
ONE 
January 15, 1863 	

Smith Island, Maryland 	

 

They sailed west from Crisfield as the sun sank like a tarnished silver coin 
behind a veil of grey clouds. A frigid wind filled their sails from the northeast, 
where dark skies reached threateningly toward them. Their vessel was piloted by 
an ancient waterman called Marshall; a man known by Pinkerton. Even in the 
obscure wasteland of a centuries old fishing village, Alan Pinkerton had his 
liaisons. With familiarity, he moved about the double ended shallop discussing 
crab yields with the old man. If Thomas Rogers had not seen this act many times 
before, he would have believed the Irishman had been crabbing his entire life.  

"Gripping the rail a bit tight, don't you think?" Pinkerton asked, clapping 
Thomas on the shoulder. 

"I've never been to sea," said Thomas. The white of his knuckles was 
showing through his dark skin. 

"You still haven't," he smiled. "This is a bay." 

"That's a useless distinction when there is no land in sight," said Thomas, 
shivering. 

"Here, take this." Pinkerton produced a knit wool cap from his jacket. "Can't 
have you freezing to death before we get there." 

"Thanks," Thomas shrugged begrudgingly, accepting the hat.  

Ice crystals had already formed in both Marshall and Pinkerton's beards and 
tiny stalactites hung from the boat’s rigging. He wiped the freezing mist off his 
clean-shaven scalp with his sleeve and pulled on the cap so it covered the top of 
his ears. 

"How's the General holding up these days?"  

"Busy,” said Thomas. "He told me to count the rubies." 

"Of course he did," he laughed. 



The pitch of the waves increased and the dark clouds progressed from the 
east. Marshall steered ahead, oblivious. To the west, the daylight faded to a thin 
slate line, barely discernable on the horizon. Frozen mist blew over the bow, 
stinging their faces. The wind went on like some great asthmatic beast, circling 
the boat in the darkness. 

"Thair, part side," said Marshall. His dialect was of the Island, a strange 
marriage of colonial English and southern drawl. 

"That's the Fog Point Light," said Pinkerton. "It won't be long now." 

"Good," said Thomas, squinting his eyes against the biting frost. "You're 
familiar with this place?" 

"I've had dealings with these men before. I came here once in sixty-one 
when I spied for the army. They'd shoot me on sight now; so that makes you bag 
man." 

"That inspires confidence." 

"You ain't soft like those Yale boys. I got faith you'll do just fine." 

Pinkerton was a self-educated man and, in subtle ways, Thomas often 
equated the man’s experiences in life as being like his own. He respected the 
wily Irishman and, at times, even enjoyed his company. Thus, he never bothered 
correcting him. In fact, Thomas Tadodaho Rogers had almost nothing in 
common with his white colleagues. Yale, or even West Point, would most 
certainly be on the table for a man of Thomas's intelligence, resources, and 
connections if not for the color of his skin. 

His father was a freeman from Vermont, a farrier by trade. His mother was 
Haudenosaunee from the Onondaga tribe. Since Thomas could walk, he had few 
illusions of where he fit into the world of whites. Such lofty towers as Yale 
never entered his mind, instead he was raised on his grandmother's tales of the 
Six Nations, of which it was said to be his birthright to lead as Sachem. She was 
Clan Mother once, but had been living in exile since long before he was born. 
She promised to return some day and he would be Sachem, bearing the title of 
his namesake, Tadodaho. Such a time would never come. His grandmother, 
mother, and father all perished before his ninth birthday. 

"I have no doubts," said Thomas.  



"Remember, you're John Dolly's man and know nothing beyond trading this 
for that. Be respectful, but take no guff off those imbeciles." 

"Who is this John Dolly anyway?" 

"A dead man,” said Pinkerton. "I had him strung up for treason months ago." 

"Anything I ought to know?" 

"Such as?" 

"I don't know, that's why I'm asking," said Thomas. "What does he look 
like? Who's in his crew? What kind of nefarious bullshit are these cocksuckers 
familiar in?" 

"John Dolly don't deal with the likes of the Tyler clan, at least not on a 
personal basis," said Pinkerton. "In fact, sending a negro is just the kind of insult 
they would expect from old John. It's perfect." 

"Yes, perfect." 

They sailed south around the dim beam of the Fog Point Light and the 
coastline began to materialize out of the darkness. Snow was swirling with the 
freezing mist and the black clouds now seethed overhead. Marshall kept his 
distance from the frozen marsh of Smith Island's shores. Islands of ice drifted 
sluggishly in the frozen surf, fading into the darkness of what Thomas assumed 
would eventually be solid land. 

"Full of dead heads, rocks, and God knows what," the crabber claimed. 
"Haul place is sinkin'. Ya can see daan, on a clear day, tha chimneys of them 
who used to be." 

The shallop cut in toward the center of the blackness, into a narrow inlet. 
The ice thinned but did not cease. By its contrast, Thomas started to make out 
the familiar trappings of solid earth. Marshall guided them to a destroyed pier on 
the southern shore where jagged pilings rose out of the ice like the frozen fangs 
of a monstrous and demented creature. 

"Watch your step," said Pinkerton. "Follow the shore east. If you see lights, 
that'll be Ewell and you've gone too far." 

"Understood," he said, checking his pistol. 



Pinkerton held out the small leather pouch to Thomas.  

"Good luck." 

Thomas took the pouch and hopped over the side into the frozen mud. His 
boots were sucked in by the sludge and snow began falling in earnest. He went 
east, finding his path over a frozen mudflat. A skeletal stand of trees cut in 
toward the shoreline, inviting him to deviate for a more concealed approach. 

He spotted their lookout with ease; a boy of maybe fifteen, shuffling back 
and forth for warmth near a crumbling stone wall. Thomas smelled smoke. 
Undoubtedly, the shack was near, concealed in the darkness beyond the young 
sentry. He circled quietly around the shivering watchman until the structure 
came into sight; a modest collection of planks leaning seaward in leisurely 
decay. Outside, several dozen crab pots were stacked tall and recklessly near a 
sad skiff sitting low in the water, moored at the tiny dock there. He heard the 
voices of three other men, squabbling incoherently within. Thomas observed the 
site for a moment before doubling back toward the sentry. 

"You Tyler's man?" Thomas asked when he was a few paces behind the 
young man. 

"Jaaysus!"  

"I could hear your teeth chattering from around the point."  

"You'll want not to be frightening folks, it gets you shot!" scolded the boy, 
thick in the peculiar dialect of the watermen. 

"Noted." 

The boy frowned. Thick wedges of brown hair jutted out of his wool cap, 
where traces of snow settled on the folded edges. He brushed the offending hair 
back with his mitten encased hand; rendering his trigger finger all but helpless to 
follow through on his threat. 

"Dolly's man, then are ya?" 

"That's right." 

"Cam' on then! This way." 



They trudged together on an established route along the shore. Thomas took 
mind of the tracks and their age in the snow. He saw no evidence to suggest a 
larger presence at the shack. The winds picked up and the driving snow stung 
their eyes like cold sand. 

Reaching the shack, the boy swung the door inward with a hard, sweeping 
blow from his fist and forearm. The walls shook with the force of it. 

"I fond ‘em!"  

Three men turned from the hearth in unison, regarding the youngster with 
exasperated glares. Their beards were steel grey and wild, faces worn like they 
had been eroded from sandstone. The men shared a semblance of features; 
protruding brows, thick mouths, and deep-set eyes that caused Thomas to 
suspect them of being kin. 

"So ya ded," said the oldest of the three. "Naw shut tha dam daar!" 

"You Tyler?" asked Thomas, standing fully in the shack so the boy could 
close the door. 

"Cheston Tyler, I am. These are my brothers and that's my boy," said the 
grizzled waterman. "You ain't John Dolly, for sure you ain’t!" 

"My name is Thomas Rogers. Is that a problem?" 

"No," said the elder Tyler, "Odd lookin' for a negro, you are." 

"My mother is of the Six Nations," he said, looking around the single room 
dwelling. Neglected crab pots lay heaped in piles, creating nearly unnavigable 
clutter. One lay in the process of repair on a rickety table, the room’s only piece 
of furniture. 

"Six what?" 

"Iroquois, you'd call them." 

"Ahh, gawdless heathens, ya mean!" 

"Suit yourself."  

"Awful tragedy, that nose of yours!" said Cheston, and the Tyler brothers 
laughed heartily. 



"With respect, gentlemen," said Thomas. "I'm here to execute a transaction, 
nothing more. If it pleases you, I would like to proceed." 

"Wood ya then, ha, pra-ceed!"  

"Produce the notes, please."  

"Sha me yars, Mr. Nations!" 

Thomas reached into his jacket, withdrew the tiny leather sack, and emptied 
the contents into the palm of his hand.  

"North Carolina rubies."  

Six marble-sized stones shone translucent red in the firelight.  As Tyler 
reached toward them, Thomas closed his hands around the stones.  

“The notes.” 

"Oblige em' boy," said Cheston, gesturing toward a stack of bedding in the 
corner. 

The young Tyler rooted to the bottom of the bedding and withdrew two 
heavy, fat leather satchels. He brushed the damaged crab pot to the floor and 
hefted the heavy bags on the table, opening them and revealing the contents for 
Thomas. Reaching in, the boy produced a bundle of neatly stacked, hundred-
dollar CSA notes. He repeated the process with the other satchel; confirming 
that both bags were indeed filled to capacity with the counterfeit bills. 

"Do we have an accord then?"  

"Other engagements, have ya?"  

Cheston drifted between Rogers and the door. His brothers spaced 
themselves in a widening arc, effectively surrounding Thomas.  

"A man’s got to wonder, what you want with all that bad paper?" 

"That is the concern of Mr. Dolly and none of my own," said Thomas. 

"That so?" 

"It is. As it is no concern to me what fucking blood put it in your hands." 



"Well spoke," said Cheston. "But it rings untrue." 

"John Dolly is a dead man," said one of the brothers. 

"Dead in tha ground," said the other.  

Both held pistols. Outside, the wind howled and the snow mindlessly 
obeyed. The boy backed slowly away into the collection of pots. 

Thomas smiled; a wide and open smile, like a snake unhinging its jaw. From 
the back of his mouth, four golden molars caught the dim light of the hearth fire. 

"Who sent ya?" Cheston asked. His pistol had also migrated to his hand. 

Thomas pondered the question. He was nine when the “General”, William 
Russell, adopted him, eleven when he entered Russell's academy, and thirteen 
when Russell secured him to a chair and pried four teeth out of his mouth. At the 
time, he couldn't comprehend what depth of cruelty inspired this man to pour 
molten gold into the bloody cavities. General Russell saw something in him, 
something Thomas could not, and this act of sacrifice promised to reveal it. As 
he struggled in panic, gulping down mouthfuls of blood, something happened. 
The gold did not burn, it cooled and calmed him. It seeped down to the roots of 
his jaw and took the form of his voided teeth. 

Twelve years later, the gold still cooled and calmed. It was more than his 
teeth; it was his bones and all the spaces between. When he closed his eyes, his 
skeleton appeared as a gilded cage; constantly evolving in preparation, not for a 
prisoner, but a welcome guest. Thomas gave himself to it, as he gave himself to 
it now, to the preternatural will of its nature... He began cutting. 

The first brother held his bloody fist where Thomas had been standing, 
reacting too slow to Thomas’s attack. He stared dumbfounded at his dangling 
digits, not yet aware that his intestines were pooling in his woolen shirt like a 
lumpy potbelly. The grey and pinkish ropes quivered in the thick red flow of 
blood left in the wake of the knife. Cheston and the other Tyler fired their 
weapons, inadvertently perforating their gutted brother as Rogers pushed him 
careening toward them. Cheston moved aside and kept firing wildly into the fray 
while his two brothers became entangled in a bloody waltz. 

He cut the throat of Cheston's second brother as he dashed past to get to the 
elder waterman. The bone handle of his knife was slick with blood, but his grip 



remained true. The two men fell together in a heap near the hearth. Cheston's 
pistol clicked on empty chambers. 

"It didn't have to come to this," said Thomas. "All I wanted was this for 
that." 

Cheston Tyler gurgled as the life faded from his eyes and his finger slid 
helplessly over the blade protruding from his throat. Thomas withdrew the blade 
and the man crumbled among the broken pots. 

"You got an axe?" asked Thomas. 

From behind the pile of bedding, the boy stammered, "Whaaa?" 

"Fetch an axe. Understand?" 

The boy walked timidly toward the door and Thomas nodded his approval. 
The wind moaned and spit snow over the bloody planks. He scurried out into the 
growing tempest and fumbled around in the dark, Thomas keeping an eye on 
him in case he decided to run off. A moment later, the boy returned with an axe. 

"Good. Now cut down these corpses; about yea big," said Thomas, his two 
hands about a foot apart, still holding the knife dripping with the boy’s father's 
blood. 

The boy whimpered. 

"You want to survive this night?" 

The boy jerked his head affirmatively. 

"Well, then get to work." 

The boy reluctantly began hacking at one of his uncles, the axe impacting 
with dull, wet thuds. When he had removed an arm, Thomas plucked it from the 
bloody pool. Placing it in one of the damaged crab pots, he stepped out into the 
storm and walked to the shore. With a mighty heave, he sent the morbidly baited 
pot splashing into the bay. The boy was standing in the doorway, vomiting, 
when he returned. 

"What do you think it will take, fifteen traps?" asked Thomas. "Twenty?" 

The boy sobbed as he wretched. 



"Ewell's that way, right?" Thomas pointed east. 

The boy was incapable of an answer. 

"You ain't made for this work, boy," he said. "Find another life, if you can." 

The boy stared at him with empty brown eyes. 

"Go on!" he said. 

The boy went sprinting into the darkness. 

Thomas retrieved the two heavy satchels of counterfeit notes and set them 
outside of the cabin while he spread lamp oil around the room. Using the 
damaged pots as kindling, he made a pyre of Cheston Tyler's shack. He took the 
bags and hastily made his way west to the boat. Undoubtedly the fire, if not the 
boy, would bring attention to the carnage. 

"All's well?" asked the Irishman as he helped him onto the shallop. 

"Fine," said Thomas, handing Pinkerton the rubies. "I counted them."  

Pinkerton turned to the yellow glow in the east and the black smoke dancing 
in the wind.  

"Of course, you did."   

	


