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			Preface

			It is October of 1864, and Lieutenant Peter Wake has been in the United States Navy for eighteen months since he reluctantly volunteered and was immediately assigned to the East Gulf Blockading Squadron based in Key West, Florida. In that time, Wake, a third generation New England schoonerman, has learned about leading men in combat and the consequences of wartime decisions. At first commanding the small armed sloop Rosalie, and subsequently the schooner St. James, Wake has spent most of his duty along the coast of Florida, in the dirty and frustrating work of close inshore patrol, where the difference between friend and foe in a civil war can be elusive.

			Since this squadron operates in such close proximity to the empires of Spain, Great Britain, and France, Wake has also experienced some international intrigue. Demonstrating a flair for initiative that came to the attention of the squadron’s admiral, Wake has been given the unusual and difficult tasks of gathering intelligence in Cuba and the Bahamas about the blockade runners and their organizations—missions completed with his customary thoroughness.

			But Peter Wake’s experiences in this tropical site of the war have embraced more than conflict and intrigue with the Confederate enemy. Inadvertently, he found the love of his life in Linda Donahue, daughter of a staunch pro-Confederate family in Key West. Ostracized by both sides of the war, they have nevertheless boldly married, with Linda now living in an isolated pro-Union refugee camp at Useppa Island up on the southwest coast of the peninsula. 

			In spite of all these problems, both personal and professional, Peter Wake is not content to merely do his duty and wait for events to unfold. Wake is the type that makes his own luck. This translates to victories which gain Wake a reputation for action within the squadron and the notice of certain quarters in Washington. His experiences also persuade him that the life of a naval officer is his natural calling, and he makes the fateful decision to make the U.S. Navy his life’s profession. Success translates into a tangible reward when Wake, originally a volunteer for the duration of the war with a temporary officer’s commission, receives the rare compliment of a regular commission in the United States Navy. He knows that his career won’t be easy, since, unlike most of the regular junior officers around him, he did not graduate from the naval academy. But Wake also knows that results outweigh pedigrees, and he is a born leader of sailors who can get the job done.

			Eventful as the past eighteen months have been, the next fifteen promise to bring even more action, intrigue, challenges, and victories. Lieutenant Wake has been given command of an armed ocean steam tug, the U.S.S. Hunt, which will require this lifelong canvas sailor to learn and master the new technology that is transforming the navy. 

			Wake’s love for Linda, his anchor of normalcy, deepens with their marriage and the inevitable responsibilities that come with it. He is no longer a man alone in the world, and his every decision now affects more than the lives of the men of the Hunt. 

			Wake will encounter war in ways he has not previously seen or even imagined—from the chaos of a defeated society falling into anarchy, to the depths of an inhuman hell that some men inflict savagely upon others. And then, just when the seemingly endless war appears to be drawing to an end, the ultimate battle nightmare begins to come true for the unprepared squadron. Lieutenant Peter Wake, U.S.N., will need all his skill and strength to overcome what is dead ahead. 

			Stand to. It’s time to steam into harm’s way with Peter Wake once again.

			—Bob Macomber

			Off the coast of Florida

			15 June 2004
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			Exigencies of War
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			Lieutenant Peter Wake, newly appointed commanding officer of the United States Navy armed steam tug Hunt, could sense the tension in the humid October air around him. As he passed the young Marine sentry at the front doorway to the Naval Headquarters he could see the fear in the eyes of the men and hear it in their strained voices. They could stop the Rebel threat, but they were powerless against sickness and storm, and it scared them. Wake understood that completely. It scared him too.

			The squadron, devastated by yellow fever for the previous two months, had many ships dangerously shorthanded. Washington’s demands to keep the blockade tight and also assist the army in its coastal raids had become absurd. Many ships’ crews were too sick even to weigh anchor, much less enforce a blockade, and weathering a hurricane was not even a question if the crew was too weak to work the ship. But Wake knew that the national election was pressuring Secretary of the Navy Welles to provide more victories like Farragut’s at Mobile Bay, for 1864 looked to be the crucial year to determine the political will of the Union. Lincoln was campaigning for the total defeat of the Confederate states and needed to show the weary people of the North it could come soon. The fevers and storms of Florida were not considered valid excuses for failure.

			Wake made his way through the outer rooms and into the moldy warren of the squadron’s clerical staff. Exhausted, uniform soaked with sweat, he felt unprepared as he walked toward the insignificant-looking den of one of the most powerful men in the squadron. Wake would have preferred to face a Rebel cannon than fight the bureaucratic battle of wills he was about to enter. He slowed his gait and considered the factors.

			The situation of Wake’s ship was desperate, and therefore, he was desperate, or he wouldn’t have come to this office. Instead of raw courage, this battle would take the skill of a poker player, he counseled himself as he stopped short of his destination. He heard heated words within. They confirmed his worst fears, and he covertly looked around the corner at the confrontation inside. “Kindly do not confuse your rank . . . with my authority, sir. The answer is still no, sir. You cannot get those men for your ship. They are allocated for another.”

			The yeoman’s words were weighted with fatigue, even though it was but one o’clock in the afternoon. From his vantage point in the doorway, Wake saw the effect this statement had on the lieutenant standing in front of the chief yeoman’s desk.

			But Wake could see that it was more than just the senior enlisted man’s words to the officer. Delacroix Yves DeTar, chief yeoman on the admiral’s staff of the United States Navy’s East Gulf Blockading Squadron in Key West, had not even looked up from his ledger when he made his comment, which aggravated the message. The scene was even more incongruous with DeTar sitting down in his shirt-sleeves behind his battered and paper-covered desk, while the lieutenant was in full uniform. The final spice to the statement came with DeTar’s softly drawled Virginia tidewater accent, an aspect slightly unsettling to some in the Union Navy—but DeTar was a veteran of twenty years of naval service and loyal to the Stars and Stripes, a point he had proven to a number of men in barrooms over these last three years of civil war.

			The officer, a man Wake knew only as the commander of a newly arrived large schooner in the squadron, reacted to DeTar’s words as if he were having some sort of seizure, for a moment the commander looked as if he might reach across the desk to strangle the petty officer sitting there who made such a statement to a commissioned officer—not to mention the captain of a naval vessel. The lieutenant’s face contorted and turned a dark hue of red, while his eyes opened widely and glared at DeTar.

			“Confound it all, man! Did I just hear gross insubordination to a superior officer, Yeoman? Aside from the manning issue that I am here to solve, kindly tell me why I should not have you brought up on charges immediately! Or perhaps a little sea time on a working, fighting, schooner would be more appropriate, especially since we are so short of experienced men such as yourself?”

			Wake observed that the chief petty officer didn’t flinch at hearing such dire threats. DeTar looked bored as he put down his pencil and ledger and stood up to face his accuser, slightly nodding in Wake’s direction to acknowledge his arrival in the doorway. DeTar was not a large man, but when he stood to speak the room appeared to diminish in volume, an illusionary effect, Wake was sure, that came from his bearing and not his size.

			“Lieutenant Martin . . . I am under personal orders from the admiral commanding the East Gulf Blockading Squadron himself, to prioritize assignments of personnel according to his wishes, and not to be induced or coerced by anyone, including lieutenants who refuse to understand the squadron-wide factors involved. Now, sir, if you would care to make that charge of insubordination, then the squadron chief of staff’s office is in the next building. I can show you the way right now, sir, since you are so new to the squadron.

			“However, Lieutenant Martin, I should add before we go there, that number one—I was simply explaining that my authority comes personally from the admiral and therefore your rank cannot override it. Number two—I did render the proper respect due your rank and say ‘sir.’ And number three—your making a complaint such as this would merely show the admiral that I am doing precisely as I have been ordered, and thus be beneficial for me. The effect for you, however, might not be so positive.

			“And oh . . . sir, the admiral will not allow me to serve on a schooner, or any other ship on the blockade. He feels that I am needed right here, working for him, trying to solve the manning requirements of the many ships under his command.”

			Lieutenant Martin, recently of the blockading forces in the Chesapeake Bay region, was stunned. He backed a step away from the desk, his eyes continuing to stare at DeTar, his head shaking slowly as if to clear something from his mind. Martin’s voice had lost its edge when he finally spoke. He sounded incredulous at being refused his request for more trained seamen.

			“Well, I’ll be damned, you’ve got me stammered, Yeoman. Damn your hide if you ain’t taken my wind. No men to man the vessels—not a single one, you say! An inexcusable situation. Never heard of that kind of thing in my last squadron. In fact, in all my days in the Navy I have never seen or heard such a thing as that.”

			DeTar smiled pleasantly at the lieutenant, his next words coming out almost paternally, especially couched in his accent. “Lieutenant Martin, I’m sure you haven’t seen anything like it here. I’ve been in this navy, man and boy, for over twenty years, and I haven’t seen anything quite like it myself, sir. This squadron is at the tail end of everything, from supplies and equipment, to coal, to ships and men. Key West is the end of the world, Lieutenant, and you are now a thousand miles from that last squadron. Welcome to your new home.”Martin didn’t reply, so Chief Yeoman DeTar went on. “Now, how about you let me work on this manning problem with your schooner, sir? I’ll send a messenger boy to you in a while with what information I can find. It won’t be all you need, or very many at all, but maybe I can find you one or two if they become available in a few weeks.”

			Martin just shook his head again—not angrily but in wonderment. As he turned and left the Spartan room filled with boxes and filing cabinets, he cast a quizzical look at Wake, mumbled something, and walked down the hallway still talking to himself.

			Wake stepped into the room and smiled as he greeted the petty officer. “Well, good morning, Chief Yeoman DeTar. I take it from what I just saw that you are having a particularly vexing day today.”

			“Aye, sir. No rest for the weary, and I’m feeling pretty weary already today. They always have the same complaints, and the same threats if they don’t get their way. Makes one hope for at least a novel threat. No innovation anymore, sir. No interesting coercion that could stimulate a man’s mind with the complexity of it. No, just the age-old blunt instrument of insubordination or sea duty. Boring, sir.”

			Wake laughed at the ridiculous notion of lamenting the lack of intriguing threats from superiors. DeTar was one of a kind, even in the arcane world of navy yeomen.

			“You really are a renaissance man, Chief Yeoman DeTar. You need more Machiavellian challenges, don’t you? A true gentleman, misassigned to this backwater of the navy. I cannot imagine what they were thinking in Washington. You could have had some very interesting challenges there. Why, I’d wager you could have been Gideon Welles’ right-hand man. The secretary of the navy needs a man like you.” DeTar nodded thoughtfully at that idea. “Captain Wake, I believe that I could do old Gideon a valuable service in Washington—the petty officer assignments at the Bureau of Navigation could certainly use some semblance of logic to them. In fact, at the beginning of this sad war I was at the navy yard there. Following that damnable affair at Sumter I immediately gave some wise but unappreciated suggestions to my section officer about which Southern officers to retain—and found myself gone the next day. Been stuck in this fever hole ever since. Ordered me to write my own orders, those crass naves did. They took some joy in that, I could tell. Obviously, they wanted to get this non-commissioned true gentleman—an oxymoron according to the navy—out of their sight. I believe that the location of my birth had more than a slightly prejudicial effect in the matter. But you are a busy man, sir, and must need my services for some weighty issue. How can I help you?”

			Wondering for a brief moment what really had happened in Washington between the educated Southern-born petty officer and the entrenched naval leaders, Wake nodded his agreement that he was there for some assistance. He proceeded with his request, pulling out of his inside coat pocket a damp sheet of paper—authorization from the squadron chief of staff to draw any available men from the naval station.

			“Same as every other ship captain, Chief Yeoman. I need men for the Hunt. I’ve been ordered to sea and have the authorization here from the chief of staff to draw some replacement men if any are available. Of course, now that I’ve been assigned to a steamer, I need some different kind of men than I usually ask for.”

			DeTar sat down and motioned Wake to the chair in front of his desk, his familiarity an apparent lack of respect, but actually quite the opposite. He liked Wake and his dry humor, and he respected Wake’s considerable record so far in the war in Florida. Peter Wake had made a name for himself by being decisive and innovative. The whole squadron had heard of him. An experienced New England schooner mate, Wake had become a naval volunteer officer a year and a half earlier, in April of 1863. Since that time, Wake had shown himself to be a very capable small ship captain, and in January of this year had been given a rare promotion from volunteer master to a regular commission as a lieutenant. DeTar had personally written the admiral’s recommendation to Secretary of the Navy Welles and knew the details, some of which were secret, of what Wake had accomplished. It included some intriguing missions to Cuba and the Bahamas that very few men in the navy knew about.

			In addition to being the type of man who got things done against the enemy, Wake also was known as the type of ship commander who cared about his men, and one of the few who actually had men asking to serve under him. DeTar was glad that Wake got the regular commission and was going to make the navy his life’s career—they could definitely use some decent officers. That Wake was respected by the senior petty officers of the squadron was a rare compliment. DeTar didn’t know of many in that category.

			“Captain, please sit down and let’s see what we can do. What exactly do you need?”

			“Well, Bosun Rork advises that for the deck we need six more ordinary seamen, two able seamen, and a landsman or two. Gunner Durlon requests two quarter gunners. My engineer officer needs three coal heavers and a fireman or boiler tender. And I need a yeoman clerk—the records and reports in this new command are twice what I had on the St. James.”

			“I see, sir. You need quite a few men.”

			“The yellow fever that went through the Hunt before I got her absolutely ravaged the crew. We’re very short on the assigned complement and I need far more than what I’ve said here this morning—but I know how short the squadron is, especially right now with the fever rampant, and there’s no sense in requesting men who aren’t there.”

			 DeTar smiled and raised a thin finger slightly for emphasis in his acknowledgement. “Most correct, Captain. A realistic understanding of the situation that I wish more captains displayed, sir.”

			DeTar opened the desk drawer by his right knee and extracted three file folders marked “Deck,” “Gunnery,” and “Steam Mechanics.” Spreading each open on top of his desk, he ran his finger down the lists of men written on the reports. The chief yeoman pursed his lips and sighed as he looked up from his lists of available manpower.

			“Now we are very short, of course, because that yellow jack hit this whole damned squadron in the last three months. Some of the ships are in worse condition than your Hunt, sir. Did you hear about the Chambers? Almost all of them dead or dying. Sent her up to Philadelphia.”

			Wake had heard all about the schooner Chambers. Two months over three quarters of her crew were sick, dying, or dead of yellow jack. “I heard about her. Have there been any drafts of new men from up North lately? I haven’t heard of any.”

			“No, that rare blessed event hasn’t happened lately. Last one was five months ago in May. Not a lot of folks volunteering to come down into the fever squadron, and Admiral Farragut’s gotten the last two drafts of men since May that were originally headed here. Our admiral was not happy about that, I can tell you, but who can compete with Farragut? Man’s got more newspaper correspondents with him than we have ships! ‘Most famous sailor in the nation,’ they call him. And us? We’re famous for having that damned fever worse than any other squadron.”

			Wake was tiring of DeTar’s rambling and couldn’t care less about Farragut’s newspaper image. This meeting wasn’t successful at all so far, but perhaps the old veteran petty officer could find him some men somewhere. Wake knew that he had to be patient. There were a few men in the squadron with importance beyond their apparent rank or position, and DeTar was one of them. Suddenly the chief yeoman’s brows furrowed and he looked at Wake with a nod.

			“Yellow jack . . . hmm, let me peruse that sick list.” He pulled another folder from the drawer. “Ah ha! I thought so. A hidden treasure trove just for you, sir. I do have some sailors coming out of the marine hospital who have recovered from the fever. Surgeons there have promised that these boys will live to fight and die for their country. Four seamen—ordinary seamen, I believe. Let that Irish pirate of a bosun, Rork, know he owes me one for sending him these four, sir.”

			DeTar paused a moment to revel in his triumph of finding seamen for Wake, then he plunged into a further reply to the request for more men. “No able seamen available for you though, sir, Captain Nickerson got the last of them. As for the gunners, I’m afraid that my old friend Durlon is out of luck—none unassigned in the squadron. We have three in the hospital but they’re not on the surgeons’ release list. I’ll keep an eye on one of those just for the Hunt, though, sir, and let you know when he’s available—if they live.”

			Wake nodded, thankful that he was getting at least a few men to help work the ship. “Thank you, Chief Yeoman. I’ll certainly pass that along to Rork and remind him on the next shore liberty to look you up.”

			DeTar laughed and held both his hands up.

			“Well, sir, please tell him to stop by here to find me. I am most definitely not going down to that poxy trollop-hole the squadron’s bosuns languish in. Yeoman have standards, sir, and we do not frequent establishments of that sort.”

			Wake laughed too at the thought of a yeoman walking into the Anchor Inn and emerging unscathed. DeTar got back to the business at hand, frowning as he continued.

			“And speaking of yeomen, sir, there aren’t any of those available either. All are assigned to the larger ships. I don’t even have enough here at the squadron offices to do our work. I am sorry, Captain Wake, I wish I could find you one.”

			Wake hadn’t held much hope for obtaining a yeoman, and nodded his appreciation for DeTar’s comment.

			“About the steam mechanic people, sir. I do have a coal heaver named Chard who is six months past his enlistment and raising all Cain to be returned to his station of recruitment. Boston, of all places. Well, sir, the lad isn’t going to Boston. He’ll be lucky to get to a vessel bound for Charleston or Norfolk. He just might ship over for another enlistment if your engineer was to ask him and say it was your ship. His last captain put him ashore and he’s doing duty at the station boiler shop by the wharf until he gets a transit north. Worth a try there, sir.”

			Wake pondered it all for a moment. He had authorization to obtain replacements for open billets aboard his ship. Knowing that he could never get a full complement, he had asked for the minimum needed to work and fight the ship, as requested by his ship’s subordinate leadership. That amounted to seventeen men—or a third of his allowed complement. He was receiving five. He set his jaw and looked at DeTar.

			“Any hidden away, Chief Yeoman? You know I won’t waste them. I’ve got a steamer now and suspect I’ll be even a bit more busy than I have been in the past. Any man sent to me will be used well.”

			DeTar sighed again and smiled. He knew what was in Wake’s mind. “Captain, I know that. I wish I could send you more, but I have thirty-three ships to man. I’ve got to keep some available for the others as well. All the captains are having to go short now, with the men doing double duty on the muster bills in order to work and fight the ships. The whole squadron is in the same situation, sir. I’ve heard the other squadrons have similar problems, but I think ours are the worst.”

			Wake knew it was time to take what he could and be thankful. He stood and offered his hand, which DeTar took while speaking in his slow soft manner. “Good luck, Captain. With Rork and Durlon aboard you’re already well manned. I’m looking forward to hearing what endeavors you’ll accomplish with that steamer.”

			“Thank you, Chief Yeoman DeTar. As always, a stimulating conversation and a productive visit. I appreciate that you were able to get me any men at all in these difficult times.”

			As Wake turned to leave he saw another officer in the hallway by the door. It was Lieutenant Jeff Nibarger, commander of the Sullivan, and he had the same worried mien that Wake had had when he had arrived at DeTar’s office.

			“Good luck, Jeff,” said Wake to his friend as he strode down the hall and out the building, glad to be in the sunshine and fresh air after the damp, musty windowless room. Wake marveled that DeTar’s office smelled just like below decks in a ship—even having the same navy-issue lanterns with their distinctive rancid-smelling oil.

			The walk to the officers’ landing was short, but long enough for him to think through his manning problems and realize that he needed to have a meeting with his officers and petty officers immediately upon returning to the ship. Wake would give them the grim news, and together they would find a way to ready the Hunt for sea, and work and fight with what they had.

			The officers’ harbor launch was already crowded, but they waited for Wake to clamber aboard. Today the steamer Marigold had the duty of providing the harbor launch. The sweating sailors strained at their oars with their eyes gazing aft at the water as the launch’s coxswain steered to the various ships according to the seniority of the officers present. Wake, as a lieutenant, was taken to his ship before the two masters and the one ensign—but after the lieutenant commander of the gunboat Sagamore and a senior lieutenant from the steamer Proteus.

			The sun was starting its descent when they turned toward the Hunt, anchored on the far side of the harbor, and headed for her. Wake surveyed her as they came closer. She was unlike any other vessel he had ever sailed in, much less commanded. Objectively as he could, he reviewed her characteristics as he examined the ship.

			The Hunt was a screw steam tug, brought into naval service six months earlier at Philadelphia, where she had been built in ’59. Because she had a draft of only six feet for her eighty-five-foot length, she was ideal for the shallow waters of Florida, and in a rare logical decision from Washington, she was actually sent to the squadron based there. Upon her arrival she was armed with two twelve-pounder howitzers that were placed on her foredeck and amidships, abaft her stack.

			Wake thought about that stack. It was a tall stack and made her look ungainly, to his sailing man’s eye. That stack produced a belching cloud of cinders and ash that befouled the deck and threatened to ignite the rigging of her two masts. Not a sail was bent to those masts, they were meant for signals and for hauling cargo aboard. The only sail on the ship was a steadying sail for dangerous weather. Wake hadn’t been in that type of weather on her but could imagine the shallow hull rolling perilously without the balance of real sails. He wondered if the steadying sail really helped.

			She was so different from what he was used to in his years at sea. Her reason for being was located within her hull—her steam engine. It took tons of filthy coal to feed that engine so it would make the steam to enable her to travel, and it took almost twenty officers and men just in that department of the ship to keep her steam engine running.

			From the assistant engineer officer in charge of the operations of the steam machinery, to the firemen who tended the boilers, to the coal heavers who fed the monster, those men were all a completely different breed. They weren’t like real sailors. They lived and worked below decks in the suffocatingly hot engine room and coal bunkers. They were constantly grimy and greasy—known as the “black gang” to regular sailors. Where the deck sailors lived in an outside world of orderly cleanliness, holystoning the decks everyday to a dazzling whiteness—the steam mechanics and coal heavers lived in the dark dirty world below and did not understand the anger that their soot and grease created when it coated the upper decks. Wake wondered if other steamship captains had to constantly calm each side of that dilemma—he suspected they all did.

			And then there were the deckhouse and wheelhouse. Boxes really. No pretty lines like his schooner St. James. Hunt was a hull with a long box that had two signal sticks and a funnel standing out of it. She had none of the soul of a sailing vessel. On the Hunt there was no steering from aft—her helm was in a wheelhouse just twenty-five feet from her bow, atop a long deck house stretching aft to end before a large afterdeck. Used to steering from the stern and being able to look up and around at the trim of the sails, Wake felt unnaturally confined in the wheelhouse. He had always steered a ship out on a deck where he could feel the wind and watch the sails and gauge the seas.

			The stern deck of the Hunt was taken up by a massive double sampson post towing bit, six feet across and four feet high, with a cable’s length of thick hawser flaked down and ready to use. This was Rork’s bailiwick—the seamanship required in managing a tow. Hunt could tow almost any ship by herself. The engine was powerful but the gear reductions to her five-foot wide propeller were such that she was designed for thrust, not speed. Her very fastest speed without a tow was nine knots and she usually moved at six or seven.

			Yes, it was all so different from what he had known in his years at sea. Canvas was the motive equipment he was used to. Now it was a metal monster below deck, with a hole in the hull for a screw. Wake shook his head at the thought of it all.

			The navy was changing, though, and he would have to also. Wake was determined to learn the ways of his steamer and use her well against the enemy. He knew that he was very lucky to get this command. Many other regular officers with more seniority would have jumped at it. The jealousy was unsaid but palpable at the squadron offices, for Wake was one of those few volunteers who had been given a regular commission. Though he was technically now one of them, he knew he would never be accepted as an equal by the officers who were naval academy graduates. He had even heard that some of his brother officers were speculating that Wake wouldn’t be able to understand and command a steamship, and would be replaced within four months.

			It was not only his regular commission that had them talking. His love affair with and marriage to Linda Donahue, a woman from one of the most vocal of the pro-Confederate Key West families, had had them talking for some time. Though she did not share her family’s views, she was tainted with that stain. The two of them had been ostracized by both factions when the word went out that they had married—the navy didn’t trust her and the Rebel islanders hated him as an occupier of their home. But all the turmoil had just brought them even closer. Linda was the best thing that had happened to him in his life, and he missed her terribly. He pictured her up the coast on Useppa Island and wished he could be there.

			The call of the stroke by the coxswain brought Wake back to the present—and the serious problem he faced of having such a shorthanded ship that was going to sea in the morning. Hunt’s men were going to have to adapt to the situation—all of them, both deck and engineering. Wake had always taken the morale of his men into consideration in his previous commands, and had worked to improve their well-being. But this was different, and whatever morale problems the crew had before his arrival this week, they were secondary to accomplishing the mission given them by the squadron’s chief of staff, Fleet Captain Morris.

			The launch was still a hundred yards away when the coxswain called out “Hunt,” the traditional warning to a crew that the captain of their ship was coming aboard. The scurry of activity among the sailors on watch on the quarterdeck reminded Wake of what had caused the morale problem.

			Hunt had been in the squadron only a few weeks when yellow fever went through her unacclimated crew and decimated it to the point where the men could barely operate the ship. She lay at anchor for two weeks, with the sick and death toll rising each day. Sailors made morbid wagers as to who would get sick next, and whether they would die. They sat there, waiting and watching each other for signs of the sickness. The fever was gone now, but the men’s malaise had lingered as they wondered if the sickness would return. Wake had seen what yellow fever could do to a man, and he understood the despair and the terror that seized even strong men. Some were never the same again, even if they did survive.

			As he climbed up the side of the ship he was determined to replace the despondency with discipline and success. That would be the cure for fear, and the sooner the better. The bosun’s mate’s pipe called, and all hands on the side deck faced Wake as he returned the salute of Master Stephen Emerson, his executive officer. Wake got right to the point.

			“Mr. Emerson, I want all of the officers and petty officers in my cabin in five minutes. We need to meet about the crew and the mission of this ship.”

			Emerson, the same age as Wake at twenty-six but with a little less sea time and one rank junior, snapped his lean frame to attention. “Aye, aye, sir.”

			“And Mr. Emerson, see if the steward can find any of that fruit juice for the meeting. I think that would go well this afternoon.”

			Emerson was pleased to hear the request—it meant the meeting was not about some sort of trouble or a failing by the crew. He was still getting used to the ways of Captain Wake, but had heard of his exploits and was glad to be serving under him, even if it was on just a lowly tug.

			“Aye, aye, sir. Fruit juice for the meeting.”

			Moments later, as the officers and petty officers started to arrive in his cabin, Wake reflected on the best privilege of his new command. It was the cabin itself, which stretched across the beam of the deckhouse’s after end. Unbelievably, it had standing headroom, a first for Wake. It was the most luxurious cabin he had ever occupied on any ship, naval or merchant. A real bed was built into the bulkhead, accompanied by a desk with chairs, and an actual table for meals and charts. It even had a skylight that opened for ventilation and sunlight. As large as it was though, it quickly grew crowded and stuffy with all of the Hunt’s leaders jamming themselves into the cabin.

			The officers were seated—Wake at the desk, with Emerson, Ensign Terrance Rhodes, and Third Assistant Engineer Albert Ginaldi in the chairs in front of the desk.

			All three of his officers were volunteers in the navy for the duration of the war. None had indicated that they would make it a career when the fighting stopped. Rhodes was a young man of friendly deportment, a new volunteer officer who had served on Ohio riverboats but never been to sea. Ginaldi was older, more worldly, and had been an engineer on a New York tug. Ginaldi was the only officer aboard Hunt with tug experience, but as an engineer he was junior to all line officers like Emerson and Rhodes. The officers were not the original ones that had arrived in Key West aboard Hunt—they were all dead or incapacitated by the yellow fever, a fact that was not lost on any of the men in the cabin.

			The petty officers were standing in a tight semicircle around the seated officers, senior petty officers in front with their junior assistants in the back of the crowd, near the companionway. The bosun of the ship was Sean Rork, who had served under Wake on two other ships and was a man to be relied upon, with many years of experience. Two of his bosun’s mates, Curtis and Jones, stood next to him. The third, Hamilton, was on watch out on the deck, keeping curious ears away from that skylight and the cabin ports.

			The gunner, Mark Durlon, another former shipmate of Wake’s first command, was there with his sole gunner’s mate, Walker. The engineer petty officers, McKinney and Schnieders, wore their cleanest working overalls for this unusual occasion of being called out of their below decks lair up to the captain’s cabin, and stood slightly apart from the others, looking nervous in such company.

			Dirkus the steward made his way through the mass of men and laid a tray with a pewter pitcher and cups on the desk, then exited. Dirkus was a quiet man with an odd way about him that was slightly disconcerting, as if he were constantly evaluating whomever he was serving. Having evidently run off to the navy to avoid some financial and legal unpleasantness, Dirkus never gave reason for complaint, but did give the impression he wanted to be anywhere but in the navy. He was far from being a dimwitted servant though, and Wake decided to keep him as his steward. After Dirkus’ departure Wake looked at Emerson and nodded.

			“Mr. Emerson, would you be so kind as to pour me some of that orange juice and then pass it around the cabin. Men, please have some of this juice, it tastes mighty good on a day like today. Of course, our British cousins say it keeps the scurvy away, but I suspect they view it as one more occasion to lace a liquid with some of their special issue.”

			His offer of the fruit juice to even the petty officers, and his joke about the Royal Navy’s love of its rum had the desired effect of easing the tension in the cabin as several of the men chuckled. Wake had no reason to be angry with them and did not want them fearful, but he did have the deadly serious task of forming a cohesive crew, one way or another, that could overcome the incredible handicap of being short a third of their men. They would have to work together and learn each other’s functions. The old boundaries could not stand. There would be no divisiveness in his ship.

			Wake waited until he had their attention, then spoke in a quiet voice. “All right, now let’s get to the matter at hand. In the week since I’ve been aboard, I’ve seen that we have some excellent leadership on the Hunt. The officers and senior petty officers have the skill and experience to accomplish anything that we are tasked with by the squadron.

			“In addition to having the skills of running the ship, I have also seen that each of you has done a good job in attempting to elevate the spirits of the men in your divisions and get them past the devastation of the fever on this ship. I know the effect the yellow fever had upon them, and I know that it still haunts their minds. However, the time for sensitivity is over. It is the responsibility of the men now in this cabin to replace that fear with fortitude. Is that understood?”

			A chorus of low “aye, sirs,” came back to Wake from the men in the cabin.

			“Good, because our situation is about to become more difficult. I have just come back from the squadron offices after getting our orders to go to sea, and also an authorization order for a replacement draft of men for those missing in Hunt’s crew.”

			Wake paused for a moment as he saw that each of the men facing him was leaning forward to hear about how their division would fare with replacements.

			“Knowing that there are few unassigned men left in the squadron I asked for only seventeen of the most badly needed positions. We are getting five—” Wake heard the collective intake of breath in the cabin and continued. “Four ordinary seamen from the hospital and a coal heaver, if he can be persuaded to reenlist. There are no other men available. The squadron is desperately short. This situation is perilous, but it is not just the Hunt, as you all know. All of the ships are short. We will have to make do. Simple as that. Any questions so far?”

			Ginaldi raised a finger and an eyebrow. “Captain, would that coal heaver be named Chard by any chance?”

			“Yes, that was his name. His enlistment ended six months ago. He was one of the 1861 men for three years. He may reenlist if asked properly.”

			Ginaldi did not seem pleased at the prospect.

			“Captain, I’ve heard tell of him. The engineer on the Proteus had him and was glad to be rid of the man. Said the man was possessed of a manner that could make a saint a sinner, sir.”

			“Well, Mr. Ginaldi, then it would appear that your getting him to reenlist will be even more of an accomplishment, wouldn’t it? You needed men to heave the coal. So go persuade him to come to us and heave coal.”

			Though the engineer petty officers did not laugh, the others in the cabin grinned. Ginaldi bowed in his chair to Wake and smiled. “Aye, aye, sir. This Chard’s never met Italian charm before, I’d wager. I’ll have him so proud to be aboard the Hunt, he may just pay me for the honor of it, sir!”

			Wake grinned at Ginaldi’s enthusiasm. He did not understand steam mechanics yet, but he understood spirit.

			“Mr. Ginaldi, I believe the man won’t have a chance against your considerable Italian charm. Now, men, I know you are wondering about how we are going to get this short crew to both work and fight the ship. It is simple—everyone will be trained in another’s work, doing double duty if needed to get Hunt’s mission accomplished. That means that deck seamen and gun crews will train and work in the engine room and that the black gang will have to train and help on the guns to fight the ship. Understood?”

			No one spoke for a moment. Finally Emerson stood up and looked at Wake.

			“Sir, we’ll do whatever we must to get the Hunt ready for sea duty. How long till we weigh anchor?”

			Wake knew this would be the worst part. It was one thing to tell them they would have to train men on tasks for which they had no experience and to ask them to do double duty if needed, it was another to do it all in an impossibly short time.

			“We get underway tomorrow at sunrise with the ebb. Later, I will brief you on our assignment.”

			They were all stunned. Wake had been stunned also when the chief of staff had given him his orders earlier in the day, before the visit to DeTar. Emerson was about to reply when Rhodes spoke, most probably to himself but loud enough in his shock that all heard it. “We just can’t do that.”

			Rhodes looked up and realized what he had just uttered was against regulations, and very much against the attitude an officer was expected to display.

			“Ah um . . . sir. What I meant was that it’s such a short time to get everything done, all the provisioning and supplies, and with a shorthanded crew and all.”

			Ginaldi nodded his head in agreement and added a comment. “Sir, it is a short time. We’ll have to coal the ship too. We don’t have but a half load in the bunkers right now.”

			Emerson tried to speak but Wake raised a hand and stopped him. All eyes were riveted on their captain as he addressed them.

			“Gentlemen, and petty officers. Yes, you are right. It is not enough time to get the Hunt ready for sea in the accustomed fashion. That means we will have to get her ready for sea in an unaccustomed fashion. There is no room for failure here, men. We are at war, and the exigencies of war do not stop because yellow fever has demoralized our crew and made us shorthanded. It is time to act and show what we are capable of, which is far more than you believe at the moment. Now, let us walk out of this cabin and get Hunt ready for sea, even if all hands—including every man here—have to work all night to accomplish that. Understood?”

			This time there was no hesitation and the chorus of “Aye, ayes” was loud. Emerson immediately stood and started to give Rhodes, Ginaldi, Durlon, and Rork tasks. The drone of the petty officers conversing about what to do first had an excited air about it, and Wake was glad that the preliminary gloom was over. As the cabin cleared out Emerson came over to the desk with a serious look on his face.

			“Sir, I am sorry about Rhodes’ and Ginaldi’s comments. They were out of line with those statements.”

			Wake saw that Emerson was genuinely upset and worried that his captain would find fault with him. Such was the life of an executive officer, but Wake was not going to dwell on it.

			“Well, they spoke what first came into their heads, which was wrong. But it was a shock and a very difficult task, I realize. Don’t worry, Mr. Emerson, I’m not angry—this time. But next time I expect leaders to lead, figure out how to overcome obstacles, and not whine.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“And Mr. Emerson.”

			“Yes, sir?”

			“If being shorthanded and short on time are our worst problems in the future, then this ship and crew will be very lucky indeed. Sooner or later we may have some real dilemmas to worry about—that are much bloodier.”

			Emerson had heard the stories about how fearlessly Wake had acted under enemy fire, but how afterward he had grieved for his men who were killed or wounded. Emerson also could see the scar by Wake’s right ear, where a shot had nearly killed him in a river fight last year. The executive officer of the Hunt had not yet been under enemy fire himself, but he knew that the chances of that changing were pretty good with the famously aggressive Peter Wake commanding the ship, and what the captain said was not mere rhetoric. Emerson nodded as he replied.

			“I understand, sir. We’ll get her ready, and then handle what comes our way.”

			“Very well, Mr. Emerson. It’s also time to tell you of the urgent assignment that has caused all of this turmoil. It won’t be a pleasant one.”

			“Yes, sir?”

			“We are headed to the Mosquito Inlet up on the east coast of the peninsula, where the schooner Ramer is lying with her crew dead or dying of yellow fever. The Hunt will help save the lives of all they can, and get that schooner back to Key West. There are rumors that the Rebels have heard of the sick crew and are planning on trying to take her. The men of the Hunt are going to have to overcome their fear and do their duty. And you and I and Ginaldi and young Rhodes are going to lead them.”

			“Yes, sir. I understand. When will you tell the others?”

			“Once we’re under way in the morning. I don’t need speculation and fear hindering our preparations for sea—so keep that information to yourself and make sure all is completed quickly. There is no time to lose on this.”

			“Aye, aye, sir.”

			There was no disguising the concern in Emerson’s eyes, but his voice had a confident tone. Well, that is all I could hope for right now, Wake thought, as he diverted the subject to the present.

			“Now Mr. Emerson, I believe we should get over to the coaling dock first, then load ammunition off the ordnance ship. Do you concur?”

			The two men then plunged into a conversation about priorities and procedures of ammunition resupply, reprovisioning, and coaling the ship as quickly as possible. They were soon engrossed in the effort, and no more was made of the issues of leading the Hunt’s men back into another ship plagued with yellow jack. 

			All had been said that needed to be said. Now it was time to accomplish their orders.

		

	


	
		
			2 

			The Enemy Within
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			When he heard no more bustle from the main deck, indicating that the Hunt was finally prepared to get under way, Wake needed no one to rouse him, for he hadn’t slept in the short time he had been in his cabin. Earlier in the night he’d left the officers to their work, determined to not stand there watching over their shoulders. That would only show a lack of trust in them and in himself. So he had gone below to the privacy of his cabin.

			There he had sat at his cluttered desk and, by the yellow light of a purser’s lamp, reread the latest letter from his brother in Massachusetts. Luke was his oldest brother and a schooner captain on the family trading firm’s sole remaining vessel—the others having been sold off due to the war slump in American shipping. The letter was melancholy. Their father was not well and getting worse. Luke wrote that it appeared the death of their brother James while on duty aboard a monitor on the Charleston coast had precipitated their father’s decline. And just two months earlier, brother John also joined the navy, which made the old man even more morose. Their mother, a quiet strong woman who had raised her sons alone while their father was out at sea, told Luke that she was afraid her husband would die of heartbreak. Luke concluded the letter with the wish that Linda would make a good wife for his littlest brother, and the jest that he hoped Peter would not forget all the seamanship Luke had taken so long to teach him, now that he was a highfalutin’ captain on some stinkbucket coal-eating steamer. Luke always ended his letters with a jest, but this one failed to produce a smile.

			Wake gritted his jaw as he thought about being so far away from his father and mother. He wished he and Linda could be there. He wanted them to get to know his new wife, and see that their son was happy. He knew that his mother would love Linda, and felt that his father might regain his health and spirits by meeting his new daughter-in-law. They had only had boys, and Wake thought Linda could be like a daughter for them. And someday they would have their first grandchild to play with. But furloughs were not available, the Hunt had a mission that would start very shortly, and Linda was not here.

			The thought of Linda set his heart aching, a hard, real pain inside his chest. He wanted to see her, hold her, touch that soft auburn hair, and look into those entrancing deep green eyes. But she was a hundred and forty-five miles away, living with pro-Union refugees at Useppa Island, by Boca Grande on the west coast of Florida. Though he would have given almost anything to be with her tonight in Key West, Wake knew she was probably much safer and certainly in good company where she was.

			Word of their quiet marriage a few months earlier had spread throughout Key West and many people were upset, particularly with her. A Southern girl marrying an enemy Yankee sailor at a time when so many Southern boys were dying for their state—it just wasn’t proper. It was one thing to be decent and hospitable to the Yankees, but quite another to marry one of them! Added to that, of course, was the fact that it wasn’t even an official marriage in a real church by a recognized minister. A black Bahamian preacher had married them on the beach by the African cemetery on the south shore of Key West. Many Key Westers, especially the old-time Conchs who were set in their ways, felt that either Linda Donahue had completely lost her senses or that perfidious Yankee had done something downright evil to her mind.

			In the months since then, Linda had survived an attack of yellow fever at Useppa and was nursed back to health by those good refugee people. Wake liked and trusted them, which is why he had sent his new wife there. Beyond the escape from Key West and the sickness though, Linda Wake had found a new home and friends at Useppa, and by her letters, was truly happy there, which alleviated the sadness of their separation somewhat.

			For their part, the leadership in the squadron had ignored the marriage and treated Wake no differently. Not as much could be said for some of the officers, however. While he never heard them, Wake knew from others that they were talking about him in the officers’ messes. He did not care and wasted not a moment on the issue. Those officers were like old women and gossiped about who was doing what with whom, and Wake knew nothing could stop them. Linda was safe from the tensions of Key West, which was the important thing.

			He folded Luke’s letter carefully and returned it to the drawer with the other family letters, which now included one a week written from Useppa. Wake had so much to do, to think about, to prepare for. Many things could happen over the next few days and he, as the captain, must have an idea of how he and the men of the Hunt would handle them. He snuffed out the lamp, savoring the darkness and privacy, and trying to think. Had he done all he could to get the ship and the men ready?

			Mind whirling in a mix of navigational contingencies, watch bill assignments, supply orders, weekly status reports, and medical information from what the surgeon ashore told him to do on his arrival at the Ramer, Wake moved over to his berth and lay down. The constant rumbling of the engine could be felt all through the ship and usually could lull one to rest. He closed his eyes, but it was no use. Five minutes later he was moving through the companionway to the main deck.

			The Hunt hadn’t slept in the night either. Throughout the night the hissing of steam pipes, the thud of supply boxes and casks dropping on deck, and the loud giving and acknowledging of orders served to let all vessels in the naval wharf area of the harbor know that the U.S.S. Hunt was getting herself ready for sea in a hurry. Emerson and Rhodes were everywhere, their voices rising above the others, checking on the loading and stowing of the various equipment and supplies of a warship, those crucial items that keep her own crew alive and bring death to her enemies.

			Hunt was coaled and had provisions for three weeks. All that was left to do was stow the supplies and get her ready for sea. They would leave shortly and take advantage of the ebb. In the loom of the lanterns placed safely to leeward of the men trudging up the gangway from the wharf, Wake saw Rork on the starboard waist directing a detail of sailors in the dangerous duty of bringing aboard the last of the shell ammunition from a cart on the wharf. Durlon’s rasp could be heard below in the magazine, calling up that they were about to seal off the powder space and the shot locker was just about full.

			Rork took his eyes off the sailors for a moment and nodded to Wake, then looked to the sky.

			“No wind today, Captain.”

			“We’ll make our own with this ship, Rork.”

			The bosun shook his head slightly, his eyes back on the men lowering the shells down the hatchway. “I hope we do, Captain. The lads could use a bit o’ breeze with all the sweat they’ve worked up tonight. They’re ready to fall, sir.”

			Wake looked at Rork. The man looked old and tired in the dim light, even though he was but thirty-three. Rork hadn’t slept in two days, like most of the men on the ship.

			“Rork, we’ll be under way in a few minutes and then the men off watch can get some sleep. I know they’re tired. You need to get some sleep too.”

			“Aye, aye, sir. I am tired, Captain. Ya have me there, sir. All this bloody coal dust reminds me of my packet days in the Irish Sea, when we’d go over to Wales an’ see them ol’ colliers wallowing like pigs in the sea, an’ we’d sail by fast and clean. Used to feel sorry for the poor sods. Ships and men all as black as an African. Never thought someday I’d be covered with the stuff me ownself, though.”

			“Rork, I know what you mean. All this is new for me too. We’re not alone, though. I do believe a lot of this navy’s sailors’ are going to get to know coal dust pretty well before this war ends. It’s the way of the future. No stopping it.”

			“A filthy future it’ll be then, sir. Filthy men and filthy ships.”

			Rhodes’ voice came from forward, interrupting Wake as he pondered Rork’s comment and wondered how his ship would look in the morning light. Rhodes’ solid form materialized from the darkness as he stepped into the lantern light.

			“Good morning, sir. We did it. We’ve completed the provisions and ammunition and are ready to get under way as soon as Bosun Rork here can get the hatches secured. Mr. Emerson was looking for you to make his report, sir. He’s in the wheelhouse, I think, sir. Mr. Ginaldi’s there too, sir.”

			Wake acknowledged the ensign’s information, noting the positive tone in Rhodes’ voice. Making his way forward and up the ladder to the small wheelhouse, Wake heard Rork and Rhodes conferring about which lines would be taken up in what sequence when they departed the wharf. It appeared that young Rhodes was feeling more confident, having accomplished far more than he’d originally thought, and his demeanor was showing it. Wake was glad to see the change.

			The wheelhouse was dark, the binnacle giving the only light from its faint glow. Two forms stood by the wheel and straightened as Wake entered. One of them stepped forward into the light.

			“Good morning, sir. Mr. Ginaldi and I were just getting ready to go to your cabin to make our reports
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