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By
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“Kentucky Williams owns a Bible?” Benjamin January cast a doubtful glance cattycorner across the trampled muck of the Broadhorn Saloon’s yard to the shabby building’s open back door. The Broadhorn was a substantial building for this part of New Orleans, a neighborhood known quite accurately as The Swamp. Constructed of the lumber from dismantled flatboats, it stood a story and a half tall and boasted not only porches but a privy, though the four whores who worked out of it did so in a line of sheds that straggled away into the trees of the true swamp – the ciprière -- beyond. Under the brilliant winter sunlight the bullet-pocked planks and unspeakably-puddled weeds looked every bit as grimy and rough-hewn as the establishment’s proprietress, who a few moments before had bellowed out the back door for January to come in: she needed his services.
“Last night some suck-arse bastard tried to steal my Bible.”
“In many ways that’s the most surprising element of last night’s fracas,” remarked January’s friend and fellow-musician Hannibal Sefton, fishing in the pocket of his dilapidated frock-coat for a bottle of opium-laced sherry. “It was her uncle’s – another surprise, since I’d always assumed that, like the Athenian hero Erechtheus, she was birthed from the earth itself. It’s in no way a remarkable volume: printed in Philadelphia thirty or forty years ago by a Bible society. The frontier was flooded with them when families started taking up lands in the Mississippi and Alabama territories.”
He rose from the bottom step of the ladder he’d been sitting on when January had emerged from the trees. January had reason to approach the Broadhorn cautiously: even at nine-thirty on a Tuesday morning there were men aggressively drunk enough to take violent exception to a man of January’s color appearing in the vicinity of white men’s chosen watering-holes. January stayed away from the Swamp when he could. Only Hannibal’s note had brought him that morning.
“I thought myself something might have been hidden in it,” Hannibal went on, as they crossed the goo of the yard to the saloon’s rear door. “Pages cut out to make a hollow, or something of the kind. I can’t imagine anyone in the Broadhorn ever opened the book. But that doesn’t appear to be the case. For whatever reason, the thief was prepared to do murder to get it.”
January paused on the saloon’s sagging rear porch, trying to see into the impenetrable gloom within. Born a slave, one of the first things he’d learned in early childhood was that there was “buckra territory” – in his case, the front part of his master’s house – where a black child would be thrashed for setting foot. Even after his mulatto mother had been freed and they’d gone to live in New Orleans, he’d still been forbidden to use the front entrance of the house her white protector had given her.
In the Swamp, it was as much as a black man’s life was worth, to go into a saloon patronized by the white crews of the flatboats and keelboats that came down the river with their cargoes of furs, pigs, and corn. The black prostitutes would be tolerated in most saloons in that insalubrious district that sprawled from the upper end of Girod Street along the back of the town to the canal and the cemeteries. But the only black who was truly able to come and go freely in the Broadhorn was Delly, a sweet-tempered, simple-minded girl of seventeen whose buck teeth, skewed jaw, and prominent facial moles had relegated her to the role of washing cups and doing as much cleaning-up as the Broadhorn ever got.
It was Delly who lay on the narrow bed in Kentucky Williams’s room behind the bar. Williams yelled, “Git the hell in here, Ben, what you doin’, wipin’ your goddam feet?” and January followed her voice into that tiny cubicle, which appeared to do duty as the Broadhorn’s store-room as well. Williams sat at the foot of the bed, a big-boned white woman wearing what the black whores called a good-time dress, a faded calico mother-hubbard whose front was splashed and blotted now with crusted brown blood. One sleeve was torn and a makeshift bandage, also spotted from a seeping wound underneath, ringed her right forearm. “Gimme your dope, Hannibal,” she added more quietly, holding out her uninjured hand, and Hannibal passed over his bottle of opium-laced sherry without a word.
The girl Delly lay quietly on the bed, her face wrapped in several bar-rags and what looked like somebody’s torn-up mother-hubbard bound around her chest and shoulder. “Dumb bitch tried to pull him off me,” growled Williams to January, gently holding the bottle to Delly’s lips. “Can you swallow a little of this, honey? Easy – not too much -- that’s my good girl.” She patted Delly’s hand encouragingly. “Didn’t think I could goddam take care of myself.” She took the cigar out of her mouth to take a gulp of the sherry herself, then passed the bottle back to Hannibal. “How bad’s she hurt, Ben? She be all right?”
Hannibal’s note had said, Bring your kit, so January had brought the battered leather case of probes, forceps, fleams and scalpels that his mentor in New Orleans had given him back in 1817, when he’d left to study medicine in Paris – little realizing at that time how useless it was for a black man to attempt to practice medicine on whites, even in that land of liberté, egalité, etc. Oddly enough, in the two years since his return to New Orleans in 1833, he’d found himself acquiring a clientele after all: unfortunately, all of it among the poorest class of freed (or runaway) slaves, who couldn’t afford the largely light-complected physicians patronized by the better-off free colored artisans.
January had long ago resigned himself to the fact that he was going to be playing piano for his living the rest of his life.
In addition to the tools of his one-time trade, he’d brought vials of camphor and opium, and bundles of herbs recommended by his voodoo-priestess sister and various “root doctors” – freed and slave – in the countryside. One of these he held out to Hannibal. “Can you get some boiling water from the Turkey Buzzard, and steep about a quarter of this in it?” The Turkey Buzzard stood about a hundred feet from the Broadhorn, and combined the usual Swamp amenities of barroom, gambling parlor, and bordello with about a dozen beds for hire in three or four chambers, qualifying it as a hotel. It boasted a kitchen of sorts, and a dining-room that served up grits, beans, and whatever mules might have given up the ghost the previous day, occasionally varied if an alligator happened to get too far from the canal at a time when the patrons were sober enough to hit it.
“Did you put anything on this, Mrs. Williams?” January asked, gingerly beginning to unwrap the bandages on Delly’s face.
“Like what?” The proprietress pulled her snarly light-brown hair back into a knot on her nape. “My daddy said duck-shit an’ cobwebs was good for cuts, but I was god-damned if I’d go huntin’ for a duck in the middle of the night. ‘Sides, that was just for little cuts, not a big hack like he gave her. There’s ducks down at the turning basin by the cemetery, though, if you need—”
“My teachers swore by brandy.” January flinched a little as the bandages stuck, then came away from the split mess of brow and cheek. Though crusted almost shut with blood, Delly’s brown eyes blinked up at him unharmed.
“You mean brandy-brandy?” asked Williams doubtfully. “Or the tonsil varnish me an’ Railspike make out of tobacco-juice an’ red pepper?”
“Brandy-brandy, if you’ve got it.”
Williams fished in a broken goods-box under the bed. “You want Lemercier or St-Valbert?”
Stifling the urge to inquire how bottles of France’s finest had wound up in the back room of a New Orleans bucket-shop, January asked instead, “What happened here?” as he took the bottle and gently began to clean the wounds with its contents. “And how do you know the thief was trying to steal your uncle’s Bible? What happened to the thief, by the way?”
“Absquatulated, the pusilanimous fuckard.” Williams perched back on the bed at his side, and took a thoughtful swig of the Lemercier. “Lit out of here like I’d stuck a burnin’ fuse up his arse. I marked him good, though. And I know he was tryin’ to steal my Bible ‘cause he come in here tried to buy it yesterday afternoon.”
“Buy it?”
“Yeah. I thought it was queer.” She took the cigar from her mouth and blew a thoughtful cloud, lashless blue eyes narrowing in their tangle of lines and crusted paint. January would have guessed the saloonkeeper’s age at forty or so – his own – had he not known how quickly the harsh life of the riverfront dives aged a woman: she was probably a decade younger than she looked, and unlikely to live a decade longer.
“This po-faced jasper comes in here yesterday afternoon, just as I got the doors open. Asks for rum an’ stands here sippin’ at it -- who wants to taste it, fer God’s sake?” She took another gulp of the Lemercier, and passed it back to January to daub on the long knife-rake that slashed across the girl Delly’s right pectoral and down the side of her breast. Delly herself lay listening, jaw gritted hard, her eyeballs drifting now and then from the opium. January guessed she wasn’t used to it, from the way one swallow had dulled the pain.
On the other hand, of course, Hannibal’s favored brand was quadruple-strength Black Drop that would knock out a horse.
Now Delly whispered, “You said he was a ringer, m’am.”
“That I did, honey.” Williams squeezed the girl’s hand again. “That I did. He was dressed rough, like most of the hard-cases that come in here – plug hat, Conestoga boots – but he wore it like he didn’t want to touch the insides of his clothes with his body. His hands was clean, too. You could tell he hadn’t never done hard work with ‘em, not like haulin’ on a line or pole-walkin’ a boat up a bayou. His hair, too, clean an’ cut short, an’ he had one of them sissy little beards, just around his mouth. Well, he coulda been a gambler, an’ it wasn’t none of my laundry to wash.” She shrugged.
“But then he starts an argument with the next man who comes in – Snag-Face Rawlin, that was – pushin’ on about somethin’ in the Bible, like, who was the first King of Israel or somethin’ like that. Next thing I know, he asks me, do I have a Bible to settle the question? Snag-Face is sayin’, Oh, hell, what’s it matter? But this stranger just won’t quit, an’ wants to settle the question—”
“Herod,” whispered Delly, through teeth clenched against the pain as January quickly cleaned out the wound on her chest with the hot herbal wash Hannibal brought in. “Was Herod the first king of Israel?”
“That was it. He pushed a bet onto Snag-Face – fifty cents Herod was. And when I guess Herod wasn’t he said all damn an’ blast, an’ would I sell him the Bible so’s he wouldn’t make that kind of fool mistake again? I said no, it was my uncle’s Bible. He offered me five dollars for it, and when I said no, he offered me ten.”
January’s eyebrows shot up. Cheaply-printed Evangelical Bibles could be purchased for twenty-five cents, new.
Williams ground out her cigar under her heel. “So I figured, when my door creaks open in the dead of night an’ some plug-ugly with a handkerchief tied over his face holds a gun on me an’ says gimme the Bible, I’m guessin’ it was the same po-faced bastard with the sissy beard.”
January finished tying off his stitches, and took from his satchel clean rags for a bandage. “I think I’d like a look at this Bible.”
 

*
 

“There,” said January, and flipped the pages at random in four or five places til he found what he sought.
Hannibal leaned around his shoulder and read: “And the greater house he cieled with fir tree, which he overlaid with fine gold....” He glanced up inquiringly.
“Not at the words. Under them.”
Hannibal leaned close to the page, squinting in the strong morning sunlight. They’d carried the book out to the porch, and rested it on the rail. Around them, in sheds and shanties and tents, the Swamp was waking up, as usual with a hangover. “Are those pencil-dots?” asked Hannibal after a moment. “Under each letter?”
“Not just pencil-dots.” January took a magnifying-lense from his instrument-case and held it above the page. “That page has been marked two or three times – sometimes in pencil, once with a pin. Look back in Genesis, you’ll see some of the pages have been marked that way four and six times, sometimes for as much as a dozen lines down the column. Always starting at the top of the page...”
Hannibal’s mobile eyebrows shot up in englightenment. “Someone was using it for a book-code.”
“That’s right. And instead of doing the sensible thing one would do with a Bible – citing book, chapter, verse, and then letter-count – our code-makers simpy treated it as an ordinary book, starting at the top of the page: page 394, 101st letter, or whatever it was. Which meant that both the sender and the receiver had to have the same edition of the Bible, which would have been easy, if they’d originally bought them together in the same shop in Philadelphia. What did you say your uncle’s name was, Mrs. Williams?”
“Walter.” The proprietress scratched under one uncorseted breast. “Walter Buling. My daddy had a farm below Natchez. Uncle Walter came there in 1825, sick as a horse with the consumption. That’s where he died.”
“Walter Buling.” January nodded slowly, and turned to the back of the book. Where pages are sometimes inserted to make up odd-numbered signatures, only a single, ragged, yellowed edge remained.
“When I was eleven years old,” he said, “in 1806, New Orleans was clapped under martial law for a number of weeks by the Governor of the Louisiana Territory, a gentleman named Major-General James Wilkinson.”
“Wilkinson!” exclaimed Williams. “Gentleman my arse - wasn’t he the skunk who swindled all them folks out of Texas land-grants about ten years ago?”
“He was indeed,” January replied. “He’d earlier been twice court-martialled for botching invasions of Canada and Spanish Florida during the war with England in 1812, and died in disgrace in Mexico shortly after the Texas debacle. But in 1806, while Governor of the Territory, he teamed up with former Vice-President Aaron Burr, allegedly to conquor Mexico, to separate the Southern states from the North, to loot all the banks in New Orleans in the confusion, and to form an empire that Burr would then rule from New Orleans, presumably with the help of Wilkinson’s American troops.
“Now, my mother still swears that Wilkinson was playing a double game and taking money from the Spanish viceroy of Mexico – then as now, she knew everyone in town. In any case, Wilkinson sold Burr out, testified against him in court, and was protected by Thomas Jefferson for the rest of his life as a result. Who was paying whom how much back in 1806 I have no idea, but I do remember that Walter Buling of Natchez was one of Wilkinson’s lieutenants.”
“So you think Buling lifted some money in the confusion?” Hannibal thumbed the onion-skin pages, peering through the glass at the lines of pin-pricks and dots, the occasional notes in the margin: e-45, t-67, a-103... “Either a Spanish pay-off or from one of the New Orleans banks...”
“In partnership with a confederate who either died or was taken out of the game somehow. The confederate’s coded directions to the money is probably what’s in our friend’s hands – and I’d guess our friend has only recently learned that the books that contained the key were Bibles owned by Buling and the confederate.”
“How would he find out?”
“Probably the same way you did,” said Hannibal. “The confederate may very well have been our friend’s uncle or father, the same way Buling was related to you.”
January nodded. “However he found it out, he did find it out. But since Buling counted the letters as if the Bible were an ordinary book – from the top of the page, rather than by chapter and verse – our friend needs to have the identical edition to decode them. Obviously he doesn’t: his relative’s Bible having disappeared in the intervening years, leaving only the coded message itself. So all he could do was trace Buling’s.”
Williams scowled, and she rubbed gingerly at the bandages January had put on her arm. “That means he’ll be back, don’t it?”
“If he’s come this far, I think it definitely means he’ll be back.”
Her eyes narrowed, cold as a wild pig’s. “Thinks he can go cuttin’ up Delly an’ whoever gets in his way... I’ll be ready for him. When he comes back....”
“It will probably be with confederates of his own,” pointed out Hannibal. “Bella, horrida bella, et Thybrim multo spumantem sanguine cerno...”
“Oh, I think we can deal with our friend without causing the river to run red with blood.” January picked up the Bible and thumbed again to the torn-out page at the back. “And if we’re lucky, compensate poor Delly for her injuries as well.”
 

*
 

It didn’t take January long to locate the culprit. It was all a question of knowing who to ask. The Carnival season was in full swing, and he and Hannibal were playing that night at a ball in one of the great American mansions that lined St. Charles Avenue, upriver from the old French town. In between sets of marches and quadrilles, waltzes and schottisches, January made it his business to nod smiling greetings to every one of the dozen or so physicians who attended, men with whom he’d worked at the Charity Hospital during the summer epidemics of cholera and yellow fever. These greetings led to soft-voiced chats and a little friendly joshing about his “winter job” from white men who hadn’t the slightest idea what it was like to be denied work because of the color of their skin. From this, January deftly steered the conversation to inquiries about a thin-faced white man with a vandyke beard, probably at a hotel, who’d called in a physician’s services that morning for knife-wounds...
By the end of the evening he knew that the man who’d knifed Delly – and who’d been cut in return by Kentucky Williams – was Matthew Porter, of St. Louis. St. Louis, January recalled, being the city from which Major-General Wilkinson had governed the Louisiana Territory in 1806.
Since January was a law-abiding soul, even when the laws included Black Codes that forbade him among other things to smoke cigars in public, the following morning he consulted the City Guard, in the person of his friend Lieutenant Abishag Shaw. He suspected it would do him no good and his suspicion was rapidly confirmed.
“Iff’n you want me to I’ll speak to Captain Tremouille about it,” offered Lieutenant Shaw, scratching his verminous hair. “But I’ll tell you right now what he’ll say: that we got too few men – ‘specially now in Carnival season – to go chasin’ after a white man who’ll just say he never knifed no nigger gal in his life. No jury in town’s gonna convict him of it on the word of a Salt River man-eater like Kentucky Williams anyways.”
His due to law and order paid, January then took a long walk into the genuine swamp beyond the Swamp, the ciprière: the maze of small bayous, impenetrable tangles of palmetto and hackberry, tall silent groves of cypress and magnolia that lay between New Orleans and the lake. Few white men came here. Even now, in the winter with the ground mostly dry, it was easy to become lost, even for January who’d been raised with a slave-child’s awareness of the invisible geography of landmarks, paths, rendezvous-points. In the summer it was a nightmarish jungle of standing water, gators, snakes and mosquitoes that would swarm a man like a living brown blanket.
He wasn’t sure if there was still a runaway slave-village somewhere west of Bayou St. John, but as he quartered the squishy ground he would occasionally see fish-lines in the bayous, or red flannel juju-bags hanging from the trees. He was just beginning to wonder if he’d have to abandon his quest and return to town – he would be playing at a subscription ball at the Théâtre d’Orleans that night – when he turned his head and saw, standing in the deep oyster-grass across a murky little bayou, the one man in New Orleans taller than his own six-foot, three-inch height: massive, African-black like himself, clothed in rags with only a muscular stump where his left arm had been.
Cut-Arm, King of the runaways of the ciprière.
“You not wanderin’ around out here lookin’ for anybody, Music-Master, are you?”
“It just so happens,” said January, “that I am.”
 

*
 

Cut-Arm’s dark eyes narrowed with fury when January spoke of what had happened to Delly, who like most freed slaves in town had some passing acquaintance with the runaways in the ciprière. When January spoke of how he intended to get his revenge, the big runaway’s teeth showed white in a savage grin. “That’s good,” he rumbled. “Maybe not so good as seein’ his blood, but it’ll take a lot longer, and I think he’ll suffer more.”
Thus it was that January was loitering on the brick banquette of Rue Chartres opposite the Strangers Hotel at ten the next morning when a man who fit the description of Matthew Porter emerged from its doors: tallish, well-dressed, his brown Vandyke beard newly barbered and his right arm in a sling. January’s guess was confirmed a few minutes later when, as Cut-Arm had promised, one of the hotel’s maids came across the street to him and whispered, “He just left. It’s all clear.”
January had taken the precaution of dressing that morning in the simple but respectable dark clothing that could have passed him as either a free workman or an upper servant. Nobody gave him a glance as the woman brought him up to one of the smaller guest-rooms on the second floor. He’d gambled that Porter would be too cautious of pickpockets to take the coded message – whatever it was – with him when he went out, and a few minutes’ search of the trunk yielded it, tucked between pages 102 and 103 of an almanac that was in turn nestled among Porter’s shirts.
It was, as January had suspected, the end-leaf torn out of the back of Kentucky Williams’s Bible, covered with neatly-inscribed numbers. In his own memorandum-book he made a note of the number of lines (32) the approximate number of characters per line (between 47 and 54), and the width of all margins. “Meet me tomorrow,” he said to the maid, handing her a dollar, “at the same place, at the same time as today, bringing me this paper.” He slipped it back into the almanac. “You make a note of what two pages it’s between when you take it out – he may move it, and I don’t want him to guess it’s been messed with. I’ll give you another piece of paper, just like it, to put back in its place. You think you can do that?”
“Shoot.” She grinned. “For two dollars I’d swap out the whole damn almanac one page at a time. Cheap bastard didn’t give me no tip, not even a dime, when I brought him up a bath last night, and pinched my tit into the bargain. You know how heavy it is, luggin’ all that hot water? What it is?” she asked hopefully. “You put a juju on the new piece of paper?”
“In a manner of speaking,” said January.
Returning to the room his rented from his widowed mother on Rue Dauphine, he carefully tore one of the front blank pages from Kentucky Williams’s Bible, meticulously matching the irregularities of the ragged remains of the torn page in the back. It took him a little experimentation with watering ink, to achieve the faded hue of the original. While his various samples were drying, he set to work with the Bible to code a new message, using for good measure as many of the letters as had been in the original’s first three lines, which he’d taken the precaution of copying.
“My guess is, those are all that Porter read, if he read that far,” he said to Hannibal that night, when he walked out to the Broadhorn to check on his two patients. “If anything sticks in a man’s mind out of a mass of numbers like that, it’ll only be the first few. Which is the reason, of course, for a code in the first place.”
“Did you figure out what them first lines said?” Delly asked, her brown eyes round in the grimy lamplight of her attic cubicle. “Does it say where the treasure’s hid?”
“It does.” January tied up the clean dressing, gently tugged the girl’s ragged night-dress back into place. “The first three lines – and I suspect, the rest of the coded text – were names, clearly invented. Jack Falstaff was one; Montague Capulet was another. Beside each name was the name of a bank.”
Delly frowned at this prosaic anticlimax – she’d clearly expected paces counted from Death-Head Oak and Skull Rock. But a slow grin spread over Hannibal’s thin face. “Where Uncle Water Buling cached whatever he could make off with under Wilkinson’s nose, in the confusion of Burr’s projected invasion. How many of those banks are still in operation, do you suppose? Private banks come and go like waterfront cafés.”
“Which would be why Uncle Walter spread the funds out among so many. The first on the list was the Bank of New York, and that’s still in operation. So Kentucky will get at least a little money out of it.”
“Which she’ll probably drink up within a week,” sighed Hannibal. “I would, anyway. It does seem a waste.” Screams resounded from the yard below, followed by shots and the crash of a body being heaved out the Broadhorn’s back door. Both men and Delly tilted their heads a little toward the window, to ascertain that it was only a fight between six or seven customers, clawing and gouging in the mud of the yard while Kentucky Williams roared curses at them from the porch.
“It does,” January agreed. “But if we do more than take a reasonable sum for services rendered, on the grounds that as upstanding citizens we deserve the money more than she does, how does that make us different from the man who slashed up Delly with a knife?”
 

*
 

The next morning January took delivery of the code-paper, and spent until early afternoon closeted up with the Bible, deciphering names. “I’d like to get this back to the saloon before it opens,” he said to Hannibal, who had put in an appearance – at a far earlier hour than was usual for him to be about – to assist. “The doctor I talked to said Porter’s wounds weren’t deep. He should be able to use his arm by this evening. It would be a shame if the book isn’t there when he makes his next attempt.”
Right on schedule, that evening, while January was again changing Delly’s dressings, a tumult of shouting and two shots resounded from the saloon below, followed a moment later by Hannibal’s appearance at the top of the ladder. “He’s downstairs,” gasped the fiddler, panting from even the climb. “Done up as a preacher in the most ridiculous wig and false whiskers you’ve ever seen—”
“Who got shot?” January scrambled down the ladder after him, crossed to the porch at a run.
“Nobody – but Porter went down with what I assume to be chicken-blood all over him like an Indian massacre.” They sprang up the porch steps and peered through the Broadhorn’s back door, in time to see a tallish, thin man in the shabby black suit of an impoverished minister lying, gasping theatrically, on the floor among a half-dozen kneeling ruffians. His hands and gray-whiskered face were covered with gore in the saloon’s uncertain lamplight.
“I’m dying! Oh, I’m dying! For the love of God, is there a Bible in this house?”
As Williams promptly fetched the Holy Writ from where January had stowed it earlier under the bar, Hannibal and January traded a disbelieving glance. “I’ve seen better acting at Christmas pantomimes,” Hannibal whispered.
The allegedly dying alleged preacher clutched the volume to his insanguined chest and sobbed, “Bless you, my daughter...”
And with a crash, the lights went out.
“Two accomplices,” reported Hannibal softly, as he and January stepped aside to let three blundering forms spring through the door between them and sprint away across the yard.
Inside the saloon, men were crashing around and cursing; a moment later a match flared, and someone exclaimed, “Fuck me, where’d that preacher go?”
“Not badly done, though,” added the fiddler, as he and January strolled back to the ladder. “Kentucky’s promised us each ten percent of whatever we can retrieve from those bank accounts, and twenty percent for Delly, which is very generous of her. I’ll write to the Bank of New York tomorrow. I suspect that our friend Mr. Porter’s in for a very frustrating few months, writing to banks that no longer exist about accounts whose names he doesn’t have right.”
“Oh, I didn’t substitute names,” said January. “A man who considered it his right to carve up a saloonkeeper and a completely innocent black girl – who’s going to be scarred for the rest of her life – deserves more than a little frustration. No, I wrote up a very elaborate treasure-map leading to an island in the middle of the swamps below Villahermosa in the south of Mexico: a friend of mine in Paris who’d been a doctor in the French Navy under Napoleon told me about it. He said nine-tenths of their men came down with fever there and most of them died. A land wrought by Satan, he said, to punish sinners.”
Hannibal’s eyes widened. “Do you think he’ll go?”
“He will if he wants the four hundred and fifty thousand dollars in Spanish gold I said was buried there.”
“Considering the amount of money he’ll have to borrow to finance an expedition,” mused Hannibal, “and the time it will take, and the gnawing anxiety of knowing there’s a treasure just waiting for him—”
“If he’s willing to seek it,” said January gently. “Which we know, from his actions, that he is. Where your treasure is – wholley imaginary, in this case -- there will your heart be also... and for Mr. Porter, almost certainly his fever-ridden bones as well.”
Hannibal paused, his hand on the rungs of the ladder. “For such a thoroughly nice man, Ben,” he said, “you can be a complete son of a bitch.”
“Thank you,” said January. “I have my moments. Now let’s start writing those letters to the banks, and see how much of the real treasure is left to collect.”
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The Further Adventures
by Barbara Hambly
 

 

The concept of “happily ever after” has always fascinated me.
Just exactly what happens after, “happily ever after”?
The hero/heroine gets the person of his/her dreams, and rides off into the sunset with their loved one perched on the back of the horse hanging onto saddlebags stuffed with gold. (It’s a very strong horse.)
So what happens then? Where do they live? Who does the cooking?
This was one of the reasons I started writing The Further Adventures.
The other was that so many of the people who loved the various fantasy series that I wrote for Del Rey in the 1980s and ‘90s, really liked the characters. I liked those characters too, and I missed writing about them.
Thus, in 2009 I opened a corner of my website and started selling stories about what happened to these characters after the closing credits rolled on the last novel of each series.
The Darwath series centers on the Keep of Dare, where the survivors of humankind attempt to re-build their world in the face of an ice age winter, after the destruction of civilization by the Dark Ones. Ingold the Wizard is assisted by two stray Southern Californians, Gil Patterson - a historian who is now part of the Keep Guards - and Rudy Solis, in training to be a mage.
The Unschooled Wizard stories involve the former mighty-thewed barbarian mercenary Sun Wolf, who finds himself unexpectedly endowed with wizardly powers. Because the evil Wizard King sought out and killed every trained wizard a hundred years ago, Sun Wolf has no teacher to instruct him in his powers. With his former second-in-command, the warrior woman Starhawk, he must seek one - and hope whatever wizard he finds isn’t evil, too.
In the Winterlands tales, scholarly dragonslayer John Aversin and his mageborn partner Jenny Waynest do their best to protect the people of their remote villages from whatever threats come along: dragons, bandits, fae spirits, and occasionally the misguided forces of the distant King.
Antryg Windrose is the archmage of the Council of Wizards in his own dimension, exiled for misbehavior - meddling in the affairs of the non-mageborn - to Los Angeles in the 1980s (that’s when the novels were written). He lives with a young computer programmer, Joanna Sheraton, and keeps a wary eye on the Void between Universes, to defend this world from whatever might come through.
Though out of print, all four of these series are available digitally on-line.
To these have been added short stories about the characters from the Benjamin January historical mystery series, set in New Orleans before the Civil War. As a free man of color, Benjamin has to solve crimes while constantly watching his own back lest he be kidnapped and sold as a slave. New Orleans in the 1830s was that kind of town. In the novels he is assisted by his schoolmistress wife Rose, and his good-for-nothing white buddy Hannibal; two of the four Further Adventures concerning January are in fact about what Rose does while Benjamin is out of town.
I have always been an enthusiastic fan of the Sherlock Holmes stories of Arthur Conan Doyle. Over the years I have been asked to contribute stories to various Sherlock Holmes anthologies, and when the character went into Public Domain, I added these four stories to my collection.
Quest For Glory is a stand-alone, a short piece I wrote for the program book at a science fiction convention at which I was Guest of Honor.
Sunrise on Running Water is tenuously connected to the Don Simon Ysidro vampire series, in that Don Simon makes a brief cameo appearance. After seeing the movie Titanic - and reflecting that the doomed ship departed from Ireland after sunset and sank just as dawn was breaking…and that vampires lose their powers over running water - I just had to write it. It’s the only story that’s more about the idea than about the characters.
The Further Adventures are follow-ons to the main novels of their respective series. They can be read on their own, but the Big Stuff got done in the novels: who these people are, how they met, what the major underlying problems are in their various worlds. I suppose they’re a tribute to the fact that for me - and, it seems, for a lot of fans - these characters are real, and I at least care about what happens to them, and what they do when they’re not saving the world. They’re smaller issues, not world-shakers: puzzle-stories and capers.
Life goes on.
Love goes on.
Everyone continues to have Further Adventures for the rest of their lives.
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Novels in the Benjamin January Series (some are available in print, earlier books are out of print but commercially available digitally)
 

A Free Man of Color
Fever Season
Graveyard Dust
Sold Down the River
Die Upon a Kiss
Wet Grave
Days of the Dead
Dead Water
Dead and Buried
The Shirt On His Back
Ran Away
Good Man Friday
Crimson Angel
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