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Now rally, Black Republicans


Wherever you may be


Brave soldiers on the battle-field


And sailors on the sea.


Now rally, Black Republicans


Aye rally! We are free!


Weve waited long long


To sing the song


The song of liberty.


The Song of the Black Republicans
 The Black Republican, New Orleans
 April 29, 1865
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Chapter 1






Georgia, 1864


When house slave Sable Fontaine was growing up in the mansion that was her home, it had taken fifteen male slaves to care for the rolling green lawns surrounding the estate. Under the watchful eye of the head gardener, an equal number of young slaves had trimmed the trees and sculpted the shrubs. Theyd planted lush, fragrant flowers every spring, adding color and beauty to the genteel, pastoral surroundings, and every year the sprawling white house had been freshly painted so that its stately columns anchoring the wide front porch stood like monuments gleaming in the Georgia sun.


Now the Fontaine lawns and gardens were overgrown with weeds. No one had trimmed the shrubs or trees in three seasons, and the lush flowers hadnt been planted for years. The house hadnt been painted either, and it gleamed no more. Because of Mr. Lincolns war, no slaves could be spared to perform such inconsequential tasks. Everyone was too bent upon survival.


When the conflict began, no one imagined the war would drag on for years or that families in the South would be reduced to living no better than their slaves. The thought that there would be food riots in Charleston and Mobile, or that the Southern way of life would be destroyed, had been unthinkable. The Souths sons and fathers rode off to war in 1861 filled with the pride and arrogance of their class. It was now 1864, and the prideful and the arrogant were deserting in staggering numbers, weary of fighting, starving, and dying. Adding to the turmoil were huge numbers of escaping slavesmen, women, and children who werent waiting for the yoke of enslavement to be officially lifted. They were slipping away all over the south, many attaching themselves to the advancing Union troops. Sables great-aunt Mahti said you could smell freedom in the air.


For Sable, though, the long anticipated, sweet scent of freedom had become fouled. Even as the marauding Yankees marched deeper and deeper into the heartland, tearing up the railroads and forcing families to flee, the buying and selling of slaves continued. Yesterday, shed been sold too.


Some would say a twenty-nine year old female slave should be flattered to fetch the comely sum of eight hundred dollars, especially with war on, but Sable felt no such pride. The buyer, a man named Henry Morse, would not treat her well.


Sables mistress, Sally Ann Fontaine, had announced the sale at supper last evening. Sable had stared at her in disbelief. Her anger flared as she held Sallys triumphant eyes, but Sable knew her feelings would make no difference. In the end only numbness remained, a numbness that gripped her still.


Now, watching the sun set, Sable stood on the wide front porch contemplating her future. She felt someone step out onto the porch behind her and knew without turning that it was Mavis.


How are you, little sister? Mavis asked softly.


In spite of Sables mood, the salutation made her smile. The half-sisters had been born less than six minutes apart and Mavis never let Sable forget whod drawn breath first. Sables love for her knew no bounds, but contemplating Maviss query made the numbness return. As well as can be expected, I suppose. How about you?


Sable turned and peered into the face that in many ways mirrored her own. Maviss brown eyes were redrimmed and swollen as she confessed, I cant stop crying.


Sable turned away. She ached too but knew tears were a waste of time; they would not alter her fate.


Mavis announced bitterly, I told Mama Ill never speak to her again if she goes through with the sale, but she wont change her mind.


Sable didnt expect Sally Ann to relent. The mistress of the household had never hidden her dislike for Sable, mostly because of what the bronze-skinned, green-eyed Sable represented. Sables mother, a slave woman named Azelia, had given birth to Sable six minutes after Sally Ann gave birth to Mavis. Both baby girls had been fathered by Sally Anns husband, Carson Fontaine, just as hed fathered Sables older brother Rhine and Maviss brother Andrew, two years earlier.


Mavis interrupted Sables thoughts. Ill help however I can.


Sable knew she would. Though society forced the two women to walk in different worldsmaking one mistress and the other slavetheyd shared everything all their lives. When Mavis had lost her beloved husband, Sanford, six months into the war, Sable had held her while she cried.


Mavis stepped around to look into Sables eyes, I know youre thinking of running, but there must be another way. The roads arent safe.


Safer than having Henry Morse as a master? Sable retorted.


Rumors surrounding Morses treatment of his female slaves linked him to at least two mysterious deaths that had taken place last year. The local constabulary had eventually charged a young male slave on a neighboring plantation with the killings, but most people, Black and White, questioned the validity of the official findings. The slave had been hanged as punishment, in spite of protestations from his owner, whod loudly proclaimed his mans innocence.


Mavis spoke again. Well, if you do decide to run, dont worry. Ill make certain Mahtis cared for.


In spite of Maviss assurances Sable did worry. Since receiving Sally Anns news, the fate of Sables great-aunt had been weighing heavily on Sables already over-burdened shoulders.


Mahti had been captured by European slavers and brought to America at the tender age of eight. Now, over sixty years later, she appeared destined to die without ever seeing her homeland again. Shed been ill for some time and although Sable knew Mavis would do everything in her power to make Mahti comfortable until the end, Sable could not leave her; it would break her heart. Were Sables brother Rhine there, maybe the two of them could concoct a plan to secure Mahtis safety, but two years ago Rhine had gone to war to serve as personal valet to Andrew, Maviss older brother. No one had heard a word from either man since then.


So Mahtis future remained unsettled. Sable didnt want her aunt to die without a final farewell caress from Sables hand to ease the passage home. Six weeks ago, shed been given a chance to escape with the Fontaines head butler and driver, Otis, but shed declined because of Mahtis health. Otis had forged himself a pass, borrowed the last working carriage the Fontaines owned, and driven himself to freedom. With him hed taken his wife Opal, whod been the Fontaines cook and head housekeeper for over thirty years, and their fifteen-year-old daughter Ophelia, the kitchen maid. Sally Ann had thrown a fit upon finding them gone, but Sable had smiled inwardly, hoping theyd reached freedom safely.


Sable had been a slave all her life and dearly wanted to be free, but she wouldnt leave unless she could take her aunt too.


Sables face took on a distinct show of dislike as Henry Morses fancy black carriage drew up in front of the house. As he got out and headed up the long winding walk toward the porch, Mavis drawled brittlely, Two years ago, trash like him wouldntve had the gall to call at the front door.


Sable agreed. Like Black women all over the South, the Fontaines housekeeper Opal had set very high standards of etiquette for family and visitors alike. A man of Morses pedigree and reputation would never have set foot in her parlor. Hed have been received at the back door or not at all. Times were different now. With everyone in the South, Black and White, starving and clad in rags, the prewar caste system had been turned upside down. While the scions of the first families were on the front lines fighting and dying to preserve their way of life, back home men of questionable motives and character were forming a new class of Southern aristocracy. If the rumors were true, Morse had made a fortune over the past few years by buying up the property and slaves of planters who chose to flee the South in advance of the Yankees. Families whod once shunned him because of his dirt-poor beginnings were now inviting him into their homes, in case they needed to make similar deals.


By the time Morse reached the porch, Sable had schooled her features into the blank mask behind which shed been hiding her emotions since shed become aware of her true station in life at the age of twelve.


He tipped his expensive hat politely as he stepped onto the porch. Evenin, Miss Mavis. Sable.


Mavis nodded curtly and went back inside.


In spite of Henry Morses evil nature, he was a handsome, middle-aged man. Tall, with jet-black hair and matching black eyes, he had a charm that could melt even the iciest belle. For the past few years, desperate war widows had been tossing themselves at him like corn to a rooster.


When Sable didnt acknowledge his greeting, he asked her with a grin, Cat got your tongue, green eyes?


She hated his pet name for her. Coolly, she asked, Is Mrs. Fontaine expecting you?


He ignored her question and reached out to stroke her cheek. She stepped away. She hated his touch.


He drawled, Youd think you were a queen the way you act toward me, Sable. Even with all that education, youre still a slave, you know.


And with all your money, you are still trash, Mr. Morse. She swept past him. I will tell Mrs. Fontaine you are here.


Hold on a minute, gal.


She stopped and turned slowly back.


A low rumble of malevolence entered his voice as he warned her softly, Youre going to be mine real soon, you royal bitch. Well see how uppity you are then.


She held his cold eyes with her equally frosty green ones before continuing into the house.


After Otis and Opals escape, the role of butler had fallen upon Sables shoulders. Because she also did the bulk of the washing, cleaning, cooking, and whatever else Sally Ann needed, the days seemed endless. Otis and Opal werent the only ones whod gone. Of the three hundred slaves Carson Fontaine had owned prior to the war, fewer than fifty remained. All but a handful were children and oldsters. According to the whispers in the quarters, most of the runaways were attaching themselves to the advancing Yankee army. There were said to be thousands of Blacks seeking freedom and safety with Lincolns troops.


As Sable wound her way through the big house to find Sally Ann and announce Morses arrival, her footsteps echoed eerily. In the old days, the place had bustled with life, but now the silence was ever present.



Sable found her mistress in the kitchen yelling at the poor young girl, Cindi, whod taken over Ophelias duties. At Cindis feet lay the shattered remains of one of Sally Anns wedding plates. In her eyes were tears.


Sable interrupted the tirade. Mrs. Fontaine.


The furious mistress whirled on Sable. What?!


Sables face remained impassive. Henry Morse is here to see you.


The lady of the house turned her angry brown eyes on the girl once more and threatened, Ill deal with you later, then ordered, Sable, get this mess cleaned up.


She sailed out.


As soon as they were alone, Sable looked across the kitchen at the distraught child and held out her arms. Cindi ran to Sable and burrowed into her arms. I didnt mean to break it, Sable, she sobbed.


I know, I know. Shes a mean old bat, isnt she?


Cindi nodded vigorously against Sables waist.


Sable spent a few moments stroking her small head, then said, Maybe when the Yankees come, theyll eat her.


Cindi looked up, smiling.


Sable smiled down in reply before adding, You go on back to your nana. Ill clean up here.


After the youngsters exit, Sable swept up the shards and deposited them in the waste bin out back. When she came back inside, Mavis was finishing up the dishes. As had befitted the women of her class, Mavis had never been allowed in the kitchen during the years before the war, but times had changed. Now Mavis helped with many of the chores and housework, while Sally Annor Silly Ann as shed been dubbed by the old slavesspent her time bemoaning the lack of a qualified dressmaker and anything to eat except collards and yams.


When Sable picked up a towel to help Mavis, her sister said in a conspiratorial whisper, No, Ill do this. Mama and Morse are out on the porch. Go.



Sable tossed the towel aside and slipped back outside. She had to hear what they were saying. Moving carefully and quietly so she wouldnt be detected over the sounds of early evening, she skirted the side of the house until she reached the porch.


When the Fontaine mansion had been expanded fifteen years ago, the slaves who had done the work had purposefully left enough crawlspace beneath the porch to allow a person to hide there and listen to what was being said above. Since masters rarely informed their slaves as to the daily goings-on in the world, the enslaved populations were forced to glean information in any way they could. Since slaverys inception, spying had been a tried and true method.


Sable hiked up her ragged dress and scooted on all fours under the porch. Plant debris and damp earth covered her palms and knees but she paid them scant attention. Sally Ann escorted her guests out on the porch with such regularity that in the old days, the house slaves had ensured someone would be stationed at this listening post every evening.


Sable settled into position. She forced herself not to speculate on the snakes and other vermin that might be living nearby in the darkness, and hoped she wouldnt have to wait long. Thankfully she didnt. A pair of footsteps sounded from above, and as they came closer, she heard Sally Ann asking, Now that weve come to closure on the contract, when will I receive the funds for Sables sale?


In about a month, Morse replied.


That long? Sally sounded angry as she snapped, You said it would be no more than a week.


Wars on, Mrs. Fontaine. Financial transactions are getting harder and harder to execute.


Sally Ann had never been a patient woman and Sable could well imagine the sharp set of her hawklike features as she confessed, The only reason Im so anxious is because Carson is eager to leave.



Carson and Sally Ann had been married over thirty years. On the morning hed left for the war, hed assembled his slaves and family members to hear his last words. Mounted on his finest stallion and dressed in the trim gray uniform of the Confederacy, hed jubilantly promised to be back in a few weeks, boasting it wouldnt take long to whip the North.


The boast had proven hollow. The weeks had lengthened into years. Hed returned eight months ago, one leg blown off by a Union shell. It was his deteriorating health that necessitated Sables sale, or so Sally had claimed last evening. Shed heard about a clinic in New York that performed miracles on war-injured men, and she was determined to take him there.


Morse asked, Hows Carson feel about me looking after the place while youre gone?


He is resigned to leaving, she replied, then added tartly, Damn that Lincoln! He ought to get on his knees and beg the forgiveness of every White woman in the South for what hes put us through. My sister in Vicksburg wrote me that food got so scarce during the siege, skinned rats were selling in the markets next to mule meat.


Sable shuddered as Sally continued, Carson and I are both convinced our boys will rally and send the Yankees back to hell, but until then, Carson needs care. If I have to take him to a Yankee doctor, so be it. Once the South has won, well return here.


Hows he feel about selling Sable?


Sally Ann was silent for so long, Sable thought she wouldnt reply. Finally she said, He sees nothing wrong with it. She is a slave, after all. The funds from her sale will help us get North.


Sable had been curious about Carson Fontaines role in her sale. Last night when she and Mavis sat in her room angrily denouncing Sally Anns decision, Mavis had insisted Sally Ann had arranged the deal without Carsons knowledge. Sable had not been convinced. Carson might have returned home from war bitter and crippled, but Sally Ann never made a decision without his direct approval. Granted, Carson had brought Sable to live in the house after her mothers death and as Sable grew older hed allowed her to be educated right alongside Mavis. Hed even let her accompany the family to Europe five years ago as Maviss personal servant when Mavis and Sanford took their wedding tour, and he had purchased Sable a whole new wardrobe for the trip. However, never once, in all her twenty-nine years, had he ever treated her or looked upon her as anything other than property; he was the master and Sable his slave.


Morses voice brought Sable back to the present. Mahtis so near dying now, I guess Carson feels he can ignore the curse.


Confused, Sable heard Sally Anns shrill laugh. Whatever do you mean?


Sable knew that shrill note in her mistresss voice signaled either nervousness or flat-out lying.


Come on now, Mrs. Fontaine, Morse drawled. You and I have both heard the rumors.


Sally Ann replied haughtily, I dont sully myself with rumors, sir.


Morse laughed softly. So all that talk about Sables mama and grandmama being queens isnt true?


Queens?!


Sally Anns reply sounded evasive. I admit there were rumors of royal blood, but I never put any stock in them. Half the nigras in the South claim to be related to some jungle ruler in one way or another.


Sable, who had never heard any of this before, found the discussion riveting.


Morse sounded skeptical. Then its not true about Sables ma killing herself in Carsons bed?


Sables body turned cold. This was by far the most startling piece of information shed ever heard about her mother Azelias death. Sable knew shed died during an accident on Sables third birthday, but little else. If what Morse was saying was true, why hadnt Mahti revealed any of it to Sable before?


In reply to Morses question about Azelias death, Sally Ann answered in her frostiest voice, Mr. Morse, you and I may be business associates, but I do not discuss my husbands whores with anyone. Good evening. Let me know when the funds arrive.


Sable heard the screen door slam and knew Morse had been left standing alone on the porch. Immediately afterward came the sound of his footsteps descending the front steps and heading down the walk. Once his carriage pulled away, Sable left her hiding place and went to the quarters in search of answers.


As she entered the small candlelit cabin, she was pleasantly surprised to find Mahti sitting up in bed. For the last few days, Mahti had been in a deep, deep sleep, a state shed been falling into more and more often lately. Those who loved her best knew that one of these days her dark eyes would remain closed for eternity.


Now she was awake again, back from talking with the ancestors as she called the long slumbers. The brown-skinned woman seated near the bed was Vashti, the root woman and doctor for the quarters and Cindis nana. Vashti and Mahti had been friends for many years.


Holding back her questions for a moment, Sable declared with a smile, Mahti, you are going to live forever.


Not if I can help it, she cackled, laughing. Shed lost her teeth long ago and whenever she laughed too hard, such as now, hacking coughs rattled her thin ebony frame. Vashti gave her a sip of water from a battered tin cup. The spasm eased and Mahti pointed at her old friend. Its all Vashtis faulther old potions are keeping me from going home.


Sable knelt beside the bed and kissed her aunts wrinkled brown forehead. We all want you to stay with us as long as you can. The sun shines brighter on my day, knowing you are here.



Mahti stared up at her, startled.


Whats the matter? Sable asked.


For a long moment Mahti continued to gaze up at Sable. Then she gently grasped her arm, and Mahtis bony fingers squeezed her affectionately. Someone said that exact same thing to me a long long time ago. To hear the words again from your lips jarred me a bit.


Sable started to ask Mahti who had said the words, but Mahti changed the subject. Howre things up at the house?


Sable shrugged. Nothings changed.


Sable hesitated telling her aunt about her sale because of the adverse effect the news might have on her fragile health and because Sable had no solid plan for Mahtis future.


Mahti would not be fooled, however. Something has indeed changed, has it not?


Sable didnt know how or where to begin.


Mahti told her quietly, I heard about the sale. Vashti told me. Your fate does not lie with him, however.


The words lifted Sables spirit until Mahti added, But your fates are intertwinedhe will be the jackal and you the antelope until his death.


Sable felt the skin prickle on the back of her neck, though she did not understand what Mahti meant. Sable had learned at an early age that asking Mahti how she knew such things was akin to asking the wind why it blew. Mahti saw things others could not, felt things no one else could. She saw signs of fortune or disaster in the phases of the moon and the configuration of the stars. The old ways still walk strongly within me, she would sometimes say, as if that were explanation enough. She represented not only the last of Sables true female family but also the last link to the time of the Middle Passage and the first African ancestors forcibly brought to these shores. In Mahti lay all the wisdom and experience that had shaped the generations which followed, and when Mahti died, Sable knew she would carry the grief for the rest of her life.


Mahti, she said, I overheard Sally Ann and Morse talking about curses and queens. Morse said my mother killed herself in Carson Fontaines bed. What were they talking about?


Things I have withheld from you.


Why?


Her reply was soft. Because no child should carry such grief until she is strong enough to bear it.


Sable thought about that before saying, I believe I am strong enough now.


Mahti took a moment to look deeply into Sables river-green eyes before replying, I believe you are, so let us start at the beginning.


The story began in Mother Africa.


I had accompanied my aunt to a wedding celebration at a neighboring village. On the way home we were attacked by slavers. My aunt and the fifteen men who guarded her fought bravely. Seven of them gave their lives, but we were captured.


Why did she have guards?


My mothers sister was both my aunt and my queen.


Sable stared in surprise. Is this queen the woman Morse spoke of as being my grandmother?


Mahti nodded and continued, Those captured that day who did not die on the Middle Passage were sold to a man in Virginia named Bryce. Later, he said he knew from the moment he saw your grandmother in the slave market that she was someone special, simply by the way she carried herself. He purchased us and twenty other Africans whod made the journey over in the belly of the same slaver. After he brought us all to his farm, he noticed that the other slaves did her work, that we deferred to her and bowed to her whenever she came near. He surmised that hed purchased a great queen.


What did he do?



He let her assume her natural place. You see there were a few other royals owned by masters in the region. Over time, these owners had learned that allowing royals or elected headmen to rule the captives made dealings with the African slaves easier, so Bryce followed their example.


Mahti took a sip of water before continuing. My aunt was of mid-age when she was first brought to this country. Bryce treated her like the queen she was and never once approached her to breed her. He took care of her people, even taught us all to read. In exchange, she saw to it that his farms were productive and free of turmoil. We stayed with Bryce for almost ten years, then when he died, we were sold to a man in Maryland named Caufield.


Mahtis voice turned bitter. Caufield did not respect your grandmother. One night, a few days after we arrived, he forced her to mate with him even though she swore she would kill herself afterward, and that he himself would follow her into death. Laughing, he did the deed anyway and months later, she gave birth to a female child, your mother Azelia. In our kingdom, the royal line runs through the woman, and a baby does not reach true life until the age of three years. On Azelias third birthday, your grandmother placed the small queen in my care and kissed me good-bye. Her last words to me were, The sun shines brighter on my day, knowing you are here.


Sables heart seemed to stop. Those were the same words shed said to Mahti only a moment ago.


As if shed read Sables mind, Mahti said, Your words are a sign that she is near, and if she is near, it is time.


Sable had so many questions, she couldnt contain them all, but the one most prominent had to do with her grandmothers fate. What happened to her?


Later that night, she took a skinning knife and went up to Caufields bedroom. After preparing and cleansing herself, she drew the blade across each wrist. She let herself bleed to death atop his bed.


Sable felt her stomach roll.


In a firm angry voice Mahti said, She was a queen, a royal, not a mare to be used by an illiterate barbarian, but she was avenged. The Society came for Caufield the next night.


Who or what was that?


A group of African men who enforced the traditional spiritual laws. In our homeland they were a secret society and wore masks and robes designed to frighten. They were said to be the physical reincarnation of spirits. They would come in the middle of the night to remind you to stay on the right path.


These societies existed here?


Oh yes. We were able to maintain many of our traditional ways for many years here. The maskers were one of our biggest secrets.


Do these societies still exist?


Mahti shrugged. It is hard to know. There are very few of the Firsts still alive today.


Did my mother know all these things?


Mahti nodded. Yes. Unlike you, she grew to womanhood knowing her history. I regret I didnt shield her as I did you.


Why?


If I had, maybe she would have chosen a different path.


For a moment Mahtis memories seemed to take her away. Sable saw the sadness in her face as her great aunt reached out and caressed Sables cheek. We are getting ahead of ourselves. I was talking about Caufield, was I not?


Sable nodded.


The Society came for him in the middle of the night. I was a parlormaid for Caufields wife at the time and she allowed me to sleep on the floor in her room. I awakened to the sound of her screams and saw five men in hideous, misshapen masks and red robes standing in the open doorway. They appeared to be taller than any men Id ever seen, and they were holding the struggling Caufield by the arms. I knew right away what they represented and why theyd come. They began to speak, but just as at home, the masks were designed to alter the voices of the wearer, and so the speech came out distorted and fearsome. They told her they were taking her husband to be judged for crimes committed against the queen. They told her a similar fate would befall the remaining members of her family should any slave be punished for Caufields taking.


Was he ever found?


Yes, the next morning. Hed been drawn and quartered. Mrs. Caufield never recovered. She sold every slave on the place the next day.


And you were all sold to the Fontaines?


Yes, your mother was three years old when we arrived. Carson Fontaine was fifteen, nearly a man.


So how did she die?


Just as your grandmother did. I warned Carson beforehand that Azelia was a royal, and of the fate he would reap should she be made to breed against her will, but like Caufield, he laughed. First Rhine was born and two years later, you. He stopped laughing the night he found her dead in his bed. She took her life just as the old queen had done.


Why did she wait until after my birth?


Your brother Rhine was a male child. She needed a female heir for the royal line, so she waited for you.


An immense sadness welled up inside Sable. What made Carson bring me into the house?


Guilt at first. I doubt he had any real feelings for Azelia, but remember, I told him what had happened to Caufield. After Azelias death, he went up to Virginia where Mrs. Caufield was staying with her sister and talked to her. He returned home a bit more believing after that. He called all the slaves together and told them he would be bringing you into the house to live, and that you would learn all the things his daughter Mavis learned. He also promised you would never be sold.


Mrs. Caufields story must have really frightened him.


I believe it did indeed. After he returned, he took me out of the field and made me overseer of the looms, but I told him at the time, the spirits didnt care how generous hed become, he would still be punished for his crime against Azelia.


Is that the curse Morse spoke of?


Im sure it is, but I didnt curse Carson. I simply told him the truth. Now that he has sold you, the time has come.


What time?


The time for you to begin your journey and for me to begin mine.


Mahti began to cough and Vashti gave her another sip of water. When the spasm passed, she slumped back against the stuffed feedsacks bracing her in the bed. She appeared to be very tired. Her aged hand cupped Sables cheek affectionately. Vashti will tell you what you need to do. You and I will talk more tomorrow.


Sable had no idea the talk would change her life forever.





The next night, Sable stood outside on the front walk watching the Fontaine mansion burn. The entire structure was engulfed, the flames dancing against the night sky. The blazing interior glowed with such a blinding light, it looked like a portal to hell. For Mahti it had served as a passageway home.


Vashti had awakened Sable less than an hour before and quietly instructed her to rouse Mavis and Sally Ann. She said Mahti wanted to speak with everyone outside as soon as possible.


Sable had little trouble getting Mavis to comply with Mahtis request. Upon hearing Sables explanation, Mavis took a light blanket, wrapped herself in it, and sleepily made her way downstairs.


Sally Ann proved more difficult. She snapped, Its the middle of the night, Sable. What could Mahti possibly want at this hour?


Im not certain, but shes never given you anything but loyalty all these years. Will you humor her, please, just this once?


At first Sable thought Sally Ann would refuse, but she finally swung her legs over the bed, saying coolly, Just this once, Sable. And it better not take long.


Im certain it wont.


Carson Fontaine slept in the far wing. Since Vashti had not given Sable instructions to rouse him, she simply followed Sally Ann outdoors.


The first thing Sable noticed as she stepped outside was the heavy scent of kerosene. She found the strong scent puzzling, and looked around a moment hoping to find the source but she became distracted by a small knot of people assembled on the walk. On hand were most of the remaining adult slaves. In their hands were torches. Only then did she notice Mahti. Her great-aunt stood off by herself, chanting softly yet audibly in the language of her homeland. Sable had never before seen the majestic red robe Mahti was wearing, or the heavy gold jewelry around her wrists and throat.


Sally Ann called out angrily, Mahti, why are we out here?


Vashti turned to her mistress and said in a firm but low voice, She needs silence to prepare.


It was the first time Vashti had ever spoken so sharply to her mistress. As if stunned, Sally Ann didnt say another word.


While everyone stared enrapt, Mahti held her hands up to the night sky. Seconds later, as if by command, the moon came out from behind the clouds, bathing the silent scene in an ethereal light.



Mavis slid up behind Sable and asked softly, What is she doing?


Sable shrugged, not taking her eyes off her aunt. In the moonlight, Mahti looked younger and stronger than shed appeared in years.


In a loud voice Mahti called out, The Queens are gathering. The time has come.


Sally Ann laughed. Im going back inside. Ive had enough of this mumbo-jumbo.


Vashti took her by the arm. You will stay. Watch and learn.


Mahti then began to recite a litany of names. A confused Sable looked to Vashti, who explained, They are the names of the Old Queens. Out of respect she must summon them all.


When the naming ended a few moments later, the night was silent. Mahti stepped up onto the porch. Using what appeared to be a ladle, she dipped it into a weathered bucket at her feet and began tossing a liquid onto the porch and the dry, weed-filled grounds fronting the house. Chanting as she went, she seemed to be anointing the area around her. Once again the smell of kerosene filled Sables nose, and a sliver of alarm gripped her.


Mahti tossed the ladle aside and took a moment to look out at the small assembled crowd before saying, Vashti, the time has come.


Vashti took a torch from one of the slaves, and after walking up to the porch, placed it reverently in Mahtis hand. Once Vashti returned to her place beside Sable, Mahti touched the torch to the high weeds framing the steps. Flames leaped to life. She then touched the porch and the tall columns anchoring it. Fire appeared, climbing, seeking, spreading. A line of flame now stood between the house and the horrified onlookers. On the porch, behind the line, stood Mahti.


Looking directly into Sables eyes, she spoke in a calm, clear voice. Ive given you all youll need, my Sable. The Old Queens send their love. They will protect you. Listen for them.


Mahti touched the torch to the wood framing the door. Sable felt Mavis clutch her arm. Fathers still in there, Sable! Do something!


Sally Ann tried to break away from Vashtis hold, but the old woman snapped, Silly woman! It is his time to die, not yours.


A wall of fire separated Mahti and the burning house from those watching. The crackling flames had become a roaring conflagration.


Someone do something! Mavis screamed.


Mahtis voice rose on the night. It is already done. If I burn in the Christian hell, so be it. What hell can be worse than slavery!


Through the shimmering curtain of flame, Sable saw her aunt slowly remove the robe and jewelry. Nude now, Mahti began to walk farther inside the burning house. Not once did she look back to see the tears streaming down Sables cheeks.





An hour had passed since then, and now Sable stood silently, watching the dying flames send Mahti home. Behind her Sally Ann sobbed softly. Carson had gone to his death, just as Mahti had promised. Sally and Mavis had lost husband and father, but Sable had lost the anchor of her whole world.


Grief wailed within Sable like a live beast, but because shed been trained to hide her emotions, it did not show. She sat and kept vigil all night, long after a weeping Mavis had helped the broken down Sally Ann to the slave cabins to try and rest, long after the house had collapsed in on itself and the fire had died down to embers.


At dawn, Vashti came to Sable and said, It is time for you to begin your journey.


Sable looked up with sad eyes.



Vashti held out an old canvas bag. Mahti left you these things.


Sable took the offering and held it to her breast. She had no idea what the bag contained, but it had come from Mahti, and for now, that was enough.


You must go now, Sable. Sally Ann has sent one of the children for Morse. You must be gone before they return.


Sable stood. She took a moment to give Vashti a hug of farewell and bask in the balm she received from the root womans aged arms. As Vashti held the grieving Sable close, she whispered, You have been raised to walk in both worlds, and the Queens will show you their purpose. Go with my love and with theirs.


Turning, Sable took a moment to commit to heart and mind the houses still smoldering remains, then she headed toward the road. Like her great-aunt Mahti, she did not look back.














Chapter 2






Staying off the road, Sable used the trees and thick underbrush lining the roadway to shield her passage. Thigh-high weeds snagged her skirts, and in some places she had to push aside low-hanging branches. The ground proved to be rocky and uneven as she crossed streams and followed the hilly terrain of the vast Fontaine land, but she kept pace, intent upon placing as much distance between herself and her past as possible.


Grief accompanied her like a companion, and on long, lonely stretches of the trek she let it have its head. At times she cried so hard, she couldnt see, and her heart ached as it never had before.


By the time the sun climbed directly overhead, shed been walking for hours. Hot and weary, she finally surrendered, admitting the need for rest. She took a seat against the trunk of a sheltering tree, ate part of a yam she found wrapped in the canvas bag, then spent a moment surveying the other contents. There was a skin from which she took a small sip of water, a couple more yams, and at the bottom, a red kerchief that appeared to have something tied inside it. The red cloth had been of high quality at one time, but now looked old and frayed. As Sable untied the knots, the fabric fell away like dust, as if no one had opened the thing in many years. Inside lay a thin, elaborately carved gold bracelet. Its weight made her guess it was very valuable. She wondered at its origins, and why Mahti had placed it in the bag.


A closer look at the bracelets engravings revealed a delicately detailed moon, a sun, and a sprinkling of what appeared to be stars. The sensation of having seen the celestial pattern before rose sharply in her. Sable puzzled over the conundrum for a moment before she knew. Looking around to make certain she wasnt being observed, she raised her skirt and peered closely at the small design on her upper thigh. The two designs matched. She righted her skirt, then turned the bracelet over in her hand. Sables skin carving had been done by Mahti, one week after Sables first show of womans blood. At the time, Mahti had explained it as tradition. Young women in her village were routinely given such decoration to enhance their beauty. Mahtis own ceremony had been performed after her enslavement in America. Two women servants of Sables grandmother, the Old Queen, had presided over the ancient rite.


Sable turned the bracelet over again and wondered about its significance. Mahti had taken so many secrets home with her. Sable wished thered been time to learn more. Grief began to rise in her again, but as if magically summoned, Mahtis parting words whispered clearly in Sables mind, Ive given you all youll need, my Sable.


Sable drew a modicum of strength from the memory, and since she had no way of disputing the claim, she gathered up the bag and set out once more.


It came to her that maybe the bracelet would be safer hidden on her person than in the bag. Who knew what lay ahead? When Otis and Opal were planning their escape, theyd told her they were going to join the hundreds of other escapees whod attached themselves to the Union army. That was Sables goal too. But she was not so naive as to believe she would find the camps overnight or arrive there without incident. War was raging. Shermans straggling troops, called bummers by the locals, were reportedly everywhere, stealing, poaching, and terrorizing. There were also hungry and desperate Confederate deserters trying to reach their homes. Sable looked around. Once again making sure she wasnt being watched, she cautiously raised her skirt and tied the bracelet into the frayed strings of her muslin drawers. She pulled the tapes tightly, then set out once more.


The road Sable was following led north to Atlanta. Shed traveled it many times with Mavis and Sally Ann. By carriage the journey took a full day. On foot, the trip would take infinitely longer, but the determined Sable walked on. Atlanta had fallen to the Union two weeks ago, on the first day of September. There were reports of many runaways who had joined the conquering Yankees. Sable had no way of knowing what she might find upon her arrival, but the prospect of an unknown freedom won hands down over the known reality of being a slave.


When dusk began to settle, she sought a place to sleep for the night. About a half mile further, she came upon the old Dresden place. The family had once been social acquaintances of the Fontaines. When the war broke out, Mr. Dresden, a teacher, had enlisted on the side of the Union. After his departure, his wife had been so ostracized and harassed by neighbors, she and the children had gone North to live with her mother. Last fall someone had set fire to the vacant house. Only a shell remained, but Sable hoped it would be safe enough for one night.


As she walked cautiously into the burned-out hulk, an old woman stepped out of the shadows and scared Sable half to death by saying, Ive been waiting for you.


Once Sable got over her initial fright, she studied the smiling, dark-skinned woman. The aged face was round and unremarkable, and a colorful bandanna covered her hair. The dark eyes holding Sables were intelligent and powerful, eyes that reminded Sable of Mahtis.


Who are you? Sable asked.



That was going to be my question to you, my dear, but introductions can wait. Come on now, Ill bet youre hungry.


Sable hesitated, trying to determine what to do, but the woman gave her such a commanding look that Sable followed without comment.


She led Sable outside and down into the Dresden cellar. Sable was surprised to see the stub of a candle and a mound of bedding on the earthen floor. Did the old woman live there?


As if having read Sables mind, the woman offered, Ive been waiting for you for two days. I was just about to give up on you ever coming.


Confused to say the least, Sable asked once more, Who are you?


Araminta is what my mama named me. Owner named me something else. The good Lord named me Moses. And you are?


Sable. Sable Fontaine. How could you have been waiting for me if you dont know me?


Dreamed about you.


Sable stared.


The old woman handed Sable a tin plate. On it was half a spitted rabbit, a helping of dandelion greens, and a slice of bread. Here. Eat, she instructed. We got a long walk tomorrow.


Sable was torn between wanting to devour the food and asking a dozen questions, but her starving stomach took priority over her curiosity.


Sable ate robustly but politely, and noticed that the woman watched her the whole time. Something wrong? Sable finally asked.


Just admiring your manners. Raised in the house, Ill bet.


Sable nodded yes.


Some of our folksll resent you for that, but dont ever be ashamed of who you are. Can you read?


Yes, maam.



Thats a glorious thing, that reading. Hope Ill be able to one day.


I could help you learn.


The womans eyes shone as she replied, Youve a good heart, but I dont have time right now.


Why not?


Have to take you to LeVeq.


LeVeq?


Yep. Dreamed about that too.


Sable hadnt a clue as to whom this LeVeq might be. Do you dream often?


Most of the time. A dream took me out of slavery.


Youre a runaway too, then?


Yep. Ran the first time when I was seven, but got so hungry I went back. Ran for good once I became a woman. My husband and brothers wouldnt go with me, so I went alone.


You left your husband?


Had to. The good Lord needed me.


Sable did not know what to make of this mysterious new companion. Are you from around here?


Nope, born in Maryland.


It astounded Sable to hear of a Black woman roaming so far from her home. Why are you in Georgia?


Doing the work I was called to.


Which is?


Araminta smiled. Freeing slaves.




Since Araminta told Sable it would be safer if they traveled at night, Sable spent that first night sleeping and regaining her strength; she spent the following morning listening to and marveling over the tales and adventures of the woman whod taken her under her wing. Although the woman had originally introduced herself as Araminta, Sable learned that the rest of the world knew her as Harriet Tubman and that she was very famous. It seemed Mrs. Tubman stole slaves. Many slaves.


She explained to Sable that during her nineteen trips into the South between 1849 and 1857, shed led hundreds to freedom, including her aged parents, six brothers, their wives and fiances, nieces and nephews. Although shed been a slave when she married her husband, John Tubman, John had been free.


Wed been married five years when my master died. Rumor had it that me and my brothers were going to be sold. A dream told me to run so we wouldnt be, but John chose staying put. So I ran alone. I went back to get him in 51, but he refused to see me.


Why?


Hed taken another wife.


Sables eyes widened.


I was so angry and broken up inside, I wanted to storm right onto the place and confront him, and I didnt care if the master saw me and threw me back into slavery, if I could only give John a piece of my mind. But I came to my senses. You cant make a man love you, soif he could do without me, I could sure do without him. Dropped him out of my heart then and there.


Sable sensed that the pain of the incident continued to linger in spite of Aramintas staunch stance.


After that, I turned my life over to the Work.


Her Work entailed much more than encouraging slaves to leave their masters, Sable learned. Mrs. Tubman also did reconnaissance missions for the Union command, mainly the Second South Carolina Volunteers. Theyre a Black brigade under Colonel James Montgomery, Araminta told her.


You certainly dont look like a Union spy, Sable said with a smile.


Araminta grinned. Sure dont. No one would suspect an old Black woman with a bandanna on her head to be scouting naval defenses or city fortifications. Who would believe Id be behind enemy lines for the express purpose of gathering information on livestock, supplies, and rumors of troop movements?


Sable had to agree. Araminta appeared aged and harmless, not the kind of woman who always carried a pistol, or the kind who, on her treks north, threatened to shoot any man who faltered or whined about the hard journey.


She told Sable, Its two things I got a right to and these are Liberty and Death. One or the other I mean to have. No one will take me back alive; I shall fight for my liberty, and when the time has come for me to go, the Lord will let them kill me.




They set out after dark. When Araminta instructed Sable to be quiet and sit still, Sable obeyed. When she asked Sable to stay behind and wait while she scouted ahead, pistol drawn, Sable did that also.


During the next days daylight hours, they slept in the shell of a Yankee-burned mansion and headed out again as soon as dusk gave way to night. As dawn of the second day approached, Sable began to notice a change in the landscape. A dense forest had once covered this area but now, the land looked as if a giant had come through with a mighty scythe and cut down every tree. There were acres and acres of nothing but stumps for as far as the eye could see.


General Sherman needed the wood, Araminta explained.


Sable marveled at the denuded land and her awe grew when she and her companion crossed what had once been one of the regions main railroad lines. The iron ties had been torn out of the rails and were now twisted macabrely around the trunks of the few trees that remained.


Araminta explained, Theyre called Shermans neckties. His men tear up the ties, then heat them in a pile. Once the ties are red hot, theyre twisted around trees. Rebs cant use the ties or the railroad. Smart man, that General Sherman.


Sable could only stare in amazement.


They walked for four days, through burned-out battlefields filled with fresh graves, across land scarred by cannon fire and past abandoned fortifications. There were more Sherman neckties, and every now and then the bodies of soldiers in blue and gray whod died alone and remained unburied.


Midnight of the fourth day found them crouched in the thick brush above the banks of the Ocmulgee River. It was a moonless night, and the surroundings were so silent, they could hear the water lapping softly against the embankment.


Whispering, Sable asked, Why are we here?


To meet some friends, came Aramintas low reply.


Sable didnt see anyone. Where?


Out there, Araminta answered, pointing at the dark river. Lets see if theyre at home.


Sable watched silently as Araminta struck a match on a flint and held the flame above her head. She waved it toward the river for only a second, then blew it out.


A few heartbeats later, an answering light appeared against the blackness. Araminta took Sables hand. Come, we must hurry.


Sable was surprised by the old womans agility as they made their way quickly down the bank, but she was surprised even more to see six Black men propelling a raft silently toward them.


Araminta splashed out into the water to meet them, and Sable, faced with no other choice, did the same. Both women were helped aboard by strong arms.


Take a seat, ladies, said a tall man. We need to get across as quickly as possible.


Sable sat beside Araminta on the damp wood. The men dug their poles into the shallow water and turned the conveyance around. Sable had no idea where they were headed or who these men were, but she trusted Araminta and the Old Queens to keep her safe.




Up river, Major Raimond LeVeq of the Union army paced back and forth in front of his tent. Mrs. Tubman was a day late. If she didnt show up tonight, he and his small band of cavalry were going to have to push on without her, even though she might be carrying information vital to the Union command.


Not that she couldnt make her way back to the main camp on her own. Her reconnaissance and survivial skills were so legendary that the late abolitionist John Brown had dubbed her the General. While in South Carolina with Colonel James Montgomery shed headed a group of Black men whod acted as the units scouts and spies. Montgomery, one of the Union armys best guerrilla fighters and foragers, had used her tips to mount raids in South Carolina, Florida, and Georgia. One of the most celebrated sorties had taken place near the Combahee River in June 1863. Not only had Montgomery and his eight hundred Black soldiers destroyed millions of dollars worth of Confederate warehouses, cotton, and assorted other buildings, but Mrs. Tubman had led nearly eight hundred slaves to freedom that day. A front-page article in the Boston Commonwealth, printed a month later, had given her credit for guiding the soldiers, and noted that none of Montgomerys men received so much as a scratch.


Raimond hoped this delay didnt mean shed been captured or injured.


Thinking about Mrs. Tubmans fate served another purpose. It took Raimonds mind off the heartbreaking news hed received from home. His brother, Gerrold LeVeq, had been killed in a battle in Mississippi more than six weeks previously, but because of the war, Raimond hadnt received the letter from his grieving mother, Juliana, until two days ago, informing him of the death and subsequent funeral. Gerrold had been buried in the family plot outside their hometown of New Orleans. Had the news reached Raimond in a more timely manner, he might have been at his mothers side, consoling her, as his brothers casket was lowered into the earth. Raimond had loved Gerrold deeply, and his death left him stricken. Although he knew personal heartache had to be set aside during times of war, he found it impossible to keep the pain entirely at bay.


Major?


Raimond looked up to see his aide and friend, Andre Renaud. The sentries say theyve received a signal verifyng that Mrs. Tubmans on her way.


Raimond allowed himself a small smile. This was the best news hed heard in days. Good.


Do you wish to head back tonight, Andre asked, or shall we wait until morning?


Tonight.


Although Union forces now controlled most of the area surrounding Atlanta, the Rebs were not in full retreat. It had become a guerrilla war. Pockets of Confederate resisters, using hit-and-run tactics to harass Union camps and outposts, were beginning to drive Sherman to distraction. Raimond had no desire to tangle with the Rebs, mainly because the men assigned to this mission were as green as spring grass, newly mustered Black recruits who needed more training in weaponary and tactics before they could be called upon to defend themselves and those around them. As soon as Mrs. Tubman arrives, escort her here, then have everyone move out. If we push it, we can make camp by dawn.


Ill inform the sergeants they should begin preparations.


Merci.




When the raft reached the shore, Sable waited while Araminta thanked the men, then both women waded ashore. The raft pushed silently off again. A quick scamper up the bank brought them to where a man wearing a blue uniform waited with a lantern. Mrs. Tubman? he asked.


Yes, its me.


Welcome back, General. The major is waiting for you. Please follow me.



They fell in behind him, and Sable, surprised by the sight of a Black man in a uniform, said to Araminta, I didnt know you were a general.


Araminta chuckled. I wear many bandannas, child.


The soldier ushered them into a dimly lit tent. The man inside was dark-skinned and tower tall. The razor-thin beard highlighting his chiseled jaw set off a handsomeness that not even the shadows could mask.


Upon their entrance a smile creased his face. Hastening over, he grabbed Araminta in an affectionate hug that lifted her off her feet. Laughing, she cackled, Put me down, you big bear. Old woman like me cant take all this.


He grinnned and set her on her feet. I was beginning to worry about you. Whereve you been?


Had to wait for Sable.


The man seemed to notice Sables presence for the first time. He bowed. Pardonez-moi, mademoiselle. In my zeal to greet an old friend I forgot my manners. I am Major Raimond LeVeq.


Even dressed in the ragged blue uniform, he was tall, gallant, and very overwhelming. Im Sable Fontaine.


Enchant, Sable Fontaine.


She sensed he was a man at ease with women. His coal-black eyes and dazzling French accent undoubtedly rendered most of them witless.


He turned his attention back to Araminta while Sable wondered why shed been brought there. Araminta told LeVeq, I need to pass my report on to General Sherman as soon as possible.


I thought that might be the case, so were pulling out as soon as we can.


Good. Ill ride on ahead if you dont mind.


No, I dont. Ill send a couple of men as escorts.


Company is always welcome. Will you see to Sable?


He turned back to her. Of course.



Get her a job clerking or something. Shes real smart.


Ill see what I can do.


Sable felt her chin rising of its own accord as their gazes held. I prefer to go along with Araminta, if thats possible, she stated.


He shook his head. It isnt. I can spare one horse, but not two. My men and I will see that you arrive safely.


Araminta interjected, Then its settled. Sable, Ill see you later today. Raimond, take good care of her. According to my dream, shell be your reward.


For what?


Just take care of her.


Before Sable or Raimond could question her further, she slipped out the tents flap and was gone.


For a moment they just stood there, then Sable finally broke the awkward silence. She sets great stock by her dreams, it seems.


Yes, she does.


Do you have any idea what she meant?


About your being my reward? No, but youre so beautiful, Im interested in finding out.


He was a born charmer, she could already see that. Thats very flattering, but Im not interested.


No? He folded his arms over his chest and surveyed her. May I ask why not?


Im here for freedom, not a dalliance with a man I dont know.


How about a dalliance with a man you do know?


She couldnt hide her smile. No.


Fair enough, but Aramintas dreams are very powerful. You may become my reward whether you like it or not.


Sable found fault with his logic, but not with his power to turn a womans head. She tossed back saucily, You are entirely too sure of yourself, Major. Certainly someone has pointed that out before.



Never, he replied.


He had eyes that would make a woman surrender her soul. So when are we leaving and where are we going?


I love a challenging woman.


Sable shook her head. Im not here to be a challenge.


Just my reward.


Rewards are earned.


You doubt my worthiness? he asked, his eyes sparkling with mirth.


Just your faithfulness.


To you I could be faithful.


Lightning strikes those who lie, Major LeVeq.


Raimond laughed. I am going to enjoy earning my reward, Miss Fontaine.


You cannot earn what isnt offered.


Well see.


He escorted her from the tent. Their first argument began when Sable refused his offer to ride with him atop his beautiful stallion. I can walk, Major.


Saddling his stallion, Raimond looked over at her standing beside the tent. The first thing he planned to do was find a replacement for that rag of a dress. She was too beautiful for such tattered attire. Are you afraid of horses?


No.


Then why wont you ride with me?


Because I dont know you well enough, Major.


Youre worried about your reputation?


Among other things, yes.


Its a very long walk.


Walking is all Ive been doing for the past four days. I can make it.


We must return to camp as quickly as possible. We cant do that if we have to match our pace to your walk.


Why is speed so imperative?



These woods are full of Rebs and were not looking for a fight.


Sable also had no desire to be caught up in a battle. She thought long and hard for an alternate solution to her dilemma, but could not come up with one. It came to her that riding with one of the other soldiers might prove better, but she didnt know any of them either. I suppose I shall have to ride with you, she conceded.


Excellent choice.


The horse was now saddled. Raimond mounted, then reached down to lift her up. When she was settled across the saddle in front of him, he told her, Youre going to have to lean back a bit, Miss Fontaine. I wont be able to see clearly with you sitting up as stiff as a fence post. I promise I wont bite unless asked.


Sable didnt reply to that last playful disclaimer. Instead she did as instructed and leaned back a bit so
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