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Unclaimed by the land that bore us,
 Lost in the land, we find
The brave have gone before us;
 Cowards are left behind.
Then stand to your glasses, steady;
 Here's a health to those we prize.
Here's a toast to the dead already,
 And here's to the next who dies.

     -The Toast of Morgan's Men
      By Captain Thorpe, Kentucky
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The worst thing about terror is that you never truly find the edge of it. They say
you get numb to fear, that the mind can't sustain it, but I think they're really talking
about monotony. Death and noise and blood and soot; those things just become the
scenery after a while.

I'm here to tell you though, when you think you've hit the limit, that there's
nothing can move you after the things you've seen, well, that just ain't the truth. Even
now, I can feel that emptiness under me, like I'm treading water on a bottomless sea. If
you give up and sink, who knows how far you'll fall, and what you might find down
there?

I can tell you one thing, though. 
The things below have teeth.

They say the Arkansas was the color of rust, brown like river water. From first
sight I thought she was the color of old blood though, like she'd been painted with it--
slathered--and that's not so far from the truth, I suppose.  We came down the Yazoo
river in July, sinking three vessels and running a Federal blockade, every victory bought
with death. By the time we brought her in to Vicksburg, battered and limping, she
reeked of it--cordite, and the sheared-penny smell of blood. 

By God, she was ugly, riding low in the water, clad in rail iron, bruised all over in
shining streaks from where the shells had struck her. Her smokestack was so perforated
and ragged I heard Stevens say it looked like a nutmeg grater. She breathed soot and
cinders, and you could hear the engine like a great dying beast, heaving in air and
moaning it out.

And that ugly hole in the casement, like a great hand had punched through and
ripped the men out between its fingers. Inside, you'd think buckets from a sausage mill
had been flung from end to end. It was the place I saw my brother die (and I have seen it
again every night since)

My brother was the first to perish, in fact. John Minton was never a smart man,
but he was never so foolish as when he stuck his head out the gun port, and the first
shell fired at us took his head off his shoulders. I'd been beside him when it happened,
and damned if I wasn't laughing, telling him to get his fool head back in. 

The ironclad hadn't yet been struck, and we jack tars all still had a nervous
energy, our guns primed and ready. I remember something hit me in the face, little
sharp stings on my cheeks and then his body fell back inside, with nothing left above the
neck but red tatters. I remember staring at the floor and seeing what had struck me.
They were his teeth, scattered shining across the deck.

XO Field grabbed me by the shoulder and shook me. "Help me get that man
thrown overboard, private!"

"I can't do it sir," I said, my voice calm, but inside my head was ringing as though
I'd been struck with a hammer. "That's my brother lying there."

He pushed me aside and got another man to help, I don't remember who.
Afterward came more blood, and smoke, and death, and the boom of shells on
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our armor so loud that our ears bled from the sound.

I didn't weep until later, and by then I was too tired to do more than that.

When it was done, I remember how we lay there in the blood and worse, too beat
to move, black from tip to toe with the smoke and our throats bloody from the yellow
fumes. At Vicksburg where we pulled up to the levee, the volunteers came aboard and
with white faces removed the limbs and human wreckage strewn about. As often as not
they made to take a living man, so still and lifeless were we.

I remember they had to sift the ash pans out on the stairs to keep from slipping in
our blood.

It was a hundred degrees at night that summer, and we used to like to sleep on
the deck or sling our hammocks in there amongst the cannon. After Vicksburg though,
we didn't sleep in the casement any more. We called it the Slaughterhouse from then on,
and we lay down in the berth in the dark, down in the belly of the Arkansas. It was
hotter than hell's firebox, but nobody complained. 

I don't tell you this for pleasure. I tell you so you'll know what I mean when I say
that there is no bottom to terror, because all this was the least of the fear I felt in the
summer of '62 on the Mississippi. If you want to just stop reading now, I reckon I
wouldn't blame you. 

I don't expect you'll believe much of it anyhow.

There was more that happened in Vicksburg, and gallant deeds, and blood spilt,
but you can hear about that from some other man. What happened after, when we
followed the Essex down the Mississippi to Baton Rouge, is the story I mean to tell. You
may even think you know it -- how the great ironclad Arkansas, a symbol of Confederate
pride, broke down and was sunk in sight of the battle. She came so close to her goal, and
then we burned her to keep her from capture.

But that's not the truth of it, or nowhere near the whole truth. We burned her,
that's true enough, but the why of it ain't exactly public knowledge. Maybe if we hadn't,
we could have turned the tide at Baton Rouge. Maybe we could have driven the Federals
out, and kept right on driving. When Van Dorn turned tail that day, some say it was the
beginning of the end for the Confederates, and I guess if you wanted to, you might lay
some of the blame at our feet.

But after what we saw below-decks, in the dark with nothing but the smoky
lanterns to gleam on it, I'd say we made the right choice to send that ship to the bottom
in flames.

From two hundred and forty men, after wounds and desertion and death, we
were down to an exhausted forty-seven; but once the men of Vicksburg got a good look
inside the Arkansas, there was a mighty dearth of volunteers to make up the difference.
After the ship was scrubbed down and patched up, and the smell of blood became less
sharp, and the larger human matter was taken away, the horror died down--but not
enough to keep us in eager brownwater sailors. 

I imagine there was some shouting and backroom dealing going on to get a bunch
of Kentuckians brought up to fill out our ranks. Commander Brown could be a stubborn
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and unforgiving man, but he tried to do right by his ship and his men. Even laid low
with malaria he made it clear he wouldn't allow us out of dock until we'd had time to
rest, and the engine had seen a good going-over.

The engine on the Arkansas was a handmade monstrosity that clanked and shook
and near threw herself apart time and again. She split rods more than once, but Mr.
City, our Engineer, fretted over her like a mother over a feverish baby. He could always
coax her a little further, even when the draft was down and flames were leaping out of
the grates into the fire-room at a hundred and thirty degrees.

Commander Brown and Mr. City, through sheer force of will, kept the Arkansas
afloat. I really believe that. They put some of their steel into her. It was just bad luck
that the malaria got them both. Brown took a train to his family home to recuperate and
Mr. City was delirious in some hospital in Vicksburg when the Arkansas got shipped out
behind their backs, with us poor bastards trapped aboard it.

I don't know if things would have been different if they'd been well, but I think if
they'd been with us, things might not have got so bad so fast.

At any rate, once Brown was safely out of Vicksburg and could do nothing to
prevent it, General Van Dorn ordered the Arkansas down to Baton Rouge, and so we
went. 

But not before Private Read came aboard with his little silver knife, and death
itself. 

We all hated him from the first, the way animals can smell a rabid creature, and
are wary of it.

Private Newton Read arrived with the rest of the Kentuckians, a small man with
long brown mustaches that he waxed, even in the godawful heat. His eyes were large
and luminous, like silver coins, and his hands were delicate and cunning. 

He brought with him a mountain of a man named Max Shea. Max was shaved
bald and banded all over with muscle, with a big slow face and a bedrock jaw. On his
back were crisscrossed scars from a lash, long healed over. He said almost nothing, and
seemed a simpleton, but followed Read everywhere like a dog.

Newton Read obviously considered Mr. Shea all the protection he required, so
that he might say or do whatever he pleased. This fact was not lost on any of us.

I remember the first words he spoke to me. The Quartermaster had a greasy deck
of cards, and we were playing a hand of poker. We didn't play for money, but for
tobacco, or coffee, or other luxuries. We all had a wary feeling about Mr. Read, but even
so, Quartermaster Eaton invited him into the game, and he sat cross-legged with us up
on the deck and was dealt in. Max Shea lurked behind him, staring idly into the distance
and scratching at his big bull chest.

Private Read proceeded to win, hand after hand. He even bet his little silver
knife, but time and again he skunked us all. Eventually I begged off and got up to leave
the game, but not before Read had his say, pleased as the proverbial fox in the hen-
house.

He had an unhurried way of speaking, like he wanted to make you wait for every
word. He eyed me with a little smile on his face, stroking one of his mustaches.

"I heard about your brother, friend," he said, and the way he used it, 'friend' lost
all its essential meaning. "It looks like you ain't as stupid as he was. Maybe you'll keep
your head on your shoulders after all."
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I'm ashamed to say I just stood and stared at him, with my mouth hanging open.
I was so hot and worn down that all I could muster was a sort of dull fury. I looked down
at that dandy bastard, preening over his winnings and stroking his ridiculous mustaches
and I couldn't think of a single word to utter. 

I looked at Max, still staring into the distance, his forearms like massive beef
roasts, and I shut my trap, and stalked off, and I believe the game broke up after that.

There were more incidents of a similar nature. Read liked to jab at people with
words, as surely as he might have jabbed with that little silver knife, and Max always
there to remind us we couldn't do a damn thing about it.

The ship's cat even hated him, a mangy old thing we called Mister Tom. One day
while we were sweeping up the splinters between the cannon, Mister Tom came
strolling by and Read bent down like he was going to pet him. He had a big old grin on
his face, and he was fingering his dagger, and you could see that he was up to no good.

Mister Tom wasn't a stupid animal, and he hissed and clawed long scratches
down the Private's forearm, and streaked off into the shadows.

"Beshitted Christ!" screamed Private Read, and most of us laughed some under
our breath, and cheered old Tom.

But the following day, Mister Tom was nowhere to be found, nor was he ever
seen again. And Private Read had found himself a good luck charm. Looped onto his
belt was a little black foot, claws still extended. 

It was quite fresh.
Yes, I'd say it's no surprise that we despised him. Those that crossed him came to

a bad end, and it's probably my good fortune I couldn't think of a thing to say during our
first encounter, or I might not be here, and writing these words now.

#
We put out of Vicksburg a little after midnight on the third of August, so as not to

attract any attention.  Lieutenant Stevens was commanding -- he'd held off Van Dorn as
long as he dared, but couldn't stall any further. I've got great respect for Stevens,
especially after what happened. I think he got a lot of the blame for the Arkansas' bad
end; unfairly, as it turns out.

Our Head Engineer was still laid up in the city, and we had to make do with Third
Engineer Brighton, a Virginian who'd never serviced anything more complicated than a
riverboat. He was out of his depth, and a loudmouth who covered his ignorance with
talk.  He was an unlikeable fellow, and incompetent, but he didn't deserve what
happened to him later. I wouldn't have wished that on the man who killed my own
brother.

Our crew had swelled above two hundred and forty again, officers and men.
Those of us who had run the blockade to Vicksburg were in the minority now, hardened
and grim, with cannon-soot still black in the folds of our skin. We shook our heads over
the new recruits, who examined the maroon-stained walls with wide eyes.

The Arkansas glided down the Mississippi in darkness, with only two small pilot
lights to aid the lookouts, who kept an eye out for any logs or branches we might run
afoul of. After a few hours, with the dark close in around us, they filled baskets with
sticks and set them ablaze, hanging them high to illuminate the water and the wall of
trees and Spanish moss when we drew near shore in some of the bends.

The night was scalding, and most of us sat or sprawled on the deck in pools of our
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own sweat, watching the stars go by, laboring to breathe the heavy, moist air.

It wasn't until daybreak, and the discovery of the powder-boy in the forward
magazine, that it became known to us there was a murderer aboard.

It was Eaton who discovered him. Our Quartermaster was a powerfully built
man, with coarse red hair and a single eye. He was efficient and brusque, and I would
have characterized him as imperturbable. He had a little silver locket he wore around
his neck, but I never found out whose picture he kept inside it. When he emerged onto
the deck on the morning of the fourth, I was sitting with my back against the casement.
Even in the faint pink of dawn, I could see that his face was pale and drawn, and his
hands were clenched in fists. As close as I was to the pilothouse, I overheard his
conversation with Stevens.

"Sir, I think you'd better come down with me to the magazine." Eaton's voice
sounded sandy and raw.

Stevens reply was weary. He'd slept little in the past week, occupied with the
refitting of the Arkansas, and now with a tense, nightlong voyage. "What is it, Eaton?
Don't tell me we've sprung a leak."

"No sir. But I'd rather not speak about it here. I hope you'll trust me that this is
something you should see with your own eyes, and best done privately."

There was a pause before the reply. "Very well. Mr. Minnear, you have the
command."

Despite the sweltering air, my interest was piqued. They emerged from the pilot
house and descended the stairs. After a few moments, I rose and followed. The night
had been long and sleepless, and I confess that given the monotony, my curiosity got the
better of me.

The berth was dark, and barely lit at intervals by greasy lanterns that swung
slowly. At the fore of the Arkansas, past some vacant hammocks, was the banded
wooden door which led to the forward magazine. Here weapons, ammunition, and
gunpowder were stored as far away from the steam of the boilers as was possible. The
door had a heavy wooden crossbeam. I loitered near the stairwell and watched from a
pool of shadow as Eaton lifted the beam, and swung the door open. My view of the
interior was blocked as Stevens and Easton entered, and the door was swiftly closed
behind them.

I approached as quietly as I could, and heard from beyond a loud exclamation,
presumably from Stevens. I moved closer, and was able to make out his words, although
muffled. Then I caught a familiar odor that brought me up short -- the scent of blood.

"Good Christ! Who is it! He's…" his voice became weak then, and he said again,
"Good Christ!"

"It's Gregory Christian, one of the powder-boys."
Then a strange response, "How can you tell?", followed by an out-of-countenance

profanity from Stevens, "Fuck!"
"The wine-stain mark on his forearm. I came to check on the powder, in case it

was moistening again. And I found him here. Or what's left of him."
"We need to get him off the boat."
"Sir, they'll notice he's gone, he's a well liked boy."
"I'd rather explain a disappearance than… than this. God, who would have done

this to him?"
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"He was a puckish lad, but not a mean one."
"Could a grenade have been responsible?"
"No burns, no smell. No, it was nothing from the magazine."
Then there was a rattle and the door swung inward, and I found myself facing

Stevens. His face was white, and he was further startled as he registered my presence.
"Private," he said, and his eyes narrowed. "As I see you've overheard our

discussion, it turns out I've a use for you. Get in here." The smell of blood was
overwhelming now, and I saw it, just beyond him, gleaming in thick splashes and pools.
I had a sudden impulse to turn and flee back up the stairs. I didn't want to see what was
in the room, didn't want to know.

But I went on in. 
My first thought was that a shell had exploded while poor Gregory was carrying

it. Half his torso lay spread across packages of gunpowder toward the fore. A boot lay on
the far side, and it took me a moment to realize that it still held one of the powder-boy's
feet. Tatters of cloth, soaked in blood, were flung about the room, and glistening hunks
of flesh lay all about. For all of that, though, there was far too much missing of the late
Gregory Christian. I was so overcome with the odor of fresh blood and the visible
carnage that it was some time before I noticed that his head was nowhere to be seen.

Eaton turned to look at me. "Go and get a water-bucket and one of the deck
mops, and two of the empty coal sacks. Don't speak to anyone or I'll tie you behind us
and drag you the rest of the way to Baton Rouge."

I did as I was asked on shaky legs, slinging the sacks over my shoulder and
lugging the bucket to the door, knocking to be let in.

When I returned, Stevens said, "I have to get topside. You must both get this
cleared away. Keep everyone else out of the magazine. Once it's done, lock it, for God's
sake, and you-" he pointed at Eaton, "find me in the pilothouse." He wiped sweat away
from his upper lip. "If there's a murderer aboard, he's either mad or an agent of the
devil, and we must find and be rid of him. Immediately. I'll have the officers bring
everyone to the deck, excepting the coal heavers." He left.

Eaton and I looked at each other for a long moment, and then wordlessly we
began gathering the remains of Christian into the coal-sacks, although it proved
impossible to get it all. We leaned the sacks against the door and mopped the worst of
the blood off the floor. Several powder packets had been ruined, and we stacked them
for disposal as well. There was nothing to be done about the blood on the ceiling and
walls. Eaton waited in the magazine, while I hauled the sacks to the deck, where the
crew was already becoming agitated as the officers herded them from their stations. On
the back deck above the twin screws I tossed the sacks overboard, followed by the
powder packets. They sank into the dark, brown water.

We never found the head.

Much later, in full daylight, Stevens re-emerged to speak with the crew, still
idling on the deck. He had donned his full uniform and looked official and crisp, while
the rest of us straggled bare-backed and sleep-deprived. The deck being somewhat
small, many of the men were ranged out on top of the casement to the fore of the smoke
stack.

Stevens didn't waste much time. "I regret to inform you that last night there was
a casualty in the forward magazine," he said, and to his credit, his voice was strong and
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direct. There was some murmuring amongst the crew. "Powder-boy Christian was found
early this morning, dead as the result of an unfortunate accident. As you all know,
service aboard this vessel can be a hazardous affair, even outside the heat of battle, and I
encourage you all to be vigilant and careful about your duties. That is all." 

He had implied that Christian's death was due to a misstep, and the forward
magazine fit this fiction conveniently, filled as it was with dangerous munitions. A
young and brash young man might easily make a poor decision resulting in an untimely
death.

It was then that I glanced at Private Read. He was idly twirling his little silver
dagger, on his face the ghost of a smile. He saw the direction of my gaze, winked, and his
smile broadened. I wasn't the only one who noticed his apparent good humor either.

After Stevens' speech, it became obvious to me that he had set the officers to
patrolling on a regular schedule. From berth to wardroom to galley to coal-box, they
were about and aware, although I'm not sure the rest of the crew took any notice.

Later, after I finished my duties reapplying sand to the deck, I was surprised
when Eaton approached where I was eating my midday rations and coffee, and he sat
down beside me. 

He was quiet for a while, but eventually he said in a low rumble, "Who do you
reckon did it?"

"I don't know," I said. "But Read looked too damned cheerful given the subject
matter this morning."

"That dandy? Private, I don't know that I need to tell you that his fiddly dagger
didn't do poor Christian in. That was more like a…like a thresher."

I couldn't very well argue with that, but I still had a terrible feeling about Private
Read. I suppose it could have been my dislike of the little bastard, but I didn't think so.

"What about Max Shea?" I asked.
Eaton thought about that for a bit, then shook his head. "I don't think that boy

knows one end of the knife from another, and unless he pulled Christian apart with his
bare hands, I just can't see it. You don't get tore up like that without metal coming into
it. Shea could sure kill a man, and if that boy's head had been stove in, I'd have pegged
him for it right away. But I can't see as how he fits the crime in this partic'lar case."

There was a long silence while we both considered something. Then Eaton said
what we'd both been thinking-

"Besides. What happened to the rest of the boy?"

Over the remainder of the day, I seemed to see Read everywhere, and his mood
was one of overt good cheer. Over dinner that evening, he loudly speculated that the late
George Christian had "probably been poking around where he ought not," and that like
a monkey he, "couldn't very well get his hand out of the trap once it was in." 

There were a lot of dark looks shot his way, but he seemed not to notice them at
all. Max Shea sat beside him, slowly scooping food into his mouth in a methodical way.

It was during this meal that Earl Whitrow, one of the coal-shovelers, decided he'd
had enough of Private Read. He was a heavyset man, not so tall as Max Shea, but at least
as broad. His arms were massive and bunched with muscle from his daily labors, his
mouth large and expressive. He was an impressive man, but a good Christian who never
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spoke ill of anybody. The firebox routinely reached temperatures north of a hundred
and twenty, and most shovelers couldn't stand the heat for more than fifteen minutes
without passing out, but Earl Whitrow could do double that, without complaint.

He walked over to Private Read, stood before him and crossed his considerable
arms. Read looked up at him with calm eyes, chewing his food without the slightest sign
of fear.

"I reckon it's about time you just kept your thoughts to yourself," said Earl, and if
it had been me sitting before him, you'd better believe I would have shut my yap.

Not so Mr Read. "I reckon you can shove it up your ass," said he, without even
raising his voice.

Earl Whitrow's eyes bugged out and there were some sharp intakes of breath
from the vicinity. Earl was a Christian man, sure, but he wasn't about to put up with that
sort of impertinence from a little shit like Newton Read. He reached forward and dashed
Mr. Read's coffee out of his hands, wound his fingers into the front of his coat, and lifted
him bodily off the deck.

"You may just want to reconsider that. You're on a big boat and you're only a little
man. You dance on the grave of any of these good sailors, and you're like as not to find
yourself swimming to shore."

At this, Max Shea had slowly risen to his feet, like a whale breaching the surface
of the ocean. He was staring at Earl Whitrow and his normally placid face was bunching
down into the beginnings of a scowl, as if an angry thought was slowly working its way
across the landscape.

Earl Whitrow was no fool, but he wasn't a fearful man either. "Mr. Shea, why
don't you just set yourself right back down."

Shea showed no sign that he was inclined to obey, and instead took a step
forward.

"Naw, Max, that's all right, that's all right," said Mr Read, as calm as you like. His
toes were just scraping the ground, but he might have been sitting at his ease in a
comfortable chair, instead of swinging from Earl Whitrow's massive fist. Max's face
cleared and he obeyed, to the relief of everyone present.

Earl put Read back down on his boots, and Private Read smoothed out the front
of his jacket. Then he gave Earl a look that was both amused and poisonous. "Mr
Whitrow here is a big man, and we wouldn't want any blood spilled in front of all these
gentlemen. We'll just go about our business, won't we? That'll be the end of it."

But it wasn't, of course.

#
When night fell, the temperature didn't seem to drop at all. Someone had the

idea to use a galley dipper to scoop up the river water and we took turns dousing
ourselves on the fore-deck, although the relief never lasted long.

It must have been near midnight when the shriek began, and we all forgot about
how hot we were in a hurry.

Everyone froze at once when the sound started, a cry that rose and rose, sharper
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and higher until it became a thing not human at all--the sound of an animal being
crushed in the jaws of a beast. We stood there on the deck, staring wide-eyed at one
another. The Arkansas was not a quiet ship, but we all heard the scream as though she
were silent as death.

Those of us near the casement started running, scrambling down the stairs, and
we sprinted the length of the ship, following that awful sound. It was worse inside,
where it rebounded off the walls, echoing as though from the bottom of a well.

It came from the fire-room, where the flames beneath the boilers were fed their
sooty meals of coal. The door was closed fast, and I was there at the front as we heaved
it open and swung it wide just as the sound ceased.

It was as though we had opened the door upon a forge in hell - the firebox grate
was opened wide and flame spewed out into the room, cinders sheeting across the floor.
Coal was strewn everywhere, and in the center of it all lay the body of Earl Whitrow. I
remember at first glance he appeared somehow diminished, although I couldn't
immediately determine the reason. He was red all over and blood was thrown back
across the room and the metal of the firebox where it sizzled and burned, the odor sweet
and black.

There against the side of the firebox slumped Third Engineer Brighton, pressed
against it as though he were listening at a door. There was a hissing noise, and then his
hair went up in a burst of orange, and the flames licked down over his face, where his
eyes and mouth were wide with silent agony. His clothes smoldered, smoke leaking
from his pantlegs, and we ran to pull him away and put it out before the fire could
spread. As we grasped a limp arm to drag him back, we discovered to our horror that his
flesh was fused to the side of the firebox. 

The box itself had never been properly insulated, and glowed red-hot most of the
time. We tugged at his arm, trying ourselves not to touch the livid metal. His body
would not move, and was held fast.

Then, with a terrific surge, we yanked as one. There was an awful sucking sound
which even now I can hear in my head. Poor Brighton was pulled away from the firebox,
but a significant portion of his flesh remained behind, where it sizzled and popped and
stank. Someone had snatched up a pair of coal sacks and we beat the still-burning body
with them until it was doused with water from one of the fire-buckets.

We gagged and backed away from the nauseating odor of burned flesh, hair and
wool, unable to look away from the ruin of our engineer.

It was plain that he had died from the heat--one eye had bubbled down his cheek
and his skin had melted like tallow. But how had he come to rest against the firebox?
And what had happened to Whitrow?

When I looked again at Earl's body, the reason for my initial confusion was made
apparent. His chest was stove in, and much that had been inside him had been removed.
His large and mobile mouth was pulled down in an expression which would have been
comic in any other circumstances, his eyes wide and terrified.  There were enormous
lacerations down his forearms and a huge chunk of flesh was missing from his left thigh.

"Sweet Jesus, Jesus," said someone, "What in the holy hell is going on down
here!"

One of the men vomited in the corner and several of the rest looked on the verge.
We'd all seen death, gory and ignominious--most as recently as a few days ago--

but this was something else entirely. These men had been killed while the rest of us were
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right above them, and there was no enemy to speak of. Earl's body might have been
savaged by a powerful animal. Even as I thought it, someone else spoke it aloud.

"It's like a bear done laid him open!"
One of the privates gave a high tittering laugh, bordering on madness.
"I don't see a goddamn bear," I said, and then looking around, shouted,

"Somebody run and fetch the Captain!"
But he was already there, striding into the room, and then covering his nose with

his handkerchief. Eaton was beside him, his gorge working as he took in the scene.
"Get everyone out of here," said Stevens, and you didn't have to tell us twice. We

scrambled back up onto the deck, breathing in the hot night air like it was a cool
mountain breeze.

There on the deck was Private Read, his eyes shining like silver in the glow from
the basket fires, his teeth showing in a big, wolfish grin. 

We all saw him, and I'm pretty sure that's when we decided--without even having
to speak aloud--that we were going to have to kill him.

#
It didn't take long for the story of the fire-room to get around, and once that

happened, the death of George Christian became a topic of fevered speculation as well.
We still couldn't make sense of what was happening, but it didn't stop us from chewing
it over in tones of hushed terror. Some of the more religious among us said it might be a
demon, but there were plenty who figured it was a man, or perhaps more accurately,
two men.

We all stayed on the deck again that night, and nobody wanted to go below, with
a couple of exceptions. A guard was posted with the coal-heavers so that we could keep
up a head of steam, but the fire-room where Whitrow and Brighton had met their end
was closed off. The Arkansas had four boilers, two to a side, so we continued with only
the port pair on half-steam until daylight broke.

Stevens came out to talk to us again, and this time his speech had a very different
tone.

He was sooty and covered in sweat, and for the first time had stripped off his
uniform jacket and undershirt. His eyes were wild, and his voice cracked.

"You all know what happened down below, or at least you think you do. And I'm
not going to stand here and say I know any better." He looked around at all of us, and
with a religious fervor he continued.

"There is evil here amongst us--the Devil's work! I'm going to ask you all to pray
to Heaven we find it and drive it out. I don't have a rational man's reasons for what
happened to poor Mr. Whitrow. But I have a God-fearing man's conviction that the
Godly will triumph. The Federals are ahead of us at Baton Rouge, and we've got
brothers there relying on us to shell the Union guns, and the Devil will not keep us from
our charge!"

And then he turned and went back into the casement.
Stevens was just as terrified as we were.
Then Read said, just loud enough for the men around him to hear, 
"I don't imagine the Devil has much to worry about."

In the end, there were six of us who came up with the plan to interrogate Read. I
suppose we could have tried to take it to Stevens, but what evidence did we really have?
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I imagine Stevens would have kept a close eye on him all the same--but really, that's not
what we wanted. 

We hated Read, and we were certain that somehow he was to blame for what had
happened to Whitrow, a man we'd all liked and respected. We'd witnessed Read's
altercation with Earl, and his death so soon after was proof enough for us. Even if that
hadn't been the case, I think we were all anxious to inflict a little fear and pain on the
man, guilty or not.

Four other men I knew and liked, the Meechum brothers, Carl Dane, and Jim
Sterling, had approached me with the idea of cornering Private Read and getting the
truth out of him, one way or the other. We were all surprised when Eaton approached
us, with an inkling of what we had in mind, and a desire to get in on it.

We didn't know exactly how Read had murdered those men, and speculated that
he'd got Max to help him pull it off, so our plan was twofold. 

First, we'd gather some weapons from the magazine (something Eaton could
easily accomplish), and second, we'd split up and keep Max occupied elsewhere while
the other three menaced Private Read into a confession.

We resolved to do it at nightfall, when most everyone would be sleeping or
resting above-deck. Eaton, being the ranking officer, would simply order Max to
accompany a group of us to the fire-room, on the pretext of helping to clean up the
mess, while the others would hustle Read into the forward magazine, at sword-point if
need be.

#
Just before dark, Eaton brought six sabers from the magazine and stowed them

where they were needed. The rest of us loitered on the deck, trying not to look at one
another and watching for Private Read. He continued about his duties, whistling merrily
with Max in tow. As night drew over the sky and the fire-baskets were set ablaze, Eaton
appeared from below, nodding to us. He approached Private Read and engaged him in
low conversation. Read looked annoyed, but followed, gesturing for Max to accompany
him. They all three headed below-deck. The five of us who remained waited for a few
seconds, then followed in ones and twos.

Read was standing beside Eaton, with Max staring placidly into the middle
distance when we descended.  As we came down the stairs and began to fill up the space
in the berth, the Private's expression sharpened.

"What is this?"
"Nothing, Private," said Eaton. "You ain't the only ones on cleanup duty. These

boys will be pulling their fair share."
Read's expression softened at that, and he even smirked a little at the rest of us.
"Come on, big boy," said Eaton, clapping Max on the shoulder. "You too," he said,

pointing at Jim and Carl, as though we hadn't planned this out mere hours before. The
three of them moved back into the darkness, past the sputtering lanterns hung on the
transoms.

The Meechum brothers, Read and I remained. "Come on," I said. "We've got to
scrub down the magazine. Christian's blood is still soaking the boards, and then we'll
need to sand it." I looked Read up and down, and added a touch of verisimilitude. "You
sure you want to wear that? We're going to be down on our hands and knees."

As we walked, the younger Meechum, Samuel, hung back a bit, eyeballing Read's
silver dagger where it was stuck through his belt. As I unbarred the door and swung it
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open, Read stopped short, suddenly alert.

"If we're scrubbing down the magazine, how come we've got no water and no
brushes? What the hell do you assholes think you're playing at?"

At that moment, Sam Meechum lunged forward, scrabbling at the dagger in
Read's belt. Private Read squawked, slapping at the hand and dancing away. At the
same time, the elder Meechum and I retrieved our sabers from the cotton bales stacked
against the fore wall. By the time we'd turned around, Read had gotten his dagger free
and given Samuel a good slash down his ribs and was backing away from us both. Sam
had his hand clapped to it and blood was leaking from between his fingers, and he
staggered over to the wall near the magazine.

"Well, well," said Read to me, his lips peeled back from his teeth. "Remember
when I said maybe you wasn't so stupid? I guess I was mistaken, you son of a bitch."

He made as if to lunge at me, but I prodded him with the point of my saber.
"If you get your ass into the magazine, I won't cut your goddamned hand off," I

said.
"Oh lordy, are you going to regret this!" he said, his eyes wide and gleaming. He

was smiling now and breathing hard. "Oh lordy! Oh mercy! But not for long, no, not for
long."

"Oh shut the hell up," said the elder Meechum, and circled around him, jabbing
him in the back. Read yelped, Meechum herded him into the magazine, and Samuel and
I followed, closing the door behind us.

With some sharp jabs of his saber, Meechum divested Read of his dagger, at
which point Read began to spew a string of obscenities.

"Look," I said. "We know you killed Christian and Whitrow. We don't know how
you did it--did you get Max to do the business? Is that it?"

He bared his teeth at me. "Oh, neighbor," he said. "You're gonna find out."
Then from behind me I heard a scream.
"Shit!" cried Samuel, still squeezing at his side.
"Wait here!" I said, and whirling, I threw open the door and ran down the deck.

We weren't the only ones who had heard it--there were more men streaming down the
stairs.

In the swinging light of the lanterns I saw…something down the hall.
The light silhouetting the struggling figures did little to clarify them, but the

sheer mass of flesh made no sense.  One of the shapes was far too large, broad and
bristling. There was a sudden motion, and a tearing noise like a sheet ripped in two, and
the scream broke off.

The hot air was whistling in and out of my lungs as I pounded down the length of
the berth and then I came up short with a strangled cry.

There was Eaton, still upright, blood pouring down his face and into his red
beard. His left arm had been torn off. 

His saber lay shattered on the deck, there was a mass of shadow behind him, and
above his shoulder floated what seemed like two silver coins.

Then came a terrible cracking sound, like ice giving way on a frozen lake. Eaton
was pushed forward and I saw that there was a heavy animal face buried in the hollow
between his neck and shoulder. Blood jetted from that place, and Eaton shrieked again,
his lone eye unseeing.

The shape at his shoulder released him, its massive jaws disengaging from the
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flesh of Eaton's torso. He slumped down and fell forward in a fountain of crimson, a
wedge of flesh sawed out of him where the teeth had been clenched.

The thing behind was tall, bent low in the berth, and gray all over, a bristling pelt
streaked in silver. In the dirty yellow light I saw that it had a wolf's head, or near
enough, with lips writhed back from teeth like knives in a pink scrawl of gums. 

I could smell its breath from yards away, a charnel stench, and below it all an
overpowering animal musk, oily and rank. In one clawed fist it gripped Eaton's arm,
which it threw to the side like a forgotten toy.

There was a mewling from farther down the deck and I saw it turn, saw the
massive, muscular back writhe. There was a crossed pattern of scarred flesh upon which
no fur grew. I recognized the lash pattern.

It was Max Shea. Or it had been.
Jim Sterling was crawling the other direction--at least, half of him was. His legs

were missing, and he had painted a wide dark streak upon the wood as he drug himself
weakly away.

The thing that was Max Shea drove a massive hand down into Jim's back, and
there was a brittle crunch.  Jim fell silent and still.

I couldn't see Carl Dane anywhere, but I can't say I stopped to look for long. I
hurled my saber at the Max-thing, spun, and sprinted back the way I came, shouting at
the top of my lungs, "Run, goddammit! Get onto the deck!"

I sped past the startled faces of the other seamen without stopping.
I felt him come before I heard him--the entire ship shook with his footfalls, the

tide of his breath overtook me, and then my back was lashed with unbelievable pain and
I was thrown forward.

The wind was knocked out of me, but I scrambled onto my back, feeling
something tear there in a line of fire, feeling wetness pour down my spine and into my
pants. 

Max rose over me, and his jaws cracked wide, great ropes of saliva strung
between them.

Then he seized, and those terrible silver eyes closed as his body convulsed. He
grasped at his belly, and with an enormous racking cough spat something onto the deck
between my legs.

It was Eaton's silver locket.
Without knowing why, I scooped it up, leapt to my feet, and resumed my sprint.

The rest of the seamen had scattered by now, having seen more than enough. Every
footfall drove a lance of pain up my back, and I could smell my own blood, and feel a
flap of skin slapping against my right buttock.

As I ran I saw ahead of me the door to the forward magazine--it had swung wide.
The Meechums were there, faces rapt with terror, and between them, on the floor, lay
Read.

He was dead, his silver dagger jammed up to the hilt through the bottom of his
jaw.

When I sensed Max behind me this time, I threw myself to the floor, and felt him
pass over my back. He slammed into the magazine door, tearing away chunks of the
framing. I could see great gouges from his clawed feet in the decking before me.

The screams of the Meechums reached my ears, and fell silent almost
immediately amidst wet, tearing sounds. Blood ran back down the deck in a river.
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When I regained my feet I saw Max, hunched low over the body of Read, his
shoulders huffing up and down as if he were drawing in great lungfuls of breath. There
was no sign of the Meechums through the door, but I had no doubt they were dead.

I reversed direction and headed for the fire-room, dodging around the mortal
remains of Eaton and Sterling. Once inside, the heat was incredible. All the coal-heavers
had gone, but on the side of the room there was a long copper tube which ran up to the
pilothouse. I pulled the stopper and screamed into it "For God's sake, run her aground!
Run her aground!"

I had no idea if Stevens would do as I'd asked, but I couldn't bring myself to stay.
I ran back into the berth and stared down the length to the magazine door, which was
still swung wide. Read's body lay there, unmoved.

There was no sign of Max Shea.

I advanced slowly toward the magazine, trying to look in every direction at once.
The light was incredibly poor, except in a few, well-illuminated pools beneath the
lanterns.

I arrived at the magazine door safely. The silver hilt of Read's dagger still
gleamed at his throat. I looked at the silver locket still in my hand, and had the
beginning of an idea.  Then I stepped into the room, glancing neither left nor right. I
didn't need to see what was left of the Meechums, and if Shea was lurking there to strike
me down, then I didn't want to see that either.

No blows fell, and I stooped and withdrew the silver dagger from Read's jaw,
without even bothering to wipe it clean.

Then a gust of hot breath enveloped me, and I smelled the slaughterhouse, and a
powerful animal reek.

When I turned, he stood before me in the ruins of the doorway, his silver eyes
alert in a way they never were when he was a man. His lips twitched back from his teeth,
and I heard a terrible rumble from deep within his chest.

"Christ almighty," I said.
He opened his jaws wide, and roared, spraying hot saliva into my face.
I screamed, stabbed him in the arm with the silver dagger, and dove between his

legs.
There was another terrible roar from behind me, anguished and furious, but I

never looked back, leaping up the stairs two at a time.
The door onto the deck was shut and barred.
"Open the goddamn door!" I shrieked, battering at it with my hands, but I had

little hope they'd listen. I stared wildly around the room, and then in a moment of
inspiration, ran to one of the gun ports, jammed it open, and began to wriggle out of it. 

It was the station my ill-fated brother had died at. 
For a horrible moment, my hips wedged themselves in the gap. My back was

aflame as the port-door abraded my wounded flesh. I remember praying that this
damned hole would be luckier for me than it had been for my brother.

And as it turned out, it was.

I tumbled into the water and surfaced, sputtering. Looking back at the Arkansas I
could see already that it was turning, pulling in sharply to where a mass of old logs was
watched over by a willow grove. The great ironclad drove into the wood with a heavy
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crunch, and I saw the men on the deck stagger with the impact.

I swam.

When at last I drug myself out of the shallows, exhausted and weak, my back
alive with pain, I could see the men streaming across the logjam and onto the shore. I
staggered to the ship, and there on the deck I saw Stevens, staring back toward the
casement.

The last thing I wanted was to get aboard the Arkansas again, but still I managed,
crawling across the logs and back up onto the deck.

"Captain," I said, my voice little more than a croak, "Captain, you have to get
out!"

"There are men still below," he said, but his eyes were wide and glassy.
I shook my head. "If they are, they're dead. I saw it--oh God, I saw it."
I must have looked half-alive, or crazed, or both.
On the horizon the light was coming up, and you could see the masts of the

Federal deepwater ships, and sometimes hear the distant thunder of cannonfire.
"We have to burn it," said Stevens. "We have to sink it."
"Yes," I replied.

And so we did.

The men stood together on the shore while it burned. For a while, it was a steady,
slow-spreading flame. Eventually, the fire spread beneath the waterline and into the
berth, and at last found the forward magazine. There was a tremendous eruption of
noise, fire, and flying metal as the Arkansas was split nearly in two. She began to list
downward as she took on water, and the flames raced aft, where the second magazine
detonated with an earsplitting crack.

Beneath it all, we heard the sound of an enormous animal, roaring in pain,
howling in terror.

After a while, we heard only a man.
And later still, we heard nothing at all.


