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        August 1, 1863

      

      

      The summer storm clouds loomed like a colossus over the Alabama coastline as dawn began to break. A broad purple vastness stretched westward for miles, illuminated by sporadic shimmers of electricity at its crown. As the sun began to reveal itself from beyond the eastern horizon, golden swaths of light were cast upon the towering face, beckoning the tempest aside in an effort to give way to the daylight.

      Thirty miles to the north, the patrol boat Athena steamed down the Mobile River, aided by a cool northerly breeze seeming to coax her toward the squall. A lone lookout stood fast at her prow, mesmerized by the scene that lay before them, a remarkable sight to behold after the last few hours of a moonless night.

      The young man stood with his rifle at the ready, taking his eyes off the thunderclouds to scan the adjacent riverbanks for movement or ripples along the placid shallows. There was no imminent threat from the enemy to be concerned with, as the nearest Union infantry were no closer than Pensacola. Weariness over aged rations had convinced the crew that the chance to harvest a deer or other quarry gathered near the river could not be passed up, and the first light of dawn brought with it their best prospects.

      The Athena slipped around a riverbend while hugging the wooded shoreline, providing ample opportunity to catch unsuspecting game along the exposed sandbar ahead of them. The lookout was a well-practiced marksman, and he steadied his weapon on the gunwale in anticipation of a shot. He was training his looking glass along the water’s edge, gradually moving it out ahead of the boat, when a floating object nearer the middle of the river caught his eye. Almost entirely submerged, it appeared at first glance to perhaps be a log making its way down with the current. As he lowered the glass to give his eye relief, he became intrigued by the object’s lighter hue, which stood in contrast to the murky water and the drab, mud-caked tree trunks that lined the adjacent banks.

      The lookout gave a sharp whistle to the helmsman and pointed the muzzle of his rifle in a direction away from the sandbar, signaling to swing the Athena out to deeper water. He kept his eye on the floating object as the vessel neared, setting his rifle aside and craning his neck to get a better assessment. As they passed within a hundred feet, he could make out only what was perhaps a bale or sack of white cloth, as that was all that could be distinguished from the stained water.

      Can’t be a log, he thought. Ain’t stiff enough.

      The young man began to make his way aft as they passed it by, waiting until the wake of the boat made its way over to disturb the object. He readied his eyes a final time and focused his glass on the water just as the waves began to roll it over. After bobbing atop the crests, it submerged altogether, and he anxiously scanned the area in the hope that it might reappear. When he saw it resurface, he froze in horror. Staring back at him were the lifeless eyes of a floating corpse.
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        * * *

      

      Major General Matthew Dorian had been given command of the District of the Gulf in May, and after three long months in Mobile, he’d attained a sense of satisfaction with the progress that had been made on the city’s defenses. Dorian had fought at Corinth, as well as defended Snyder’s Bluff against Union gunboats above Vicksburg, but this command over the Confederacy’s last major port in the eastern Gulf had upped the ante considerably. About Mobile only one thing was certain to him: nowhere on the planet could possibly have more mosquitoes.

      He sat down behind a broad oak desk in his office at Confederate headquarters, every square inch of its surface covered by a slew of documents and drawings; its drawers overflowing with correspondence from Montgomery and Richmond. He began his morning like he always did, poring over the reports from his coastal garrisons. A Union blockade of the Confederate coastline had been in place since the declaration of war two years prior, and an eventual assault by combined naval and land forces on the territory around Mobile Bay was inevitable.

      A knock came to his office door, and a secretary entered with a fresh cup of coffee that he placed on the desk in front the general. The trails of steam coalesced into the unrelenting humidity of the surrounding air; the sun had hardly been up ninety minutes and already beads of sweat had begun to develop on his brow.

      “Able to scrounge enough for one more cup, eh?” Dorian quipped before taking a quick swallow.

      “I doubt we’ll have ample supply to get the staff through next week, sir,” the secretary replied.

      “Iron, coal, and coffee.” Dorian sighed. “The three ingredients needed to win a modern war. And the South is running low on them all.”

      “I’m sorry, sir. Anything else I can get for you?”

      “No, thank you. As you were.”

      Dorian set down his cup, stood up from his desk, and gazed across the room at the war map posted on the far wall. Only four weeks ago, General Lee’s invasion of the North had been stopped cold at Gettysburg. Vicksburg had fallen the very same week followed by Port Hudson soon thereafter, tendering the entire length of the Mississippi River to the Union unobstructed. Lincoln’s blue noose was beginning to tighten.

      He reached down to take another sip when a second knock sounded on his door.

      “Come in,” he bellowed, returning to the chair at his desk.

      “General Dorian, sir,” said a young soldier as he came to attention. “Colonel Scruggs is requesting an audience this morning and inquires whether your schedule allows you to come to the hospital.”

      “Colonel Scruggs has already been granted authority to requisition whatever materials he deems necessary,” the general said with a tone of impatience.

      “Sir, yes, sir,” the private said. “I was not given details, but he insists the matter is urgent, sir.”

      Dorian shook his head, perturbed. He glanced at the clock on his desk. “I have a scheduled inspection of the western rampart in an hour, which means I will be at the hospital in twenty minutes. Tell him to make it brief. You are dismissed.”

      “Twenty minutes, sir.” The private offered a salute, then departed.
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        * * *

      

      Colonel Martin Scruggs stood on the front steps of the army hospital, nervously chewing a quid of tobacco leaf. He had already drawn the ire of General Dorian more than once in his short tenure at Mobile and knew that any inquiries he made, regardless of their merit, would at this point be considered little more than a nuisance. Upon seeing the general and his staff approaching the hospital on horseback, Scruggs spat out his tobacco into the mud and stood at attention by the door.

      The general dismounted and made his way up the walk, a look of agitation on his face. Although a man of diminutive stature, General Dorian commanded an undeniable presence of authority. A true soldier’s soldier, his reputation for fairness, no matter how stern, had earned him the respect of the men under his command.

      “General Dorian, sir,” the colonel announced with a salute.

      “Colonel Scruggs,” Dorian replied. “What dire situation has befallen your hospital this time?”

      “It is not the hospital, sir,” the colonel said. “Might I bring something to your attention inside? Preferably you alone, sir.”

      Dorian nodded at the request and waved off his accompanying staff to remain with his horse, then turned to follow the colonel inside. The makeshift hospital had been outfitted in only the last few weeks, stemming from a request for assistance after local facilities had been inundated from yellow fever earlier that spring. Scarce materials needed for its operation were squeezing an already thin inventory to its absolute limit, a demand that nagged the local supply officers with ever growing frequency and ultimately Dorian as well.

      The general was ushered into a narrow operating room with a half dozen beds crammed together along a far wall and a single table positioned nearer the lone window. Around the table stood several men looking down on what Dorian presumed to be human remains covered by a plain blanket. The men fell silent as the general entered the room, and Colonel Scruggs closed the door behind them.

      “What am I looking at here?” Dorian asked. “Another yellow fever outbreak?”

      “Sir,” the colonel replied, “this is Captain Thurman of the patrol boat Athena. I think it best if he explains to you the situation.” He motioned for one of the gentlemen to step forward.

      “General Dorian, sir,” the man said. “The Athena was ordered to deliver mail and supplies up to Fort Carney on the Tombigbee River. We did so, then departed for Mobile yesterday. Today at dawn our lookout spotted this in the river near Sickle Creek. We recovered the body from the water, came directly to dock at the supply depot, and notified Colonel Scruggs’s office. It was the first place to report that I considered.”

      The general pondered to himself for a few moments, then turned to the other men in the room. “Dr. Simmons I already know.” He gestured to a tall, thin man at the head of the table. “I assume the rest of you are the Athena’s crew?”

      The men nodded.

      “Very well,” Dorian continued. “Captain, thank you for the assistance of you and your crew. If I have need for any further details, I will dispatch for you as necessary. Colonel, I believe we can send these men on their way. You can show them out and report back here.”

      “Yes, sir.” The colonel motioned for the men to exit.

      “And, gentlemen,” Dorian added before they were able to leave the room. “See to it that this information stays among yourselves. My orders.”

      “Yes, sir,” each of them replied, reaffirmed by Scruggs, who followed the men through the door to the hallway before returning a minute later.

      “Okay, Doctor.” Dorian turned back to the table. “Show me.”

      The doctor gently pulled the covering away from the body as Colonel Scruggs opened the windows of the room as wide as possible to allow some fresh air to drift in. The corpse had not yet begun to swell, and the skin was dirty and ribbed from the absorbed moisture. The grimy cream-colored dress remained intact on the body and had not quite dried out, but the garment was unmistakably slave garb. The matted black hair had been brushed to the side, and although her eyelids had been shut, the mouth remained gaping open.

      “She couldn’t have been in the water for too long,” the doctor began, “judging by the lack of decomposition.” He reached into his pocket for a thin wooden rod and used it to manipulate the eyelids. “Also evidenced by the fact neither of the eyes are missing, as we could suspect fish or buzzards would surely have eaten them in due time.”

      “Or perhaps the fact there is a body at all,” Colonel Scruggs added. “With the alligators as thick as can be up there, I can’t believe she made it to daylight.”

      The doctor shrugged with uncertain agreement.

      “So we are assuming this girl died last night,” the general said, “or at least went into the water last night. Probably just some accident off a plantation south of Jackson. We can ask the landowners to determine whether they’ve had anyone go missing.”

      “Unfortunately, I cannot assign a cause of death, General,” Dr. Simmons said. “There are no signs of trauma nor of disease. A more thorough examination might reveal fluid in the lungs to indicate drowning, but nothing is expelled as the chest is compressed, and the captain testified to the same when they brought her aboard. Quite frankly, aside from the scarring about her ankle from irons, there isn’t a scratch on her.”

      The three men stood without speaking for several moments as Dorian pondered the situation. “For now, my greatest concern would be another fever outbreak in the city itself. As we have received no reports thus far and this particular case was discovered in a remote location, we can infer there is no imminent risk. You can conduct an autopsy on your own authority if you wish; otherwise, I see no cause for alarm at the moment. Now if I may, Colonel, I must see to my inspections as scheduled. Thank you for your observations, Doctor.”

      Dorian made his way out of the operating room and walked briskly down the hallway, the colonel following right at his heels. Instead of exiting to rejoin his waiting staff, the two men turned into Scruggs’s office near the front of the hospital and discreetly closed the door behind them.

      “Show me Sickle Creek on the chart,” Dorian said. “I still cannot remember all the names of every bayou and lake in this wretched swamp.”

      “I don’t think the locals can either, sir.” Scruggs unfolded a large paper chart across his desk. “This delta is a labyrinth.” He traced his finger north along the Mobile River, studying the dozens of creek mouths, oxbows, and lakes branching off in every direction. More than minute had passed before he found the one he was looking for. “Sickle Creek, sir.” Scruggs marked the location with his pencil, then used his thumb as a rudimentary measuring tool. “Fewer than fifteen miles upriver.”

      “Aside from the crew of the Athena, Dr. Simmons, and ourselves, who else might have been made aware of this?” Dorian asked.

      “The captain insisted he came straightaway to the supply depot. Any number of workers could have seen a body removed and brought inside.”

      “True, but they wouldn’t be aware of any details, assuming our men on the Athena see to keeping quiet.” Dorian continued, “Fifteen miles upriver, you say. Nowhere near a plantation, and nothing around but low-lying river bottom.”

      “And apart from that,” Scruggs added, “we have neap tides this week with the river already at its seasonally low levels. Anything floating in the delta would hardly move over the course of one day.”

      Dorian leaned on the table, trying to gather what he could from the chart in front of him. He shook his head and let out a long sigh. “And how close in proximity is this to the other bodies that have been found?”

      “Fewer than four miles,” Scruggs said, perplexed. “And this one brings the total number to six.”

      “Six that we know of,” Dorian corrected, fixing his eyes on the colonel. “Six that the alligators hadn’t already gotten.”
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        August 11, 1863

      

      

      The newspaper arrived fifteen minutes after six, its front page emblazoned with the latest roll of Confederate dead. The day’s column failed to stretch below the fold; lists that short had been infrequent as of late.

      In the six weeks since General Lee’s march north had stalled in Pennsylvania, news of the fate regarding the boys of the Third Alabama Regiment had filtered south at an agonizingly slow trickle. The city began each day on a note of anxious dread until the paperboys had finished their routes, which they were now completing earlier in the hope of avoiding the screams of yet another grieving family receiving the worst news of their lives.

      Alan Chambers, head supervisor of Sims & Gordon Shipyard, emerged from his house on Saint Francis Street to retrieve his copy from the porch. A quick glance at the names revealed none with whom he was familiar, and he let out a brief sigh of relief before retreating back indoors. Taking respite in his parlor chair, he contemplated the adjoining articles over his morning coffee, occasionally pausing to monitor the activity on the street as the city came alive in the warm summer sunrise. It wasn’t long before he heard footsteps descending the staircase and looked over his shoulder to see movement in the kitchen.

      “Good morning, Anya,” he said. “Would you mind the coffee, please?” He downed the last swallow in his cup and gestured with it raised above his head.

      “Good morning, Mr. Chambers.” The young lady tied an apron around her waist and made her way into the parlor, serving him the rest of the coffee. “Did you rest well, sir? The storm that rolled through sure was loud.”

      “Yes, surprisingly so. The rainfall helps me sleep, though I suppose it was gentler down here than upstairs. What about yourselves?”

      “Oh, the thunder keeps me up, sir. Josephine never moved, though. Snored all the way through it like a bear.”

      “Amazes me how that girl can sleep.” He shook his head while he took another sip. “Are you both going to the hall this morning?”

      “Yes, sir. Will be there right away once Miss Josephine is awake and ready. Been busy and have plenty to do this week.”

      “Very well. See that she doesn’t sleep too long,” he said. “If she resists, then pull the bedclothes to the floor. Those ladies need all the help they can get.”

      “Yes, sir, Mr. Chambers,” Anya said, smiling. “We’ll get her there.”

      Alan felt lucky to have Anya in their home. He’d arranged for the girls to volunteer a few days per week at the Female Benevolent Society, which was run out of the old Plumer Hall building. It’d helped fill the void left when his daughter’s school lessons had been cut short earlier that year, and with Anya there to keep her company he could have confidence their time was being well spent.

      She returned to the kitchen and took to preparing breakfast while Alan retired to his room with his coffee. He washed his face and ran a comb through his head of close-cropped brown hair that seemed to be getting grayer by the week. He supposed at his age he was simply pleased to still have plenty of it left. His beard told a similar tale, and he took a moment to snip away at the longest whiskers from his upper lip; whenever they began to impede his drinking, it was a sure indication that they needed trimming. For half a century of life, Alan felt that he could be much worse off, and he shuffled his way to the wardrobe to begin getting dressed.

      It was a half hour before the telltale noise generated by his sixteen-year-old daughter began filling the lower floor of the house. How one young woman could create such a clamor was well beyond his understanding. The laughter coming from the two girls in the kitchen, however, provided a positive atmosphere that put a smile on Alan’s face, an expression that had become somewhat of a rarity these days.

      He emerged from his room and made his way through the kitchen to the dining table. Josephine had already dressed and busied herself sawing a knife into the stale remnants of their last loaf of bread, a luxury that could not be allowed to go to waste.

      “You’re about ready to go this morning, I hope?” he asked, putting his hands on his daughter’s shoulders and kissing the crown of her head.

      “Father, yes, we have plenty of time. They haven’t been busy at all this week; there’s no need to fuss.”

      Alan grinned and wondered whether she even realized she was lying. It was often more amusing to prod than to scold her.

      “Not busy, hmm,” he pondered aloud. “I’m sure Mrs. Gordon next door could use some help in her garden if that’s the case.”

      Josephine took the subtle hint and excused herself from the table. “Sometimes it gets busy in the afternoons, so⁠—”

      He cut her off before she could get going. “Have a good day, girls, and behave yourselves. Give Sister Claire my best.”

      “Lufve you tchoo,” Josephine muttered through a mouthful of food.

      Alan retrieved his walking cane from the rack by the door and donned his hat. The sun was now peering above the rooftops, and the heat had begun to set in. The overnight storm had taken every cloud away with its passing, ensuring this day would be a hot one. He took his time as he always did, descending his front steps with a firm grip on the railing. Going downstairs proved much harder on his hip, but a morning exercise regimen helped to loosen the joint and would gradually lessen the pain as the day went on. The hot summer months were always more manageable; this winter would be hell.

      Fortunately, he didn’t have far to walk as he turned right onto the street and proceeded to the very next gate, which led up to the home of his immediate neighbor and also his boss, Richard Gordon. The iron hinges let out a piercing creak as it swung open, which prompted an immediate outburst of barking from Felix, the Gordon family’s dog. Alan shut the gate behind him, then turned to find the hound glaring down at him from the top step, welcoming its guest with a low but harmless growl. Alan took hold of the handrail at the base of the steps and waved his cane at the beast half-heartedly. This showdown was a regular occurrence.

      “Come now, Felix,” Alan pleaded with the animal before rapping his cane on the wooden plank nearest its paws. The dog leaped back and let out a playful bark before retreating into the house and being shooed upstairs by Gordon’s wife.

      “Alan, good morning, dear,” came the always cheerful voice.

      “Good morning, Molly,” he said. “Sorry to be coming at such an early hour, but I know Richard’s time in town is limited.”

      “Nonsense,” she said, taking his hat and holding the door open. “He only thinks his time is important. If he slept normal hours like everyone else, this life would be much simpler. Please, he’s already in his office with Reuben.”

      He made his way to the office and pushed open a heavy door, immediately having to shield his eyes from the piercing sun coming through the windows ahead of him.

      “Alan!” a voice boomed. “Come in, take a seat. Bright in here, eh? That damn storm ripped down half my dogwood tree in the garden. Never appreciated how nice of a tree it was until now. Oh well, just some extra firewood, I suppose.”

      A conversation with Richard Gordon was not too dissimilar to an artillery barrage. Ostensibly one of the wealthiest men in southern Alabama, Gordon had inherited a sprawling cotton plantation in Baldwin County, which accounted for the bulk of his affluence. Never a man to sit idle, however, he’d acquired the beleaguered Sims Drydock on the Mobile River a decade before and wasted no time maximizing the value of his new waterfront property. Within eighteen months he’d built Sims & Gordon Shipyard into one of the most reputable, and profitable, on the Gulf Coast.

      “Take a seat there; at least it’s in the damned shade.” He pointed Alan to the corner chair. “Reuben and I were just looking over the paper. You see today’s names?”

      Alan nodded. “I looked them over. None I knew personally, thank God.” He offered a quick nod to the other man in the corner of the room. “Mr. Taggart. How are you, sir?”

      “Well, Alan, doing well,” Reuben Taggart replied. He had a slim build aside from a bulging potbelly that hung over his waistline. Although a head of thinning hair made evident his age, which was more than a decade older than Alan, his eyes remained sharp and darted about energetically; Reuben Taggart was not the kind of man to miss many details. The two shook hands, and Alan took relief in his chair.

      “Not sure what to think about our boys,” Gordon continued. “Of course, I’m glad to see only three more casualties from that bloodbath, but I’m worried there were so few named because the regiment has so damned few left alive. That Myers boy is William Cowart’s nephew. Nineteen years old.”

      He paused for a few brief seconds before continuing his soliloquy. “And these pompous Yankee bastards don’t even wait for the smoke to clear before they tout themselves. One New Jersey colonel said . . . Where was this rubbish . . . that ‘our repelling of the rebel advance will be spoken of in history in the same breath as the Battle of Tours’! Slandering our boys as hordes of barbarians. Lord in heaven, it kills me to read it.” Gordon rarely struggled to work himself into a frenzy.

      “All we can do from here is help in whatever way we can, sir,” Alan said in quick reply. Over the years he had developed a knack for diverting Gordon’s focus.

      “Damned right! And that’s why I came to town on short notice and called you here. Reuben has worked out the final arrangements with the naval department. Tell us how things lie presently with the Azalea.”

      “We were fortunate not to incur many costly delays waiting on final materials, thanks in large part to Reuben’s government contacts.” Alan gave an appreciative nod toward their associate. “They want delivery of the finished vessel before the end of the month.”

      “And they’re going to get it, I hope?” Gordon asked.

      “We’re ahead of schedule,” Alan replied. “She’ll be run for her second trial in the river on Thursday. If all goes well, she could reliably be delivered next week.”

      Gordon slapped his hand on his desk with vigor. “Now that’s how a damn shipyard is run, Reuben!” he cried. “Alan here may walk slower than a haggard old dog, but he builds ships faster than anyone.”

      “A private shipyard ahead of schedule in times like these,” Reuben agreed. “The building may have your name on it, Richard, but the whole South knows the truth behind S&G’s success.”

      Gordon laughed. “He’s a lucky man that I allow him to run my impeccable business.”

      Alan sat in silence and let the men squabble for a few moments; Gordon would tire himself out eventually.

      Once the exchange appeared to have finally reached an impasse, Taggart gathered his things and prepared to leave. “No need to get up,” he said, gesturing for Alan to stay seated. He received that a lot. “I look forward to hearing how the sea trial goes. This endeavor could prove to be very beneficial for us all, and God willing even more so for the cause.”

      Gordon showed Taggart out and then closed the office door behind him, leaving the two of them in private. He made his way to the bar in the corner of the room and poured himself a drink, not bothering to offer one to his guest. “Molly normally won’t let me start until I’ve had my breakfast, but I’ll need this to fall asleep. That ride last night was hell.”

      Gordon spent most of his time during the summer months at his plantation in preparation for the cotton harvest. Unannounced visits to his house in the city, Alan knew, typically signified an agenda of priority for S&G, and they had become more frequent over the last year of the war. He was only eight or so years older than Alan, but he appeared double that, overweight and red-faced—the short walk from the door to the bar and back to his desk had resulted in labored breathing. He settled into the high-backed chair and took a long draw of his whiskey and tonic, leaving little more than a sip in the glass when it was finally lowered. He looked tired.

      “You know I try to keep things lively around Reuben,” he said. “We need him to be as optimistic as possible about this going forward. It’s an absolute necessity.”

      “Taggart’s a shrewd businessman, Richard,” Alan replied. “He already sees something he likes. These are tough times; everyone is holding on to what they can. If there is a dollar to be made, though, wartime or not, Reuben Taggart will try like hell to do it.”

      “Isn’t that the truth.” Gordon sighed, staring out the window with a blank expression that even the direct beam of sunlight into his eyes couldn’t alter. “You can always count on opportunists looking for profit in times of suffering, I recognize that. I tried like hell to manage this crisis internally, Alan, I swear it to you. But it was necessary to find outside investment. I’ve known Reuben a long time; he’s what we need.”

      Alan nodded but remained silent. He’d had no direct professional experience with Taggart but knew well of his reputation, which was one of a savvy businessman, though not entirely opposed to the use of ethically casual tactics. He was also a man of resources nearly as bountiful as Richard’s and had contacts in numerous industries across the south. Gordon had made up his mind on the matter; there was no benefit in debate.

      He finished what little remained in his glass and turned back toward Alan, blinking his baggy eyes to readjust them from the glare. “I obviously don’t need to preach to you about S&G’s bottom line—hell, you know it better than I do. The Confederate government is buying up or seizing outright every tug, scow, and schooner it can get its hands on for the war effort. Truth is, they’d probably be knocking on the door trying to acquire the shipyard itself if they weren’t already struggling to pay for the boats. To be honest, I’m shocked we got what we did for this one.”

      He paused to catch his breath. “You mentioned the delays in acquiring building materials. Well, that’s only going to get worse. Although Reuben was willing and able to secure them for this venture, we can’t count on that assistance moving forward. The Azalea will be our last new build for the foreseeable future.”

      “Maintenance and repair work is only going to carry us so far,” Alan warned. “The Union blockade is killing us.”

      “Which is precisely what has forced us into this endeavor. We are fortunate the navy is allowing us to carry my cotton on her maiden voyage. That revenue alone is worth the risk. But being able to use these funds to purchase another profitable ship is the only way we can hope to survive.”

      “That is assuming we can get the Azalea and our cargo through the blockade unscathed,” Alan said with impatience. “She’s going to have plenty of speed behind her, Richard, but if she encounters the least bit of firepower⁠—”

      “The navy already agrees with you,” Gordon said. “Which is why they’re getting her reinforced and armed. The scarcity of iron all across the South implores them to seek it elsewhere. It’s our reality; we’re running out of resources.”

      Alan all of a sudden wished that he, too, had a whiskey. “Forgive my lack of enthusiasm. I don’t relish the thought of running naked through a briar patch.”

      He reached out to grab a dusty antique atlas off Gordon’s desk and began thumbing through the pages as his boss made his way to the bar for another dram. The Confederate government had been desperate to secure trade alliances to help boost their war economy since secession. Although the power brokers of Europe weren’t keen on risking their relations with Washington, DC, that didn’t mean they were unwilling to likewise entertain the efforts of Richmond as well.

      Alan came to the colorful page displaying the British Isles, with Ireland marked in vibrant green and England clad with the proud red of her empire. He traced northward along the jagged coastlines with his finger, studying the lakes and towns and rivers, then crossed the delineation of bright red near Carlisle, proceeding on to the drab brownish northern reaches of the craggy island. It eventually came to rest along the western shoreline and the Firth of Clyde, where he tapped the page with a thump. “Glasgow,” he said.

      “You might fancy packing a sweater.” Gordon chuckled from the bar. “I hear Scotland gets awfully cold.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      
        
        August 13, 1863

      

      

      A carriage stood waiting at Alan’s front gate as he gathered a final few items to bring along for the Azalea’s scheduled sea trial. After laboring into the cab, he nestled himself firmly against the inner sidewall, affording just enough room to extend his lame leg across the top of the wooden bench seat. The crack of a whip was soon followed by the sound of stomping hooves as the carriage gave a sudden lurch forward, clattering along the cobblestones while Alan gritted his teeth and tried to cushion himself along the bumpy drive.

      He stared out the window as they passed beneath the moss-strewn oak branches, taking no notice of the pedestrians chatting as they walked along the narrow avenue. His mind was elsewhere, his nerves on edge in anticipation of the day’s coming events. The importance of this sea trial for the future of the shipyard could not be understated. Their contract with the government was contingent on a deadline, and even a modest mishap at this point in the schedule could very likely spell certain doom for S&G as they knew it. More and more often, he caught himself dwelling on the past, revisiting the events that led him to his current state.

      It was hard for him to believe that more than two decades had passed since he last set to sea on a ship. His youth bore witness to several lengthy tours, in latitudes as high as Halifax and even so far south as the mouth of the Amazon. Whether it was the North Atlantic winters or the Caribbean hurricane summers, over time he determined a less hazardous means of employment was in order. After settling on the Gulf Coast he found a job exclusively working the coastal channels near Mobile Bay, and he naturally supposed the rest of his career would pass plying the calmer shallow waters, reliably within sight of land.

      All those suppositions vanished in an instant on the day he was injured. His career as a sailor had come to a painful and shocking end, along with the inability to pause his obligation to provide for his then three-year-old daughter. Amid uncertain circumstances and a torturous recovery, one of Alan’s colleagues referred him to the new owner of a shipyard in town that was in dire need of management. After sitting for a formal interview, followed by a mere half-hour tour around the yard, Alan was offered the position of junior supervisor at S&G.

      An astute pupil of modern shipboard design and a strict adherent of practicality, Chambers transitioned into the vessel construction industry with zeal. His reputation for tireless attention to detail dovetailed into one timely vessel delivery after another and ultimately brought more work than the small shipyard could handle. Following a few streamlining efforts on Richard Gordon’s part and one serious on-the-job injury to a foreman later, Alan Chambers found himself the head supervisor of S&G shipyard at age thirty-eight.

      Over the next decade, Gordon had made sure to take care of his man, hiring only the most skilled labor to work under him and going along with his every recommendation. As a testament to his appreciation, Gordon offered at a generous discount the handsome guesthouse next to his own personal home on Saint Francis Street as a place for Alan and his young daughter, Josephine, to reside.

      With Richard’s wife, Molly, and several of their numerous house slaves on hand to help look after the young girl, Alan found himself in comfortable environs. The arrangement proved to be a blessing for both parties, and S&G had reaped the benefits of stability and sound leadership for over a decade. As the prospects for peace slipped from the country’s grasp with the declaration of war, however, so with it went any sense of certainty for S&G.
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        * * *

      

      By the time he arrived at the yard, there was already a small crowd gathered at the foot of the Azalea’s gangway. Alan had given orders the previous afternoon for the boilers to be fired and making steam one hour before their scheduled departure time, and he said a quick prayer that the gathering was not the result of an unexpected mechanical defect. He collected his belongings and paid the carriage man his due, then slowly made his away across the yard toward the ship and the reckoning that awaited him. He was able to breathe a sigh of relief when a few of the men turned to greet him with smiles on their faces.

      “Captain Chambers,” one of them spoke up. A short, broad-shouldered naval officer extended his hand as Alan approached. Commander Dawson had been about as amicable a liaison as could be expected from the navy, but by this point Alan was more than ready to conclude their association.

      Immediately over his shoulder stood S&G’s yard foreman. Alan instinctively locked eyes with his worker as he shook Dawson’s hand, desperate to get some kind of affirmation that all was well with the ship, to which his foreman gave a confident nod. Alan felt the weight lifted instantly from his shoulders. He exchanged a few brief pleasantries with all the naval representatives before ushering them aboard to get the vessel underway.

      After arriving at the bridge deck, Alan stood by the chart table and waited as Dawson and his retinue mustered around him for a pretrial briefing, the details of which he had gone over more than a dozen times the night before. Hundreds of vessels’ worth of experience taught him that when it comes to sea trials, it’s always best to keep dialogue to a minimum. The shipyard is liable for the hull and machinery, but the buyer is responsible for asking questions, and Alan knew better than anyone how to keep those to a minimum. He took a moment to review his notes before he cleared his throat and began to speak.

      “Sims & Gordon hull 313, registered name Azalea. Length overall, one hundred and eighty-five feet. Beam, twenty-three feet. Deepest draft, seven and a half feet. Twin fire-tube boilers that power two sidewheels capable of a top speed of fifteen knots in ballast condition.”

      Alan looked up from his notes to ensure that he hadn’t lost the attention of his audience. Aside from a couple of blank stares from two of the younger officers, all the men nodded in unison.

      “Our trial today will seek to satisfy the full operational capabilities of our navigational instruments, steering gear, sidewheel maneuverability, and boiler pressure. We should be able to accomplish all this within the confines of the Mobile River, after which we will compare our observations, note any deficiencies, and, God willing, proceed with the transfer of the vessel on schedule. Any questions?”

      After a brief moment, Dawson gave him a confident nod of acknowledgment that was quickly followed by the rest of the men around him. Electing to deny them the opportunity for further deliberation, Alan yelled down to the dock for his men to cast their mooring lines from the bollards on the shore. Within a few short minutes, the Azalea was underway, idling southbound along the Mobile River.

      Industry standards for predelivery trials called for a thorough exercise of the ship’s equipment, and it would require nearly four miles’ distance for the Azalea to build up to her top speed before ensuring that her astern power was adequate to bring the vessel to a full stop. Alan steered the vessel south toward the mouth of the river before neatly rounding up and pointing her northward, then called down to the firemen to begin shoveling more coal into boilers, gradually building the steam pressure to turn the sidewheels ever faster and increase her speed.

      Alan kept a keen eye on Dawson as the crew carried out their commands, hoping to pick up any sign of concern, though he displayed nothing of the sort to that point. They watched as the navy’s compass adjuster took his place behind the binnacle, the permanent housing for the ship’s compass, and set to confirming that the readings were in line with his chart. As one of the first items to be checked off their list, both parties watched in earnest as the man conducted his work.

      The implementation of iron in ship construction brought with it a significant impact on the marine compass, as it could interfere with the compass’s internal magnets and cause it to deviate from a true reading. After a few meticulous observations and subsequent jotting of notes into his book, the adjuster gave Commander Dawson a look of approval, and the Azalea steamed on evermore.

      Alan then took to giving the helmsman rudder commands so that the ship’s steering gear could be deemed operational. “Hard to starboard,” he called out as the man turned the wheel fully to the right. The Azalea nimbly followed suit, bearing down on the muddy eastern bank of the river. “Hard to port!” Alan hailed, the helmsman responding with the wheel to the left, checking up the Azalea’s swing and bringing her back toward the middle of the river. A few successive rapid orders later and the steering was likewise signed off for acceptance.

      “Speed log!” Alan called out. A mate standing by the gunwale held a knotted rope in his hands, a circular block of wood tied to the end of it. At the sound of the captain’s order, he tossed the block of wood into the river as the ship steamed along, keeping a mental count of the seconds as the knots in the rope passed through his hands. After ten seconds he held firm on the rope, hauled the loose end up from the water, and counted the knots that had been paid out. A simple, effective method for calculating nautical miles per hour.

      “Fourteen and a half knots, sir!”

      Alan nodded with satisfaction. He looked to Dawson for confirmation, and when the signal was returned, he ordered all stop to the sidewheels and to engage the engines in full astern motion. The order had an eerie effect on both the ship and the crew. Although the clamoring sound of the boilers never ceased, the paddlewheels slowed against the force of the water, resisting the forward motion of the ship before coming to a complete halt. The groan of straining iron and creaking wood grew louder
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