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Dedication
To the quiet heroes history nearly forgot.
To those who resisted injustice not with armies, but with courage, conviction, and whispered truths carried through dangerous nights.
And to the women whose bravery was hidden behind closed doors, polite smiles, and the expectations of their time—yet whose actions helped shape the course of freedom.
May their stories never again remain in the shadows.
 
 
 

Introduction
(Paths to Freedom Series – by Lucille Devereaux)
History often remembers the generals, the presidents, and the men who commanded armies. Their names fill monuments and textbooks, their victories and defeats shaping the story of nations.
Yet wars are rarely won by soldiers alone.
Behind the battlefields exist other wars—wars fought in whispers, in secret meetings, in coded letters, and in quiet acts of resistance. These battles are waged by ordinary people who refuse to surrender their principles, even when doing so places their lives in danger.
The Paths to Freedom series seeks to illuminate those hidden stories.
Each novel explores the life of a real historical figure whose courage helped move the world toward greater justice and human freedom. Some were activists. Some were survivors. Others were unlikely heroes who discovered their strength only when history demanded it.
This story tells of one such woman.
In the heart of Richmond, Virginia—the capital of the Confederacy during the American Civil War—lived a wealthy Southern socialite named Elizabeth Van Lew. Born into privilege, she was expected to support the Confederacy like her neighbors. Instead, she chose a far more dangerous path.
While Confederate leaders planned their war just blocks from her home, Elizabeth quietly built one of the most effective spy networks of the entire conflict. Risking her fortune, reputation, and life, she gathered military intelligence, aided Union prisoners, and passed critical information to Union General Ulysses S. Grant.
To avoid suspicion, she cultivated the appearance of eccentricity, allowing Richmond society to dismiss her as “Crazy Bet.”
They laughed at her.
They underestimated her.
And because they did, she helped change the course of the war.
This novel is inspired by the extraordinary true story of Elizabeth Van Lew and the brave people who worked beside her—men and women, free and enslaved, known and unknown—who believed that the cause of freedom was worth any risk.
Their path was dangerous.
Their courage was quiet.
But their impact was undeniable.
 
 
 

Chapter 1
The Richmond Belle
 
 
 
Elizabeth Van Lew had dressed for war with the same care Richmond’s men lavished on their regiments. Her gown, navy bombazine and high-collared, was cut with a scholar’s economy, calculated to make her angular form even less ornamental amid the silks and seed pearls of the drawing room. Tonight the parlor in the Whitfield mansion groaned with the cream of Virginia’s aristocracy, every shoulder bristling with secessionist pride; a dozen women and twice as many men thronged the perimeter, lured by the promise of a private supper and the thrill of a city poised at the lip of history.
It was April, and the dogwoods had begun to riot along Church Hill. Within the Whitfields’ walls, the riot was bloodless, more dangerous for its refinements. Waiters moved with disciplined silence among the gilt-edged tea tables, balancing Sèvres porcelain and platters of spiced ham. Ladies fluttered in delicate knots, their conversation a ceaseless undercurrent of gossip and news from Charleston. Every guest clutched a glass, and as the clock ticked past eight, every conversation bent inexorably toward Fort Sumter.
Elizabeth took her place at the edge of the window, parsing the arrangement as a general might a battlefield. She marked the card table where Judge Lowell presided in black bombazine, dispensing legal rumor with an implacable smile; the archway where Colonel Hastings, ruddy and severe, monopolized the men in uniform; the blue silk sofa where Grace Whitfield herself, ever the tactician, staged her coterie of young widows and mothers as if arranging bouquets. Grace caught Elizabeth’s gaze and offered a quick, conspiratorial smile, which Elizabeth matched with a tilt of her head, the bare minimum of social reciprocation.
“Miss Van Lew,” Grace called across the clatter, “how rare to find you among the living! We feared your solitude had become terminal.”
Elizabeth inclined her head. “The war has forced me out of the garden, Mrs. Whitfield. My weeds are safer company than politicians, but less inventive.”
The room indulged her with laughter—polite, slightly wary. She was, after all, notorious for such barbs. “Crazy Bet,” they called her when they thought she was out of earshot, which she never was. Elizabeth found the moniker flattering. Eccentricity, carefully curated, made for excellent camouflage.
It was then that Thomas Van Lew, her elder brother and the host’s chief business partner, rose from his chair by the hearth. He wore a Confederate ribbon in his lapel and a look of cultivated authority, cultivated being the only kind available to a man who lived in the shadow of his father’s fortune and his sister’s intellect.
Thomas cleared his throat with a lawyer’s gravity. “If I may, Mrs. Whitfield, I propose a toast.”
A hush radiated from the center of the room outward. Crystal glasses hovered midair, the guests bending unconsciously toward Thomas’s sonorous voice.
“To Richmond, heart of the Confederacy, and to the brave sons of Virginia who have answered her call.” His gaze swept the assembled, pausing fractionally on Elizabeth. “We stand at the threshold of a glorious destiny. May we prove equal to the sacrifice.”
The room exhaled in a chorus of hear-hears. Hands shot up in synchronized salute, as if rehearsed in some secret society of patriots. The delicate clink of crystal on crystal was the only sound. Only Elizabeth’s glass remained rooted to the table, her long fingers gripping the stem in a slow, deliberate strangle.
She felt the force of a hundred eyes, every one of them tracking her hand with the precision of sharpshooters. For a moment she was a pinned moth, specimen under glass. She raised her gaze, unblinking, to her brother’s. He stared back, his features a portrait in social desperation.
Elizabeth lifted her glass—an inch, no more—and set it down with the softest click. She smiled, pleasant and blank. “To sacrifice,” she echoed, her voice barely carrying. “May it be neither blind nor wasteful.”
A fissure opened in the gathering: a silence sharp enough to slice a cigar. In it, the rules of Richmond’s society were both revealed and tested. Elizabeth registered the microsecond it took for polite faces to reanimate, for Mrs. Whitfield to seize the breach.
“Ah, but what is sacrifice without a proper Madeira?” Grace sang out, her charm breaking like a wave across the company. “You must try the Whitfield vintage, Miss Van Lew—imported before the Union’s vulgar blockade, I promise you. Come, everyone!” She signaled the waiters and the tide of conversation shifted, glancing off Elizabeth and returning to its appointed channels.
Elizabeth let the commotion wash over her. From the edge of her vision she noted the curl of the Colonel’s lip, the judge’s narrowed eyes, and the sequence of nervous glances passed among the matrons. Her brother was already at the sideboard, refilling his glass as if more wine might drown the taste of his sister’s defiance.
Grace appeared beside her, materializing with the gentle gravity of a planet attracting moons. “That was a bold performance, Elizabeth. Even for you.”
Elizabeth smiled. “I find sincerity is an acquired taste, like Madeira.”
Grace’s voice dropped. “You will drive Thomas to an apoplexy, you know. His investments are… delicate just now.”
“And what of yours?” Elizabeth countered, too softly for the others to hear.
Grace blinked, her composure briefly disturbed. “My investments are in my guests, and in the peace of this house. Please, for my sake—”
Elizabeth relented, though the movement of her lips was not quite a smile. “For you, I will behave.”
A brief, rueful sigh escaped Grace. “You’re a better actress than half the women here. If only you’d put it to more constructive use.” With that, she vanished back into the stream, her presence replaced by a faint impression of lilac perfume and residual exasperation.
Elizabeth drifted to the window, where she could watch the city beneath. Richmond at night was a stage set for violence—a facade of candlelit windows, carriages rolling along clay streets, church spires piercing the haze. From somewhere downriver, the echo of distant artillery rolled like a summer storm. The men near the card table had begun to debate the technical merits of southern cannon, voices rising with every round of whiskey.
Judge Lowell, ever the referee, glanced up from her hand of whist and addressed Elizabeth without moving her eyes from her cards. “You have a reputation for speaking your mind, Miss Van Lew, but even a sharp tongue may be dulled by necessity.”
Elizabeth approached, folding her hands behind her back. “Does the law now require loyalty oaths from every dinner guest, Your Honor?”
Lowell’s mouth quirked. “Not yet, though the day may come. One hopes you’ll find yourself on the prudent side of necessity when it arrives.”
Elizabeth considered this, then plucked a card from the judge’s hand and turned it over—an ace. “One hopes, but does not believe.”
A younger woman at the table tittered, but Lowell’s eyes grew hard and silver. “You are clever, Elizabeth. That has always been your blessing and your curse.”
“And yours, Judge Lowell?”
“Endurance. The patience to see which way the wind blows before raising a flag.”
Elizabeth met the judge’s gaze for a long, steady beat. “I prefer to be the wind, not the weathercock.”
She left the parlor then, the warmth and noise of it receding like a fever dream. In the marble-floored hall, she could hear her own pulse, steady and cool. A footman offered her a tray; she declined, pressing her fingertips to the cool glass of the front window instead. The pane trembled, whether from distant cannon or the blood in her veins, she could not tell.
Behind her, the festivities redoubled, muffled now but no less insistent. Elizabeth saw herself reflected in the window’s black surface: thin as a shadow, the plainness of her dress a deliberate rebuke to the peacock brilliance behind her. She did not look away.
There would be a reckoning, of course. Thomas would storm and seethe, the Colonel would report her insolence over cigars, and by morning, the city’s rumor mill would grind out a dozen new reasons to pity or fear “Crazy Bet.” But she could not—would not—raise a glass to a lie.
Above the city, the stars had started to appear. Elizabeth imagined mapping them, connecting the points in a language only she could read. She wondered, with the sudden vividness of a premonition, if she would ever see her garden again, or if war would swallow Richmond and every quiet, private beauty she loved.
She drew a slow breath, let it out as a laugh almost too faint to hear, and turned from the window with her chin raised. The gathering behind her had already forgotten her presence. They had always been most comfortable when she was invisible.
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The streets of Richmond had changed, not by the hand of time but by the sharper blade of ideology. By the hour it took Elizabeth to walk from the Whitfields’ to her own door, the city had papered over itself in slogans and threats: posters screaming for enlistment, storefronts fluttering Confederate bunting, handbills in blood-colored ink promising glory or vengeance, depending on which font you read first.
A line of boys in fresh uniforms paraded down Main Street, their cheeks scrubbed raw for mothers, their hats too large and their boots too new. They sang as they marched, the notes fracturing on the cold air, and the townspeople applauded as if victory were already a matter of consensus. Elizabeth sidestepped a trio of them as they staggered past, the youngest reeling from whiskey and adrenaline. He saluted her with the exaggerated flourish of a child playing soldier, then leered in a way that suggested the uniform had already begun its corruptions.
On the corner, a tavern door banged open and the familiar strains of “Dixie” poured out in a tide. Inside, the din was thick enough to drown any uncertainty. Women in flounced sleeves clapped time, and a fiddler scraped out the anthem with a gusto that made Elizabeth’s teeth ache. She crossed the street, careful not to meet the eyes of the men who clustered in the doorway—civilians, for now, but one by one being transformed into instruments of policy.
She pressed forward, coat clutched tight, her mind racing along two parallel tracks: the ritual of social withdrawal she’d perfected, and the raw, electric sense of wrongness that grew with each step. The air was spiked with woodsmoke and sweat and the lingering bitterness of a city on the brink. She passed the gutted remains of an old apothecary; the glass was gone from the windows, and inside, candles guttered on bare wooden counters. From somewhere behind her, a woman screamed with drunken laughter.
At the end of the block, the noise fell away. Here the houses were older, their porches propped by generations of silent stories. It was on this quieter stretch that Elizabeth met the wounded.
They came in a mule-drawn wagon, a crude procession: half a dozen boys, the oldest no more than twenty, bandaged in makeshift slings and propped against each other for stability. Their faces were gray as their uniforms, mottled with sweat and something else—shock, or perhaps the realization that pain would outlast patriotism. One of them, eyes wild with fever, moaned for water; the driver cuffed him behind the head and told him to save his breath.
Elizabeth halted, the reflexive impulse to help colliding with a second, harder instinct to remain invisible. She saw the blood, the black knots of dried wound, the way one boy’s arm ended in a rough, rag-wrapped stump. She could not move, not forward or back. Something about the sight rewrote the equation of her heart.
A voice, smooth and honeyed, cut through her paralysis. “Nothing to trouble yourself with, ma’am.”
A Confederate officer on horseback, his uniform tailored to fit the new Southern ideal, had pulled up alongside the wagon. He tipped his hat, the motion practiced to the point of parody. “Boys eager to get back to the front,” he said, as if reciting a line from the morning papers.
Elizabeth nodded, polite to a fault. “The city seems full of eager boys.”
He looked her over with an air that suggested he could read a person’s politics from the set of their shoulders. “Don’t worry. Richmond’s in good hands.”
She offered him her most decorous smile, the one she reserved for men who underestimated her. “So I’ve heard.”
A flicker of uncertainty crossed his face; then, sensing no immediate threat, he spurred his mount and followed the wagon’s slow, jostling progress up the hill. The echoes of the boys’ groans hung in the air long after they had passed.
Elizabeth waited until they were gone, then unclenched her fists inside her gloves. She imagined herself not as she was—an outlier in bombazine and restraint—but as a lens, a device for focusing every sharp fact the city had to offer. If she was a moth, she would set fire to the collection.
She continued home, each step a deliberate act of refusal. The houses grew larger as she neared Church Hill, their lamps burning steady and unafraid. She walked up the drive to her family’s mansion, its portico conspicuously unadorned by flags or bunting. The staff had left only a single lantern at the door, a sign that the master was still out and the mistress was not expected to entertain. Elizabeth paused on the stoop, her pulse slowing, her thoughts already gathering into their careful files.
She looked back once at the city, still glowing, still certain of its own righteousness. Then she went inside, shutting the door behind her with a sound softer than a secret.
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Inside, the house was as quiet as an ancient library after hours. Elizabeth stood in the marble foyer, the hush so complete she could almost hear her own heart ticking. The Van Lew mansion was grand by Richmond standards, but its grandeur had the air of something curated rather than inhabited. The hall lamps cast long, shallow pools of light across portraits of the dead: her father, stern and patrician; her mother, a pale wraith in widow’s weeds; herself and Thomas, their childhood likenesses forever hand-in-hand, the painter having known nothing of their adult divergence.
She shed her coat and gloves at the stand, slipping into the role of mistress with automatic grace. The staff—two housemaids and the night butler—waited in the shadows, eyes downcast, anxious to see which version of their employer had returned tonight.
“Thank you, Mary,” Elizabeth said to the elder maid. “You may retire early. No one else is expected.”
Mary curtsied, face betraying relief. “Very good, miss.” She shepherded the junior maid up the stairs, her footsteps muffled by the carpet runner.
The butler, Granger, waited by the parlor doors. He was a man of few words and fewer illusions, a remnant of the old family, his loyalty bought and paid for in years rather than sentiment. “Your brother has not yet returned, miss. Will you take supper?”
Elizabeth shook her head. “Just tea in the garden, if you please. I won’t be disturbed for the rest of the evening.”
He bowed, a movement barely visible. “Of course, miss.”
She crossed the parlor, the old wood creaking under her feet. The furnishings were solid, unyielding: mahogany, walnut, damask stiff as soldiers. Her father had commissioned the room to impress, but to Elizabeth it always felt like the anteroom to a courtroom—formal, inevitable, full of sentences. She opened the sideboard and took the key from its hiding place, a tiny brass thing no larger than a child’s finger, and locked the main doors behind her. The click was deeply satisfying.
In the back hallway, she paused to study the doors: one led to the kitchen, another to the cold storage, a third down a narrow stair to the cellars. She tried the knob, found it stiff with disuse. The cellars ran the full length of the house, with an outside hatch that emptied into the yard—useful for tradesmen, or for anyone who needed to come and go unseen. Elizabeth noted, as she always did, the slight warp in the bottom step, the scuff marks at the threshold. Nothing escaped her.
She passed the servants’ quarters, doors ajar and voices low. In her own wing of the house, Elizabeth moved soundlessly, a specter among the furniture. The windows here faced the city, and she watched as tiny lamps flickered in distant parlors, each a miniature stage set for its own private war.
From above came the creak of attic beams settling. The attic was vast, a secret city of trunks, dress dummies, and archives: her father’s letters, her mother’s scrapbooks, boxes of old account books stamped with the family crest. Elizabeth had explored every inch, memorized the spiderweb of boards, even mapped the sightlines from each window. If the time came, it would make a fine observation post.
At last she crossed the kitchen and let herself out the back, pulling the heavy door closed behind her.
The garden waited, shivering with the cool of late spring. The roses had overgrown their beds, the new shoots sprawling with all the arrogance of youth. She liked them better this way, untamed and a little dangerous. The stone bench was half-camouflaged by an unruly forsythia, its yellow blooms gone to dusk, and Elizabeth seated herself, back straight, hands folded in her lap.
She sat in silence, letting the city’s sounds reach her in waves: laughter, the clatter of carriage wheels, the far-off crack of a celebratory gun. The garden was shielded from the street by a tall brick wall, but above it she could see the horizon burnished with lantern light. For a moment she let herself drift, remembering the endless hours she’d spent here as a girl, hiding from lessons and Thomas and the slow encroachment of her future.
She took the notebook from her pocket. Its cover was plain brown, its pages thin as promises. Elizabeth flipped it open to a fresh page and, by the fading light, wrote in her meticulous hand: I can no longer remain silent.
She stared at the sentence for a long time, as if the act of writing it had made it real. Then she closed the notebook and slipped it back into her skirt. With a practiced movement she reached for the nearest rose branch, ran her finger along the stem, and let the thorn catch her just beneath the nail. The pain was sharp, cleansing. She watched the bead of blood rise, then wiped it away on her handkerchief.
From the garden she surveyed the back of the house, its windows dark, its secrets neatly nested. She mapped, in her mind, every room: the front parlor for meetings, the cellar for hiding, the attic for observation, the kitchens for quiet confidences. The staff she would test, one by one; their loyalties might be purchased, or if not, outmaneuvered. She would have to be careful with Mary, but Granger could be counted on for discretion—he’d already seen too much to care.
She stood and paced the path between the beds, every step a measure of possibility. This place, which had once felt like a museum of her own irrelevance, now seemed suddenly useful—a base, a fortress, a repository for schemes yet unimagined.
The sounds from the city swelled, then ebbed, and in the hush that followed, Elizabeth set her jaw. She had always believed herself unsuited to the war that everyone else seemed so eager for. Now, as the first stars fought through the haze above Richmond, she realized that perhaps she was suited for a different kind of war—a quiet one, fought in the shadows, with only herself for company and conviction.
She walked back to the house, pausing at the threshold. Above her, the upper windows glimmered faintly, and for a moment she imagined a signal lamp burning in the attic, waiting only for her to climb the stairs and answer it.
She smiled, almost despite herself. Then she went inside and closed the door, locking it firmly against the night.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 2
Seeds of Resistance
 
 
 
Dusk found Elizabeth in her father’s study, where the gaslights had not yet overcome the blue patience of evening. She sat at his desk, flanked by two walls of books bound in calf and foxed by humidity, the shelves groaning with the certitudes of a vanished world. Above her, the old man watched from his oil portrait, his gaze sharp with the expectation of industry. The window was open a hand’s breadth, admitting the garden’s breath—a tincture of rain-soaked earth and green sap, sharp enough to drown the tang of melting candle wax that pooled around the silver holder on her blotter.
Elizabeth’s hands moved as if under direction from the portrait: straightening papers, smoothing the desk blotter, arranging her father’s pen and her own in parallel. Her hands were long, the knuckles pronounced, her wrists as bony as a question mark. The pen—a fountain model with a lion’s-head nib—fit her grip with the intimacy of inheritance. She considered, for a moment, how many letters her father had written with this instrument, and to what end. Declarations of loyalty, notices of debt, perhaps even the first drafts of the city’s surrender to its own pride. The thought did not amuse her.
The desk drawers yielded their contents with the familiar shush of worn wood: ledgers with the Van Lew crest, wax-sealed correspondence, a stack of old schoolbooks with Philadelphia imprints and dog-eared corners. Her textbooks—Euclid, Tasso, even a volume of Emerson, its margins furred with annotations—looked as out of place here as she herself sometimes felt. In the margin of a page she found a note in her own hand, written years ago in a schoolroom lit by northern sun: “Truth is the only weapon I dare.” She closed the book, spine to desk, and let the phrase settle over her.
Outside, the evening chorus of frogs began in the garden pond, and the air shifted with the premonition of summer storms. She could hear the staff in the kitchen below, moving with the soft, deliberate quiet that signaled avoidance. There would be no supper tonight, not for her. Granger would have seen to it that the pantry was stocked for her brother’s return, but the mistress of the house was left to her own devices.
She picked up her father’s pen, balancing it above the page, and found that her mind had strayed. Not forward, but backward—years before, to a day in Richmond when the city had yet to turn itself inside out with rebellion.
*
It was a Monday, the year Mary Lincoln’s hats were the only thing more talked about than secession. Elizabeth had been sent by her mother to the old auction house near Shockoe Bottom, under pretense of settling an account. The place was busier than the Capitol steps on Inauguration Day, packed with bidders in coarse coats and fine gloves, every man’s attention tuned to the cadence of the auctioneer’s voice. The air was thick with pipe smoke and the sticky perfume of overripe peaches from the produce stall next door.
Elizabeth entered through the back, pausing just inside the threshold to let her eyes adjust. From her vantage she could see the day’s chattel on display: a half-dozen men, two older women, and—at the far end of the block—a girl no older than herself, standing utterly still despite the commotion. The girl’s dress was faded but clean, her posture upright, her expression a mask of impassivity that made Elizabeth think of marble busts in the Athenaeum. She held her arms behind her, and her gaze fixed straight ahead, refusing even to flinch when a prospective buyer lifted her chin with a crooked finger.
The auctioneer began with the able-bodied men. The bidding was brisk, punctuated by bursts of laughter and the shuffling of ledgers. Elizabeth watched, at first with academic detachment, cataloging the process: the auctioneer’s singsong, the calculated pauses, the deliberate humiliation of making the “product” perform simple tasks before the crowd. But as the men were led away and the women’s turn came, something in Elizabeth’s chest tightened—a cold, precise anger that made her hands tremble on the handles of her reticule.
When the girl finally stepped up, the auctioneer’s tone shifted. He made a show of her literacy, of her ability to cipher and read, and of her near-perfect diction. A young gentleman in a tobacco-stained cravat made a low joke at her expense, and the laughter that followed was a current she could feel from across the room. But the girl did not react. She kept her jaw set, her eyes forward, as though rehearsing a future in which none of these men had power over her.
Elizabeth had not planned to bid. She had not planned for any of this, in fact. But when the first paddle rose, and then another, she felt herself stepping forward before she’d even decided to move. Her pulse was a metronome in her throat, and as she lifted her own paddle, the auctioneer’s eyes widened. The crowd, which had registered her only as a curiosity, now shifted uneasily.
The bidding went quickly, a matter of pride as much as price. When it was done, and the clerk called her name, Elizabeth crossed the length of the room, ignoring the sidelong glances and muttered asides. She signed the purchase papers with her father’s own pen, her hand as steady as when she solved a proof in Euclid. The clerk—a pale man with a whiskey flush and ink-stained fingers—glanced up at her, as if expecting a joke.
“She’s for my household,” Elizabeth said, the lie clean and hard in her mouth.
The girl was led to her, and for the first time their eyes met. Elizabeth was struck by the intelligence behind the caution, the way the girl measured her with a single glance. She would later recall that look as the precise moment when her life diverged from every expectation her family had for her.
Elizabeth paid the clerk in gold, then guided the girl by the elbow out into the alley. The sun was high and the air outside was a river compared to the stifling auction hall. For several moments they walked in silence, the girl’s steps even and unhurried. Elizabeth was aware of every eye on the street, every possible witness, every detail she would need to rewrite later in her account books.
At the corner, the girl stopped.
“My name is Mary,” she said, her voice quiet but unafraid.
Elizabeth nodded. “Mine is Elizabeth. You will not return to that place. You will go north, and study. If you wish it.”
Mary did not smile. “I do.”
They walked on, past the bakery and the old Episcopal church, their shadows falling together on the bright sidewalk. At the train station, Elizabeth pressed a roll of bills and a letter of introduction into Mary’s hand. The girl accepted them, folding the envelope neatly before slipping it into her sleeve.
They stood in silence as the train was called. Mary did not look back as she boarded; Elizabeth, left on the platform, felt the rare sting of tears threatening the corners of her eyes.
She returned home by way of Monument Avenue, where the statues of Virginia’s heroes glowered from their pedestals, mute witness to the day’s insurrection. She wondered, as she walked, whether her own act of rebellion would ever be remembered.
*
In the study, the candle guttered, drawing Elizabeth back to herself. She pressed her thumb to the pen’s gold clip, thinking of the girl—now a woman—whose mind had never belonged to any man, least of all herself. The desk lamp cast her shadow across the blotter, lengthening it until it touched the edge of her father’s portrait, as if seeking absolution.
From outside, the garden’s hush was punctuated by a single owl, asking its rhetorical question to the night. Elizabeth dipped the pen in ink, poised it above the page, and began to write.
Every word felt like an act of memory, and an act of war.
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Elizabeth had never liked Philadelphia, though the city’s streets were swept with a Protestant cleanliness that mocked Richmond’s river mud and tobacco dust. She arrived at the small Quaker school on a Monday, as was her habit, claiming to check on the institution’s charity account. The truth was less charitable: she came to see the girl whose purchase had rewritten the code of her own existence.
Mary was in the front row of a tidy schoolroom, her hands folded neatly on the desk, her eyes leveled at the blackboard. Sunlight struck the side of her face, casting it in alternating bands of warmth and shadow. She was older now, her hair cropped close for practicality, her back straight as the teacher’s pointer.
Through the glass of the transom window, Elizabeth watched as the recitation began.
The instructor, a spare woman in dove-gray, called out a passage from Plutarch. Without glancing at the page, Mary recited the text, her voice steady and bright, enunciating every phrase as though it were a bell rung for her alone. The effect was electric; even the other students, girls and boys both, seemed to catch the charge and sit up a bit straighter.
“Remarkable,” the instructor said when Mary finished. “Miss Richards, would you care to elucidate the author’s meaning?”
Mary did, condensing the tangled narrative into a single, elegant summary. The teacher, caught off guard, let out an unguarded laugh before regaining her composure. “She’s one of the brightest students I’ve ever taught,” she said, turning to where Elizabeth sat in the corridor’s shadow.
Elizabeth inclined her head, her pride private and unadorned. She pressed her gloves together in her lap, knuckles whitening, and watched as Mary returned to her seat, her gaze momentarily slipping to the window. For a second, their eyes met. There was recognition, but also a kind of challenge: Are you watching? Do you see what I have done with your risk?
The session concluded and the class dispersed into the narrow hallway, their shoes tapping rhythm on the polished boards. Elizabeth did not move to intercept Mary. She watched as the girl gathered her books, exchanged a nod with the instructor, and slipped out into the courtyard beyond. There was no need for words; the proof was in the progress.
For several minutes, Elizabeth sat motionless, absorbing the sunlit dust motes in the air, the distant sounds of traffic and church bells. Then she stood, thanked the instructor with a nod, and made her way outside.
The memory dissolved as memories do, not with a final chord but with the slow erosion of feeling. Back in her Richmond study, Elizabeth exhaled, and her mind returned to the present’s bitter clarity.
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Elizabeth left the study and drifted down the corridor, her steps muffled by the worn runner. She paused at the landing where the house’s best vantage commanded Church Hill and the city sprawled below, the dusk painting every roof tile a shade between bruised plum and old bone.
Through the pane, Richmond unspooled itself in drilled precision. At the foot of the hill, gray-clad soldiers marched in columns, their boots raising the red clay dust in unison. Every motion—left wheel, right face—performed with the chilly discipline of a school exhibition. The band played “Bonnie Blue Flag” in a tempo so stiff that even the notes seemed to salute.
Beyond the parade, wagons groaned under the weight of flour, salt pork, and whatever else the quartermaster’s men could scrape together. The wagons’ iron rims caught the failing light, glinting as they jolted over the uneven stones. Children ran after the supply trains, laughing and shouting until a sergeant barked them aside.
Most startling to her, though she’d watched it happen day by day, was the new iconography. Where once the city’s brick facades had flown the Stars and Stripes, now the Confederate bars rippled from every window and balcony, sometimes two or three to a block. The flags hung limp in the close evening air, fat with the certainty of their own ascendancy.
Elizabeth pressed her hands to the windowsill, the knuckles blanching. It was not the display of order that unsettled her—it was the way the city had so quickly decided which story to tell about itself, and which to bury.
She watched as the young men finished their drill. At the command, the rifles spun to their shoulders with a snap, every face turned to the east, toward whatever battlefield awaited them. The stillness that followed was brief, broken by a ragged cheer from the bystanders and the renewed chant of “Richmond forever.”
Under her breath, Elizabeth murmured, “They think Richmond belongs to them now.” Her reflection in the glass mouthed the words back, soundless and unafraid.
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Nell Carter did not bother with the bellpull or even a knock. She entered the study with the unselfconscious directness of someone for whom pretense was neither shield nor sword. Her figure filled the doorway, broad-shouldered, the apron strings cinched just so, a pattern of flour dust still ghosting the hem of her skirt.
Elizabeth was already at her desk, sifting through the correspondence that had arrived in the afternoon post—a circular from the Ladies’ Aid, two invitations to charitable teas, and a hand-addressed note that smelled faintly of gun oil. She looked up, expecting a report, and was not disappointed.
Nell walked to the desk and set down a scrap of folded paper, her fingers brushing the candlestick aside for more room. “From Mrs. Haywood’s kitchen,” she said. “Brought by the errand boy, but he don’t know what it is.”
Elizabeth unfolded it with practiced caution. The contents were brief—three lines in the same blocky hand she’d seen before, heavy on the vowels:
Two new swivel guns at the wharf. Sergeant orders triple rations at the river docks. Meeting at St. John’s Thursday—high-priority.
She raised an eyebrow. “Who’s the sergeant?”
“Name of Ralston,” Nell replied. “He’s got a limp, favors his left side. Drinks at the Bell Tavern most nights. The cook’s cousin sees him regular.”
Elizabeth tapped the page. “Triple rations means an outgoing movement. Where?”
Nell shook her head. “Nothing clear yet. But if they’re feeding men up, it’s not for a parade. I’ll listen harder.”
Elizabeth nodded, folding the note and sliding it into a hollowed-out ledger on the bottom shelf. “And the meeting?”
“Mrs. Haywood’s eldest says the colonel himself is to attend. No outsiders, and everyone’s to wear full dress.”
“That will draw attention,” Elizabeth said, half to herself. She made a note on her own pad, using a shorthand only she and Mary understood.
Nell’s gaze lingered on the old man’s portrait above the desk. “You remind me more of him every day,” she said, not unkindly. “The way you sit, watching everything all at once.”
Elizabeth allowed herself the ghost of a smile. “Then I must learn to hide it better. He ended up with an ulcer and no friends.”
“Some folks need ulcers, I think, to keep them sharp,” Nell said. She straightened, dusted her palms together, and turned to go. But at the threshold she hesitated, as if weighing whether to speak.
“What is it?” Elizabeth asked, already anticipating the answer.
“Grocer’s wife down at 19th,” Nell said. “She’s worried about her oldest—he’s with the Home Guard now, but hasn’t written in a week. She thinks the shortages are about to get worse. Wants to know if you might spare a jar of preserves.”
Elizabeth blinked, surprised at the banality of the request after all the code and careful subterfuge. “Take what you need,” she said. “But let her know I will collect next week’s payment in news, not coin.”
Nell’s smile was thin, but genuine. “You’ll have it. No shortage of talk in this city, that’s for sure.” She closed the door with the soft finality of a judge’s gavel.
For several minutes Elizabeth allowed herself the rare pleasure of stillness. She turned the note over in her hands, rereading it by the flicker of candlelight, imagining the invisible lines of communication that now laced the city together, all of them routed through kitchens and market stalls and church pews. It was a web, yes, but not one of her own making; she only read the tremors and passed along the news.
The respite did not last.
A sharp rap sounded at the door, and before she could respond, Thomas entered. His suit was tailored to the latest Richmond cut, the lapels starched and wide, his boots buffed to a shine that caught every stray ray of lamplight. He carried his disappointment in his posture, shoulders squared as if expecting resistance.
“Supper is ready in the dining room,” he announced, though it was clearly not a request.
Elizabeth set her pen aside and regarded him over the rim of her spectacles. “I’m not hungry.”
He advanced two steps into the room, the silence stretching like a wire between them. “You can’t keep doing this,” he said, his voice low and deliberate. “Your opinions are becoming dangerous, sister. People are talking.”
“People have always talked, Thomas,” she replied, her tone mild as rain. “You mistake volume for novelty.”
His jaw tightened. “I do not care for your safety as a matter of habit, Elizabeth. The world has changed. You are on the wrong side of it.”
She folded her hands. “Which side would you have me on?”
He hesitated, the answer already lost in the anger that had driven him here. “At the very least, keep your views out of public rooms. We can ill afford another incident like at the Whitfields’.”
Elizabeth inclined her head, all compliance on the surface. “For you, I will try.”
He studied her for a long moment, then let out a breath so sharp it almost whistled. “This house is the last of our name. I will not have it ruined by gossip or scandal. Is that understood?”
Elizabeth smiled, the curve of her lips neither acceptance nor defiance. “Perfectly.”
He turned on his heel and left, the door closing not quite as softly as Nell’s had.
For a moment, the only sound in the room was the slow drip of wax down the candle. Elizabeth waited, counting the breaths until she was sure he was gone, then reached for the note again, unfolding it with the same care she might use for a fragile bloom.
She read it one last time, then let the flame lick at its edge until it curled into black, the words obliterated but not forgotten.
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Elizabeth waited until her brother’s footsteps faded down the hall and the parlor clock below struck the half hour. She rose and crossed the room, turning the key in the study door with a soft finality. Alone, she swept the curtains tighter, then drew a battered volume of legal forms across the desk to clear space. Two candlesticks, moved close, cast twin pools of light on the workspace. She adjusted the wicks, tilting the flames until the shadows behind the bookcases retreated to the corners.
From a drawer beneath the writing surface, she extracted a leather-bound diary. It was unmarked, the kind of blank book a merchant’s wife might keep for receipts, but the cover was soft with use and the pages at the center bulged ever so slightly, betraying where most of the writing had already taken place.
She opened to a clean page, laid out a ruler, and inscribed the date at the top. Her hand was steady as she picked up her father’s old pen and dipped it in the inkwell. She wrote, not in plain English but in the cipher she had refined during her years of secret correspondence with abolitionists in Philadelphia—a careful substitution of numbers for names, symbols for places, and small ornamental flourishes that, to the uninitiated, looked like nothing more than the idle doodling of a bored matron.
Tonight’s entry was short but unequivocal:
“16—eyes on the river. 22—reports from Bell. 13 and 19—more restless than before. Conference at the white spire, Thursday. Prepare the garden. Trust none but #7.”
She paused, reviewing the message. Then, with a deliberate neatness, she added a final line, this time in unadorned script:
“They think Richmond belongs to them now. They’re wrong.”
The candlelight caught on the wet ink, making the words shine with a sullen, secret glow. Elizabeth let the page dry, watching as the letters resolved into permanence. She closed the diary, returned it to its hiding place, and sat back in her chair.
Above her, her father’s portrait presided over the room, his face inscrutable, his painted eyes fixed somewhere over her left shoulder. For a moment, she allowed herself to meet that gaze—challenging, not seeking approval. Then she reached out and pinched the candle’s flame with two fingers, extinguishing it in a twist of smoke.
In the sudden darkness, the room felt more hers than it ever had before.
 
 
 

Chapter 3
The Capital Burns
 
 
 
Morning came with a blue drench, the sky over Church Hill scrubbed clean by the night’s rain and sharp as a surgeon’s scalpel. Richmond had never looked so crisp—streets newly swept, windows flung wide for the inspection of sunlight, and every flag-pole straining with a banner so bright it threatened to scorch the retinas. Elizabeth stood on the upper balcony of the Van Lew mansion, hands wrapped around the wrought iron rail, and surveyed her city as one might a chessboard moments before the opening move. 
Below, the avenue pulsed with anticipation. Vendors set up makeshift stands atop oil drums, hawking magnolia blossoms and tobacco plugs to crowds already thickening along the curb. The air was sticky with the sweetness of fruit peel, firecracker residue, and the trampled panic of too many bodies shoehorned into a single street. A ripple of blue-and-gray uniforms, both makeshift and tailored, snaked through the lanes. Every child in Richmond, scrubbed and starched beyond recognition, had been loosed upon the city to scream and wave crepe streamers.
At the far end of the block, a military band queued up on the steps of St. John’s, instruments poised and expectant as hunting dogs. The first strains of “Bonnie Blue Flag” rolled over the crowd like a tide. Elizabeth heard the song everywhere now, its tune a sort of linguistic infection, but the effect was different here—so close, so amplified by public craving. She felt, for a moment, that the entire city was a throat, and today it would not be satisfied until it had choked on its own noise.
She pressed her fingertips to the iron rail. The chill bit at her skin, enough to leave a ghostly impression even after she released her grip. Outwardly, she was the embodiment of equanimity: her posture as correct as any photograph, her hair pinned so severely that not even the wind could dislodge a single strand. But the muscles in her jaw, the slight pale at her knuckles, betrayed the effort it took to maintain that façade.
From this vantage, she could see the parade’s staging ground at the base of the hill. Men in borrowed finery—silk vests turned out for the first and perhaps last time—shuffled their feet on the muddy flagstones, self-consciously avoiding one another’s eyes. Behind them, a battery of artillery horses shifted and stamped, their harnesses creaking with a sound Elizabeth found both mournful and martial. Closer, in the first wedge of the procession, came a platoon of West Point men, their boots the only thing in the city not yet dulled by the red clay.
Elizabeth marked the uniforms: field gray, the newly minted but already wrinkled shell jackets of local militia, the stovepipe hats of river pilots drafted into service. She mapped them all—by insignia, by gait, by the untidy seams of authority that stitched the spectacle together. She lingered, mentally, on the faces she did not know: a pale captain with a limp and a penchant for yellow gloves; an artillery lieutenant whose hat was too small for his ears; the little pack of runners at the edge, fidgeting with their armbands as if unsure which arm to display them on.
Then the cheer began—not a single sound, but a relay of shouts passed up the line, gathering speed and momentum until it was less a voice than a living organism, fed by every mouth within earshot. The sound rolled up Church Hill, shaking loose a cascade of dead leaves from the maples outside the parlor windows.
Elizabeth’s neighbor, Mrs. Ridgeway, had staked her own claim to the event by draping herself over the balcony next door, her skirt a glacial mass of blue tulle. “Miss Van Lew!” she called, her voice pitched higher than the piccolo in the band. “You’re missing the best part. Won’t you come down and join us?”
Elizabeth turned, her profile an etching against the glass doors. “I find the view from up here less… congested,” she replied, the last word dipped in enough honey to make it plausible as a pleasantry.
“Oh, but the atmosphere!” Mrs. Ridgeway insisted, undeterred. She waved a handkerchief embroidered with the crossed flags of the Confederacy. “You’ll never forgive yourself if you miss President Davis in the flesh. He’s quite the specimen, you know!”
Elizabeth inclined her head. “I have no doubt.” The words were clipped, but her smile held steady. She had spent years perfecting the art of social insulation: not outright rudeness, but a precise application of distance that left no handhold for further conversation.
The parade crested the hill at last. The first carriages rolled past the Van Lew mansion, wheels rimmed in gold, every spoke polished to mirror-brightness. The officials flanking Davis’s coach had clearly been rehearsed for this moment—their sashes blazed, their faces varnished with a pride so unyielding it bordered on the grotesque.
Jefferson Davis himself was a smaller man than Elizabeth expected. He sat very upright, his profile sharp as a chess piece, his hands folded with the delicacy of a preacher’s. The crowd surged forward, hats flying, women swooning against the railings as if the very sight of him constituted a form of deliverance. Davis acknowledged the cheers with an economical tip of his head, never once breaking the rhythm of his composure. He was, Elizabeth noted, a study in the performance of destiny: a man who had spent so long convincing others of his cause that he now moved as if trailed by an invisible retinue of angels and historians.
Behind the presidential carriage came the real machinery of the Confederacy: the quartermasters and aides-de-camp, the cipher clerks and runners, their faces blanched with fatigue and the certainty of having not slept in three days. Elizabeth watched them with particular attention, memorizing the faces that would one day populate the corridors of power and the ledgers of failure.
As the parade advanced, the band redoubled its efforts. Bugles screamed; drums battered the air into submission. The street writhed with movement, spectators pressing in from every angle, their breath condensing in a single, communal cloud that hovered just above the cobblestones. A group of young men, already drunk though it was not yet noon, locked arms and bellowed out the chorus of “Bonnie Blue Flag,” their voices cracking on the high notes but carried along by the general momentum.
Elizabeth saw, just below her, a boy in patched breeches scramble up a lamp post for a better view. He was no more than eight or nine, his face streaked with grime, but his eyes were luminous with the feral joy of rebellion. He clung to the post, grinning at the chaos below, and for a moment, Elizabeth felt a pang—a memory, perhaps, of her own childhood, when Richmond had not yet chosen sides and the future was merely a theoretical exercise.
The carriage bearing the president paused in front of the Van Lew mansion. There was a subtle shift in the crowd’s energy, an unspoken recognition that this was the axis around which the day now spun. Davis turned, ever so slightly, to look up at the house. His eyes were blue, almost translucent at this distance, and for a split second they seemed to fix on Elizabeth alone. She did not blink. She met his gaze with the calm of a woman who had already survived a thousand such inspections, and would endure a thousand more.
The moment passed. The carriage rolled on, the throng surging after it like a tide following the moon. Flags blurred, faces blurred, the sound pressed in until it became a single, undifferentiated roar. Elizabeth let her hands drop from the railing, the tension leaving her arms with a dull ache. She watched the crowd stream past, the last of the uniforms, the last of the makeshift soldiers, the last of the children trailing after like iron filings in the wake of a lodestone.
When the street was empty, the city looked newly peeled. The flags flapped in the sudden silence, and the scent of trampled grass and spent gunpowder drifted up to the balcony. Elizabeth could hear the regular, distant peal of the church bells, each ring counting down to something none of them could yet name.
She turned to re-enter the house, her shoes clicking on the tile like a metronome. The hall was dark after the bright violence of outdoors; she paused to let her eyes adjust, breathing in the hush as one might inhale a medicine. She walked slowly down the corridor, running a finger along the balustrade, letting herself feel the grain of the wood—solid, old, indifferent to revolution.
In the parlor, she found the silver tray laid with tea service, untouched, waiting as if for a summons. Elizabeth poured herself a cup, the action automatic, and sat at the small writing desk that overlooked the back garden. From here she could see the world behind the world: the servants moving in the yard, the quiet shuffle of everyday life unchanged by the day’s noise.
She took her notebook from the desk drawer, flipped to a clean page, and with a hand as steady as ever, began to write:
The capital has fallen. The occupation is total.
She paused, tapping the end of her pen against the wood. She wrote another line, more slowly:
Their victory is my camouflage.
She set the pen aside, folded her hands in her lap, and listened to the faint music of the city as it came back to itself. In the distance, another round of cheers broke out—perhaps for a speech, perhaps just for the miracle of surviving another day. Elizabeth closed her eyes, letting the noise seep into her bones, and felt the borders of her self constrict, harden, and resolve.
When she opened her eyes again, the city outside had changed. The parade was gone, but the flags remained—everywhere, in every direction, a permanent transformation of the landscape. Richmond had become its own enemy, its own fortress.
Elizabeth stood, smoothing the front of her dress, and went to close the balcony doors. The glass reflected her face in miniature, flanked by the double lines of bunting outside. She met her own gaze and smiled, but this time there was nothing pleasant about it.
She closed the doors, shutting out the world. In the hush that followed, she felt her resolve click into place, hard and unbreakable as the old iron rail on the balcony. If this was to be an occupation, then she would learn to thrive within it. She would watch, and remember, and resist—one small, careful act at a time.
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The converted warehouse on 17th Street had once stored barrels of molasses, the sweet leavings still a ghost on its floorboards, but now it reeked of wounds and the quick, sour panic of the living. Elizabeth hesitated at the threshold, nose wrinkling at the undertow of infection, and then stepped inside as if into a riptide she had always meant to meet. 
The poorhouse was meant for the city’s displaced, but war cared little for such distinctions; the warehouse teemed with bodies—some uniformed, some not, all stitched together by the democracy of suffering. Cots lined the walls, with overflow crowding the aisles in makeshift hammocks and on nests of straw. The air was opaque with the vapor of boiled onions, carbolic, and the overripe decay of human matter. Each breath tasted of salt and old secrets.
Elizabeth moved with her hands folded at her waist, a posture equal parts respect and shield. No one greeted her, but she felt eyes trailing her passage, each pair hungry for what she might bring: a loaf, a rumor, the mercy of clean water. She saw a boy of ten, maybe twelve, swaddled in a Confederate blanket that dwarfed him, lips cracked and blackened. His mother—a ghost of a woman in a nightdress and nothing else—sat on the edge of his cot, staring through the wall at a point years away.
Beyond them, a screen of old military banners cordoned off a rough partition at the back. The banners bore stains that time had deepened into the color of rust, their gilt letters dulled by years of futile polish. It was here that the work of the hour had gathered: the interrogation of a Union prisoner, caught near the river, now slumped in a cane chair with his arms bound tight and his head lolling on his chest.
Colonel Robert Hastings presided over the scene, boots planted wide, hands clasped behind his back in the posture of a man who believed the world existed only to be shaped by his will. Hastings was taller than she’d remembered from the Whitfields’ drawing room—his uniform as severe as his bearing, his jaw clenched in a permanent verdict.
He spoke in measured increments, his voice flat and without inflection. “You will tell me, Private, the position of your commanding officer, and the manner in which you entered Richmond. I have no wish to prolong your discomfort.”
The prisoner made no answer. He was scarcely more than a boy—his blue coat shredded and soaked through with a dark tide at the ribs. His face, though slack with pain, retained a kind of wary contempt. Elizabeth imagined that, but for the luck of birthplace, he might have sat next to her in a Quaker meeting house or eyed her at a Richmond street corner with the same sullen curiosity.
Hastings bent, his shadow falling long over the prisoner. “You think we don’t already know? You think Richmond is a sieve, leaking information like so much slop through the market stalls? I assure you—” He leaned in, voice sharpening—“we have ways to plug the holes.”
The Union boy managed, with visible effort, to raise his eyes and meet the colonel’s. The gaze held, brittle as spun glass, until Hastings smiled and delivered a flat-handed slap that cracked the silence as surely as it split the skin at the boy’s mouth. The prisoner’s head snapped back, his breathing shallow but unchanged.
Elizabeth winced, but allowed herself no further reaction. She drew a slow breath and stepped past the banner partition, the hem of her skirt skimming the blood-polished floor. Hastings straightened and regarded her with a surprise so quickly subsumed it might have been part of the interrogation.
“Miss Van Lew,” he said, with an approximation of civility, “I was not aware you counted yourself among the city’s charitable visitors.”
She lowered her head with the gravity of a penitent. “There are so many in need, Colonel. I bring a little comfort, nothing more.”
His gaze bored through the pleasantry. “You are not known for your sentimentality, Miss Van Lew.”
“I am not known for my cruelty, either.” She kept her voice mild, the smile on her lips so faint it could be explained away as a nervous tic.
He turned back to the prisoner. “Perhaps you can persuade your countryman to be more forthcoming. The city is in no mood for Northern arrogance today.” He brushed past her, the epaulettes of his jacket leaving a wake of masculine soap and gun oil, and moved to confer with a nearby guard.
Elizabeth waited until she was certain Hastings’s attention was elsewhere. She knelt at the side of the wounded boy, as if to offer a prayer, and carefully uncorked a flask of spring water from her reticule. She moistened the cloth and dabbed at the dried blood at the corner of his mouth, careful not to draw notice.
“Hold fast,” she whispered, so softly it was less sound than intent. “You’re not alone.”
The boy’s eyes cleared for an instant, focusing on her as if she were the first solid thing he’d seen in days. With a flick of his wrist—so subtle it could have been a muscle spasm—he pressed something into her palm. It was a scrap of cheap paper, thumbed and sweat-stained, folded twice and tucked beneath the bandages at his sleeve. Elizabeth transferred it to her glove in a single motion, the gesture as neat as sleight-of-hand.
She wiped his brow, then stood, smoothing her skirts with deliberate slowness. Hastings had returned, his expression now tinged with an edge of suspicion.
“Is he ready to talk?” he asked, his tone less a question than a requirement.
Elizabeth adopted her best impression of domestic concern. “He is nearly insensible, Colonel. I doubt he’ll last the night. Would you not prefer to have him speak when he can do so more… clearly?”
Hastings’s eyes narrowed. “We do not have the luxury of time, Miss Van Lew. Nor do we have the luxury of misplaced sympathies.” He stepped close enough that she could count the pitted pores on his cheek, the white line of a shaving scar just below his left ear.
Elizabeth did not flinch. “I mean only to ease a dying boy’s pain, Colonel. Surely there is no harm in Christian comfort?”
He stared at her, weighing the words for hidden ballast. “Comfort him, if you must,” he said, the contempt in his voice a cold, flat stone. “But know this: Richmond is no longer a city for indulgence. The North has made us all hard men.” He turned, dismissing her with a rustle of his coat, and resumed his position at the prisoner’s side.
Elizabeth offered a shallow curtsy, then retreated, weaving through the cots with the easy, dignified speed of practiced retreat. She paused at the exit to look back once: Hastings’s profile had settled into a mask of calculation, the prisoner already receding to the status of an object lesson rather than a person. She wondered if Hastings remembered her at all from the parlor games and picnics of prewar Richmond, or if she had already been filed, in his mind, among the city’s “eccentric” cautionary tales.
Outside, the sun was already failing, the sky gone to a sulk of pewter. Elizabeth’s breath fogged in the sudden cold, and she let her pace quicken as she ducked down a side alley, out of sight of the guard posted at the door. She stopped only when she had rounded the corner and the city’s noise returned to its customary register of argument and commerce.
She ducked into a narrow mews between two brick rowhouses, pulled off her glove, and unfolded the scrap of paper. The writing was shaky but legible:
“Major H. alive. In Libby. Whisper ‘River Queen.’ Trust only woman with white hair at bakery. Burn after reading.”
Elizabeth read it three times, committing the names and code to memory, then struck a match from her reticule and held the flame to the edge of the paper. It curled and blackened, a perfect chrysalis of ash, until there was nothing left but a wisp that floated away on the city’s breath.
She exhaled once, twice, until her heartbeat settled. Then she straightened her collar, replaced the glove, and moved off toward her next errand, one more shadow among a thousand, but this one sharper, and newly dangerous.
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Night fell fast, and with it came the sound of panic made material: bells, shouts, and the insistent peal of “Fire! Fire!” ricocheting down every alley of the city. Elizabeth was at her desk, translating the day’s encounters into coded notations, when the first glow lit the window. She did not hesitate—she snapped her notebook shut, cinched her shawl, and was out the door before the staff could ask after her welfare.
The heat struck her the moment she hit the stoop. Even at this distance, it pressed against her skin, a living thing intent on violation. Above the rooftops, a column of orange blazed upward, brighter than any lantern and moving with a violence that seemed to set the very air alight. All up and down the street, people poured from houses in various states of undress, faces pale and uplifted as if awaiting revelation.
Elizabeth joined the current of bodies streaming downhill toward the river. The street, which only hours before had staged a pageant of loyalty, now thrummed with a different music: the desperate, uncoordinated wail of those who understood that the future was burning and nothing they owned could quench it.
At the bottom of the slope, the source of the fire was unmistakable: the Tredegar Iron Works, half the size of a city block, had become an inferno. Flames leapt from window to window, the iron struts glowing red-hot and warping in the heat. Workers and soldiers alike clustered at the edges, their efforts at containment made useless by the force of the blaze.
Elizabeth found herself pressed up against a ring of fire wagons, the horses panicked and sweating, men hauling buckets up and down the line in a futile attempt to outrun the flames. Sparks—whole constellations of them—swept through the air, singeing her shawl and setting a neighbor’s hair briefly alight before a bystander doused it with a slap. The river, usually the city’s damp buffer against disaster, only made matters worse; the updraft sucked air off the water, feeding the flames into a hungry cyclone that threatened to leap across the street to the cotton mill opposite.
The noise was total. Orders barked, metal screeched, a woman screamed from an upstairs window, and all of it was layered atop the steady beat of the city’s alarm. Elizabeth, never tall but always purposeful, elbowed her way through to the front lines, searching for a vantage or a weakness—or, if fortune smiled, a message.
She found Dr. Samuel Avery in the lee of a stone outbuilding, kneeling by a group of the newly injured. Avery, who had attended her mother in the last illness, was instantly recognizable for his Quaker dress and the refusal, even in crisis, to raise his voice above a measured level. His hands were black with soot and something darker, but his movements retained the precision of a man who trusted only his own senses.
She saw him bandage a girl’s ankle, his fingers gentle even as he cinched the cloth tight. The patient, a laundress by her stained apron, bit down on a stick and did not cry out. Avery wiped his brow with the back of his hand, leaving a streak of blood across his hairline.
Elizabeth waited until he looked up. “Do you require more water, Doctor?”
He squinted, the expression both clinical and vaguely amused. “If I required water, Miss Van Lew, I would fetch it myself. What I require is time and a population less fond of pyrotechnics.” The voice was weary, but the accent carried the stubborn lilt of a man educated north of the Potomac.
She knelt beside him, heedless of the filth. “Who is in charge here?”
“Tonight? Chaos.” He gestured toward the inferno. “And perhaps Colonel Hastings, if his uniform survives the hour.”
She followed his gaze to the far end of the works, where Hastings directed a makeshift brigade of soldiers with the same implacable severity he’d shown that morning. For a moment, the colonel’s eyes swept the crowd, and Elizabeth pulled her shawl tighter, shielding her face from view.
Avery noticed. “He suspects you?”
“He suspects everyone.” She nodded to the girl, now passed out from pain or exhaustion. “You have a talent for improvisation, Doctor.”
His mouth twitched, almost a smile. “In Quaker schools, we were taught to mend both cloth and body. In Richmond, the bodies require more frequent attention.”
She touched his sleeve, low and private. “Can you walk with me a moment?”
He looked at his hands, then at her, and nodded. Together they stepped away from the crowd, making for the riverbank where the wind carried both heat and the metallic stink of smoke but allowed them to speak in near privacy. The night glimmered with a surreal beauty: fire reflected on black water, the city’s outline thrown into sharp relief by pulses of orange and white.
“A terrible night for Richmond,” Elizabeth said, pitching her words low. “One wonders if it’s a sign.”
Avery’s eyes glimmered in the half-light, wary. “The city has had signs enough, I think.”
She edged closer. “Still, you remain.”
He answered after a pause. “I have patients on both sides. Duty does not recognize a line on a map.”
Elizabeth watched the play of fire across his face. “Some lines, once crossed, can’t be uncrossed.”
Avery exhaled, a shaky, honest thing. “I do what I must for my city. And for those who would see it survive.”
She pressed: “Does that include all citizens, Doctor? Even those whose loyalties may be… in question?”
He looked away, then back, squinting against a gust of sparks. “I am not a fool, Miss Van Lew. And you are not the only one in Richmond who keeps their counsel.” He plucked at his sleeve, nervous now. “But I will say this: not all in Richmond celebrate the Confederate flag.”
Elizabeth’s pulse flickered. She answered, “Nor should they.”
Avery’s breath caught. “Are you—” He cut himself off, his Quaker’s reserve nearly derailed by hope and fear in equal measure.
She met his gaze. “I have always believed in union, Doctor. And in liberty, if we dare use the word.”
He gave a single, sharp nod. “Then we are fewer than I’d hoped, but perhaps more than they think.”
The words hung between them, brittle as old bone. Elizabeth broke the silence first. “You see many men in your work. Hear things, perhaps, that others do not.”
“I do,” he admitted, voice just above a whisper. “And I keep records. For posterity, and… other purposes.”
She smiled, the line of her mouth hard and unsentimental. “Would you share those records? For a cause larger than any one man, or woman?”
He hesitated just a beat. “If I am careful. If I am sure.”
“Then be careful, Doctor,” she said, touching his elbow in a gesture of conspiracy. “But be sure.”
From the street above, a new round of shouts broke out. Elizabeth looked up to see a line of soldiers turning their efforts to the mill across the way, their buckets trailing water in a bright arc that caught the firelight and sprayed it in diamonds. For a moment, it looked as if the flames might abate, but then a new window burst and the night filled with a roar of renewed fury.
Elizabeth turned back to Avery. “I must return,” she said. “But you know how to find me?”
He nodded. “At the garden, always.”
She flashed him a tight, conspiratorial smile. “You understand me
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