Jase thought it better not to ask

The Pendergas’ kept a good cook, though. Navy vittles had sharpened Jase's
appetite for the real thing, and he tucked into the pickled oysters, goose,

beef steak, and fresh greens with a will, and washed it down with the senator's
French chanpagne. The di nner conversation focused on the war, and on the
senator's opinions of the various commanders, none of which were favorable.
Pillow was a coward, according to the Senator, Van Dorn a fool, Beauregard a
vai n, posturing frog-eater, and Johnston—any Johnston—an idiot. Pendergas bore a
grudgi ng respect for Robert Lee, who had just driven McCellan fromhis post
before Ri chnond and saved the capital, but he inplied that Lee had just been

| ucky.

Pendergas dwelt at sone |l ength on a naster plan of canpaign that he had
submitted to the President, which involved the senator's raising a new arny
around Jackson, then striking north to the Chio while the other forces in the
West acted as his auxiliaries. M. Davis had not, as yet, offered a response to
his onetinme coll eague, so Pendergas was planning on using his new ironclad ram
to attract attention and glory to hinmself and to make his plan irresistible to
those in authority. Jase nodded and expressed his admiration of this plan, and
silently concluded that the senator felt acutely his |lack of a meaningfu

assi gnnent .

“And about yourself, Captain MIler?” Ms. Pendergas asked. “Have you seen any
fighting?"

“M. MIller,” Pendergas said heavily, “is a lieutenant, ny dear."

“Ch, he's a captain, too,” said Tyrus. “Hi s rank is lieutenant, but he's captain
of the Bee, and that's what we call him"

“I't is a courtesy title, then,” Pendergas said.

Jase nodded to the senator. “Just as you rmay be a brigadi er general, but you
will also be captain of the Arcola."

Pender gas nodded, pleased with this idea. He wi ped gravy off his beard with a
napki n the size of a tabl ecloth.

“But to answer your question, nma'am” Jase said, nodding to Ms. Pendergas,
“yes, | saw action in the privateer Mbile under Captain Markham W took six
prizes last year, if you renenber, and sank the Catskill gunboat off Pensacola."
Privateers were sonething of an anachronismin the nodern world, Jase knew, but
they didn't have to take orders fromdimw tted politicians, and they got to
make a profit on their captures. Jase had, in theory, nade a tidy sum when the
Mobile's six prizes were sold, but the profit was all on paper, and Jase stil
hadn't seen a cent of the noney. That had soured himon privateering.

And then, in a gallant act of generosity, Captain Markham had given his
privateer to the Confederacy as a warship, and the governnment had obliged him by
giving himcaptain's rank in the Navy. Jase MIler found himself w thout a job,
and there didn't seemto be any privateers fitting out, so in an ill-considered
out burst of patriotismhe had joined the Navy as well, just a few nonths before
Ellet's rans put nost of the Confederate Navy at the bottom of the M ssissippi
He shoul d have | ooked for work as a bl ockade runner, he knew now. That's where

t he nmoney was.

“Where are you getting crew?” Jase asked, as he accepted one of the senator's
cigars and strolled to the drawi ng room
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“Call ed for volunteers anong artillery batteries,” Pendergas said. “Cot sixty
gunners that way. Got the beginnings of an engine roomcrew fromthe railroads
and sone unenpl oyed steanboat nen.” He lit a lucifer match and paused with his

cigar half-raised to his lips. “W'll fill up the crewwth field hands
Servants."

The senator puffed his cigar alight while Jase exchanged gl ances with Harry
Klee. “You're using slaves to fill up your crew?” Harry asked.

“Servants,” Pendergas nodded, using the euphem sm common anong planters. “The
ni ggers can haul ropes and shovel coal as well as anyone.” He saw the dubi ous

| ook on Harry's face and tried to reassure him “It'll be white nen who steer
the boat and point the guns, don't worry."

An old trick, Jase knew, to nmake noney. Sone planters had tried it inthe AQd
Navy—they put their slaves on board as crew, and while the slaves worked, the
owners pocketed the slaves’ pay for thensel ves. The practice wasn't comon,
because nobst Navy captains refused outright to enroll slaves, but sone captains
wi th Sout hern synpat hies had pernitted the practice.

But even the nost fire-eating Southern captain, no matter how col ossal his
greed, had ever for an instant considered putting sixty or eighty slaves on his
war shi p. The idea was sheer | unacy.

Harry Klee's thick neck swelled inside his collar. “But, General Pendergas,” he
said, “slaves—servants—they won't fight for you. Not |like free nmen."

The senator gave Kl ee a conplacent |ook. “They'll do what | tell ‘em They

al ways do.” His dianond stickpin glittered in the lantern light. “They'll all
tell you, Boss Pendergas is a fair man. The whip and the branding iron only for
those who deserve it, apple jack on Sundays, and | keep ny drivers away from
their wonen. Everybody works hard at Long Shanks, but nobody works harder than
me.” He nodded. “So they'll fight for ne, | reckon. They know what's good for ne
is good for them"

“But sir—= Harry was about to continue his protest, but Jase caught his eye and
gave a slight shake of the head.

The last thing he wanted was to keep Pendergas clear of disaster

Jase | ooked at the senator. “Well, how you nake up your crew is your business,”
he said. “But what your gun crews'll need is training, and ny boys fromthe
Bee' || be happy to provide it."

“Thankee,” Pendergas sai d.

“In fact, once your men get to know the ropes a little, we nmight have sone
conpetition between your nen and mne."

A red reflection glowed briefly in the senator's eyes as he drew at his cigar.
“Perhaps a little wager on the outcone?” he suggested.

Jase smled. “I think the Navy woul d be happy to bet on a sure thing,” he said.
“A sure thing?” Pendergas seened anmused. “You figure your little boat's able to
give ny boys a chall enge?"

“I"'mcounting on it,” Jase said, and took a long pull on his cigar

3.
Jason plans to recruit the Argonauts

“I want you to mix with Arcola's crew,” Jase told Harry and Tyrus as they
strolled back to the |l evee. “CGet to know them Get to be their friends. |'lI
make sure you have access to the Bee's spirit |ocker—+they're going to be thirsty
men after working on that nonster all day.” He smiled. “Have | ess than thou
showest, Speak | ess than thou knowest, Lend | ess than thou owest."

“Ain't got money to | end nowheres, anyhow,” Kl ee said. “Those white crew, they
ain't gonna be happy to work with bl acks."

“And it's dangerous,” Tyrus said. “Asking a slave to fight for his master is
like asking a steer to fight for the honor of the slaughterhouse. The quicker
the Arcol a surrenders, the sooner the blacks get their freedom"

“lI want you to point this out to the senator's crew,” Jase said. “And every tine
you catch any of the officers or crew making a mistake, | want you to point that
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out, too. | want you to let themknow that they ain't getting proper instruction
fromproper sailors.” He smled. “Once Pendergas’ crew realizes that the senator
pl ans on taking ‘em straight out on their |onesones to fight Farragut's whol e
fleet, with niggers nmaking up half the crew and no real officers anbng ‘em |

figure they' Il be looking for a way out.” He |ooked out at the Ceneral Bee,
lying like a shadow against the |l evee. “And a way out,” he said, “is just what
we'll give ‘em"

4

Jason's history is related

Jase had grown up on the Charleston waterfront, the scrawny red-haired runt in a
litter of roughneck brothers. As a boy he wandered over the wharfs, imagining
Spani sh gal | eons choked with gold as his eyes roaned over the ships.

Charl eston's elegant gentry didn't give a damm whether he was educated or not,
but his parents did—-his God-fearing nother made sure he had his letters, and his
father, a sal oon keeper, pounded pieces of the Bible and Shakespeare into him
with a stick. But the sea was what drew him and when he was twel ve he took his
first voyage, as a captain's servant, past brick Fort Sumter to Havana.

He alternated working on ships with working in his father's saloon until his

mat ernal uncle was finally rewarded for a lifetime of toadying the Denocrats
with a postnmaster's job in Alexandria, Virginia. This was cl ose enough to
Washington for himto get within snelling distance of some real patronage: soon
all Jase's relations were working for the post office. And Jase hinself,

somewhat to his surprise, found hinself with an appointnment to the Nava

Acadeny.

Annapol is was easier than he'd expected. He already knew practical seamanship
and navi gation: spherical trigononmetry was as natural to himas breathing. The
di scipline and hazing were mld, and far less arbitrary, than what he got at
honme from his parents and brothers.

Rel ati ons between the South Carolina wharf rat and other young naval gentl enen
were nore problematical. They had noney, connections, and social el egance: Jase
had a world of experience that, at Annapolis, didn't count for a damm. He hated
the Sout herners because they were rich, lazy, and stupid. He hated the Yankees
because they were rich, anbitious, and Yankees. He kept his chin tucked and his
fists clenched. He got a reputation as a vicious fighter, a wolverine with whom
in the end, it was easiest not to tangle.

When he finally got his comm ssion he was glad to be at sea again. Al he needed
was a good war and he'd nake hinmself rich off prize noney. In the absence of
prize nmoney, he'd settle for a ship of his own. Instead there were | ong cruises
to show the flag in the Mediterranean and m nd- nunbi ng nonths of f Gui nea on
anti-slavery patrol. The only good tour was under Markhamin the Constell ation.
Mar kham wasn't bad, for a rich planter.

He hoarded his neager lieutenant's pay and dreaned of war and command. Not for
the sake of gl ory—though he had no objection to a scrap with the Linmey or the
Frog—but because it would be an opportunity to get rich. Just let me | oose on an
eneny, he thought, and 1'Il strangle himw th one hand and enpty his pockets
with the other.

VWhen the Union crunbl ed, Jase took his time deciding which way to junp. He had
no reason to | ove the Confederacy. The people running the rebellion were his
worst nightmare, but on the other hand he hated the Yankees six ways from
Sunday. He didn't want to fight his own fanmly: he knew his brothers would join
the CSA. Captain Markham finally hel ped himmake up his mnd when he offered the
first lieutenant's berth on his privateer. Privateers were in business to make
money, and noney was what Jase wanted to nake.

After the privateering cruise he joined the Navy on a ridicul ous surge of

optim sm thinking he could maybe hitch hinmself to Markham s star. But Markham
wasn't given a command right away, and the Navy Department put Jase to work

buil ding a ropewal k in Mbile.
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But Captain Markham canme through for him People in R chnmond asked himto
undertake a certain mssion on the Mssissippi. Markham said he wasn't the right
man for the job, but he knew sonmebody who was.

Mar kham woul dn't do anyt hi ng under handed or di shonorable, and he was a bad liar.
These, Jase figured, were his character flaws.

Jase took the Western & Atlantic east for a meeting with Secretary of State
Judah P. Benjanmin. Benjanmin had a bandit's touch with finance and did not share
Captain Markham s character flaws. Jase MIller took to himright away.

Jase had sone conditions. He wanted to hand-pick his own crew from anyone in the
South, in or out of the service. He wanted his back covered in R chnond,
particularly with the Secretaries of War and of the Navy.

And he wanted not to be poor when the war was over. In this, he figured, he was
just like the leaders of the Rebellion

Benjam n saw t he sense of these requests. He acceded entirely.

Harry Kl ee was at | oose ends after the Louisiana had been scuttled, and Jase
took himon as executive officer. The Jackson twi ns were found on a Charl eston
bl ockade runner. Chief Tyrus was brought out of the shipyards in Charleston,
where he'd been converting vessels to bl ockade runners, and the Gunner, Faren
Smith, the finest cannoneer and rifleman Jase had ever known, was found anid the
wr eckage of the River Defense Fleet. Qther people were found her and there. None
were exactly immune to the lure of profit.

There was noney up the M ssissippi, Jase MIler told them There were two
Federal fleets in the way, Farragut's salt-water flotilla and Davis's river
fleet. So all Jase and his nen had to do neke their fortunes was steal the
Army's ironclad ram then defeat the Yankees.

5.
The Argo is builded by Jason and Argus

Under Jase's direction, the senator's worknen put together massive gun truck
carriages of cypress wood strapped with iron. Carpenters assenbled a simulated
gun deck on the levee, protected with revetnents and cotton bal es, where the
guns coul d be pointed out over the Yazoo and crews could be trained while

wor kmen still | abored on the ironclad. The battery could al so be used to protect
Arcola in case the Yankees decided to venture up the Yazoo. Crewren fromthe
General Bee canme ashore to instruct the ironclad' s crew in gunnery.

Since there were no real seanen in Arcola's crew, nobody wondered why the little
Bee, a tiny vessel in a service strapped for volunteers, was fifty percent over
compl enent. Jase had, |ike Fortinbras, shark'd up a list of |aw ess resol utes,
and the list was a | ong one.

The ironclad's crews proved no better than expected. The militia artillerynen
that Pendergas had scavenged fromhis training units knew how to do their jobs
wel | enough, given that they'd trained on little six-pound brass howtzers

i nstead of hul king iron naval guns, but the mlitianen hated the blacks |ike

poi son. They denonstrated on every possible occasion that they'd rather curse
and kick their black fellow crewmen than fight the Yankees. The sl aves knew
better than to disclose the hatred they doubtless felt for the whites, but they
showed no enthusiasmfor their task, and little bits of sabotage kept occurring.
Friction primers would go m ssing, the special ammunition for the Brooke rifle
woul d be placed by the wong gun, handspi kes and primng irons would not be
ready to hand when they were needed. On one occasion, the guns’ wooden tomnpions
were seen floating down the Yazoo. These incidents drove the white gunners into
near-frenzy.

Senat or Pender gas pronounced hinself pleased with his gunners’ progress. Jase
smi |l ed and bided his tine.

Jase forned sonme of the Bee's men into a baseball team and Navy played Armny

al most every afternoon, following drill. Wth Faren Smith's pitching, Castor
Jackson stealing bases, and Castor's tw n Put-Up-Your-Dukes and Harry Kl ee
regularly belting the ball into the bayou, the Navy won on a regul ar basis. Arny
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di scontent increased. Jase let it simer.

Pender gas seened unaware of the tensions within his command. He busied hinself
with his grand plans for wi nning the war once the President gave himthe troops,
and with plotting the destruction of Farragut's fleet, which he figured would be
the work of an afternoon. On occasion, though, he relaxed to the extent of
attendi ng a basebal | gane.

“Your center fielder,” he nodded on one such occasion, “I've been thinking he

| ooks familiar."

Jase took a draw on one of the senator's cigars. “H's name is Pedai ah Jackson,”
he sai d.

Pendergas gave him a squint-eyed | ook. “The prizefighter? The one they cal

Put - Up- Your - Dukes?"

“That's the one."

“l saw hi m beat Tommy Corcoran down in Oleans in ‘58. He was a chanp, wasn't
he?"

“Heavywei ght chanpion of Geat Britain and Ireland,” Jase said, “till the | aw
found out about the w ves he had stashed all over the kingdom and he had to
take a long sea voyage.” On the USS Constellation, as it happened, where Jase
was serving as third |ieutenant.

Pender gas spat tobacco into the grass and ground it in with his shoe.
“Interesting crew you' ve got, Mller."

Jase nodded at the field. “That's Jackson's twi n brother Castor at shortstop. M
quartermaster."”

The senator scratched his beard thoughtfully. “There's a prizefighter up in
Yazoo City called Tom Anboi se. People call him*®King.” A blacksmith. Killed a
man in the ring up in Menphis with his bare fists."

“I heard of him” Jase said.

“You reckon Put - Up- Your-Dukes woul d fight hinf? Barehanded, of course? |I'd put up
a good cash prize. W could stage the fight up in Yazoo City, and | could

conmi ssion a special train fromJackson for all the sportin’ gents."

Jase concealed his inward snile. “Talk to Jackson about it. But | don't want him
fighting as long as we're working on the Arcola. Launch the ram and get the nen
trained, and then | figure | can rel ease Dukes fromduty for a few days."

The senator spat. “Gves ne nore tine for putting up placards and spreading the
word.” And placing bets, Jase figured.

“Well, then,” Jase said. “If Jackson is willing."

Pendergas peered at him “Is Jackson in training?"

“I'"ve never seen himcone close to losing."

Pendergas sniled as he placed nental bets against the local nan-killer. Things
were coming together pretty well

6
Wth sacrifices to the Gods, Argo is |aunched

Pl acards for the prize fight started going up on the sanme day that Arcola was
| aunched. The earthen enbanknent that separated the makeshift drydock fromthe
Yazoo was torn away, and foamng river water spilled into the gap. As sl aves
worked madly with shovels and barrows, the water clinbed the ramis wooden hul
to the belt of iron at the waterline. The cradle on which Arcola rested gave a
series of groans. People cheered. Guns fired a salute. Flags waved. A nmlitia
band—boys and el derly nen—pl ayed “Bonni e Blue Flag.” Pendergas, grandly dressed
in a soft pearl-grey uniform waved his forage cap at the crowd.

A gun fired. The Arny battle flag, the red square with the blue saltire and
white stars, rose on the ranmis flagstaff.

Jase, aboard Ceneral Bee, did not |like that flag there, and reckoned he woul d
have to change it. He ordered ahead sl ow The tugboat's bronze screw propeller
thrashed brown water. Warps tautened, creaked.

The ram groaned but refused to nove fromits cradle. The railroad iron was

wei ghing it down. Jase increased Bee's power until there was nothing but white
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froth under its stern counter. Arcola did not nove.

Harry Kl ee beat upon the frane of the pil othouse door with one huge fist. “Those
Arnmy dung-throwers! They've stranded Arcola in her own dry dock!"

Jase jangled bells to signal engine stop. “We'll get her afloat."

“Hope she's not stuck till the river rises!"

Mil e teans were nobilized, harnessed to warps, and lined up on the | evees. The
ironclad was |ightened by the weight of its anchor and chain, its cookstove, a
pair of anvils, carpenter's stores, and the contents of the paint |ocker. Again
Jase signal ed Bee's engine room ahead slow. Mil e drivers cracked whi ps. Again
the flags waved. Again the people cheered. Again Pendergas waved his cap. Again
the strains of “Bonnie Blue Flag” were heard.

Again the ironclad failed to nove. Pendergas threw his forage cap onto the |evee
and kicked it into the Yazoo. Jase |it a cigar while Harry Kl ee cursed and
fumed.

“Cal mdown, Harry,” he said. “This is just dandy.
Pendergas he had a pl an.

The crowds had gone hone by the tine Arcola was floated. The ironclad's boilers
were filled with water. Jase warped a coal barge into the drydock until its bows
touched Arcola's flat stern. Just enough coal was shifted into the ram s bunkers
to get up steam then the barge was warped away again. It was the niddle of the
ni ght before the steam pressure was sufficient to crank the engi nes, but that
wasn't enough for Jase. He had Chief Tyrus tie down the safety val ves and
ordered nore coal thrown into the fireboxes.

The nul es were harnessed once nore. Harry Kl ee took position in Bee's

wheel house. Jase stood in the arnored pilot's station atop the front of the
ironclad' s casenate, Castor Jackson and three others stood at the wheel just
bel ow him and Chief Tyrus attended the engines. The other crew were hustled
ashore, and were probably glad to be there. Jase w shed he could blow a steam
whistle to | et everyone know when to start, but Arcola |acked that piece of

equi prent. Maybe a whistle was beneath the dignity of an arnored terror such as
the ram

Arcola's pilot house | acked a roof, so Jase just chinned hinself up, got one
foot onto the casemate, and stood. The day's heat still rose fromthe railroad
iron. He had Castor hand himup a battle |antern, and he waved it at Kl ee. Bee,
which had a whistle, pronptly gave out with a series of blasts, and over the
silent river Jase heard the sound of General Bee's engines begin to thunp. Wi ps
cracked. Wod groaned as it took the strain.

Jase | ooked down into the ramand called to Castor. “Signal astern slow ” Castor
expertly played the ropes that rang bells in the engine room and was answered
by huge, solid, tooth-rattling crashes as Arcola' s engi nes engaged, then a surge
as the twin eight-foot-dianeter propellers began to bite water. Wite water
streaned al ongsi de Arcola's flank. Jase felt the ram shudder, heard subnerged
wood groan.

“Hal f astern,” he ordered. Bells jangled in the engi ne room Tongues of flamne
licked fromthe twin stacks. The hawsers that connected General Bee to Arcola
were so taut that water shot fromthe coils as they took the strain. The ranis
air intakes, huge netal bells shaped |like ear trunpets, began to how wth the
force of the gale sucked into the boilers. Wod noaned like a giant in torment.
The water in the drydock surged back fromthe propellers, turned to froth. A
shudder ran the length of the ram and Jase felt the trenbling in his bones.
Jase saw Pendergas on the edge of the drydock, pacing up and down, shouting at
him He had a feeling that the senator wanted Jase to shut everything down and
wait for the Yazoo to rise

Jase | ooked left and right, watching the water surge along the ironclad. Gauged
his nmonent .

“Astern full.” Spray fromthe propellers flew twenty feet high, a wave

i nundating Pendergas in his new uni form Pendergas kept shouting. A series of
bangs |i ke cannon shots sounded through the air. Arcola jerked on the ways and
Jase al nost tumbl ed down the inclined iron casemate. There was a surge, the bow
rose as if to a wave, and Arcol a | eaped |ike a racehorse fromthe drydock,
scattering behind it the hardwood wedges that had held it in its cradle.

Then he went ashore to tel
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“Engi nes stop! Hel mhard a-port! Hard down!"

Jase had calcul ated that Arcola's propellers would pull so much water into the
drydock that its water | evel would rise several feet above the |level of the
Yazoo. The rising water, nore than the power of the propellers, floated the ram
free.

Castor and his nates flung thensel ves on the wheel's spokes, trying to get the
bi g rudder over before Arcola speared itself, stern-first, onto the opposite
bank of the Yazoo. Harry Kl ee had to maneuver ninbly in mdstreamto avoid being
ranmed as Arcol a shot past General Bee; he had his own rudder hard over and was
steanm ng upstream at full ahead. Arcola had only begun its turn before the
hawsers connecting it to General Bee cracked taut, and the ram snapped
stern-to-current with a jerk that al nbost sent Jase tunbling. Arcola rolled nmadly
for a nonent Jase renenbered that she was unbal | asted, topheavy, and watched in
horror as creany water |icked the gunports—but the boat righted itself, and Jase
br eat hed easy.

Steam fl ew high and white as Chief Tyrus valved the boilers. The rushing steam
made so much noise that for a few nonents Jase didn't hear the screans and
shrieks rising fromthe Yazoo. He | ooked in puzzlenment at the water, then saw
heads breaking surface in foam

Mul es. No provision had been made for untying the nmule trains that had hel ped to
run Arcola out of its dock. The ram which probably weighed a thousand tons with
the arnor on her, had dragged the animals out into the river, helpless as birds
in anet. To judge fromthe cursing that was emanating fromthe vicinity of the
struggling animals, sone of the nmule handl ers had been dragged into the water as
wel | .

Jase gazed in horror at the thrashing nen and animals, tangled together in their
harness. It was the sailor's worst nightnmare: in the water, drowning because you
were tangled in your own equi pnment. Arcola was killing them He shouted to
Castor, ran down the casemate to the foredeck, and tried hauling on the lines
with his bare hands, but it was useless. Even with Castor's help, he wasn't
strong enough. The river had the men and aninals, and there was nothing to be
done.

Two nen drowned, and twenty-four mules, before Arcola was |aid al ongside the

| evee. Because the nmen were free whites, Pendergas woul d pay conpensation for
the nules only.

Jase thought of the old pagan days, when the |aunch of a ship would nean the
sacrifice of men and animals, and he wondered if the dark old gods of the Yazoo
had just conferred a blessing on the ironclad and its m ssion

7
The Argonauts hol deth ganes and crownet h the Chanpi ons

The day after Arcola's launch, Arnmy and Navy met for their gunnery conpetition
Arcola fired first, the snoothbores pounding away at targets set on rafts in the
Yazoo while the Brooke rifle fired at targets on the far bank. Both Jase and
Pender gas pretended not to notice when one of the | oaders dropped a
thirty-two-pound solid onto the bare foot of one of the blacks, or when a
fistfight devel oped anpbng the crew of the ten-inch Dahl gren

The guns fell silent. Powder snoke slowly dissipated in the still M ssissipp
air while Arcola's gunners filed out of the battery. General Bee chugged onto
the Yazoo to replace the targets. Jase | ooked at his watch

“Four and a half nminutes,” he said to Pendergas. “Very creditable.” Pendergas
spat with pleasure.

Harry Klee | ed the Bee's gunners into the battery, and Jase alnost felt sorry
for Pendergas. Every nenber of Bee's crew was a picked man, though there was no
way that Pendergas coul d know t hat.

The trai ned Navy gunners | oaded so fast they fired two shots to the Army's one.
The Dahl gren denplished its target at the first fire, then Kl ee grabbed a
handspi ke, put it to his massive shoul ders, and shoved t he huge gun carri age
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sideways, training it on one of the thirty-two-pounder targets.

Faren Smith's Brooke rifle fired two ranging shots at its distant target across
the Yazoo, then blewit to smthereens with the third. By the tine it swing

i nboard to another target, that target was gone, and there was nothing left to
shoot at.

Jase clicked his watch shut and called for a cease-fire. “Two minutes fourteen

seconds,” he said am ably. “No sense wasting powder shooting at floating

wr eckage. "

Pendergas gave hima thoughtful |ook. “That was ... inpressive, lieutenant."
“My gunners have had nore practice. Yours will inprove."

The senator said nothing, only spat a neditative quid of tobacco onto the grass.
Pender gas handed Jase his wi nnings—two hundred silver dollars. “You'|ll win your

money back in the prize fight, and then sonme,” Jase consoled him

Pendergas then had his bugler call his men to receive their pay. The pay was in
Conf ederate scrip, stuff so badly printed that the ink stuck to the fingers and
the bills turned to conpost in the soldiers’ pockets. Sutlers and nerchants
woul d only take scrip at a discount. Jase wondered if the wages that Pendergas
was col l ecting on behalf of his slaves were paid in scrip, or in specie. Jase
reckoned the latter

This was better and better. Jase called for General Bee's pay chest, which
Secretary Benjanin had provided, and handed out his own crew s wages—all in
silver.

“Be sure to tell your friends in the Arny,” he adnoni shed his nmen, “that the
Navy pays in silver, because we all get prize noney for our captures. Too bad
they're not in the Navy, eh?"

W ne maketh nmerry, he thought, but noney answereth all things.

He observed thoughtful expressions on the faces of a great many Arny men that
day.

8.
Pelias plotteth against Jason

Arcola was ballasted with leftover railroad iron and fifty tons of pig iron
brought in barges from Yazoo City. Her guns were hoisted into her, and she began
her trials, steam ng up and down the Yazoo while her crew accustoned thensel ves
to sweating inside a baking iron box while working al ongsi de enornmous, fast, and
hi ghl y dangerous machi nery. Jase was pl eased by the speed he could get out of
the ram despite all the arnor topside. Ten knots, he judged, if he had the
current with him

One night, when Arcol a had been warped up to the coal barge to fill its bunkers,
and Jase had retired to his stateroomon Bee to take care of sone paperwork,
Harry Kl ee | oomed up in the doorway.

“I"ve just had a drink with the Senator,” he said.

“Bully,” Jase said, his mnd on watch and quarter bills.

“That artillery conpetition opened his eyes, it seens. Pendergas offered ne a
position as second-in-comuand of Arcola, if 1'd bring twenty of our gunners with
me. Said there was no use in us being on an ol’ tugboat when we could be making
her oes of ourselves on an ironclad."”

Delight sang in Jase's mnd. “l've been underestimating him” he said. “Here |I'm
trying to steal his nmen, and he tries to steal mne!” He | ooked up at Klee.

“VWhat did he offer you?"

“Fifty silver dollars. Ten for anyone | brought with ne."

Jase | aughed. “Ask for nore noney,” he said.

Kl ee nodded. “I'Il do that."

Jase tipped back his stool and | ooked at the huge nman in the doorway. “How are
we faring with stealing his boys?"

“Pretty well, | reckon. If you can get Pendergas away from‘emfor the | ength of
time it would take to get steamup, | figure nost of ‘“emwll follow you. Maybe
even the officers.”
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“All's well, then.” Jase stroked his short red stubble. “Now all we need is for
Put - Up- Your - Dukes to give the fol ks a good show. "

9
Pol ydeukes the Boxer fighteth King Anmycus

“Lucky the fight's today,
price."

Jase gave a tug to the ring ropes, made sure they were | ashed properly to the
uprights. “What is your price?” he asked.

“I'"lI'l et you know,” Kl ee said, “when it's tinme for you to pay it."

Jase had just cone to Yazoo City on the General Bee, bringing Senator and Ms.
Pender gas al ong as passengers, along with sone of their friends. Though it was
still norning, Jase's guests had put away a cask and a half of whiskey during
the course of their little river trip.

Wi ch was fine with Jase MIler. The drunker the better

The twins had been in Yazoo City for several days, getting the lay of the |and,
with Faren Smith in charge of keeping themout of trouble. Now they and Jase
were checking the ring, nmaking certain that there weren't hi dden dangers, a rope
that woul d give way, an upright insecurely nmounted, or hidden weapons that

“Ki ng” Amboi se could pal monce the fight was under way, and use to smash his
opponent's ribs, or gouge himin the clinches.

“Have you seen this Amboi se?” Jase asked.

" Harry Kl ee said. “The Senator was getting close to ny

“No aggravation there, guvnor,” Put-Up-Your-Dukes judged. “l guess | got a
hundred tricks he ain't seen."”

“Don't finish it too quick,” Jase said. “I want this to last all afternoon."
Since prizefights were illegal, the fight couldn't take place in Yazoo City.

Shortly after noon a whistle blew, and the first of the special trains chugged
into sight, packed with the sporting crowd brought in from Jackson. Jase | ooked
at the rich planters with their dianond stickpins and sil ver-headed canes, and
he reckoned that he'd never seen so many nen out of uniform since the war began
And, since there were silks and jewels everywhere on display, it was difficult
to tell the fancy ladies fromthe respectable wonen by the scale of their finery
al one except that the | adies refused so nuch as to ook at the strutting town
girls.

The planters’ wonen, Jase figured, were practiced at not seeing what their
menfol k got up to, their amorous night raids in the slave quarters especially.
Harry Kl ee appeared with a silver bow of his special mlk punch. Jase offered
it to the Senator and his | ady.

The main fight conmenced about an hour later, after sonme prelimnary bouts that
featured hayseeds wal | opi ng each other till they grew so tired they could barely
lift their arms. The crowd was restless by the tine the celebrated nman-killer
was i ntroduced. Amboi se barely acknow edged the crowd as he clinbed into the
ring. He was sonewhere else entirely. Somewhere where he could kill people with
hi s bare hands.

Put - Up- Your - Dukes nade a nore rel axed entrance, grinning, waving in answer to
the cheers of the crowd and of CGeneral Bee's nen. The announcer, shouting
through a brass speaking trunpet, introduced various dignitaries in the

audi ence—udge this, colonel that, congressman the other, nothing like the South
for titles and phony dignity—and Pendergas rose in his dove-grey uniformto take
a bow and wave his cup of mlk punch at the crowd.

Then the fight got under way. The man-killer started with a leap, an attenpt to
get the Englishman into a headl ock so that Amboise could smash himrepeatedly in
the face w thout danger to hinself. Put-Up-Your-Dukes, wise to the trick,

sl i pped away and hamrered Anboise in the ribs. The bare fists made meaty thwacks
as they struck flesh. Amboi se charged. Put-Up-Your-Dukes evaded, slipped the
wi | d punches, counterattacked precisely.

And so it went for the first ten rounds or so, the blacksmth pursuing, the
Engl i shman sideslipping and taking advantage of openings. After that Anboise
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| ost his head of steam and Dukes counterattacked, jabs and solid rights and
hooks to the ribs, punches that chipped away at the blacksnmth's wi nd and
strengt h.

After about the twentieth round Put-Up-Your-Dukes sl owed down, as if he, too,
had run out of steam The two fighters stal ked around each other, firing

occasi onal punches. Their forearns were bl ueblack from bl ocking strikes.
Whenever Anboi se attacked, Dukes would clinch, leaning into Anboise with all his
wei ght, nmaking the blacksnmith support him There was puzzl ement on Anboi se’ face
as he tried to work out what to do. H's corner kept shouting at himto attack,
attack, keep hitting, but Anboise knew perfectly well that it wasn't working.
Jase under st ood Anboi se’ problem better than the blacksmth did. He had never
before net a man who wasn't scared of him Anboise's success as a boxer was
based on strength and his man-killer reputation, and Dukes’ refusal to be
frightened cut one of his legs out fromunder himright fromthe start.

Anboi se spent the interval after the thirty-seventh round vomiting. And the
thirty-ninth. But afterwards he stepped back into the ring, fists high. You
couldn't say he | acked courage.

The sight of Anboise heaving didn't seemto dimnish the Senator's thirst. Wen
the bowl of milk punch ran |l ow, Jase had it carried away so that it could be
refilled. Harry Klee made it hinmself, with rum whisky, cinnanon, nutneg.

“This is the first time you' ve seen Put-Up-Your-Dukes, isn't it?"

“Yep,” Kl ee nodded.

Jase took fromhis pocket a brown bottle |abeled Tincture of Opiumand enptied
its contents into the punch bowl. He watched as Klee stirred the mxture. “Do
you think you could beat our boy? You nust outweigh himby fifty pounds."

Harry Kl ee stroked his black beard. “I could beat him naybe,” he concl uded,
“but only by killing him"

“Let's hope Amboi se doesn't think the sanme thing,” he said.

The audi ence was growi ng restl ess when Jase returned and handed the Senator a
cup of the new batch. “Conplinments of Ensign Klee, sir,” he said.

The Senator |ooked inpatient. “Can't you get themto give us a show?” he said.
“They' ve been dancing a damm quadrille for the last hour. The onliest

entertai nment we' ve seen has been Anmboi se upchucking his guts."

“I'l'l see what | can do, Ceneral."

He conveyed the Senator's request to Castor, and Put-Up-Your-Dukes shifted to
the attack, flailing away with wild flurries. The cheering crowd probably didn't
notice that few of the punches | anded, or that those that did thudded into the
bl acksmith's ribs, keeping himshort of wind and strength.

During the sixty-first round Anboi se shot a wild left into the Briton's

onsl aught, and Dukes staggered. The crowd roared. Anboise followed up,

steam driver punches sendi ng Put-Up-Your-Dukes into the ropes. For a nonent
Jase's heart stopped—he had too nuch noney on this fight, dam it!—but then
Dukes managed to slip under one of the blacksmith's punches and escaped into the
ring, where he spent the rest of the round retreating while the crowd hol |l ered
for his bl ood.

“He broke nmy jaw, sir,” Dukes said as he rested between rounds. Hi s voice was a
bit thick, but otherw se unaffected by his injury.

“Finish himoff, then,” Jase said.

“That shoul d take another ten rounds or so,” Castor judged.

It was a long process, since in a bareknuckle fight Dukes couldn't go straight
for the knockout without risk of breaking his hands, he had to keep cutting away
at the man's strength, taking himto pieces bit by bit.

And it took longer than ten rounds to wear away the nurderous light in the

bl acksmith's eyes. The fight had gone into its eighty-fourth round when the
exhaust ed Anboi se dropped his guard enough to | et Put-Up-Your-Dukes drive a
punch straight into his throat. Anboise gagged and bent over, clutching his

wi ndpi pe. Dukes vol |l eyed a hal f-dozen unanswered punches to his head, then
hanmmered himin the tenple with one solid fist. There was a crack |like a wooden
mal | et bangi ng honme a fid. Anboise dropped |ike a sack of beets. He convul sed,
ugly little twitches running over his body. H's supporters stornmed the ring and
carried himaway before the referee finished counting himout.
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Whet her the cause was the punch to the throat, the fist to the tenple, or the
quality of the medical care—the ring doctor had passed out fromdrink about the
fortieth round—+the word soon passed through the crowm that Anboi se was dead.
Which didn't stop the band fromplaying “Dixie,” or Jase and the Senator from
coll ecting their w nnings.

The Senator's pupils had shrunk to pinpricks when he returned to the grandstand
with his winnings to find his wife was sound asl eep, slunped in her finery. From
her throat issued delicate, |adylike snores.
“Maybe you shoul d get a hotel roomtonight,’
Long Shanks in the norning."

The Senator considered. The opiate hadn't affected himat all, other than to
increase his air of jollification. “Bound to be sone parties in Yazoo City
tonight.” He jingled the gold and silver in his pocket. “And it's not ne who
will be paying."

“I"mgoing to get Put-Up-Your-Dukes out of sight,’
thinks to arrest himfor killing that boy."

“They won't serve a warrant on a Navy ship,” Pendergas said.

Jase nodded. “Then | know where to hide him"

He needn't have drugged the punch after all, he thought. The possibility of a
murder warrant was enough excuse to get everyone aboard the Bee and head down
t he Yazoo.

Anboi se had becone another sacrifice to Jase's success.

Jase suggested. “We can return to

Jase said, “before sonebody

10.
Jason taketh the Argo to sea

It was two in the norning when CGeneral Bee pulled up to Long Shanks Landi ng.
Jase was surprised to see the levee alight with torches and | anterns, and the
ironclad abuzz with activity.

“W got a wire, sir. Yankees coming up the river,” said the man Pendergas had
left in charge, the artillery officer known as Euphenism “Two Eads ironcl ads,
Cl asher and General Stone, and a doubl e-ended gunboat."

Sudden fire bl azed through Jase's veins. “Have you got steam up?” he demanded.
“Steam s down, sir."

“Well get it up, you fool!” If the Yankee squadron caught Arcola tied to the
bank and unable to nove, Jase and his crew might as well be in Paris for all the
good they'd do.

The arny lieutenant's eyes wi dened, and he turned to give the order, then
hesitated. “Wiere's Ceneral Pendergas, sir?” he asked.

“In Yazoo City! Now get that steamup!” He turned to Harry Klee. “You'll take
command of the Bee. Get that torpedo ready."

Kl ee grinned. “Lovely, Captain. Couldn't have worked out better."

Most of General Bee's crew poured off the tugboat to help ready Arcola for
conbat. Jase had a pair of coal barges warped al ongsi de Arcola on the river side
so that the Yank boats couldn't ram her while she was hel pl ess agai nst the bank
Harry Kl ee took the Bee down river on a reconnai ssance.

Jase brought order to the Arcola, had the gunners standing by their pieces, the
guns | oaded and run out the ports while the stokers worked like fury to raise
steam When one of Pendergas’ officers volunteered to ride to the tel egraph

of fice and send the Senator a wire, Jase cursed him called hima coward, and
ordered himback to his post.

The last thing he wanted was for Pendergas to show up on a chartered boat just
intime to nmake hinmself a hero.

At five in the norning Chief Tyrus reported that Arcola had a full head of
steam The National squadron hadn't turned up. Bee returned at dawn without
havi ng scented any Yanks. Jase sent the crew to breakfast by watches and had a
chat with Harry Kl ee.

“How s Put - Up- Your - Dukes?” he asked.

“Not tal king much,” Klee said, “but | reckon he's all right.” He spat. “You
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thi nk those Yankee boats even exist?"

Jase stroked his unshaven jaw as he gave the matter his consideration. “That
wire was pretty specific, down to the nanmes of the Eads boats,” he said. “W've
got to assune that the Yanks have a squadron up the Yazoo somewhere. VWat with
all the boasting our papers have been doing about this ram it may be that
Farragut or Flag Officer Davis decided to see what all the boasting is al

about . "

“Lucky they didn't send the whole fleet.” Klee cocked an eye at the starboard
wat ch, eating breakfast in the Senator's cotton field while the port watch stood
by the guns. “You planning on reading ‘em your conmi ssion?” he asked.

Jase sl apped an insect. “They'll like the news a sight better if we sink sone
Yankee ironclads first,” he said.
“You reckon they'll follow you?"

“l don't plan on giving ‘emany choice, Harry."

After breakfast he had both crews nustered on the | evee. Jase and Harry Kl ee
clinmbed the sloping red side of the ram turned to face the men he wanted to

| ead down the Yazoo. The whites stood in ranks, nmost of themin uniform The
sl aves sl unped behind, silent and resentful.

“I"'mnot a politician,” he told them “lI'ma Navy man, and | don't give
speeches. "

“Rude am | in ny speech,” he thought to hinmself with anuserment, “And little
bless'd with the soft phrase of peace.” Father, your Shakespeare is nore usefu
than you knew.

“There are two Yankee ironclads on the Yazoo!” Jase said. “They've heard we're
up here, and they're looking for us. If they find us now, with Arcola tied to

the bank, we'll be trapped like rats in a hole.” He gestured down the river, a
clenched fist. “If we go to find them the fight will be even!” He raised his
voice. “That's all the South has ever asked. A fair chance! An even fight! Am|
right, boys?"

There was a cheer. Jase observed Tyrus and Faren Snmith anpbng the Bee's nen,
keepi ng the cheer going | onger than night otherw se have been the case.

Jase grinned and threw out his chest. Gve ‘ema little Harry Fifth, he thought.
“l don't want anyone on board Arcola who isn't ready to get hinself a bellyfu

of Yankees!” he said. “I don't want anyone with ne just because he's ordered to
be there. And that includes servants!"

“You in the back!” he said, craning over the ranked white faces on the | evee.
“The Confederacy thanks you for your contribution, but you will not be required
for the coming battle. You are dismssed!"

The bl acks noved away, casting gl ances of hate or contenpt over their shoul ders,
while the white crewren cheered. They didn't need any pronpting this tine. Some
of themeven threw dirt clods after the retreating sl aves.

Jase felt a nonment of quiet triunph. If he had to build norale by uniting white
agai nst bl ack, or black against white, or for that matter by getting themall to
whip a cringing cur dog, then that's what he'd do.

“And as for the rest of you— He took off his straw hat and waved it at the

hat chway. “Any man of you who wants a scrap with the Yank, take your stations!"
The crewren cheered again as they poured onto the ironclad. Harry Kl ee had the
wat ch and quarter bills ready—the new watch and quarter bills, the ones that
distributed two-thirds of General Bee's conpl enent over the ram and put themin
charge of all Arcola's departments.

“Raise the flag, sir?" Harry Kl ee asked.

“Ay,” Jase said. “And let's nmake it the naval ensign, shall we?"

Kl ee got an ensign fromthe Bee, the rectangular flag with its white and red
stripes, the blue canton with the circle of stars, and sent it up Arcola's
flagstaff. Jase saluted the ensign as it rose, and felt a thrill rocket up his
spine. His flag. H's boat. H s conmand.

It woul d take nore than Pendergas to take it away fromhim And nore than a
Yankee flotilla, too.

He was about to enter the boat when he saw Li eut enant Euphem sm hoveri ng
uncertainly by the hatch. He approached, happy to see the lieutenant salute him
“Yes, lieutenant?” Jase said. “Do you have a question?"
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“To tell you the truth, |ieutenant—aptain—+ieutenant—+ have been superceded in
command of the starboard battery by one of your nen."

“You are not superceded,” Jase said. “You hold the sane post you always did. But
I did put sormeone nore experienced over you."

“I"'mnot certain you have the authority to do such a thing.” Euphem sms eyes
rose to the flagstaff. “lI do not believe | would feel confortable serving aboard
a Navy boat. Perhaps | will ride to the station and wire General Pendergas."
“You'l| miss the fight."

“I"'mnot sure it's ny fight, sir, properly speaking."

Jase gave the young man a thoughtful nod. “As you choose. | want only volunteers
for this mssion."

The |ieutenant touched his cap brim “Mich obliged, sir."

“But you should know, lieutenant, that if you wire the Senator, there may be
unfortunate consequences.”

The lieutenant smiled. “For you, sir?"

Jase laughed, to the lieutenant's surprise. “Lord, no,” he said. “Wat | neant
is that if you miss this fight, you should ask for a transfer out of this
departnent. Because you'll never be able to wal k aboard Arcola again and hol d
your head up."

The |ieutenant stared, then swallowed, hard. Jase stepped back fromthe

hat chway, gestured for the man to enter. “Cone along, sir,” he said. “You can
wire the Senator from Vicksburg as well as anywhere."

Euphem sm pondered for a nmonent, then sniled, touched his cap again, and entered
the ram

Let the Senator stay away for the next fifteen m nutes, Jase thought, and the
ramis mne.

11.
The Argonauts faceth the peril of the C ashing Rocks

Bl ack snoke poured from Arcola's twin stacks as the ramthrust down the Yazoo.
The foredeck before the casemate was al nost awash with brown water. Jase sat on
the edge of the roofless pilot house, his seaman's soul thrilling to the glory
of it all.

“Who is she that |ooketh forth as the norning sun,” he thought, “fair as the
nmoon, clear as the sun, and terrible as an arny with banners?"

Arcola. H's Arcol a.

Ch, Arcola was a sweet boat! Fast despite her size and weight, trim born for

the water. Engines tuned to a fare-thee-well, and if she was a little hesitant
to answer the big rudder, well, that was just because all the iron gave her
monentum It was a flaw for which a commander sensitive to her ways could
conpensate, and Jase had | earned her well in her trials.

He was so taken with Arcola that he had to forcefully rem nd hinself, now and
again, that this was all about noney.

Sitting next to Jase was the Gunner, Faren Smith, who held an Engli sh-made
Arnmstrong target rifle casually across his knees—even as Ninrod the mghty
hunter before the Lord, Jase thought.

Jase gl anced over his shoul der and saw General Bee following two cables’ |engths
behi nd. Bee towed a pair of coal barges which would be cut adrift on the
appearance of any Nationals. Above Bee's foredeck towered a pair of wooden
sheers that supported a forty-foot boomw th a homenade tin canister on the end,
Harry Kl ee's spar torpedo. Behind the foredeck gun stood Put-Up-Your-Dukes, a
handker chi ef slung beneath his broken jaw and tied over his head. It would be
the big prizefighter's job to place the canister under an eneny hull, then touch
off the fifty pounds of black powder in the tin bucket.

The thing that nost worried Jase was that he and Kl ee would be unable to

conmmuni cate with one another once the fight started. Each woul d have to renenber
his part in the plan. But there were several plans depending on different
contingencies, and it was nore than possible to confuse one with the other, and
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of course, there came a tine in any fight when the plan went straight to
hell . ...

“Snmoke downriver, boss,” Faren Smith said. Jase turned abruptly, scanned the
river ahead, saw nothing.

“To the right, above the trees."

Jase corrected his gaze, saw the black srmudge bill owi ng above a tangl e of
cypress. Coal smoke, all right. A lot of snoke, which neant nore than one boat.
Jase felt his heart shift to a higher rate of speed, like an engine with the
throttles opened. He turned again, waved at the tugboat follow ng behind,
pointed to the snoke rising over the cypress. He saw Harry Kl ee wave back from
the pil othouse, then saw a plume of steamrise as Kl ee blew the whistle twi ce,
the sound unheard over the throb of Arcola's engines.

Jase dropped through the pilot house to the main deck, where Castor stood by the
wheel . The inside of the ironclad was hot as a blacksnith's forge, and the cl ank
and hiss of the engines hammered on the ears. “Captain on deck!” soneone yell ed.
The crew shuffled into a state of attention. They'd been at quarters since

| eavi ng Long Shanks, the boat cleared for action, guns |oaded but not run out
the ports.

“Yankees around the bend!” Jase shouted. “Run out the broadside guns!"

Guar di ng agai nst abrasions with their |eather waist protectors, the crewnren
threw their weight onto the gun tackles, their bodies |eaning alnost to the deck
as they haul ed the heavy iron thirty-two-pounders to the ports. Jase wal ked
swiftly aft, to the hatchway, then dived down the conpanion to the engi ne room
G eam ng piston rods slamed back and forth in the red Iight of the furnace. The
monst er cranks of the shafts flung thenselves up, then down into their wells, a
terrible lungi ng movenent that could crush a nan as easily as a boot could
squash a beetle. Stokers stood stripped to the wai st and | eaned on their
shovel s, sweat mmking pale tracks in their coats of coal dust.

“Yankees!” Jase shouted to Chief Tyrus. “Stand by to ram"

Tyrus nodded. Jase ran back up the conpanion, traveled the I ength of the gun
deck. Forward of the wheel he saw daylight gl eam ng on the big Dahl gren pivot
gun. The iron shutters that closed its three hatches were open on account of the
heat. He paused next to Castor, ordered, “Close those shutters forrard.” he
said. No sense in letting a lucky Yankee shot fly in and drive the Iength of the
boat .

Then he junped up into the pilothouse again. Faren Snmith still sat on the edge
of the hatch, legs dangling, rifle across his knees. “I want you to aimthe
first shot fromthe Dahlgren,” Jase told him “After that, you can come up here
and use that Whitworth."

“Ay, sir.” Smith swung down, made his way to the gun deck

Jase | ooked over his shoulder, saw the Bee following, its men at quarters, the
spar torpedo poised high in the air.

He hoped the torpedo wasn't a dud. They were tricky things.

He | ooked forward, gauged the approaching boats by their snoke. “Steer a point
to port,” he told Castor. Take the turn wi de, he thought. Let's not risk running
aground on that point, not now.

The point neared. Jase felt sweat trickling down the back of his neck

“Full speed!” he shouted down to Castor. “Hard a-starboard!"

Castor already had his hand on the bell line to the engine room He signaled
madl y, then threw hinself onto the wheel along with his three quartermaster's
mates. There was a nonent's hesitation as the rudder bit, and then the ram
heeled into the turn, white water creaming along its side.

The point fell astern, with its tangle of cypress and flock of roosting
cormorants, and a new vista opened up. Jase felt a rocket of pure terror fly up
his spine as, a bare three-quarters of a mle away, he saw the Federal squadron
He had known the Eads ironclads were big, but these were the size of islands,

i slands forged of iron and studded over with batteries of artillery. The

Nort hern engi neer Janes Eads had started with the flat-bottoned hulls of big

M ssi ssi ppi steanmers, then plated themover with a sl ab-sided iron casemate
sloped at forty-five degrees. A conical pilot house perched atop the casemate
forward, and behind the twin stacks reared a tall pair of hunps, the arnored
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housing for the tw n paddl e wheels.

But what nade the Eads boats dangerous was their firepower. Were the Arcola had
a single gun firing forward, C asher and General Stone had four. Were Arcol a
had three guns on the broadsi de, the Yankee boats had five. And where Arcola had
a single gun firing astern, the Eads ironclads carried two.

Arcol a's advantages were its speed, its ram and the greater thickness of Argus
McBride's ingenious arnor. As Jase stared through the steel pilot house bars at
the Yankee flotilla, they seened scant advantage enough

If it goes badly, he consoled hinself, he could run anay. Wth its twin screws,
Arcola was faster than these big paddl e boats.

And at | east the Yankees were noving up the Yazoo one at a tine, not as Jase had
feared in line abreast, presenting Jase with an iron wall. The boat in the |ead,
judging by the gilt-trimmed letters that scrolled out on a graceful w ought-iron
arch between the stacks, was the C asher. The Stone followed. If the
doubl e- ended gunboat was present, it was behind the Stone, and Jase coul d not
see her.

“Wheel ami dships,” he called dowmn. “Stand by the bow gun."

Arcol a lurched and shuddered as Chief Tyrus fed nore steamto the engines. Jase
could see Castor fighting the wheel as the power cane unevenly to the screws.
“Port your helm Meet her. Hold her so."

Jase ainmed Arcola right for Clasher's bows, as if intending a head-on collision
The inpact woul d probably be suicidal for both boats, but if he could panic
Clasher's helnmsnan into turning, then he would be able to ramthe Yank broadsi de
and sink her.

Jase ducked beneath the hatch coam ng, shouted al ong the gun deck

“Stand by your guns!” he shouted. “You're going to have all the tine you need to
aim so nmake each shot count."

There was a sudden bang, and Jase straightened just as a solid iron shot
shrieked right overhead, a sound that nade hi mduck again. C asher had fired one
of its bow guns. Jase's heart hamered. This was all happening very fast.

Anot her gun went off, and for a nonent Jase was staring right at an advancing
iron ball that seemed ained right between his eyes. Terror sang al ong Jase's
nerves. But the shot dropped at the last instant, and then Jase felt the inpact,
heard iron clang and tinbers groan. Sparks flew, and then Jase saw t he
forty-two-pound solid shot shooting straight up into the sky as it bounded off
Arcol a's slanting casenmate.

Anot her bang, then a series of splashes to port as a clean nmiss skipped al ong
the surface of the Yazoo. And then another inpact, another screech of iron, as
Arcol a's arnor absorbed the last of round of Clasher's forward battery.

“Run out the forward gun! Fire at will!"

The forward iron shutter was thrown open with a clang, then trunni ons runbl ed on
the deck as the ten-inch Dahlgren was haul ed out the port. Jase stared at the
onconi ng bow wave as C asher's nmssive prow shoul dered asi de the brown river

wat er. The Yankee was not turning. That dammed Eads boat had to be at |east
fifty feet wide

Lord, Jase thought, they were coming together fast. Let himnot mistinme this.
Shoot, shoot, shoot now, he nentally urged Faren Snith.

Too | ate. He ducked bel ow the coam ng to shout at Castor

“Port your helm Signal the engine roomfor half ahead! Ready the port

br oadsi de! "

Just then the bow gun went off, its roar hanmmering Jase's ears in the confined
space of the casemate. There was an al nost i mmedi ate clang as O asher's arnor
received the ten-inch ball. Jase straightened and | ooked forward just as the
rudder began to bite, the planking tilting under his feet, the boat slow ng as
the big rudder acted as a brake. As the gunsnoke cleared he saw a di nple on

Cl asher's casemate iron where the Dahl gren had struck. There was no ot her
effect.

That huge prow seened only yards away. Jase's nouth went dry. If he had
mstimed, it would be the Clasher that ranmed Arcola, not the other way around.
“Hel mto starboard!” Jase shouted. Castor flung the wheel the other way,

file:/lIF|/rah/Walter%20Jon%20Williams/Williams,%20Walter%20Jon%20-%20Argonautica.txt (19 of 52) [7/17/03 11:24:50 PM]



file:/lIF|/rah/Walter%20Jon%20Williams/Williams,%20Wal ter%20Jon%20-%20A rgonauti ca.txt

throwi ng his weight on the spokes. The blunt Yankee prow creaned cl oser. Arcola
shuddered as the rudder bit and slewed to the left.

“Brace for collision!” Jase yelled. He'd mistined, dam it.

There was an inpact, then a sound of rending tinbers as Arcola's port bow struck
the port bow of C asher. Jase clung to the bars of the pilot house as the
collision tried to take himoff his feet. Tinbers shrieked as Arcol a scraped

al ong O asher's port side, the huge Eads boat shouldering the ramaside as if it
were a piece of driftwood. A laugh forced its way past Jase's throat. He hadn't
managed to kill his boat on the Yankee's prow after all.

“Port battery!” he shrieked with relief. “Fire as you bear!"

And then Faren Smith hopped up beside him the Arnstrong rifle in his hands.
“Shoot the hel nsman, sir?” he offered.

“I'f you like,” Jase said, but his words were drowned by the storm ng of the
broadsi de guns, O asher and Arcola firing at such close range that the nuzzles
al rost touched. Flane and snoke shot up between the iron casemates, and the
clang of iron sounded |ike anvils ringing beneath the hamrers of giants.
Splinters flew through the air as Arcola's |ongboat was denolished. Crewren of
both vessels cheered. Smith aimed and fired his rifle in the din, and Jase
didn't even hear him

“Mssed, sir,” he reported, and began to rel oad.

Jase peered through gunsnoke. “Starboard a point. Meet her. Run the Dahl gren out
the port side."

That woul d put Arcola on a slightly diverging course. He wanted to get as cl ose
to the starboard bank as possible so that he woul d have roomto turn the ram
around.

The second Eads boat, General Stone, was hi dden behind C asher and had very
possi bly not even known what was going on until the first shot was fired. Stone
foll owed Cl asher at two cables’ distance. A canvas awni hg was spread over the
flat roof of Stone's casemate, and bul warks of sandbags and tinber had been
constructed beneath the awni ng. Jase saw people running along the top of the
casemate, arns glittering, and realized that Stone carried a conpany of infantry
on its roof, probably with the intention of using themto burn a few plantations
or gins while they passed through the interior of M ssissippi

Two cabl es behind the Stone cane the doubl e-ender gunboat. Pointed at each end,
with rudders fore and aft and a pair of paddl e wheels right am dships, the
gunboat could go as fast astern as forward. Though it was ideal for

reconnai ssance missions up creeks and bayous, in a battle between ironclads it
was out cl assed.

He heard the clang of iron shutters and the runble of trunnions as the rel oaded
port battery began to roll out the ports.

“At the second boat,” he called, “fire as you bear."

The Dahl gren's mighty boom concussed the water with its fury. Its iron shutter
sl ammed shut as the huge snoothbore recoiled into the casemate. From Stone cane
a clang, and Jase saw infantryman dive for cover as the ten-inch ball struck the
Yankee's sl anted armor and bounded over their heads in a trail of sparks.

“Look at the Bee, sir!” Faren Smith called in delight. “Look at her take on that
bi g Yankee!"

Jase turned to see the CGeneral Bee, flanme shooting fromher stacks, firing its
guns as she ran along the side of the C asher. The Eads ironclad hadn't rel oaded
its broadside yet and weren't able to reply. Jase saw the spar torpedo dip, saw
Put - Up- Your - Dukes and anot her crewran westling with the ungainly butt-end of
the spar. And then the torpedo splashed white as it hit the Yazoo, and the force
of the water imrediately wenched it fromthe prizefighter's hands as it sl ewed
under the C asher's hull.

“My God,” Jase said, knowi ng what was about to happen. He saw the boxer's arm
jerk the lanyard, and then the river rose beneath the Yankee boat as the fifty
pounds of gunpowder went off beneath its flat bottom

Wat er spl ashed out the gunports, he saw, blasted up right through C asher's
bottom The sound echoed off the trees. The expl osion heel ed Bee far over to
starboard, and for a nonment Jase's heart stopped as the tugboat was poi sed on
the edge of a capsize. But then Bee righted itself, and the d asher's gunports
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filled with struggling figures as nearly two hundred crewren tried to abandon
ship at the sane instant. Boilers began to thunder as river water found the
fires. Steam gushed fromevery port. The two tall stacks toppled into the river
There was nothing to keep the Clasher afloat. It was nmade of iron, and it sank
fast. In a few brief seconds, all that was left on the surface was foam and
struggling figures.

Then Arcol a and General Stone began to exchange broadsides, and the river filled
with the sound of iron hammering iron. The infantry on Stone's casenate | owered
their nuskets and began to fire by platoon volleys, and Jase w nced as nusket
ball's whined off the pilot house. Faren Snith waited for the shooting to die
down, then popped above the pilot house, leveled his rifle, and fired.

“Got an officer, sir,” he said conversationally. “Only infantry, though."

The doubl e-ender's bow gun fired, and the shot screaned overhead. There was a
crash as it landed in trees. Jase glanced at the river bank to starboard, the
cypress standing in the brown water. Gauged his notion. Felt sweat trickle down
his nose. He tried to remenber that the boat hesitated when the hel mwas put
down hard, that she didn't answer the wheel directly.

“Hard a-port!” he called. “Engines ahead full. Run the Dahlgren out forrard.

St arboard battery, stand by to fire at the gunboat."

Arcol a heeled as the rudder bit water. General Bee nmaneuvered sharply to avoid
collision as the ramcrossed its bows. The starboard battery | ashed out at the
doubl e-ender, but Jase's eyes were on the Stone.

“Rudder am dships. Steady as she goes."

Jase jerked around at the sound of a bang aft, afraid he'd been hit, but then he
saw t he plune of gunsnoke and realized that the Brooke rifle, trained aft, had
fired as it bore on the doubl e-ender. Bee, having crossed Arcola's wake, was
aimed for the double-ender as well. Its bow gun barked out, and Jase saw
splinters fly fromthe Yankee boat.

Jase returned his attention to the Stone. The Yankee's stern guns rolled out the
ports as the Confederate ramfell into her wake, and both fired at al nost the
same instant. One hissing shot punched a hole in Arcola's starboard funnel. The
other mssed. Arcola's ten-inch Dahlgren fired in reply, and as the shot struck
hone Jase was pleased to hear the crack of broken iron plate.

The Yankee's rear arnor wasn't as thick as that in front. If he could keep on
the Stone's vulnerable tail, the huge Dahl gren was going to break down the
eneny's def enses.

Cannon booned as General Bee engaged the doubl e-ender. Jase ignored it: Harry
Kl ee was on his own.

Arcola's big bronze screws bit the water. Her speed grew. General Stone | ooned
closer, a gun-studded wall of iron

“Brace for ramm ng!” Jase call ed.

Arcol a smashed into Stone's stern with a sound |ike thunder, the ranis
iron-plated beak punching through tinber. Jase didn't think he could sink
General Stone this way, but hoped he could disable the Yankee's rudder. If Stone
lost its rudder, it mght slew broadside-to-current and Jase could ramit

br oadsi de

Iron shutters parted with a clang, and Stone's aft battery began to run out.
“Engi nes hal f ahead,” Jase called. The boats drew apart as Stone's guns fired.
Jase felt Arcola shudder, heard oaken tinbers crack. Arcola' s bow gun bl asted
out again. Again there was that satisfying smash as the ten-inch solid struck
hone.

Faren Smith's Wiitworth cracked. “Another officer,” he reported, but then nusket
balls began to whine around the pilot house as the infantry atop the eneny

| evel ed their weapons and began to fire. Jase hunched | ow, peering through the
| owest slit at the | oom ng eneny. He was acutely aware that he and Smith were
the only targets a whole conpany of infantry could find to shoot at.

“Engi nes ahead full!"

Jase rammed again, jolting the Stone with another smashing blow from behind. A
swar m of nusket balls pelted the pilot house. Jase wondered if he shoul d order
the Dahl gren | oaded with grapeshot and bl ow those footsol diers off their perch,
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but decided his best chance for ending the fight was to keep hamering at
Stone's vul nerabl e stern

This went on for at least fifteen mnutes. General Stone plodded upriver, with
Arcol a pursuing, ranming her stern whenever the opportunity presented itself.
Stone was going to have to do sonething: she was running in the wong direction,
deeper into enemy-held M ssissippi, and the Confederate ramlay between the Yank
and its base. But if Stone tried to turn around, Arcola would ram her broadside
and put her on the bottom of the Yazoo.

“Sir! Sir!” Jase looked in surprise to see a powder-streaked Arny |ieutenant,
the man cal l ed Euphemi sm “That |ast shot knocked away the flagstaff!” Euphem sm
shouted. “Qur flag's lying on the casemate where | can't reach it through the
gunport!"

Jase winced as a nmusket ball whined through one of the pilot house slits,
ricocheted off iron, then buried itself in the oaken coam ng. “Very good,
lieutenant,” he said, unable to think of a remark nore suitable to the occasion
“Sir!” Eupheni sm sounded desperate. “It's not good at all! W're not flying a
flag! The Yankees could think we're trying to surrender!"

Jase | ooked at Smith. Smith shrugged. “Let ‘em” Jase said.

“No!” Euphem sm shouted. “W've got to keep the flag flying!"

Jase watched in surprise as Eupheni sm chinned hinself up to the open hatch atop,
then sprang onto the casemate and ran aft. He picked up the renains of the
flagstaff and stood straddling the casemate's spine, waving the flag like fury
and shouting defiance at the Yanks.

“And the Navy flag, too,” Jase said.

“Well,” Faren Smith said, as surprised as Jase,
soneone el se to shoot at."

And i ndeed the infantry seenmed happy to devote their attention to Euphenmism He
stood amid the bullets’ hail as he shouted and waved his flag and his fist. The
Yanks' efforts, however, did not seem bl essed by any great accuracy. Though they
shot off his cap, and at one point knocked hi m down, he just got back to his
feet and yelled at themto try harder

Finally the Dahl gren snoothbore did its work: the big gun boomed, and the

t hunder ous concussion was followed by a crack, then a rapid series of clangs.
The ten-inch solid shot had penetrated Stone's rear arnor, traveled the |length
of the boat, then began bounding inside |like a mad thing, upending guns, taking
off arns and heads |ike the devil's own executioner. Once the boat's iron arnor
had been penetrated, the same arnor that protected the ship fromattack woul d
not let the shot out: it bounced around inside, |like a seed shaken in a gourd,
until it got tired.

“Three cheers!” Jase shouted. “We've raked her!"

The third cheer rang out just as Stone began a lunbering turn. The raking shot
had convi nced the skipper he had to try sonething before the Dahlgren gutted his
boat .

“Starboard your helm” Jase called. “Ring for full ahead."

Arcol a's ram caught the Stone dead ami dshi ps. There was the crash of tinbers,
the scream of tortured oak. “Engines half astern,” Jase called. He suspected he
hadn't gai ned quite enough nomentumto do nortal danage. He backed Arcola for a
cable's length while the Stone's paddl e wheels thrashed white water in an effort
to get the big boat around, and then Jase ordered full ahead and speared Cenera
Stone on the iron-sheathed ram

There was a col ossal wench, a rending of tinbers, a crash of machinery. Jase
felt Arcola pitch forward, heard the gurgle of water as it crept up the
casenment. “Astern full!” he shouted. Ceneral Stone was filling with water and
woul d drag Arcola to the bottom unl ess Jase could get the ramout of the eneny
boat .

The ram s engi nes shuddered to a stop, then reversed with a hiss of steam Jase
felt his boat tilt downward. He could hear the gurgle and suck of water. He had
to get the boat reversed before her screws pitched up out of the water. Stone's
broadsi de guns roared, hamreri ng Rebel iron. The big bronze screws turned the
wat er white under Arcola's stern. Then, with a noban of broken tinber, the ram
pulled free. Water gushed into the eneny boat, and her crew began to pour out

at least it gives the infantry
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her hat ches.

“Port your helm Al stop!"

Silence fell on the torpid river, and then Jase heard the distant sound of two
shots. General Bee's action with the doubl e-ender was proceedi ng, out of sight,
downst ream

And then Arcola's crew began to cheer. Jase | eaned wearily against the side of
the pilot house and grinned at Faren Snith.

“Well,” he thought, “the boat is m ne now, whatever anyone el se mght think."

12.
King Lycus wel cometh the Argonauts to the city

Acconpani ed by CGeneral Bee, Arcola pulled up to the | evee below the fortress
city of Vicksburg, protected by the hundred heavy guns on the city's red clay
bluffs. Arcola sported a new flagstaff, jury-rigged by Euphem sm on which
flaunted the bullet-torn Navy flag. Bee had reclained its coal barges, on which
sl ouched about a hundred soggy Yankees picked up off the river. The rest of the
Federal s had got ashore and were wandering in the swanps of the Yazoo, where
they woul d eventually be rounded up, no doubt, by the mlitia.

Harry Kl ee had won his running fight with the Yankee doubl e-ender by putting an
expl osive shell into one of its paddl eboxes. Wth one paddl e wecked, the
gunboat had veered straight into the bank, where her crew had set her afire. The
doubl e-ender bl ew up when the fires reached its nagazine, and its crew had
joined the scattered refugees on the shore.

Bee was sonewhat the worse for wear. Its stack was riddled and | eaking, and its
superstructure had been hit by eneny shot that had punched cl ean through the
wood- si ded tug, though without harming either its crew or its machinery. The
Yanks’ accuracy had put Klee in a tenper, which he relieved by cursing at the
prisoners as they were narched to the city under guard.

Jase sent Put-Up-Your-Dukes to the tel egraph office to send a wire to Ri chnond
announci ng the victory, then nustered the two crews on the levee, |lit a cigar,
and called for Arcola's pay chest. But first, he took fromhis chest two letters
he had been saving, each from Secretary of the Navy Stephen Mllory.

The first letter commissioned Arcola as a vessel in the Confederate Navy. The
second pl aced Jase in comand of her, and assigned himand Arcola to specia

duty on the M ssissippi, as described in sealed orders to be opened later at the
captain's discretion. Jase read the letters aloud to the assenbl ed crewren, then
smled and drew on his cigar as Faren Smith and Castor |ed the cheers.

“There,” he thought, “let Pendergas try to get nme out of the boat now "

He saw the Arny crewren exchangi ng uncertain glances, and saw the uncertainty
increase as he ordered the nuster rolls produced and the pay chest opened.

“In the Navy,” he said, “we are entitled to head noney for the crew of the

Yankee boats we sank this norning. | have every expectation that Congress nay
award prize noney as well. | intend to pay all Navy nmen their share, in advance,
in silver. Unfortunately |I can't do this for you Arny boys...” He sniled.

“Unl ess, of course, you choose to enlist in the Navy and remain with Arcol a.
Ensign Klee—= Pointing with his cigar at Klee. “—will be happy to put you on our
muster rolls. Now= He cleared his throat and tried to | ook serious. “Some of
you may wonder whet her you can serve sinmultaneously in the Arny and Navy. My own
guess is that people like us need not worry about it, that these are natters for
people in Richnond to fuss over. Wat | do know is that if you put your name on
the dotted |ine yonder, you can receive your head noney in silver. Anyone for
the Navy— He took off his straw boater and flourished it in Kl ee's direction
“Formup before M. Klee!"

A cheer rose as the Army nmen broke ranks. Jase watched them and savored his
cigar. He becane aware that Eupheni smwas |inping toward him

“You' re not wounded, | hope?” Jase said.

“A few scratches,” Euphemi smsaid, and patted at sone tears in his uniform

j acket. “The Yankees shot off the heel off ny boot."
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“That's a brave thing you did, sir,
wi sdom "

“Wse or not, it was necessary,” Euphem smsaid briefly, and Jase wondered if it
was necessary to the Cause, to the laws of war, or to Euphenmism a proof of his
own courage under fire. The Arny man held out his hand. “lI wonder if | might see
your orders, sir?"

Jase handed over the two letters from Secretary Mallory. Euphem smread them
with a polite frowm. “These appear to be perfectly genuine,” he said. “But I
observe that these are dated nearly a nonth ago."

“That is correct."

Euphem sm | ooked up at Jase from beneath the brimof his cap. He stroked his
must ache thoughtfully. “This usurpation of yours appears to have been planned in
hi gh pl aces, sir."

Jase found hinself in an expansive npod. “Let us say, Lieutenant, that you, |
and Richrmond ali ke neditated on the capacities of CGeneral Pendergas, and canme to
i dentical conclusions. And furthernore, there is a mssion to which R chnond has
assigned us, and for | and ny nen have been hand picked."

“And your orders?"

Jase said. “lI won't venture to speak to its

“Seal ed,” Jase said. “lI cannot open themat present. But the mssionis vital to
the Confederacy, and will be profitable for all concerned."
Eupheni sm frowned. “1 would not have it said that | joined the Cause for

mercenary notives, Captain Mller."

“I"'msure not. But naval custom pernmts reasonable profit in reward for hazard."
“But | amnot in the Navy, sir."

Jase inclined his head toward the |ine that had fornmed before Harry Kl ee. “W
can rectify that, M. Euphemism W would enlist you as an ensign—that is the
naval equival ent of your present Arny rank—with your conmission dating fromthis
nmor ni ng, before the fight on the Yazoo. Your position on Arcola will renain

unchanged. "

“I"'mflattered, Captain.” Euphemismtilted his head, affected to consider the
offer. “I'"'mafraid not, sir,” he said. “I fear | can serve a single naster
only."

“As you wish,” Jase said. “But | hope you will remain on Arcola.” The crew, Jase
suspected, would adnire Euphemi smfor his bravery, if nothing el se.

“I will remain unless orders take ne el sewhere."

“I'"'m happy to hear it.” Jase offered Euphem sm his hand, and Euphem smtook it.
“By the way,” he asked, “why do people call you Euphem sn®"

The Arny man stiffened. “My real name is Ronald Fux, sir. F-U X like the
conposer. "

Jase tried very hard not to smle. He failed. “Very well, Lieutenant,’
“Wel cone aboard."

“Your servant, sir.” Touching his cap brim “Wat happens next?"

Jase gl anced uneasily up the river. “The crew will be pernmitted to celebrate
tonight. But in the norning, | want everyone at stations. Once Farragut finds
out 1've sunk his boats, he's going to conme | ooking for us. He's not one to |let
this sort of insult stand."”

“Perhaps he will not find out."

he sai d.

Jase laughed. “He'll find out fromour newspapers! |'msure enterprising

Vi cksburg newsboys sell the local rags to the Yankees every day."

Euphem sm s nustache gave a twitch. “I hadn't considered that."

“I think we'll be in a scrap before the week is out. Probably in tw or three
days. "

There was a blare of brass on the bluff above their heads, and then the thump of
a drum “‘Bonnie Blue Flag? ” Jase wondered al oud, “or ‘Dixie?"”

Euphemi smtilted his head, listened for a nonent. “‘Hail to the Chief,"'” he

sai d.

“I think you nay be right."

The band came nmarching down the bluff to the river, followed by nost of the
town's civilian population. News had reached the popul ation of Arcola's victory
on the Yazoo.

Wi ch neant, Jase thought as he doffed his boater to wave it at the crowd, that
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Farragut would find out tonorrow.

13.
Jason seeketh the blind prophet Phineus, and finds himbeset by Harpies

Tonor r ow brought Pendergas, the Senator and his wife bellowing into town on a
special early norning train. Jase traveled up the bluff to neet themat the
headquarters of General Van Dorn, who conmanded the department. Van Dorn was
thin, shorter even than Jase, and pugnaci ous; he was an abl e general who had
never won a battle, and Jase reckoned that Van Dorn wasn't about to win this
one, either. Pendergas demanded his ironclad. Jase refused to give it to him
and showed his authorization from Secretary Mallory. Tobacco juice sprayed from
Pendergas’ |ips as he shouted that Arcola did not belong to the Secretary of the
Navy. Jase replied that, on the contrary, it did. Pendergas demanded that Van
Dorn put Jase under arrest. Jase suggested that if he were to be placed under
arrest, it should be the Departnent of the Navy, not the War Departnent, that
should do it; and further offered the opinion that in light of the |osing

battl es of Belnmont, Forts Henry and Donal dson, New Ol eans, |sland No. Ten,

Shil oh, Menphis, and Corinth—he tactfully avoided nention of Van Dorn's own
defeat at Pea Ri dge-he, Lt. Jase MIler, was the only successful Confederate
commander west of Virginia, and that to place himunder arrest would
irretrievably damage the norale of the civilian popul ation

“Besides,” Jase said, “my crewis personally loyal to me, and will fight for no
one else."

“You bribed them” Ms. Pendergas roared.

“l paid themtheir wages,” Jase said, “which is nore than the Senator ever did."
“Snake in the grass!” she screaned, and went for his eyes. For the next few
moment s Jase dodged about Ceneral Van Dorn's office |like the Bee beset by an
Eads ironclad, until Van Dorn and the Senator between them got ahold of Madane
Pendergas and westled her into a chair.

Van Dorn | ooked as if a twenty-pound Parrott rifle had just gone off next to his
ear. “Centlenen,” he said, “this is out of ny sphere. All | can do is wire

Ri chrmond. "

“Your servant, sir,” Jase said, saluted smartly, and nade his way out.

In the street he asked directions, then wal ked east of the courthouse to a snart
town house in the Enpire style, with Corinthian capitals atop the pillars of its
mar bl ed portico and a truly astonishing array of flowers in the garden, all

bl ossomi ng beneath a bronze statue of a nude Venus poised atop a fountain. The
house, according to the bronze plate at the front gate, was called Lemos.

A thickset, niddle-aged woman opened the door to Jase's knock. She wore bl ack
mour ni ng silks, and the frown on her face, so deep it looked as if it had been
scarred into her with a knife, did not so nuch as twitch as Jase introduced

hi nsel f and asked to speak to Phineas Proffitt Thackeray, former governor of the
Territory of Mssouri, onetinme US enissary to the Sublinme Porte and the Court of
St. Janmes, and nenber of the Cabi net under Jackson and Van Buren

The wonman's eyes gave a disdainful flicker. “The governor doesn't see anyone."
“I carry a letter fromthe Secretary of the Treasury,” Jase said.

The wonman gave a sniff, then stood away fromthe door. “You can cone in, then,
suppose. "

The house, Jase noted, was one of those in which the doorframes had been
carefully painted to | ook |ike expensive inported wood instead of the cypress it
probably was. The wonan in black | ed Jase through the house and out the back
door, where there was anot her extravagant garden, fountains and trellises,
vines, flowers, and tinkling water. Covernor Thackeray sat in the sun in a
wought-iron chair. He was a rail-thin elderly nman with a | ong white beard and
thick shoul der-1length hair conbed back off his forehead. His suit was of a
slightly ol d-fashioned cut. Despite the thick sunmmer heat he wore a bl anket
around hi s shoul ders.

A woman sat next to him reading aloud froma book. She wore a wi de straw hat
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and carried a parasol against the sun. She was younger than the other woman,

bl onde and pretty, with a full, pouting lower |ip. She wore white agai nst the
ot her's bl ack.

The governor's head snapped up at the sound of Jase's boots on the garden's
brick wal k. “Wo is this, daughter?” he asked.

The wonman in black answered. “It's a Lt. MIler of the Treasury,” she said.

“Of the Navy Departnent, ma'anf Jase said.

The wonman glared at him “He said Treasury, father."

“MIller of the Arcol a?” the younger wonman asked. “Wy, you're a hero!"

The ol der wonman's deep frown turned deeper still. The governor rose fromhis
chair, offered his hand. Wth the bl anket around his shoul ders he | ooked
dignified as a Ronan senator in his toga.

“Honored to neet you, sir,” the governor said.

“The honor is mne."

“Pernmit me to introduce ny daughters. This—= Nodding toward the younger. “Is
Har pi na. And you have already nmet—= Turning to the woman in nourning. “Ms

Hel I strom "

“Honored,” Jase said. Harpina bobbed hima curtsey, but Jase barely noticed it.
Sonet hi ng about the governor had drawn his attention. When he had turned to his
ol der daughter, he had not quite faced her—his stern gaze had gone off at a
slight angle. And when Jase | ooked at his eyes, he saw the blue-white filmover
the pupils. Cataracts.

CGovernor Thackeray, he realized with a kind of chill, was blind.

“Sit down, sir,” the governor said. He sat, rearranged his blanket. “Lyncea— To
the ol der daughter. “Bring Lt. MIller a chair."

“I have a letter fromthe Secretary of the Treasury,
for a servant.

“Gve it to Harpina,” the governor said. “My daughters are usel ess, stupid
worren, the both of them but at |east their eyes are sound."

Jase reluctantly handed the letter to Harpina, not knowing if she was exactly
the person in whomto confide the Treasury's secrets. Harpina marked her place
in the book with a feather, and broke the seal on the envelope. “This is to
introduce Lt. MIller,” she said, “who has the confidence of the Governnent in
the matter of the shipment from Nashville..."

Jase said as Lyncea went

14.
The tale of the Golden Fleece is rel ated

Earlier that year, on the 16th day of February, twelve thousand Confederate

sol diers surrendered to CGeneral U S. Gant at Fort Donel son, opening all of
central and western Tennessee to Union occupation. Panic descended on Nashville
as its tiny Confederate garrison tried to evacuate vast anounts of mlitary
stores in the face of terrified nobs. Amid the biscuit, saddles, salt pork,
arms, and rifling machines sent at the last minute out of the city were

thirty-five mllion dollars in gold and silver shipped by special train to
Menphi s.
The noney joined another thirty mllion dollars in the city's vaults, the entire

anount now defended by the River Defense Fleet of the Confederate Arny, the

Ri ver Defense Fleet that the North's Flag Oficer Davis had sunk with so little
trouble in June. At the | ast possible hour, Jase was told, Governor Thackeray,
acting on his own initiative, nanaged to get the 65 mllion dollars onto a boat
headi ng downriver to Vicksburg. But the boat had broken down south of Hel ena,
and the gold and silver had been taken ashore and buried in a | ocation known
only to the governor. But since then the river north of Vicksburg had been
patrolled by the Union, and it had been inpossible to retrieve the noney.

But now t he bal ance of power had changed. Arcola ruled the river. And Governor
Thackeray was supposed to |l ead Jase to the South's buried fortune.

But CGovernor Thackeray was blind. How he could find a buried treasure in the
tangl ed wi |l derness of the Mssissippi flood plain—er even to have buried it in
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the first place—was nore than Jase coul d i magi ne.

Harpi na finished reading the letter—fortunately it was couched i n euphemnm sm-and
then she giggled. “Sounds |ike a conspiracy,” she said.

“Hush!” her sister snapped. “Don't talk about what you don't understand."
Har pi na tossed her head. “lI can say what | like,” she said. “lIt's clear fromthe
letter that daddy is supposed to take Lt. MIler to sonething the Treasury
wants, but | don't know how he can lead Lt. MIler anywhere, blind as he is..."
“I't is not necessary to go on about our father's affliction,” said Lyncea. “This
letter has to do with the Sacred Cause of our nation, and your specul ations are
unseem y and foolish. You'll be rattling your featherbrained notions all over
town, and probably getting everything wong..."

“Fi ddl esticks,” said Harpina. “And fiddlesticks to your Cause, too."

Lyncea reddened. “How dare you speak di srespectfully of the Cause! The Cause for
whi ch ny husband and his brothers gave their lives!"

“My intended is in a Yankee prison, but | don't go noping about, or let it
interfere with ny life."

“Cobviously,” Lyncea said.

“Leave us,” the governor said forcefully, “the both of you. Go and get dinner
ready—eur guest will be staying."

The two ladies left, glaring at each other

“My second family,” the governor said. “My first, the children | nmade when | was
young, either died or disgraced ne. So | nmarried again, and this— He shook his
shaggy head. “This is the result. The silliest, stupidest creatures ever born

My son—= His face hardened, and acid entered his voice. “The war has taken ny
son. And ny third daughter is a perfect savage, the nost wayward and self-willed
reptile ever to reject civilization—she will not live even in as settled a pl ace
as Vicksburg. Wat a brood God has given ne! What a vile travesty of a fanmily to
beset a man in his old age!"

Jase could think of no response. An old blind man, he consi dered, had every
reason to be bhitter.

But the governor seened to have forgotten his audience. “A travesty of a
famly,” he said, “in a travesty of a country. | argued agai nst this war—
addressed the |egislature, sir!—but they scorned nme. They do not know the North
as | do. They did not realize how well those nmen would fight, or know that the
North has its own genius. Al they heard was their own vainglorious words, their
own foolish defiance. And the war has shown that | was right. Wth the exception
of Manassas and the Seven Days, there has been only one defeat after another."
He gave a savage |augh. “Those fools in Menphis nmade no effort to secure the
gold in the bank vaults! The gold! They believed the River Defense Fleet was

i nvincible, that Menphis would never fall! They thought ny warnings absurd. They
left it to me!l—+to nme, the man who despises themall. Fortunately |I was a
director of three Menphis banks, and could act. Well, if the gold is safe now,
and if M ssissippi can survive another year w thout suffering devastation and
occupation, it is on account of ne, the man our wi se | eaders despised as a
conprom ser and a Unionist! And you, sir—

The man's blind eyes snapped to Jase, staring right at him and Jase felt

hi nsel f take a breath.

“So,” the governor said, “lI hear your Arcola is invincible, just like the River
Def ense Fleet."

“l hope never to test the assunption, sir,” Jase said.

The governor gave a skeletal grin. “That is not an answer typical of your

cl ass. "

“I amnot a typical officer. That is why |'ve received this assignnent."

“And your plans for recovering the specie?"

“Farragut will cone after ny boat,” Jase said. “He isn't the sort of nman to
permit his ships to be sunk without striking back. If we survive his assault,
then | will try to get Arcola up the river, to the place you direct."

“You will take me along."

Jase hesitated “Sir?"

“I want to be free of those two bitches of nine. If | don't get out of this
place, they'll either finish me off with an apoplexy, or I'Il kill themwth ny
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bare hands."

“Sir,” Jase said, and funbled with his thoughts. “Forgive ne—but | wonder—your
daughter M ss Harpina seened to inply that you will be incapable of |eading us
to the treasure."

The governor gave a thin-lipped smle. “I can't. But | can lead you to the
person who can, and for that you will have to take ne to ny plantation Delrio."
“And where is Delrio, sir?"

“Forty mles up the river."

Wth two Federal fleets in between, Jase thought. Now that was cause for

t hought .

D nner followed. Lyncea and Harpi na bickered the entire time. Governor Thackeray
seened so disgusted by the performance that he ate little nore than two bites of
the neal that Lyncea insisted on cutting for him Before the neal was quite

fini shed, Jase had enough: he | ooked at his watch, announced that he was |ate
for a neeting, and excused hinsel f. Harpina wal ked himto the door. She reached
for the knob, then her boot seened to catch on the carpet and she pitched
backwards, into Jase's arns.

She | ooked up at himand giggled. “Are you sure you have to | eave?” she asked.
“Wul dn't you rather have a nice fuck?"

Jase considered the warmgirl in his arns. “Aren't you to be nmarri ed?” he asked.
“My fiancé was captured at Fort Donel son. He wouldn't mnd if | go on enjoying
mysel f. And don't worry about ny Daddy-he'll growl and spit, but | think he
really enjoys hearing about these things."

Jase set Harpina on her feet. “I really nust go."

She thrust out her lower |ip. Jase kissed her hand before he left, and was gl ad
to be gone.

15.
Jason seeketh guidance fromthe pil ot Dascyl us

Pendergas canme to Arcola's berth the next day to make a speech fromthe |evee,
and win back the hearts of his crew. the Arnmy nen ignored him and the Navy nen
jeered. Van Dorn sat in his headquarters and did nothing. And that night,
Farragut came down the Mssissippi with his whole fleet, all the huge bl ack
sea-going frigates with their towering nmasts, their wooden hulls, and their

I ong, flashing broadsides.

Farragut wanted no part of Arcola, that was clear. He kept to the right bank,
away fromthe ram and Vi cksburg's river batteries. H's ships were silhouetted by
bonfires the rebels had prepared on the far bank, and Arcola and Vicksburg's
hundred guns fired away for over an hour while the Federals fired back. Only an
occasi onal shot rang on Arcola's arnor: it was likely that in the dark, with al
targets obscured by gunsnoke, the Federals had no clear idea where Arcola was
berthed, and apparently they weren't about to venture close enough to find out.
Dawn |ight reveal ed no weckage, no toppled nmasts or gutted hulls, and this
suggested that the Federals had paraded past Vicksburg without loss to

t hensel ves. The Confederates had suffered nothing except for six men wounded by
a gun bursting in one of the river batteries.

Vi cksburg, apparently, was saved. Farragut was taking his wooden ships back to
salt water. The band marched forth for another inpronptu parade, and the people
of the town swarnmed into the batteries and down to the waterfront to rain on
their heroes both garlands and whi skey.

In the midst of the celebrations cane a telegramfrom Ri chnond announci ng Jase's
pronotion to conmander, which Jase hoped Van Dorn woul d take as an indication of
the governnment's attitude toward his usurpation of the Arcola.

The next day Van Dorn invited himto headquarters. “Arcola's very presence has
driven half the Yanks off the river,” he said, “and you' ve sunk a significant
fraction of the second half. Wth Arcola on the river, all the Northern
garrisons are cut off fromtheir support. Wth your cooperation, Captain Mller,
| propose an i nmmedi ate descent of the river, with nmy forces and yours, to
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recapture Baton Rouge and New Ol eans.”

“CGeneral ,” Jase said, “I'mafraid that my orders take ne up the river, not down.
Once | conplete ny mssion, however, you nay consider Arcola at your disposal."
“Up the river?” Van Dorn narrowed his eyes. “May | know the nature of this

m ssion, Captain MIler?"

“I regret to say, CGeneral, that ny orders do not pernit ne to give you that

i nformation."

The general's brows narrowed. He stroked his pointed inperial. “But surely
not hi ng coul d possi bly take precedence over the recovery of Louisiana? The
canpai gn woul d be over in a matter of weeks, and then you coul d proceed upriver
on your mssion—and with ny arny acconpanying."

“l can't disappoint Richrmond, sir."

“Whatever it is they've ordered you to do, |I'msure R chnond would be far nore
pl eased with New Ol eans returned to the Confederacy."

“Sir, | regret that | can't oblige you."

Van Dorn's dark face flushed darker still. “You are refusing? And if | should

put ny request in the formof an order?"

“l should be unable to oblige."

“Dam it, man!"

Van Dorn argued, then storned, then raged. Jase held firm “If you force ne, |
wi Il put General Pendergas in conmand of the raml” Van Dorn said.

Jase shook his head. “Wth Pendergas in command of Arcola, you'll be lucky to
hang on to M ssissippi, |et alone take Louisiana."

“I''I'l find someone el se! Vicksburg is full of river nmen!"

“None who have the confidence both of the people and of Richnond,” Jase said.
Van Dorn glared. “You presune a damed great deal for a junior officer!” he

sai d.

Jase saluted. “Your servant, sir."

Bell, book, and candle shall not drive nme back, he thought, Wen gold and silver
becks me to conme on.

He returned to Arcola to find that Harry Kl ee had | ocated a M ssissippi River
pilot to take them upstream He was a plunp, confortable-Iooking man naned
Dashiell, who had spent eight years piloting boats along the great river before
the war before retiring at the opening of hostilities. He knew the way to Delrio
Landi ng perfectly well.

“At night?” Jase asked

“Certainly."”

“Do you know a place where we night hide Arcola in the daytinme?"

Dashiell considered. “There is a towhead called Ajax Bar just above Fitler Bend.
| figure it ain't nore'n two nmiles fromDelrio Landing. The river's at a high
stage, so | reckon we can get your boat into the channel behind the towhead. The
towhead' s covered with willows and cottonwiod, so | don't guess anyone wll see

you fromthe river.” He shrugged. “It's been over a year since |'ve had any
reason to investigate Ajax Bar, so the soundings nay have changed or silted up
entirely. But Ajax is your best bet. If not, |I can tuck you behind Stack Island

or Pittman Island."

“Can you show ne on a map?"

“I'f you have a map, certainly.” Dashiell put one plunp finger to his forehead.
“Though, if | may say so, sir, the only useful map is here. And that is what you
are purchasing with what, if your mate is to be believed, is certainly a highly
generous consideration. Certainly a sumto make it worth nmy leaving retirenent."

Jase sniled and of fered Dashiell one of Senator Pendergas’ cigars. “Vell, M.
Dashiell,” he said, “if your map is as correct as you think it is, the
governnent's noney is well spent. And if it's not—= He grinned. “I reckon Il

just have to shoot you."

Dashiell's lips parted in a smle, and then he caught sight of the |ook in
Jase's green eyes, and the snmile froze on his lips.

“Harry,” Jase said to Klee, “I need you ashore. W mnust pay a visit to Governor
Thackeray. "
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16.
The Argo entereth the hostile sea

Arcol a and General Bee steaned out of Vicksburg late that afternoon, cruising at
easy speed on the wide silver water. The crew stood at quarters, guns | oaded and
run out. Harry Klee had constructed another spar torpedo, and it stood poised on
its boom above the Bee's foredeck. Bee towed its two coal barges—any coal supply
avai l abl e upriver would be one they would have to fight for. Though none of Fl ag
O ficer Davis's Yankee ironclads had been seen in these waters since Farragut
had taken his deep-water flotilla downriver, that did not mean they weren't

| urki ng somewhere about, or waiting for Arcola to |l eave the sheltering batteries
of Vicksburg and to expose itself to destruction

General Bee took the lead, ranging a mle or two ahead as a scout. If Bee ran
into trouble, she'd give Arcola warning, then run back and fall in behind her

ar nor .

Governor Thackeray lay in a hamobck swung between two of the broadsi de guns.
Jase and Kl ee had taken himaway fromhis protesting daughters that afternoon
When the old man's feet had faltered on the road | eading down from Vi cksburg's
bluff, Harry Kl ee picked himup and carried himeasily as he would have carried
a child.

Night fell, and the two vessels skimed along the starlit channel. They were in
a kind of no-man's | and—there was no Federal garrison south of Hel ena, but
neither was there any Confederate force in the area other than some local units
of militia. The North had commanded the river till now, ironclads and gunboats
moving freely on the water, and the only reason they had not planted troops on
the soil of M ssissippi or Arkansas was that they had not thought the soil worth
t he taki ng.

No vessel, belonging to either nation, was seen on the river. Dawn found Arcol a
hovering in deep soundings off the southern point of Ajax Bar, a |ong narrow
sandy island, crowded with vegetation and hard by the M ssissippi bank of the
river. Dashiell took Bee behind the bar to make soundi ngs, and then, when the
depth of the water proved sufficient, the tug returned to tow Arcola into the
narrow channel

The ironcl ad dropped anchor and swung in the brisk current that scoured the
chute behind the island. There was nothing but w | derness to be seen: no hones,
no fields, no boats, nothing nade by nman, just cottonwoods and w || ows that
trailed their branches in the brown water.

Jase had warps carried out to Ajax Bar and to the M ssissippi shore to keep the
ramin the deepest part of the chute. Canvas awni ngs were spread to keep the
crew fromcooking in their iron box. Harry Kl ee, |eft aboard Arcola in commmand,
was warned to post |ookouts on the island, to keep a weather eye for Yankees,
and to pay close attention to the stage of the river. Jase didn't want Arcol a
stranded here should the M ssissippi fall

Kl ee brought one of the coal barges al ongsi de and began the process of refilling
Arcol a's bunkers. A trained crew could shift eight tons of coal per hour, using
shovel s al one: Jase woul d be happy with half that. Jase shaved, changed his
shirt, and transferred to General Bee. Klee carried Governor Thackeray over to
join him The tug carried themupriver, past Ben Lonond and Stack Island, to

Del rio Landi ng, where Jase stepped ashore with Faren Smith and

Put - Up- Your - Dukes, whose swol | en, bl ackened jaw was still bound in a
handker chi ef. Toget her they hel ped the governor ashore. Faren Smth wal ked
armin-armwith the blind man, and carried his Wiitworth rifle in the crook of
the other arm

Delrio's levee was at least a mle fromthe | anding, through thick country. The
river had once flowed through this area, but in the recent past the river
crabbed over toward Arkansas, stranding the plantation far inland. Once Jase
clinmbed the | evee he saw, from what had once been the edge of the river, a
live-oak alley leading to a nany-chi meyed pl antati on house. Jase wal ked t hrough
the alley, past the strange, contorted |live-oaks, their |inbs warped into
fantastic, deforned shapes as if by sone sinister nagic.
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The bl ack footnman who answered the governor's knock wore livery and sweated
beneath a white periwig. “Sir!” he said in surprise.
“Take ne to the garden,” said the old nan, “and tell ny daughter | am here."

17.
Jason neeteth the Princess Medea

“I like a garden,” Thackeray said, as he took his seat, amd a profusion of

bl ossonms, in a cane chair. “lI put a large garden planted in all ny hones after
my sight began to fail.” He threw his head back and stared unblinkingly,
defiantly, at the norning sun. “The scent of the flowers brings back pl easant
menories.” He | ooked down, scowl ed. “And helps to obliterate unpl easant ones."
“They shall sit every man under his vine,” Jase said, “and under his fig tree."
A woman appeared, hurrying toward them from beneath a vi ne-covered arch. The
governor glanced sharply in her direction at the sound of her boots on the brick
wal kways.

“This is ny youngest daughter,” the old nman said. “"Melia.” Jase lifted his
boater off his head. The young wonman curtsi ed.

She was a small, brown-skinned girl. She wore a ragged straw bonnet with a
frayed ribbon, a worn brown cotton sack dress belted around her waist with a
rope, and an old pair of heavy | eather gloves crusted with the black soil of the
M ssissippi Delta. She carried a garden spade in one hand, and perched on her
nose were round snoked spectacl es that conceal ed her eyes. Jase wondered if eye
problenms ran in the famly

“Pardon ny appearance,” 'Melia said to Jase. “I was working in nmy garden."”

The governor | ooked stern. “We have servants for that sort of thing, 'Melia,” he
sai d.

“I like working in the garden, father,’
way | like it."

The governor | eaned back, inhaled the scent of the blossoms. “It is a splendid
garden, that's true. Mre fragrant than our other houses. And the sound of the
wi nd through the bl ossons is remarkably soothing.” He nodded. “You have the
gift, "Melia, to be sure.™

He turned to Jase with one of those piercing, unnerving | ooks that seened so
impossible in a blind man. “This is Captain MIler, daughter,” he said. “He is
the man the Navy has sent to take you upriver."

"Melia curtsied again as Jase | ooked at her in surprise. “You, Mss?” he said
“You know where the—= Hi s tongue stunbl ed.

She | ooked at himthrough her eerie snoked spectacles. “Were the gold is

hi dden? Yes. | was my father's eyes on that journey, and hid the gold nyself."
“l have to give "Melia the credit,” the governor said “The Yankees woul d have
got it all if it hadn't been for her efforts.” His lip curled. “Not that it

m ght not be better if they had. If the Confederate government gets its hand on
this nmoney, they will use it only to prolong this ruinous folly of a war."
“Better it should be spent on our follies than the Yanks',” Jase said.

Amusenent tilted the corners of "Melia's nouth. “Have you any particular follies
in mnd, Captain MIler?"

she said. “The servants never get it the

He bowed. “1 am open to suggestions, mss."
The old man's blind eyes favored them each with a savage gl are. “You have no
time for follies, either of you. | imagine the captain will want to steam

upriver tonight, and you should make yourself ready for the journey."

"Melia gave Jase an inquiring |look. “Yes,” he said. “Tonight, if that is
possible. The less time spent waiting on the river, the less time in which we
can be detected by a Yankee patrol."

“Make yourself ready, then,” the governor said. “Tell the servants to prepare
dinner.” He gave a sniff. “And change your clothes, girl! I'msure you | ook as
if you just wal ked out of a swamp."
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18.
Bl i nd Phi neus doth prophesy

“Absurdity!” CGovernor Thackeray said over dinner. “Madness! To put all your
money on slavery!” The governor snorted. “Uter foolishness—a nation of slaves
in the nodern world."

Jase and ' Melia | ooked at each other. The custom at dinner, it seemed, was that
guests listened while the governor declaimed. 'Melia gave Jase a wy, apologetic
smle and | ooked down at her plate.

She did not wear her snoked spectacles indoors. Her eyes were brown, with pupils
wi de as saucers. She had changed into an el egant silk princess gown, wth puffed
sl eeves that showed off her tiny hands. Small and quick and el egantly dressed,
she hardly seened the uncivilized creature of the woods that her father had
descri bed.

Li ke good sailors, Faren Smith and Put- Up- Your - Dukes were paying attention
mainly to their dinners. But the boxer, Jase noted, chewed carefully, and only
on one side of his nouth.

“l should have anticipated it,” the governor continued. “Slavery is the way to
weal th for the mediocre man. A genius will make a success of hinself no matter
what his situation, but for a man of nodest talents there is no nore certain way
to wealth than through exploiting the | abor of his fellow nen. The medi ocre need
sl avery to prosper, and because they need it, they will fight for it. And,”

si ghing heavily, “the nediocre, by definition, outnunber the rest of us."

A periw gged servant offered asparagus froma Sevres platter. Jase waved him
away, and turned to the governor.

“You talk as if you weren't a planter yourself."

“l started as a planter, sir,” the old man said. “l took eighty niggers over the
passes from Virgi nia, marched them down the Natchez Trace, and carved out ny
first plantation when the Loui siana Purchase was young. And |'ve built other

pl antations since, up and down the river. But | knew the future wasn't in
it—ence 1'd nade ny fortune | sold all but one of my first plantations and put
my nmoney into shipping, banking, and manufacturing. | currently own seven

pl antations, but four of those are outfits to which | nmade | oans and on which |
subsequently had to foreclose. The war will destroy all seven, | expect, and the
houses in Vi cksburg and Natchez. Good riddance.” He gave a dreany smile. “I wll
m ss the gardens, though."

Faren MIler signed to one of the servants to bring himnore sliced duck. 'Mlia
turned to Jase. “Do you have sl aves yoursel f?"

“No,” Jase said, “but I'"'mno abolitionist. |I've net any nunmber of nen who
deserve to be ensl aved.™

She nodded. “So have |."

He wondered if he could shock Mss "Melia, if it were possible to shock anyone
inthis fanmly.

“l did not nean Africans only,” Jase said.

She | ooked at hi m sidel ong through her narrow eyes. “Neither did |I,” she said.
The governor |aughed at this, and his amusenent rang down the table.

19.
Medea's history is related

Governor Thackeray offered Jase and his nmen guest roons in which to rest for the
eveni ng's voyage, but Jase said he'd rather rest in one of the garden's viney
arbors, a sentinment of which the governor seened to approve. Jase found a couch
in a garden pavilion covered with white gingerbread, fancy as a river steaner,
and took a few hours’ sleep. The sound of boot-heels on the wal kway woke him
and he | ooked up to see Mss "Melia noving along the walk with a basket in her
hand. She had taken off her silks, and wore instead a split riding skirt, a

busi nessli ke white blouse, a bowtie, and her snoked spectacles. She entered
beneath the sanme arching trellis through which he'd first seen her, and vani shed
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from si ght.

Jase buttoned his jacket and foll owed after

He found her in a herb garden, bending beneath the statue of a bearded G eek who
carried a phial in each hand, as if offering them Polished brass snakes w apped
each of his arns. 'Melia | ooked up at the sound of Jase's approach, but did not
rise.

“Did | wake you, Captain MI|ler?" she said. “If so, | apologize."

Jase tipped his boater. “I wasn't asleep,” he said. “May | help you?"

“That won't be necessary. | amtaking sone stone-root to nmake a poultice for
your M. Jackson. | don't think his jaw is healing properly, and your surgeon's

mate is only giving himw |l ow bark.” She stood, placed roots into her basket.
“I have given himpoppy to ease the pain, then | will tie two of his teeth
together to align his jaw properly. After which the stone-root will help reduce
his swelling."

“Your father didn't nmention you were acconplished in such things,” Jase said. He
| ooked about the garden, recognized peppermnint, sage, confrey, bayberry,
thyne. ..

She tilted her head, smiled. “I'mvery acconplished, | fear. | can call this
nmodest pl ant stone-root, or horse-root, or souche du cheval, or collinsonia
canadensis, if you like.” She stiffened, and her |ook turned defiant. “At one
time | studied to be a physician. Since nedical schools will not accept wonen, |
studi ed under Dr. MacHaon in Natchez before his death. Wen the war began |

of fered nmy services to the Confederate nedical service, but they declined to
enpl oy me."

“How shortsighted of them” Jase said.

“l couldn't help but be an inprovenent over the butchers the government did

enpl oy,” she said tartly. “I have seen the lists of casualties. The healthy die
of canp fever, and the wounded of sepsis. Alittle know edge applied with
intelligence, and so many could be saved ... but it's all being bungled, as the

entire war is being bungled."

Jase detected in "Melia's words an echo of her father's bitterness.

There was a nonent of silence, and then her defiance eased. “Wll,” she said.
“At least | keep ny father healthy, and all our people.” She pointed at a bushy
flowering plant with bell-shaped flowers. “This is belladonna. A lovely flower,
isn"t it? 1 used it to dilate ny father's pupils when he began to go blind—t

enabled himto see around the cataract, until it grew"

“l thought it was poison,” Jase said. “Deadly nightshade."

“Al'l poisons have their uses. | have a great many poisons in ny garden—here is
foxgl ove, here is poppy. Datura you will know, perhaps as Janestown or Jinson

weed. | have taken all of themnyself, and recorded the synptons to add to the
medi cal literature."

He | ooked at her in surprise. “Wasn't that dangerous?"

“CfF course it was.” Inpatiently. “But it's comopn anpbng nedical people to

experinment on thenmselves, and it's one of the ways those of us—= Her nouth

twi sted. “—who cannot practice, nay nonethel ess be of use. At any rate, |
survived. The experience in each case was not entirely unpl easant. Poi sons may
liberate the spirit, even as they suppress or stinulate the body."

She | ooked up at the statue of the Geek. “This is Asclepius, the Father of
Medi ci ne. He offers the vials of Gorgon's blood that were given himby Athene
One heals, the other kills. But which is which? Medicine has its paradoxes, you
see."

“I'f I were your father,” Jase said, “l wouldn't have let you do it."

“My father does not conpromise,” 'Melia said. “He cannot—t is not in his

bl ood—and his blood runs in ny veins. | do nothing by halves. If | study
medicine, | don't half-study it, | don't say, this of the vials of Asclepius is

for me, and the other | reject. One nmust know death in order to knowlife."
“Deat h cones soon enough, it seenms to ne."

“l would rather be dead in truth, than dead in spirit.” She reached into her
pocket, withdrew sone seeds. “Blue norning glory,” she said. “Wuld you |ike
sone? | take it when reality grows too oppressive."

Jase | ooked down at the seeds he had been told were deadly poison, would either
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kill himor turn himraving mad, then |looked up into 'Melia's round dark
spectacles. “No thank you, mss,” he said. “l guess | need a clear head to get
us up the M ssissippi."

“So you do.” She put two of the seeds in her nouth, dropped the renmainder in her
pocket, and put her armthrough his. “Now walk with me to your crewnran, and

we'll see what | can do for his poor jaw. "

20.

Medea joineth fortunes with Jason

“You need not stop here on your return,” Governor Thackeray said. “I wll be
confortabl e enough with ny garden and ny retainers."

“What if the Yankees conme?” 'Melia asked. “They' |l burn Delrio down and stea
the servants.”

“They can burn it, for all |I care, and ne init,” the governor said, cheerfully

enough. “We can all go to Hell together."
"Melia left her father, came aboard General Bee in her split riding skirt, and
was nmade a guest of the wardroom Put-Up-Your-Dukes—whose jaw al ready seened to
have reduced its swelling—earried her snall valise and a | eather nedical bag
filled with her instruments and potions. The tug returned to the waiting Arcol a,
Jase and 'Melia transferred to the ram and Arcola raised its anchor, backed
slowy from behind Ajax Bar, and started its journey northward just as the sun
turned the horizon scarlet.

Mss 'Melia was given the sane hammock her father had occupied, and in the |ight
of the battle |anterns she swng denurely in its enbrace, her tiny booted feet
clear of the deck. When Jase ventured fromthe pilot house to the gun deck he
found her enjoying the polite attentions of the officers, particularly Lt.
Euphemi sm She was in a | aughi ng nood, pupils broad as gunports as she ni bbl ed
the norning glory seeds in her pocket.

At dawn, Dashiell slipped Arcola behind a towhead near a place called Mrtle

G ove. The stacks of the two boats towered over the flat country, and the crew
were sent up to weath themin greenery in hopes that, at a sufficient distance,
the stacks might pass for trees.

Jase had awni ngs spread to keep the summer sun off the iron casenmate, gave the
crew breakfast, then had themtransfer coal fromthe barge to Arcola's bunkers.
After several hours’ rest, Jase ordered di nner prepared, then nustered the crew
of both boats on Arcola's gun deck. He stood on a box so everyone could see him
Being a short man anmid all these hul king bruisers had its di sadvant ages.

“You know that we have all been chosen for a special mssion,” Jase said. “And
what | am now happy to tell you is that the special mssion involves gold! Cold
and silver!"

The crewren nurmured as their eyes glittered in the light of the sun shining
through the gunports. Jase reckoned he had succeeded in attracting their
attention.

“After the Yanks took Menphis,” he went on, “sixty-five nillion dollars’ worth
of Confederate gold and silver, all in coin, was buried upriver fromhere. And
it was this young lady—= Pointing with his hat at *Melia. “—who, with her
father, buried the noney and can lead us to the hiding place. W are assigned to
recover it! W are going to return to Vicksburg ballasted not with pig iron, but
with silver dollars and gol d eagl es!"

The casemate buzzed with the sound of the crew tal king anong thensel ves. Jase
signal ed Castor to blow his pipe and order the nmen to silence. Jase gave them a
feral snmile as they grew quiet

“l have negotiated for us a generous share as prize noney, and arranged that the
money shall be shared out as soon as we conplete our mission in Vicksburg. So
keep a sharp | ookout, and we'll all be rich nmen."

More sensation. Jase had the crew disnissed, then escorted Mss 'Melia to dinner
in General Bee's wardroom

“You have got your men in a state of excitement,’

"Melia said later, as she
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strolled beneath the awnings with Jase on the tug's afterdeck. “They didn't know
why they were going upriver till now?"

Jase put a hand on the breech of the tug's twenty-pound Parrott rifle. “They
knew there was noney in it,” he said. “They trusted ne for the rest."

“If it were up to ne,” 'Melia said, |ooking at himthrough her snoked
spectacles, “lI would have reported the noney sunk, and kept the location a
secret till the end of the war. It was ny father who insisted on nmaking a report

to the governnent. He doesn't care about any of us—he takes pleasure in the

t hought of everything being destroyed by the war, his famly as well as the
rest. He passes on the noney as if it's a curse.”

Jase | ooked down at her. “You're very frank."

She | aughed. “Mendacity is too exhausting unless there's a point toit. |I know
what | want, and | don't see why | should conceal it."

Jase stepped close to her. “Wat is it you want, then, Mss 'Mlia?"

She | eaned one el bow on the Parrott rifle. A smle tweaked at the corners of her
mout h. “Remenbrance is a treacherous thing,” she smiled. “And one piece of the
M ssi ssi ppi | ooks very much |ike another. It would be a pity if ny menory were

i nadequate to the situation—+'d have to stay upriver, perhaps till after the
war. And then the noney would be lost, at |east to the Confederacy."
Jase nodded. This wasn't entirely unexpected. “I believe,” he said, “that

Secretary Benjanm n understands that in wartine, things can go astray. Sacks of
coins are awkward things, hard to nove fromone place to the next. They can get

lost. | reckon that as long as the bulk of the noney gets to Vicksburg, the
governnent will be grateful enough."”
She put her armin his. “I amused to accepting masculine gui dance in noney

matters,” she said. “Perhaps | should foll ow your exanple, then, and take a
share equal to yours."

“I will see that it happens."

She | ooked up at him “And you, Captain MIller? Wat is it you want—with the

nmoney?"
“There's no point in buying agricultural land,” Jase said. “The price'll drop
after the war, no matter who wins. | figure to buy property in port towns—there

wi || be shipping under us or under the Yanks. Maybe buy a boat yard in

Charl eston or Mbile after the bl ockade drives the prices down. Build bl ockade
runner s—bl ockade runners are the way to nmake noney in this war. But you want to
just buy shares in many ships, you don't want to own the things outright. That
way you don't | ose too rmuch noney when the ship is captured. Because they will
all be captured, sooner or l|ater."

“l can see you have thought this out."

“I try to keep ahead of people,” Jase said. “Keep the bulge on ‘em and they'l
do what you want."

“So this whole business is just a nmeans to an end?” she asked. “Arcola, the
battle, this crew, ny father, ny self? Just a way to make yourself rich?"

Jase said nothing, just |ooked at her

“Captain,” 'Melia said, “you are beginning to interest ne."

21.
Her akl es abandoneth the expedition

Ni ght began to fall, and Arcol a maneuvered from behind its hiding place and
began its journey upriver. Ceneral Bee forged ahead as a scout. At three bells
of the morning watch, a cool northern wind began to drift across the river, and
Jase saw feathers of fog rising fromthe warm surface of the water. He cursed
under his breath, and hoped that Harry Kl ee would drop back and rejoin them The
m st rose, thickened, grew dense. The stars vani shed as the fog cl osed over head.
Jase ordered ahead slow, and the ironclad crept ahead, barely maki ng progress
against the current. Leadsnmen were sent forward to sound the water's depth.
Dashiell, sitting next to Jase on the pilothouse roof with his | egs dangling
into the casemate, seened to navigate purely by nenory, enhanced by glinpses of
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the shore reveal ed by gaps in the fog.

Damm, Jase thought. \Where is General Bee?

“Scrubgrass Crossing,” Dashiell said. “Port your helm Ring the engine room  for
nore turns."

Castor, eyes wide in the iron-sheathed darkness of the casemate, obeyed in
silence. He and everyone el se aboard could only hope that the pilot wasn't as
blind as they.

“Silence there!” Jase said, over the chant of the |eadsnmen. “Listen!"

There was a thrashing noi se ahead, heard only barely through the sounds of
Arcol a under way, the thud of the engines and swirl of water over the prow.

“Si de-wheel er,” Dashi el | whi sper ed.

A Yankee. Bee had a screw, not paddl e wheels. Jase heard a bell ring, heard the
call of a | eadsman whose accent nmarked his birthplace as north of the Ohio.
“Hal f less three! By the mark three!"

“Wheel anidships,” Dashiell called to Castor in a voice barely above a whisper
Then he | eaned next to Jase. “W're nmaking the crossing at the sane tinme. God
preserve us froma collision."

“Stand by, the bow gun,” Jase ordered, and hoped that it wasn't one of the huge
Eads ironcl ads out there, sonething big enough to bash in even Arcola's

rei nforced bows.

The thrashing paddl e wheel s grew | ouder. Jase's hands cl enched on the edges of
the pilothouse. His mouth was dry.

“There!” Dashiell's hand was on his arm “There, to port!” Briefly the fog
parted, and Jase saw the Yankee's silhouette just as she passed: a |ean, narrow
boat, with twin stacks and a pilot house stacked high with sandbags.

One of the Yankees’ fast wooden river rams, part of the same squadron to which
Arcol a had once bel onged.

The ram di sappeared into the mst astern. Jase held his breath, listening for
sounds of an al arm

Not hi ng, nothing but the thrashing of the paddl es and the recedi ng chant of the
| eadsnmen. Arcol a hadn't been seen

“Port your helm” Dashiell whispered the order

“They're looking for us,” Jase said. “They know we're on the river."

And he wondered if the Yanks knew what Arcola was |ooking for

22.
Medea gui deth Jason to the Gol den Fl eece

Dawn found Arcola still blind in the fog. Wt soaked through Jase's jacket,
dripped fromhis hair and the brimof his hat. He ignored his msery, his nerves
strung taut for the sound of a Yankee squadron

“That's Laconia to port,” Dashiell said. “l've taken you as far as | can,

wi t hout clearer instruction.”

“Pass the word for Mss Thackeray,” Jase ordered.

“Do you know the chute behind Island 68?" 'Mlia asked when she arrived. “W
need to get intoit."

Dashi ell shook his head. “Can't do that in the fog,” he said.

“You'll probably have to enter above the island,” 'Melia said. “There are rapids
at the foot of the chute.”

Dashi el | | ooked unhappy. He turned up his collar against the dripping fog. “I'd
rather do the Laconia crossing in daylight. It's a tricky one."

“Then we wait,” said Jase. “Maybe the Bee will rejoin us."

The fog began to burn away an hour after dawn. Jase tensed, half-expecting to
see four or five Eads ironclads |lined up ahead of him guns run out and ai ned
down his throat.

The river was enpty. Dashiell called for half speed ahead, and began nmaneuveri ng
into the crossing. Mss "Melia, still in the pilothouse, put on her snoked
spect acl es.

“Where i s Bee?” Jase wonder ed.
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“If she'd run into Yankees, we woul d have heard,” Dashiell said.

“Most likely,” Jase said. Though sonetines sound did strange things, and gunfire
was not heard by peopl e who shoul d have been within easy |istening distance.

It was likely, though, that Bee sinply anchored in the fog, failed to see Arcola
st eam past, and was now pounding up the river after them

Jase fingered his chin and considered the | oss of the coal barge that Bee was
towing. If Bee didn't appear with the coal, Arcola night not have enough fuel to
return to Vicksburg. Once the ironclad was hi dden, he would have to let the
boilers cool in order to conserve fuel

"Melia proved right about the dangers of the |ower chute behind Island 68. The
remai ns of a steanboat lay on the rocks, its stacks thrown into the current,
white water foam ng over the broken decks.

“Felicity,” "Melia said. “We canme in her from Menphis. She blew her boiler and
coul dn't naneuver clear."

Dashiell managed to get Arcola into the upstreamend of the chute stern-first,
with the aid of | eadsnen and sone careful naneuvering. Trees hung cl ose on
either side of the anchorage, and brushed the stacks as the ironclad noved past.
Once the anchor was dropped, Dashiell urged that warps be carried out to the
trees on either bank to secure the ironclad in the event that the anchor

dragged. Jase turned to 'Meli a.

“How cl ose are we to, ah, our goal ?” Then he | aughed at hinself for his
circunmspection. There was no |longer any reason to refrain fromtalking about the
treasure.

“Not far,” 'Melia said, “but | defy you to find the place wi thout ny guidance."
“Sir?” Castor asked, |ooking up fromthe wheel. “How are we to get ashore?
General Bee has all the boats.”

Jase barked a | augh. Three days on the river, in constant peril of their lives,
and now this absurdity.

“There is a little skiff at Helius, our plantation,” 'Melia said. “Just north of
here, through the trees. Unless of course the river took it, or the Yankees."
“Can you see the river fromHelius?” Jase asked.

“Yes. "

“We'll set up a | ookout for General Bee.” The tug would never find them here,
not in this narrow passage lined with tall cottonwoods.

“I can swm” '"Melia said, “if it's necessary."

“I't won't be,” Jase said. “And | don't think we'll need your boat, either.” He
sent for strong swinmers to carry warps and |lines ashore, then rigged a bosun's
chair to take people to Arkansas. He, 'Melia, Faren Snmith, Smith's Wiitworth
rifle, and four crewnen canme to the | and dry-shod. Jase wore his service pisto
hol stered at the small of his back

Jase turned to Mss 'Melia, gave her a nod. “WII| you take us to your hiding

pl ace, m ss?” he asked.

The tilted her head, |ooked at him “You will abide by our agreenent, Captain?"
“Of course,” he said, then added under his breath, so only she could hear, “It
ain't ny noney."

She gave a nmerry laugh. “Better bring picks and shovels, then,” she said, and
after they were brought she turned to | ead theminland. The country was so thick
that they could nove only on animal tracks. 'Melia guided them al ong one path
after another, her little feet noving along the narrow trails with utter
certainty. Eventually they came to a steep slope covered with vine-draped oak
and sassafras.

“It's an old Indian nmound,” "Melia said. “Built by the Ten Lost Tribes of
Israel, or so they say."
"Melia |l ed themalong the side of the nound till their path was bl ocked by a

| i ght ni ng- bl ackened punpkin oak that spraw ed across their path. The huge
tangl ed ball of roots | ooned over their heads.

"Melia turned around and grinned. “Here we are,” she said

Jase | ooked at the dense country and saw not hing. He peered over 'Melia's
shoul der to see if the tree was holl ow and the money ni ght have been hidden
there, but the tree seened solid enough

“There, captain!” Pointing at the sl ope above the ball of tree-roots. “We put
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turves over the hiding-place."
The toppling tree had pulled a huge ball of dirt into the air, leaving a kind of
earthen cave where the roots had been, a ready-nade hiding place. Jase had his

crewnen begin their work with spades. In the fertile soil, the turves had
al ready taken root, and were hard to dislodge. Beneath themwas a | ayer of black
soil, and then Jase heard the ring of netal as a spade struck sonething.

Jase felt excitenment sing through his veins. The soil was cleared away by hand,
revealing a canvas bag that Jase drew fromits hiding place. He figured it had
to weigh thirty pounds. Jase could snell rot in the canvas, but the stenciled

| egend First State Bank of Nashville could still be read. He tore away the rope
that knotted the bag shut, reached in, pulled out a fistful of twenty-dollar
doubl e- eagl es.

Gol d. The head of Liberty gazed at himfromthe face of one coin.

There was a nonent of silence, and then Faren Smith gave a whoop. The crewren

| aughed and | ooked at the gold with shining eyes.

Jase turned to 'Melia, who was | eaning on the old punpkin oak and watching them
t hrough snoked | enses, a snmile of delicate amusenment on her |ips.

“I's it all in canvas bags?” he asked.

“Unl ess the bags have rotted away,” she said. “Sone of the bags weren't very
sound even when we buried them™

Jase let the coins spill between his fingers, hearing the themchine as they hit
the coins in the bag, and then he tied the bag shut again. He turned to one of
the crew. “Bring me Chief Tyrus and the quartermaster.” And when Tyrus and
Castor arrived, Jase put Castor in charge of digging out the noney.

“No one is to dig unless you're watching,” he said. “You are to take charge
personal |y of everything that cones out of the ground. No one else is to handle
it but Chief Tyrus, who will convey it to the boat."

“Ay, sir,” Castor said.

“If a bag breaks, you are to stop digging until every spilled coin can be
accounted for. I'll send you sone sacks fromArcola to carry any | oose noney."
“Sir."

Jase turned to Chief Tyrus. “You are to convey the noney to the ram” he said.
“Either carry it yourself, or have others carry it under your direct
supervision. The noney is to be in Castor's sight at all tinmes, or in your own."
“Ay ay, sir."

“When you get the noney to Arcola,” Jase said, “send it aboard via the bosun's
chair.” He smled. “I'll put Euphemismin charge of stowing it. He seens an
honest sort.” H's smile turned wol vish. “And the others will watch him of
course. "

“Very good, sir,” said Tyrus.

Jase | ooked up at Faren Snmith, who cradled his Wiitworth rifle in his arns. “M.
Smith,” he said, “anyone who fails to follow ny instructions is clearly
attenpting to cheat his fellow crewren and the Governnent. Your job is to shoot
anyone who di sobeys ny orders."

Smith smled. “Wth pleasure, sir,” he said.

Jase handed the Chief the bag of coins. “Chief Tyrus,” he said, “carry on."
“Sir.” Tyrus saluted, turned, and began wal king down the trail to the ram

Jase and 'Melia followed at a nore |eisurely pace. “Can you trust these nmen?”
she asked.

“I have to trust them sooner or later,” Jase said. “If | trust themnow, it's
less likely that later 1'll wake up later with a slit throat."

Jase crossed to the ramto rig a pair of slings that would carry the noney to
the ram and also to brief Eupheni sm concerning howto ballast a ship with gold
and silver. An arned guard was posted on Arcola's bilges, with a petty officer
and Euphenmismto guard the guards.

A pair of crewnen arned with carbi nes acconpani ed Jase and 'Melia to Heli us,
where he planned to set up a | ookout for General Bee. Helius proved to be a
nodest frame plantati on house set amd overgrown cotton fields.

“Qur overseer joined the arny and got killed at Pea Ridge,” 'Mlia said as Jase
hel ped her over the rail fence that surrounded the property. “Ms. Overby, his
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wife, tried to run the place till the Yankees cane, said the field hands were
contraband of war, and carried themoff. Ms. Overby went to Hel ena, where she
had kin, but her last letter said there were a few servants renai ni ng. Fol ks too
old to | eave—or too feeble, | suppose, to help the Yankees with their designs."
Mss 'Melia proved correct. There were five elderly blacks living on the
property, three wonmen and two nen tending the little vegetabl e garden they'd
planted for their own sustenance. 'Melia set themto cleaning the main house
whil e Jase took his nmen across overgrown |lawns to the |anding, and posted them
on a point nearby with a good view of the river. They carried carbines and fl ags
to signal to General Bee if the tug appeared.

When Jase returned, he found the covers taken off the furniture in the front
parlor, and 'Melia sitting on the sofa drinking water froma tin cup. “The
Yankees took the silver and the china,” she said, “but they couldn't take our
spring water. Wuld you |like some?"

“Thank you,” Jase said. He took the cup fromher fingers and sipped. There was
whi sky in the water. She patted the sofa cushion next to her

“Pl ease sit down, captain."

“Thank you."

He removed his pistol belt and sat. She had taken off the snoked spectacles, and
Jase noticed that her pupils were sonething |like normal size. Perhaps she didn't
need her norning glory seeds today, not with the stimulus of gold running

t hrough her vei ns.

“I would offer you dinner,” she said, “but there's nothing. The Yankees ate the
Iivestock and ran through our stores—all Helius can offer are sone dried peas,
salt pork, corn dodgers, and a quart of Bourbon |I retrieved fromny father's
desk. You'd probably rather have your Navy ration."

“Your father has better whisky,” Jase said.

“He never believed in rationing his own pl easures."

“I ook forward,” said Jase, “to followi ng his exanple. |'ve been poor all ny
life, and I plan to spend the rest of ny life enjoying the contrast."

"Melia | ooked at him “I know people who could spend that noney in a year."
Jase shook his head. “They nust be people wi thout any inagination."

She sniled. “I didn't think you were the sort to spend it foolishly. | wi sh ny

fiancé had that sort of drive."

He | ooked at her in surprise. “You' re engaged to be narried?"

One small hand floated to touch the gl obe of an elegant glass oil lanp, drifted
idly over the inscribed glass figure of a horseman. “A planter's son. CGood
manners, a fine horseman, a splendid dancer. Rich, of course. Tall,

br oad- shoul dered, handsone. But one day it occurred to nme that this was all he
was, that if you took away his manners and his horses and his mansi on house
there woul d be nothing left. He had no character or ideas that didn't conme with
his situation. He wasn't a bad nan, or even a weak man-he was j ust,
just—othing. Tailored clothing stuffed with straw.” Anusenment tweaked her |i ps.
“So | broke off the engagenent—+t was a great scandal, another reason for ne to
avoid the society of Natchez and Vi cksburg—and | ater ny beau becane engaged to
my sister Harpina. He joined the arny | ast year, and was captured at Fort

Donel son. "

And now Har pi na was offering herself to strange officers while her intended
wai t ed behind prison walls. “The poor man,” Jase snil ed.

She | eaned back on the sofa, took the whisky-spi ked water fromhis hand. “You're
not like himat all,” she said. “Take away your conmm ssion, your Arcola, your

share of the treasure—and you would still be yourself. Jase MIler. As, if every
one of my father's plantations burned tonorrow, | would still be 'Melia.” She
stared boldly into Jase's eyes. “’'Melia, who knows what she wants."

Jase took her in his arms and drew her closer. “Wat do you want, Mss ' Melia?”
he asked.

“I want for certain,” she said, “and for ever.’
bef ore she could say nore.

He pressed his mouth to hers
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23.
The appearance of the Col chian fleet

Jase, sone hours later, decided to return to Arcola and make certain the specie
transfer was going as scheduled. He was in the parlor, buttoning his jacket,
when he | ooked out the wi ndow and saw his | ookout running to the house. He ran
to the hall and opened the door. “Sir!” one shouted. “Yankees! Yankee gunboats!"
“Run to the boat!” Jase said. “Tell Chief Tyrus!"

Jase ran to the | anding and saw, paradi ng before his eyes, nost of the Federa
strength on the river. There were four Eads ironclads, black and beetl e- shaped
on the water, and a pair of lean Ellet rams. A commpdore's pendant flew from one
of the ironclads, so that nmeant Flag Officer Davis was attending to this matter
hinsel f. Led by the ranms, the Federal squadron canme down the river in a |long
line, then neatly anchored bow and stern close to the M ssissippi shore.

Jase wat ched the squadron through binocul ars and wondered what Davis had in

m nd. The Yanks were | ooking for Arcola, he reckoned, but if they knew where she
was hi ding, why were they anchored peacefully across the river? The Yankee crews
wer e depl oyi ng awni ngs and wal ki ng casually on the casemates. Rowboats carried
visitors fromone boat to the next.

Davi s had just decided to spend the night here, apparently. Maybe they were
waiting for word fromdownriver, fromthat ramthey'd sent ahead.

Jase returned to the house. "Melia sat in a tall cane chair—ene of her
father's—en the front porch, her feet kicking casually a few inches above the
floorboards. “I don't think they're comng,” he said, “but 1'd better get to
Arcola, just in case.”

“Should I go with you?"

“You'll be nore confortable here. 1'll send for you if we have to get steamup.”
She | ooked up at him a lazy smle on her lips. “I hope you cone visit tonight,
Captain Mller."

“In the nmorning sow thy seed,” Jase thought, “and in the evening w thhold not
thy hand.” He tipped his straw hat. “Mss 'Melia,” he said, and returned to his
i roncl ad.

Chi ef Tyrus had manned the ten-inch Dahl gren forward, but kept the transfer of
the currency going. Every time the sling carried a | oad of gold to the ironclad,
it returned full of the rams pig-iron ballast, which was pronmptly flung into
the water, where it now fornmed a nodest i sl and.

“Shall we get steamup, sir?” Tyrus asked.

Jase | ooked up at the tall stacks and thought of the clouds of black coal snoke
that would mark their position. “I don't think so,” Jase said. “They're anchored
on the far side of the river. No point in provoking a fight unl ess we have to."
“Are they bl ockadi ng us?"

“l don't guess they know we're here. | expect they' |l nove off tomorrow. |f they
st eam back upriver, we'll have avoided them If they go down, then we'll have a
scrap, but | don't figure we'll be any worse off than we are now.” He | ooked at

Tyrus. “How s our noney?"

“The nore we dig, the nore we find,” Tyrus said. “There doesn't seemto be any
end to that cave."

Jase grinned. “What a danmm shame,” he said.

Tyrus seened aggrieved. “There's tons of the stuff. | wish they'd left the
silver in the vaults.”

Jase put his hand on Tyrus’ shoulder. “We'll give the governnent the scrawny
white noney,” he said. “And fill our personal pockets with gold."

He went aboard Arcola to visit the noney in the bil ges. Euphemni sm stood over the
growi ng pile, a notebook in his hand. “l've been keeping an inventory, sir,” he

said. “We have replaced twenty tons of the ballast."

Coal could be transferred by shovel at eight tons per hour, Jase thought. This
was going to take | onger.

“Very good, lieutenant,” Jase said, |ooking down at the bags. Twenty tons, he
thought, and nore to come. He felt a tingle in the hand that had plucked gold
doubl e-eagles fromtheir bag. He could still taste "Melia on his lips.

If he listened carefully, he could hear a rich future singing in his blood.
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24.
The sacrifice of Apsyrtus

Jase posted another pair of |ookouts on the point near Helius to keep watch in
the night, and brought ' Melia her supper on a tin tray. He found her stil
sitting on the porch, her feet swinging in the twilight, a cup of

whi sky-and-water still in her hand

“Very good of you,” she said, “to consider ny hunger."”

After midnight a thundering knock at the front door woke Jase and 'Melia from
sleep. He rolled away from’ Melia and reached for his clothing, and was pulling
his shirt over his head when he heard the running footsteps of a servant on the
stair.

“Mss!” the old woman called. “Oficers to see you! Yankee officers!"”

Jase's heart gave a lurch, and his hand froze on his boot-tops. H s sidearm was
downstairs, in the parlor. He'd forgotten it there.

“Tell themI'll be down in a mnute!” 'Melia called. Then, whispering in his
ear, “Dress quickly. I'll show you the back stair."

“l don't have ny pistol."

“They're not here for you, |I'msure."

Jase drew on his clothing, but carried his boots in his hand so that the
Federal s wouldn't hear himon the stair. 'Melia nade sure the curtains were
drawn, then struck a match and lit a candle. She put on a plain gray house
dress, then conbed her hair as Jase, hands suddenly clunmsy, buttoned the dress
up the back.

“l wonder if the house is surrounded,” Jase said.

“H de at the bottom of the back stair. Don't run unless you rnust."

She turned, gave hima fierce kiss, lips driving into his. “Don't worry,” she
said. “I will deal with them"

"Melia took his hand with cool fingers, led himto the back stair and down. She
showed himthe back door, then wal ked with the candle toward the front hall

| eaving Jase alone in the warm vel vet darkness, his boots in his hand. Hi s heart
throbbed | oud as Arcola's tripl e-expansi on engi nes.

He heard a murmur of voices fromthe front hall, then the opening of doors as

"Melia took the others to the parlor. Her voice rang clearly down the back hal

to Jase's hiding place. “1I w sh you had confined your visits to a civilized hour
maj or.” There was particular venominvested in the |ast word. Wen the man

spoke in answer, Jase thought he knew why. The major's voice was as Southern as
hi s own.
“My duties forbade an earlier visit,’

he said. “And | woul d not have cone at

all, but | saw a light through the trees. | knew this place had been abandoned,
and | becane curious."

“l showed no light,” "Melia said, truthfully enough. “It must have been the
servants."

“We are looking for a rebel ram” the major said. “It has been reported in these
waters. "

"Melia's laugh was a little shrill. “Aran? No. | canme here by submarine boat."

There was a nonent of silence, and then the major spoke again. Though his tones
were soft, they froze Jase's bl ood.

“Tell me,” the major said. “Where is the noney?"

"Melia' s answer was scornful. “1 have some coins in my pockets. You Yankees may
take them as you've taken everything else."

“We know who took the noney from Menphis before it fell,” the major went on. “We
know that you were with him But there's been no sign of it since. O the boat
that carried it away."

There were a few shocked seconds before 'Melia conmposed an answer. “You can
hardly bl ane the boat for staying out of your clutches. And the noney, of

course, was taken South."

“You forget,” the major said, “that we read your papers. If tens of mllions had
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been spirited out of Menphis just as the city fell and given to the Confederate
governnent, don't you think the papers woul d have boasted of it? Especially as
there was so little else for your press to boast about? Don't you think there
woul d have been headlines ten inches high?"

Jase felt sweat trickle down his face. 'Melia gave a | augh. “Perhaps Father has
it, then. Maybe he's got a pile of gold on one of his plantations."

The nmajor's answer was quite serious. “Wat we haven't been able to work out,
you see,” he said, “is why the eneny ramcanme north. There are no Rebel nilitary
operations in progress for it to support. It can't attack any of our bases by
itself, and it would be suicidal for the ramto attack our whol e squadron

wi t hout support. So why is it here?"

“I'"'mafraid our governnent does not consult nme before it dispatches its ships,”
"Melia said

“The ram had to have conme up the river for a reason,” the major insisted. “And
when | saw the light at Helius tonight, it occurred to ne that the only possible
reason was the noney. Sixty or seventy million dollars that seemto have gone

m ssing between Menphis and Vi cksburg."

"Melia | aughed again. “Search the house and grounds,” she said. “See if you find
a ramin the garden."

Jase froze at the invitation.

“Where is the noney?” the major asked.

“Let me fix you sone tea,” 'Melia said, “and we can continue this ..

fasci nating conversation."

“l don't want your tea, 'Melia,” the major said. “lI've conme for the noney, and
mean to have it."

There was a nonent's silence, and then Jase heard, clear as a striking bell, the

doubl e click of a revolver being cocked. Jase froze in horror

The shot was |oud as a cannon. Then nore shots, a regular fusillade. Jase
dropped his boots and ran down the hall to the parlor. Wen he cane in he saw,
through air blue with gunsnmoke, 'Melia holding Jase's pistol in her hand, with a
young nman wearing a major's oak | eaves lying stretched in his blood before her
Another man in the uniformof a |lieutenant was | eaning against the wall, red
spurting fromhis torn neckcloth as he clawed at the flap of his holster with

bl ood-slicked fingers. 'Melia's revolver clicked on an empty chamber.

Jase clubbed the standing man in the face with his fist. The man slid down the
wal |, and Jase pulled the wounded man's revolver fromhis hol ster as he |ay
there, a look of terror on his face as he watched his artery fountain his
heart's bl ood onto the parlor carpet.

“Get your boots.” 'Melia's voice was strangely calm “Let us go."

Jase's head whirled. 'Melia took himby the armand drew himinto the back hall.
She returned to the parlor, picked up the oil lanp fromits table, the lanp with
the horseman inscribed on its delicate glass reservoir, and flung it onto the
carpet between the two Yankees. G ass shattered. Flanming oil rolled over the
carpet in a wave

She took himto the back stair. He pulled on his boots with nervel ess fingers.
And then 'Melia opened the back door and gestured into the night.

“The boat's crew,” Jase managed. “They woul d have conme with a boat's crew. They
may have heard the shots."

“All the nore reason to | eave quickly. They won't search for us at night."

They fled across the overgrown fields by starlight. By the tine they reached the
fence line, a bright glow radiated behind them the fire catching hold of the
old frame building. “My God,” Jase gasped. “My God, they will start searching
for the treasure. They know it's here!"

Fire glittered in 'Melia's eyes as she gazed at the burning house. “They don't
know the gold is anywhere nearby,” she said. “Or Arcola either. Wat you heard
was the—the major's private theory. He'd just worked it all out, and he rowed
across the river to boast about it to ny face."

“l don't know,” Jase said.

“l do. He wouldn't have told his superiors, not until he'd proved to himnself
that he was right. | imagine he came to Helius expecting to find ne there, or
maybe ny father."
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Jase stared at her. “You knew hi n?” he said.
“COF course.” Her glittering eyes | ooked into his. “He was ny brother."

25.
Phal erus the Archer nmaketh a di scovery

Arcola's crew stood to their guns at dawn, and waited for the Yankees who did
not come. Burning Helius was a pillar of snmoke on the northwest horizon. Jase
sent out Faren Smith and a party of arned sailors as scouts, and they reported
Yankees crawling all over the plantation, but none ventured into the thick

wi | derness that surrounded the cotton fields.

“See?” 'Melia said, when Jase told her. “A pair of officers went ashore on sone
kind of private adventure, and it went wong. Maybe they were assassi nated by
parti sans, maybe they set fire to the place and were caught in the bl aze because
they were drunk. The servants know nothing of any inportance. No one is thinking
of gold.” She | eaned close, and a shiver went up his spine as he felt her tongue
taste his throat. “No one but us. For certain and for ever."

Faren Smith al so found Jase's two | ookouts, who maintained that they'd been

wat chi ng the Yankee squadron all night, but had nissed the little rowboat on its

approach because they weren't |ooking for sonething so snall. Jase, certain
they'd fallen asleep on watch, had them gagged and tied to a pair of trees, and
let themsit there till nightfall

The Federal squadron noved off around ni dday, headi ng south. So Arcola would
have to neet themon the river if she was to make Vi cksburg.

The | oadi ng of the noney went on. Al fifty tons of pig iron ballast had been
repl aced by bags of cash, and all the railroad iron ballast, too. Jase enptied
provi sion casks and re-stowed themfilled with Indian-head silver dollars and
gol den eagl es

By unspoken agreenent, everyone had forgotten about Jase's el aborate plans for
saf eguarding the treasure. Let the crewren fill their pockets: there was plenty
nmore. Toward mi d-afternoon they ran out of places to stow the nobney and began to
stack bags of cash between the guns.

“We're | ow on our nmarks,” Chief Tyrus said. “I hope we aren't so deep in the
water that we can't get out of this chute.”

“Per haps we should renanme her the Floating Mnt,” suggested Euphemni sm

“Shut the hell up, lieutenant!” Jase snarled. His officers |ooked at each other
Jase stal ked away, wal ked for a nonent beneath the cottonwoods until he could
cal m his singing nerves. He heard footsteps behind him saw Faren Smith
approaching, the Wihitworth still carried in the crook of his arm

“Can you spare a nonent, captain?” he asked. “There's sonething | think you
shoul d see.™

The Gunner | ed Jase along the path toward Helius, but stopped before he reached
the point where the hardwood forest opened up into cotton fields. “I found this
when | was scouting the Yankees this norning, sir,” he said, and took Jase off
the track, through the trees. “Look here,” he said.

The bodi es were not far off the path, the bones lying linp in their clothing.
Jase counted five skulls, though there may have been others underneath. Though
scavengers had pi cked the bones clean of flesh, the clothing was not badly

weat hered, and the bones were still bright in the mottled sunlight.

Jase's nmouth was dry. “The crew of Felicity,” he said.

Smith nodded. “Reckon so,” he said.

A nmenory floated into Jase's mnd, 'Melia addressing her brother. Let nme fix you
sone tea. Her brother the Yankee mmjor had known better than to accept the

of fer. She had brought refreshing drinks of that whol esone Helius spring water
to the crew of Felicity as they finished concealing her treasure, but when
they'd died she hadn't been able to drag themvery far off the trail. Then she'd
cast their steamboat adrift in the chute, and let the rocks take it.

Jase | ooked at the Gunner. “I wouldn't tell any of the other crewren about
this,” he said.

file:/lIF|/rah/Walter%20Jon%20Williams/Williams,%20Walter%20Jon%20-%20Argonautica.txt (43 of 52) [7/17/03 11:24:50 PM]



file:/lIF|/rah/Walter%20Jon%20Williams/Williams,%20Wal ter%20Jon%20-%20A rgonauti ca.txt

“I won't,” Smith said. “But | don't plan to let that young | ady doctor ne none."
Jase | ooked down at the pile of bodies. Fresh green growh sprang between their
bones.

“Me, either,” he said

26.
The Argonauts confronteth the Dragon's Teeth

In late afternoon Arcola began raising steam and bl ack snoke poured from her
stacks and drifted over the treeline. There was plenty of nmoney left in the
cave, mllions probably, but no place left to put it—no place unless the
ironclad was to conpletely lose her identity as a warship, unable to fire the
guns because there was too nuch cash in the way. Before casting off Jase ordered
the cave sealed up again, and closed in with turves of grass. Someone woul d cone
for the noney sooner or later. Jase reckoned 'Melia would get to it before the
Conf ederate governnment did, but concluded the matter was no busi ness of his.
Wth | eadsmen chanting fromthe nearly subnerged bows, Dashiell and Jase
maneuvered Arcol a out of the chute behind Island No. 68 during the | ast
hal f - hour of daylight. The boat lay deep in the water, with the M ssissipp
creanmi ng high on the casemate, and responded sluggishly to the helm The boilers
woul d need nore coal, Jase thought, to keep her nmoving in this state, though at

| east the river current was in their favor, and would add three or four knots to
their speed.

Drive like Jehu, Jase thought. He rang the engine roomfor full ahead,
determned to nake as nmany mles downriver as tine would pernmit. Leaving
Dashiell and Faren Smith in the pilot house, with orders to keep their eyes
skinned for the Yankee flotilla, Jase dropped to the gun deck

Bags of nobney were stacked in every corner. Crewren sat and reclined on them and
seenmed dazed | ess by weariness than by dreans of wealth and luxury. M ss
"Melia' s hammock swung over a small nountain of wealth. Lt. Euphenism Jase saw,
was attendi ng her.

He returned Euphem sm s salute and tipped his hat to "Melia. “Are you
confortable, mss?"

“Ch yes. Lt. ... Euphemism” sniling, “has been nobst attentive."

“Thank you, mniss,” Euphem smsaid. He turned to Jase. “Sir?” Euphem sm said.
“Your people fromthe Bee have been enlightening me as regards the custom of
prize nmoney. They tell nme that the captain's share is three-twentieths, and that
the lieutenants split two-twentieths between them That the warrant and petty
officers split another five-twentieths, and the ordinary crewnren split half the
total ."

Jase snmiled. “You'll find that the ordinary shellback can cal cul ate his share of
prize noney faster than he can drink his whisky ration."

"Melia's eyes shone. “Your share is three-twentieths, and mne is equal to
yours, but three-twentieths of what? Most of the noney,” sighing, “is pledged to
the government."

“True,” Jase said, “but | reckon Jeff Davis won't have too many objections if
the government's share comes to ninety percent,” Jase said.

Cal cul ations flickered behind 'Melia' s eyes. “If we recovered fifty mllion out
of the total, say, that would give us five nillion as the crew s share. And
three-twentieths of that would be seven hundred and fifty thousand, all in
gold!'” Her white teeth flashed as she laughed. “You're nearly a nillionaire,

captain! And so am|."

“And the ordinary sailors would have close to twenty thousand api ece,” Jase
said. “But remember that we'll going to have to get past an entire Yankee
squadron before we can count the noney."

Pl us, Jase thought, he'd probably have to rent a railroad car to get his share
away. Hi s share alone, in gold, would weigh over a ton and a half. He'd worked
it out with paper and pencil before he'd ever |eft Vicksburg.

There was a little frown on Euphem sm s face. “But surely, sir, even if the crew
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is entitled to a share, it would have to be awarded by a prize court."

“Prize courts are mighty slow, lieutenant,” Jase said. “Those of us fromthe old
Mobile are still waiting for the prize courts to deliver the noney owed us for
the six prizes we took |last year. And even if the prize court ruled in a tinely
way, they wouldn't pay in real noney, just in notes. So,” he snmiled, “we'll just
take our share ahead of time, and save the court's tine."

Eupheni smis frown deepened. “1 don't know if | can approve of this trifling with
the Governnent's noney,” he said.

“Strictly speaking,” Jase said, “the noney isn't the Governnent's, it belongs to
depositors in Tennessee banks. Though it looks as if Richmond will get ninety
percent of it."

Euphem sm seened oblivious to the glares the nearby crewren were giving him “If
it's private noney,” he continued, “that's even |l ess reason to give |large suns
to the soldiers and sailors whose job is to defend the noney, not help
thensel ves to shares. And even if the prize court rules in your favor, | don't
see,” turning apologetically to 'Melia, “lI don't see howa civilian is entitled
to a share as large as that of the captain."

“Be not righteous over nmuch,” Jase said, “as the Preacher sayeth."

"Melia put a hand on his arm “Be generous,” she said. “lI could have kept it

all, you know. "

Eupheni sm had the decency to | ook enbarrassed.

“All was arranged ahead of tine,” Jase said, “with Secretary Mllory and the
Secretary of the Treasury."

“l have read the Constitution, sir,” Euphem smsaid. “No nmenber of the cabinet
has the authority to confiscate or give away private nonies, nor to award pri ze

nmoney without participation of the courts. It's plainillegal, sir."
“Seceding fromthe United States was illegal, too, or so | hear,” Jase said.
“Sir,” Euphemismsaid stiffly, “I nmust beg you not to confuse our sacred Cause

with a plundering expedition."

Jase had never quite as clearly seen how cl osely Euphem smresenbl ed the those
rich young idiots he'd known at Annapolis. “Ch,” he snarled. “Sorry. |'msure
Jeff Davis never planned to nmake noney as a result of secession. Heaven forbid."
Euphem sm pressed his lips together whitely. Then he rose to attention and

clicked his heels. “Captain MIller,” he said, “I amobliged to informyou that
if you continue with this illegal act, | will formally protest with General Van
Dorn, with the governor and attorney general of M ssissippi, and with the
governnent in Richnond. | will also informthe newspapers of your actions. My
famly is not without influence, sir. | beg you to keep this in mnd."

Jase | ooked at him “Do as you please, lieutenant,” he said.

Eupheni sm sal uted, turned, marched aft. Jase let out a long breath. “Damed
idiot,” he said.

"Melia | ooked after the lieutenant with worried eyes. “Let ne talk to him” she
said. “I'll try to bring himto reason."

He | ooked into the dark eyes that shone gold in the light of the battle
lanterns. “It is the bright day that brings forth the adder,” he thought, “And
that craves wary wal ki ng. "

“Good luck,” he said, and returned to the pilot house.

Arcol a steaned ahead all night, naking seven or eight knots plus any distance
contributed by the current. Jase planned to be off Geenville by norning. The

| ast news was that Greenville was noninally Confederate, at |east insofar as the
Yanks had not bothered to capture the place—and if the Federals had | eft any
coal there, or even wood, Jase planned to shift it to Arcola's bunkers.

The rising sun glared into Jase's eyes as Arcol a steamed around Rowdy Bend on
the last S-turn before Greenville, and it was a noment before he could shade his
eyes agai nst the sun and see the dark slablike silhouettes of the Eads ironcl ads
lined up on the glittering water, black snoke boiling fromtheir stacks as they
rai sed steam

“Yankees!” Dashiell gasped, then called down to the wheel. “Hard a-port! Cal

for nmore turns!"

“Belay that,” Jase said, the words sonehow squeezi ng past the heart that
suddenly thundered in his throat. “Stand to quarters! Signal the engine roomfor
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all possible speed!” He turned to the plunp pilot who stared at himin horror
“They have to've seen us,” he said. “If we run upstream we're just farther from
hel p. You get down, now, and find yourself some shelter."

He followed the pilot through the pilot house roof while the nmen junped to their
pl aces on the deck bel ow. He gazed at the eneny flotilla through the arnored
slits.

There the eneny were, half a mle away, noored in a line, bow and stern, near
the M ssissippi bank of the river. He hoped they hadn't got up enough steamto
maneuver. He'd better play it safe, keep close to the eneny so that they
couldn't get up speed to ram him

At |east Arcola traveled with its guns |oaded and run out. And the crew couldn't
stray far fromtheir stations, because there was nowhere el se to go

A trunpet call rang through the air fromthe eneny squadron. So much for the
hope that Arcola hadn't been seen

“Stand by the port battery. Bow gun, fire at will."

The Dahl gren thundered out al nbst as an echo to his words—Smth was good at his
wor k. Jase blinked at the gunsnoke that swirled through the pilot house. From
ahead he heard a boom ng clang as the ten-inch solid struck iron

“Starboard your helm Steady. Rudder anmidships.” He was aimng for the nearest
eneny stern. The air intakes how ed as Arcola built speed.

A quarter mle. Half a cable. The Dahl gren roared out again, and Jase heard the
satisfying crack of splintering arnor.

“Port your helm Hold it! Now am dshi ps!"

Arcol a turned sluggishly away fromthe eneny's stern, white water cream ng al ong
the casemate. Jase didn't dare ramthe eneny—t would sl ow down the battle too
much, give the Yankees tine to recover or nmaneuver. He'd be happy enough if they
didn't ramhis own boat.

“Port battery—fire as you bear!"

The thirty-two-pounders roared as Arcola swept past the anchored eneny. The
Federal s were so surprised they managed to fire only a single gunJase felt the
ram shudder —and then they were past, and Jase stared at the next eneny, only a
cabl e away.

The second ironclad managed to fire its whol e broadsi de as Arcol a sped

al ongsi de, the guns hamrering at point-blank range. Crashes filled the airs as
arnor shrieked, oak cracked, and the casemate shuddered to inpact.

Arcol a steaned past all four ironclads, dealing and receiving punishnent as she
went. Ahead were three Ellet rans: unprotected, unarned wooden vessel s that
depended on speed and inpact in battle.

“M. Smith! | want those rans smashed up!” Jase ordered. They were the only
Federal vessels fast enough to catch Arcol a.

Arcola fired a full broadside into each ram solid shot mxed with explosive
shell fromthe seven-inch Brooke rifle. This left one ramsatisfactorily in
flames, the other two riddled. Arcola swept on while the crewnen cheered.

“Howl ! Ye ships of Tarshish!” Jase exulted, waving a fist fromthe pilot house.
He | ooked aft as Arcola steaned around the next bend and saw that the eneny
boats were starting to get under way, white water boiling beneath their

paddl eboxes.

It was going to be a race. Yankee persistence against the scant fuel renmining
in Arcola' s bunkers.

Jase slowed the boat to save fuel, called for Dashiell to steer the boat past
Greenville, then dropped to the gun deck. A knot of crewnmen were clustered
around sone people |ying prone on the planks. Jase pushed his way through the
cluster, saw four crewnen lying bl eeding. The surgeon's nmate and Mss 'Mlia
crouched over them Their faces and hands had been | acerated badly, their flesh
gouged and scarlet. Jase had never seen anything like it. “Wat happened here?”
he asked.

“Gold.” One of the crewnen gave a weary | augh, and Jase saw it was Euphem sm
“W've been shot full of gold."

One of the eneny solids had snmashed into the casemate opposite a place where
bags of nobney had been stacked. The force of the shot had transmitted itself
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through the casemate and into the stack of specie, flinging gold quarter-eagles
through the casenmate |ike shrapnel and nowi ng down half the crew of one of the
br oadsi de guns.

“The wounds aren't serious, | think,” 'Melia said. “W'll need sone stitches.
And 1'Il make up poultices to aid healing."

Jase told the wounded to consider thenselves lucky that their injuries weren't
any worse, and nmade his way to the boiler room where he asked Chief Tyrus to

give an estimate of fuel. “It's a hundred mles or nmore to Vicksbhurg,” he said.
“Ten hours or nore of steaming. Can we do it?"
Tyrus considered for a nmonment, then shook his head. “No, sir. | might be able to

stretch it to eight hours, naybe a little nore. But that's all."
Jase rubbed his chin. “Sir?” Tyrus said. “There is one possibility for saving
t he boat."

“Yes?"

“Throw overboard the guns and the stores. And the ... the ballast."

Jase just |ooked at him Tyrus swall owed. “Just a suggestion, sir,” he said.
“Keep the engines at highest possible fuel efficiency,” Jase said. “I'Il let you

know if | need nore turns."

“Sir."

Jase returned to the gun deck. The wounded crewren were sitting pillowed on
sacks of specie, joking nervously with their friends as the surgeon's mate
stitched up their wounds. ’'Melia crouched beneath the breech of a gun, her

medi cal bag propped open on the gun's wooden carri age.

“Confrey poultices,” she said. “They should hel p the wounded.” Her hand nade a
pass toward a snall stoppered phial on the deck, but she failed to reach it.
“Wul d you hand nme that bottle, please?"

Jase picked up the bottle, saw the words “yell ow jessami ne” witten on the paper
label. It |looked |ike some kind of root pickled in alcohol

He knew what confrey | ooked like. This wasn't it. Even in Latin.

A cold wind chilled his spine. He held the bottle to 'Melia. “For the

| i eutenant ?” he asked.

Her hands cl osed round the bottle. Her dark eyes |ooked up into his. “l don't
see any other solution,” she said. “Do you?"

Jase licked his lips. “No,” he said. “I don't."

“They do but jest,” he thought, “poison in jest; no offense i’ the world."
27.

The eneny pursueth the Argonauts

The bl ack coal snmoke that marked the eneny flotilla fell out of sight astern,
but Jase had no doubt that they were pursuing as fast as their situation
permitted. He and Dashiell conferred as to a place to conceal the ram
preferably somewhere where they had a chance to offload the gold. “I'Il try to
get you behind Cottonwood Bar,” he said. “That's near |llawara. There's a road
that runs south fromthere to Desoto Point, across the river from Vicksburg.”
There were ot her places where he could try to hide Arcola, but nowhere north of
Cot t onwood Bar offered a road that could take the treasure to the interior.

Chi ef Tyrus managed to stretch the coal just that far. Arcola steaned in broad
dayl i ght through the Delta no-man's-land that had stealthily skul ked up at

ni ght, and Jase found the strange flat country mesnerizing, the long wild shores
with their cottonwoods and mangroves, their egrets and circling herons. It was
nearly virgin wlderness, the only signs of human habitation being the |andings,
and sonetimes the chi meys, that marked the plantations. Life and commerce was
carried on entirely by water, with few or no roads to carry anyone or any thing
more than an hour's wal k fromthe M ssissippi

Ri ver conmerce had dried up as the Yankees came south, and the country had died
with it. The plantations were deserted by their owners, who had either gone to
Vi cksburg or gone for a soldier. The slaves marked tine under their overseers
and waited for |liberation at the hands of the Yankees. There was no one to
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mai ntain the | evees, and before very long the entire country would return to a
state of nature.

Jase paid visits to the wounded as the day went on. Everyone but Lt. Euphem sm
seenmed to be doing well. At first he only coughed a bit, as if the powder snoke
had caught in his throat; and he joked about his poor sea-legs that were naking
himfeel sick to the stomach. But then his face flushed red and he swayed on his
feet. "Melia nade himlie in her hamock and tended him carefully, gave him
willow bark in case of fever.

By the time Arcola, down to its |ast few scrapings of coal-dust fromthe
bunkers, made its careful way up the chute behind Cottonwood Bar, Euphemri sm had
gone cold and clanmy, and gasped for breath. He was unable to | eave the hamock.
"Melia and the surgeon's mate put their heads together and decided to give him
poppy in order to nake himnore confortable.

As soon as the ramwas noored in the sheltered chute behind Cottonwood Bar, Jase
rel eased Chief Tyrus and the engine roomcrew fromduty, and gave them a bag of
silver dollars. “Get to Illawara,” he said. “Rent or buy every wagon you can
find, and bring themall as close to this place as you can."

“Cotton wagons, sir,” Dashiell offered. “The planters hereabouts will all have a
great nmany cotton wagons. To bring their cotton to the gins, sir, you see."
“Bring them” Jase told Tyrus, and began the business of setting up lines and

bl ocks to carry the gold to shore.

Faren Smith and the crew of the Brooke rifle renained at their stations, the
rifle trained out over the M ssissippi at the bottomof the chute. The rest of
the crew began transferring the noney. Jase had a pair of lines rove through
tackl es ashore, with and a pair of slings on each, so that the gold could be
moved qui ckly, one sling noving inland while the other traveled to the ram and
once ashore he set up a kind of bucket brigade to pass sacks of gold into the
cover of the trees. Wth over a hundred pairs of hands at the work, the

unl oading went swiftly, far more swiftly than it had taken the crewto dig the
money out of the hole and transport it along the narrow woodl and trail to the

i roncl ad.

Lt. Euphenmismcontinued to decline. He lay in the hammobck coughi ng conti nually,
barely able to speak, growi ng weaker by the hour. 'Melia tended himcarefully.
Jase saw the expression of tenderness and concern in her eyes as she nursed her
patient, and a chill went up his back. After a while Jase couldn't bear the
sight any longer, and went ashore to supervise the unl oadi ng.

He hurried things along, but it didn't go quickly enough. Two hours after Arcola
moor ed, Jase heard the thuddi ng engi nes and thrashi ng paddl e wheel s of the
Federal squadron. He junped for one of the lines and swung hand-over-hand back
to the ram then ran up the casenate and stood peering aft.

Davi s and his squadron cane into sight below the chute, steaming in their |ine
to Vicksburg, the four huge ironclads | ed by one of the light, fast Ellet rans.
Jase clenched his teeth and willed the Yank | ookouts to gaze only downriver, to
keep their attention focused on what was in front instead of the rust-red river
nmonster that crouched in hiding behind them

Exul tation blazed in his heart as the Federals kept their line, as the | ead ram
began its long curve to port that would take it into the next bend—and then one
of the ironclads fired a gun, the hollow thud followi ng the flash and spurt of
snoke by a long hal f-second, and the Eads boat began a turn, sw nging out of
line, presenting its broadside, then its bow guns as its side paddl es drove it
back up the river, as its stood it directly for Arcola. The other boats, too,
began to nmake | umbering turns.

Jase gazed down at Arcola, at his beautiful boat. Behold a ram he thought,
caught in a thicket by its horns.

Jase turned to the crewren sw ngi ng sacks of specie fromhand to hand. “Smartly,
there!” he said. “They've spotted us!"

He entered the casemate and went aft to where Faren Smith waited beside the
seven-inch rifle. “At |east we outrange them” Smith said, and patted the
breech. “Leave it to nme, sir. I'll keep ‘emat a distance while you finish the
job."

Jase | ooked over his shoul der, where Euphem smis hammopck swung between a pair of
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the broadside guns. “Let's get the lieutenant ashore,” he said, then | ooked at
"Melia. “And you, mss,” he said

"Melia quietly reached for her bags, but Jase heard Euphem snis weak voice

“No,” he said. “No, the Yankees are conming. | nust take ny station."

Euphem smtried weakly to clinb fromhis hamock, but ' Ml ia approached and held
himdown with very little effort. Jase approached the hamock, | ooked down at
Euphem sm's drawn face, the white protruding eyes that glimrered wetly in the

| ight of the open gunports. A shiver ran up his spine at the sight.

“Your station's ashore, lieutenant,” Jase said. “You' re assigned to guard the
gold."

Euphem sm shook his head. “No,” he said. “Must fight my guns.” But then coughing
began to rack him and Jase signed to the crewto untie his hammbck and carry
himto the lines that could swing himashore.

“Hurry, there!” he shouted at the people on the other line, filling their sling
wi th sacks of nmoney. He didn't want to watch Eupheni sm bei ng hustled out a
gunport, so he stal ked aft again, peered out the aft port at the advancing
Federal s thrashing agai nst the current toward Arcol a.

“W're at long range,” Smith remarked. “I could probably hit them from here, but
| doubt 1'd do any damage."
Jase thought about it for a nonent. “QOpen fire now,” he decided. “I want a | ot

of snoke to hide what we're doing on shore."

Smith nodded, peered over the sights for a nonent, and tugged the lanyard. Like
a wld beast flinging itself at the bars of its cage, the Blake rifle |unged
back into the casemate till it slammed against the limts of its tackles. The
eerie receding wail of the spinning shell was foll owed, a scant few heartbeats
|ater, of the clang of the seven-inch bolt slamm ng hone on Federal iron. The
gun crew cheered as they slamred the iron shutters over the port and junped to
rel oad the huge netal beast. They opened the shutters and hauled it again to the
port, the crew al nost horizontal as they dragged the gun al ong the deck, Faren
Smith riding the carriage forward with his thunb placed over the touch hole to
prevent accidental firing.

Jase stuck his head out a side port so that he could watch both the unl oadi ng
and t he approachi ng Yankees. The | ead Federal ironclad appeared unchanged except
for the fact that the crew were slamrming closed the iron shutters on the forward
gunports. Their own snpot hbores were out of range, and they were taking care
that no chance shot got through an open port.

Smith got off a dozen nore shots, all hits, before the lead ironclad' s forward
ports opened and its forward battery of four nine-inch Dahl gren snoothbores
rolled out. They went off in a regular salvo, and Jase ducked back into the
casenmate before he could lose his head to the solid iron shot that were suddenly
tearing apart the air outside. He waited inside the port, heart hamrering, for
the sound of a shot striking honme, but heard not hing.

The Yankees had missed conpletely. And, as if to nock their efforts, Smth ran
the Blake rifle out the port and fired one accurate shot in reply, the
seven-inch bolt bounding off the Yankee casemate with the sound of a ringing
bel | .

Jase waited for another Federal sal vo—another four nisses—before ducking out the
port and traveling hand-over-hand al ong one of the lines that had been run to
shore. He dropped to the ground and sprinted along the line of toiling nen—the
eneny sal vos ripping the sky overhead seened to have accelerated their
efforts—till he reached the growing pile of noney, where he saw a pair of big
mul edrawn wagons bei ng brought up through the boggy ground. Chief Tyrus swung
down from one of the wagons and ran forward to report.

“Sir,” he said. “The whole countryside is bringing their wagons. |'ll start

| oadi ng these two as soon as we bring themup."

“Belay that. | want your people unloading the ram Once we get it ashore, we can
worry about getting it onto the wagons."

“Ay, sir."

Jase returned to Arcola and its fight with the Yankee squadron. For the
remai nder of the afternoon Faren Smth continued the unequal contest. The
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Federal s couldn't get all their boats positioned to fire up the narrow chute,
and had to settle for using two at a time, the rest of their flotilla hovering
behind, waiting their nmonment to attack. Their firing inproved, and before long a
ni ne-inch solid slamed into Arcola every few m nutes, bounding off Argus
McBride's railroad iron with a shriek, a clang, and a shower of sparks. The
stacks and air intakes were riddled, and one of the aft gunport shutters was

di sabl ed by a |ucky shot. The enenmy's howing iron solids killed a hal f-dozen
Conf ederat es engaged in transferring noney, and several tinmes cut the |ines by
whi ch the gold was being taken ashore.

Smith, for his part, managed to drive the first Federal ironclad out of the
fight, but it was pronptly replaced by another, with fresher crews and
unexpended stocks of amunition

After two hours of the pounding Jase could hear the arnor begi nning to break,
the oaken beans that supported the casemate cracking with each hit. The casenate
filled with snoke, heat, and noise, the boom of the Blake and the crash of
Yankee shot.

Just hold out till nightfall, Jase thought. They have tied nme to a stake, |
cannot fly.

At dusk he saw that one of the Eads boats was noving upstream and despair

how ed through his veins as he realized why. The Yank was going to enter the
chute at the top of Cottonwood Bar and catch Arcol a between two fires.

But night fell before the Federal boat canme down. Apparently they were wary
about feeling their way down the chute at night. The Yankees withdrew to repair
damage and wait till nmorning. Smith, staggering with weariness, reported to Jase
that the Blake rifle had only five rounds left.

“l could put one of the thirty-two-pounders in the aft port, sir,” he said.
“Plenty of ammunition for those."

Jase shook his head. He felt as if he were already in a kind of nourning.
“You've done well,” he said. “Get sonething to eat, then help nove the gold."
The | ast bags of specie canme ashore around nidnight. Arcola bobbed high in the
wat er, conpletely unballasted. Jase considered his situation. In the norning,

t he Yankees woul d attack down both ends of the Cottonwood Bar chute, catching
Arcol a between two fires. Jase didn't have enough coal even to get up steam |et
al one maneuver. The arnor on the aft end of the casemate was about to cave in.
Hi s crew was exhausted, and the gold was ashore and woul d need guards.

He ordered all the guns |oaded, doubl e-shotted, and run out the ports. Then he
ordered Arcola set on fire and had nen stand by the lines to cast the ironclad
adrift down the chute.

Maybe she'd take some Yankees w th her when she bl ew up.

He stood by the bank as flanme glowed fromthe iron nonster's ports. He ordered
the lines cast off, and watched as Arcola slowy gathered way, drifting
stern-first for the @ulf of Mexico.

My God, he thought, she was a sweet boat. Done everything he asked, and nore.
Even now he wanted to put nen aboard her and steamout to fight the Yanks, give
Arcola a proper warship's funeral, the eneny's broadsides thundering |ike
vol | eys fired over her grave.

Sadness rose in himlike a tide. H's boat. Wen she floated down the chute
toward the eneny, she would take a piece of his heart with her

He felt a hand on his armand gave a little start of surprise.

“I"'msorry about your boat,” 'Mlia said.

He turned away from her, watched Arcola drift slowy away into the night. “She
was a means to an end,” he said.

“The lieutenant died two hours ago,” "Melia said. “It was very peaceful. | told
hi mwe' d beaten the Yankees, that they were running away."

“That was good of you,” Jase said.

Her fingers tightened on his arm “And now we're rich,” she said. “And together
Forever."

Jase spat on the ground. “Let's get out of here,” he said, “before it starts
rai ni ng guns."
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28.
The Gol den Fl eece is brought home in triunph

Harry Kl ee, Put-Up-Your-Dukes, and the crew of the General Bee net themin

Vi cksburg, after the noney was ferried across the M ssissippi under the guard of
Arcola's crew. During the night of the fog, Bee, without a pilot, had anchored
out of the channel to wait for daylight. They'd heard Arcol a steam past but
hadn't dared to follow. Wile trying to catch the ramthe next norning, they'd
blowmn a steamline, and while barely able to make turns had been surprised by an
Ell et ram probably the one that had passed Arcola in the night. Bee had been
ranmed ami dshi ps before her gunners could score a vital hit on the eneny, and
the crew ended up floating down the M ssissippi on the coal barge while Bee
filled and sank.

So Jase's first and second conmand had been wrecked by the eneny. Jase figured
he'd better stay off the water for a while.

I'n Vicksburg, Jase conmissioned a train to take the specie inland al ong the
Southern M ssissippi Railroad. Arcola's crew provided an escort. The train
stopped at Jackson, then Meridian, where the noney noved south along the Mbile
& Ohio to Mobile. The noney crossed Mobile Bay by steamer, then headed east on
the Mobile & Pensacola, then north on the Al abama & Florida to Montgonmery. From
there to Atlanta via the Montgonery & West Point, and the Wst Point & Atlanta
At every stop detachnents left the escort. Reliable nmen carried trunks and
barrels to reliable places. Each crewran was assigned a place of return in order
to collect his share. Jase left Mss 'Melia at Mbile, sitting atop a ton and a
hal f of gold buried in the cellar of a nbdest house she'd bought with cash
From Atl anta to Augusta, from Augusta to Charl eston—tons of gold left the train
at every stop—then to Florence, to Wl nm ngton, to Gol dsborough, and finally to
Ri chnmond, where—with arny playing, and an honor guard at the sal ute—Jase and the
crew of Arcola handed over to the Confederate treasury a sum sonewhat in excess
of forty-four mllion dollars. “There's nore where that cane from” Jase said.
“W couldn't get it all.”

“Wul d you care to go fetch it, captain?” Secretary Benjam n asked. “W are able
to afford to give you another boat."

“l believe ny health requires a furlough,” Jase told him

The crew of Arcola were given discharges or |Iong furloughs. Jase was pronoted
captain and permtted to shake the papery hand of Jefferson Davis while a band
pl ayed “Bonnie Blue Flag.” He bought a civilian suit and took the train south to
Charl eston, the place of his birth, where he began to work at ways of investing
his share of the noney.

29.
Jason is King in Corinth

Jase hadn't given 'Melia an address at which he could be reached, had just told
her that he'd wite. And then not witten.

He was not very surprised, though, five weeks after his arrival in Charleston,
to step out of his new town home to find Mss 'Melia standing on the curb
opposite, silhouetted by the sparkling waters of Charleston Bay. Small, in a
nmodest brown dress, her eyes shaded by round snoked gl ass, the spectacles like
the doubl e bores of a shotgun ai ned between his eyes.

It was not surprise, surely, that caused his heart to drop fromhis ribs, to
stop his breath in his throat.

Jase crossed the street, touched his hat. “Mss 'Melia,” he said.

“Captain.” She had a wal king stick in one hand, and her bl ack nmedical bag in the
other. She put both objects in one hand and put her free armthrough his. “Shal
we wal k?"

“I'f you like."

They wal ked al ong the waterfront pronenade. Gulls cawed overhead. The nasts and
funnel s of ships, blockaded here for the length of the war, stood agai nst the
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hori zon in a black tangl e.
“You didn't wite,” she said.

“It's been a busy tinme,” Jase said.

“That is your new house, | believe? If your neighbors are not to be
di sbel i eved?"

“Yes. "

“You are spending freely? And no one questions it?"

“I tell themit's prize noney fromthe cruise of the Mbile."

She sighed. “Alas. No such story is available to ne."

“You' re the daughter of a wealthy and prom nent citizen. There is no reason why
you shoul d not spend noney, and on any scale you like."

Her shotgun eyes turned to his. “People talk."

“Let them What do you care?"

Poi sons peopl e, he thought, and worries about what the nei ghbors say.

She turned away, eyes scanning the bay. Then she stopped, turned to face him
“I't was to be forever,” she said. “Forever!"

“Mss "Melia,” he said, “what promses did | ever make you?"

“That worman in your house!” she said. “The one with the yellow hair and the two
children. W is she?"

“M wife."

Jase winced as her gloved hand gripped his arm “You left ne and nmarried sone
st ranger?"

He straightened, |ooked into the black |enses. “1've been married for seven

years. The boy and girl are mne."

There was nore to it than that, if he'd wanted to tell her, concerning how
limted were the options of a young officer's when he'd got a child on the
daughter of a superior officer. How marriage brought a degree of patronage in an
overcrowded service. How the patronage had gone North with his father-in-Iaw,
and left himwith fewer options than ever

Till now. Till he had a fortune in his hands.

“You prom sed!” she said. “You said it would be forever!"

“l prom sed you a share equal to mne,” Jase said. “And | kept ny promse."
Her chin trenbled. “So I'mjust a neans to an end?” she said. “Like Arcola? Like
Pender gas?"

“Just like | was a neans to your end.” he said. “Like your father served you
And Euphem sm "

She | eaned closer to him the words hissing out. “I killed a man for you!"
Scorn forced a bitter laugh fromhis lips. “And the other nen? The crew of the
Felicity? Wwo'd you kill themfor?"

The hand on his armlost strength, and the color drained fromher face. “They
woul d have sold the secret to the Yankees,” she said. “Or taken the nobney
thensel ves.” Her lips shivered, and her voice was weak.

“W have made a covenant with death,” Jase said, “and with hell we are in
agreenent.” He took her hand fromhis armand separated hinself from her. She
clutched at her stick and nedical bag with both hands, swayed on her feet.

“W got what we wanted, nostly,” Jase said. “And what we didn't get, we can't
have. We're too dangerous to be together.” He raised his hat. “Keep well, Mss
"Melia."

He left her there on the waterfront, knuckles white as she clutched her nedica
bag, the gulls calling over head.

And he thought to hinself, Thank God that's over at |ast.
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