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The true history of this war will show that…Negroes have repeatedly threaded their way through the lines of the rebels exposing themselves to bullets in order to convey important information to the loyal army of the Potomac.

—Frederick Douglass, 1862
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Prologue




It was July 4, 1863, and the South was winning the war. In celebration of both grand events, the large, snow-white mansion owned by Confederate General Brandon Crete was awash with lanterns, music, and the raucous, high-pitched sounds of revelry. Most of Crete’s slaves had taken to their quarters hours earlier, due to the corn liquor he’d magnanimously passed out, but inside the house, Crete and his Southern gentlemen friends on leave from the war for the holiday were being entertained by a troop of dusky-skinned ladies imported for the sole purpose of pleasure. The debauchery and drink were at their height when one of the women, Zahra Lafayette, silently slipped outside. Under cover of darkness, she moved swiftly towards her destination: one of the general’s barns.

Looking around carefully for dogs, loyal slaves, or anything else that might foil her plans, Zahra made her way through a small stand of magnolias. After a short, brisk walk, she spotted an out-building about forty yards away across an open field. From the description she’d been given, it was possibly the barn she was after. She held her position under the cover of the trees for a moment, ever watchful and ever wary, because necessity dictated both. Her wishing that the damned moon weren’t so bright had no impact on its positioning in the night sky, so she set the useless thought aside and focused her mind on what she’d come to do.

Keeping her body bent low, she hurried across the space. When she reached the barn, she flattened herself against the side wall and waited to make sure she hadn’t been seen. Fighting to keep her breathing even, she listened for footsteps or any other sounds that might herald discovery, but when she heard only the night song of the insects she began to slowly move along the wall towards the barn door. Her first step on the uneven ground turned her ankle, and she winced at the slight pain. At this moment she would have given two front teeth for some trousers and a pair of stiff brogans. Both items would have made this skulking about easier, but she’d have had difficulty posing as a pricey whore in such inelegant attire. Instead, she was dressed in a garish, low-cut, red dress and wore a pair of fashionable, high-heeled shoes that were useless in this line of work.

As she gained the corner of the barn, she peeked around to see if anyone was on the other side. Blessedly, she saw no one and thanked the ancestors for corn liquor and July 4. Hurrying now, she took one last look behind her, then hastened over to the big horizontal slat that barred the door. She lifted it with difficulty and set it back down as soundlessly as she could. She quickly surveyed the dark grounds around her to make certain her presence hadn’t drawn any attention. When she was confident, she opened the barn door, slipped inside, and quietly closed it.

It was dark as pitch inside, and the first thing she smelled was urine; stark, pungent, and so strong she placed her hand over her mouth to filter her breathing. General Crete’s horse barn needing mucking. She lowered her hand and called out in a hoarse whisper, “Le Veq? Are you in here?”

For a moment, there was silence, then a strained male voice responded, “Up here.”

Zahra turned her head in an effort to determine his location, then began moving again. “Keep talking so I can find you. It’s dark as Hades in here.”

“You’re a woman?” He sounded surprised.

“Sure am. Don’t let your surprise keep you from talking, though.”

“They sent a woman?”

She didn’t like his tone. “If you prefer, I can go back and tell Miss Tubman you’d rather a man rescue you.”

The curse he uttered led her deeper into the barn.

Setting her large handbag down on the straw-strewn floor, Zahra blindly reached inside for a small piece of candle and a flint. She lit the stub. The resulting light was just large enough for her to see him. He was above her, hanging by his wrists from a beam high above her head. He had on a ragged shirt, and the muscles in his shoulders and beneath his raised arms were stretched so unnaturally, the sight made her ache inside. She set the candle on an overturned wooden bucket.

“Who are you?” he rasped again.

“The person getting you out of here, so let’s cut you down, and you can thank me later.”

Guided by the dim light, Zahra walked farther into the darkened barn to search for a ladder or something to stand on so she could reach him. Suddenly, the barn’s front door flew open. She ducked down and very slowly slid her truncheon out of her handbag.

The visitor was her host, General Crete, and he had a lantern in his hand. Had he come to check on his suspended guest, or had he noticed her absence back at the house? He’d been particularly interested in her earlier in the evening, but she thought she’d successfully managed to fob him off on one of the other girls.

“Well, Yankee,” she heard him say to Le Veq. “How’s it feel knowing you’re going to die in the mornin’?”

Silence.

The general chuckled coldly, “Yeah, we’re going to stretch your yella neck like a Christmas goose—What the hell?”

He’d just noticed the tiny candle. Zahra could see him looking around. He swung the lantern back and forth in an attempt to find out who else might be inside. When the movement almost made him lose his balance, Zahra realized that he was very drunk. She smiled and slowly rose to show herself. “Why, General—are you looking for me?”

Although he appeared quite inebriated, there was a clarity in his blue eyes that indicated he was still sober enough to know something was amiss. Holding up the light so he could see her better, he asked suspiciously, “What’re you doing in here?”

“Oh, nothing. Just looking around.”

“Just looking around, huh?” His tone was skeptical.

“Sure. Why else would I be here?”

Crete swung the lantern Le Veq’s way. “Him maybe?”

She sighed dramatically. “Oh, all right. I should have known better than to try and trick a smart Southern gentleman like yourself. I did come in here looking for him. In fact, his friends asked that I bring him home.” She smiled even prettier then. “Be a dear and cut him down for me.”

Crete shook himself as if trying to clear away the alcohol haze in order to make sense of what she’d just said. Then he puffed up. “The hell I will.”

“Then how about a kiss?”

His drunken eyes widened. “A kiss?”

Still smiling, she strolled over to where he stood. Holding the truncheon, she kept her hands placed coyly behind her back. Her positioning gave him a good look at her bosom in the cheap, low-cut, red dress.


She stopped a few inches away from him, then purred seductively, “Yes, a kiss. You want one?”

He grinned and set the lantern at his feet.

“Then close your eyes—”

When he did, she placed her lips gently against his, then brought the lead club down hard on his head. He sank like a stone.

“Now,” she called up to Le Veq, “where were we?”

“Who are you?” he asked again in an amazed tone.

“We can talk later.” Zahra bet Le Veq was glad she was a woman now. She hastily retrieved her handbag and found a ladder. Bracing it against a vertical beam near where he hung, she climbed up, then lifted her dress and slid her pearl-handled razor out of the leather sheath hugging her thigh. She quickly sawed the blade across the thick ropes until they were cut through. He landed with a thud and a pain-filled moan.

Zahra moved to his side. She felt sorry for him, but there was no time for a long recuperation; someone from the house might be coming along at any moment in search of the missing general. Slipping the pearl-handled razor back into its sheath, she looked him in the eyes and said, “We need to leave.”

According to her briefing, Le Veq had been sent to steal the plans detailing the movements of Crete’s troops, but he’d obviously failed. She shook her head at the folly of sending a pampered New Orleans dandy into a lion’s den like this. She helped him to his feet. “Can you walk?”


He nodded.

“Ride?”

“Yes,” Le Veq replied impatiently. “Let’s go.”

“I was just being concerned. Forgive me,” she responded tightly.

With Le Veq’s heavy weight leaning against her, Zahra guided him out into the night. She was certain she’d hit Crete hard enough to keep him asleep for a while, but getting away quickly was imperative. They had to walk quite a distance, but the horses Zahra had been promised were waiting in a stand of trees. After sending up a silent thank-you to the unknown provider, she scrambled into the saddle and grabbed the reins.

He had a harder time mounting, however. The numbness in his limbs made it next to impossible for him to grasp the horn and pull his weight up. She imagined it might be days before he regained his strength, but they didn’t have days.

Suddenly, barking dogs sounded off in the distance. Crete must have been found. “I hear dogs, my friend.”

“Dammit, so do I. I’m trying.”

He was only half aboard. Impatient, Zahra maneuvered her mount closer. Reaching out, she grabbed the waist of his filthy trousers and hauled him aboard as best she could onto the back of his horse. “Try and keep up!” she yelled. Digging in her heels, she propelled her animal forward.

Aided by the full light of the moon, they rode fast and hard across Crete’s land. When they put some distance between themselves and their pursuers, she brought her horse to a halt, then dismounted quickly. “This will only take a moment.”

Reaching into her handbag, she extracted a small leather pouch. “If the dogs come this far, this will make them wish they’d stayed in bed.”

While he looked on, Zahra began to sprinkle the mixture of plant material from the pouch in a wide area around where the horses were standing.

“What is it?”

“Powdered red peppers.”

“Where’d you learn that trick?” She could hear the admiring smile in his voice.

“My father.”

“Does he know you spend your nights rescuing men from barns?”

Zahra looked up at him. Back in New Orleans Archer Le Veq probably had more money and more women than a biblical king. He was as handsome as the devil, too, and neither the dark nor the filth could mask that. She didn’t answer his question. Instead, she expertly remounted her horse and said, “We need to ride.”

Archer somehow managed to keep up. Through it all he was intrigued by this resourceful and apparently fearless woman. She rode beside him astride. The gaudy dress was hiked up to show legs that shone like polished ebony in the moonlight. This was no prim miss; she’d already proven that.

Once Crete and his dogs were left behind and the sounds of the darkness settled once more, she led them to a spot on the shore of a small cove. With the smell of the water in the air and the lapping waves the only sound in the night silence, they dismounted. “A gunboat is supposed to meet us here in an hour or so,” Zahra explained. How are you faring?”

“Fine,” Archer lied as he sank to the rocky ground. In reality, he felt like he’d been dead for a week. The ride had sapped the last of his strength. He’d been hanging in that fetid barn for a day and a half, and he doubted he’d be able to move his arms or shoulders ever again. At this point in time he would have gladly exchanged his entire fortune for a feather bed, a hot bath, and the soft stroking of his golden-skinned mistress, Marie; he was injured, exhausted, and famished. He was thankful to be alive, though, and he owed that to his rescuer. “My thanks for getting me out of there.”

Her back to him, her eyes still on the dark horizon, she responded, “You’re welcome. It’s good to know you have some manners after all.”

Archer’s eyes narrowed.

Zahra turned to face him. “You seemed pretty disappointed to be rescued by a woman, but then, I’ve never known a gens de coleur to be thankful to anyone but their own kind.”

Archer heard the sneer in her voice. “What do you know about the gens de coleur?”

“You’re slave owners.”

“Not all of us.”

Zahra snorted and turned her eyes back to the dark water. She hoped the gunboat hadn’t been delayed. With such a bright moon, everyone involved in the rescue was at risk, but apparently her superiors thought Le Veq’s liberation worth it.

Archer wanted to challenge her narrow-minded thinking, but he decided he was in no mood to fence with her right now; he was too tired. He looked at her in that flashy red dress and wondered about her true identity. She had enough paint on her face to rouge up a bordello. “Do you have any water? A blanket would be greatly appreciated as well.” He was starting to shiver even though the July night was warm.

“Let me look in the packs.”

Zahra walked to the animals. Her providers had had the foresight to include a couple of canteens and two dry sandwiches. The only blankets available were the ones beneath the saddles, so they would have to do. She returned to find him seated with his back propped up against a tree. She was glad to see he’d had sense enough to move out of the moon’s direct light. Kneeling at his side, she placed the canteen and the linen-wrapped sandwiches on the ground. “Lean forward so I can drape this around you.”

He complied, then braced himself again. He told her, “You’ll have to pour the water down my throat. My arms won’t lift.”

Zahra looked into his assessing black eyes and saw the pain behind them. She nodded. Tilting the canteen, she slowly poured the water past his opened lips. He drank a bit, then his eyes strayed to hers. His attention made her so uncharacteristically nervous that she lost touch with what she was doing. The water splashed out and drenched his face. He ducked away from the flow, and she felt embarrassment burn her cheeks. “I’m sorry.”

Without thought, she wiped away the wetness with her fingers. The beard on his cheeks was rough, yet soft. His skin warm. When she realized what she was doing, she hastily withdrew her hand. His answering smile unnerved her even more.

“Thank you,” Archer said softly. He had found it interesting that such an unconventional woman could be moved by something as conventional as a touch. “You didn’t answer my question back there. Does your father know what you do?”

Zahra was too flustered to reply with anything other than the truth. “He does.”

“And he approves?”

“Yes.”

Their eyes locked once more, but Zahra found it impossible to maintain the contact. She’d grown up around men of strength and purpose; a man like Le Veq shouldn’t affect her at all, but he did. She handed him the sandwich and went back to her position on the shore.

A short while later, a light flashed out of the darkness on the water; it was the signal. “They’re here,” Zahra quietly called to him. “Can you stand?”

“Yes.” Archer’s body protested being set into motion, but he forced himself to his feet. He wobbled a bit due to the weakness in his legs.

Zahra came to his side. “Here. Lean on me. We need to hurry.”


Archer knew that anyone seeing him being aided along by a woman who barely reached his collarbone would find the sight comical. He would have laughed too had he not needed her help. He forced himself to have the strength to walk down the rocks.

Two seamen in a rowboat came ashore. Zahra helped Archer get in, then stepped back. She said to the seamen, “Tell your captain thank you.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Archer was surprised. “You aren’t coming along?”

“No. I have another engagement.”

Archer masked his disappointment. “Then this is good-bye. My thanks again.”

“Au revoir, monsieur,” Zahra replied.

Archer smiled and politely inclined his head. As the canoe pushed off, he saw her walking back towards the horses, where she disappeared into the darkness. He asked the seamen, “Do you know the lady’s name?”

“That’s the Butterfly.”

Archer stared back at the shore in shock. The nom de guerre Butterfly was well known in Union intelligence circles. If the rumors were true, the woman behind the name had spent the last few months posing as a house slave in the kitchens of some of the South’s most important generals, feeding Federal forces valuable information on everything from troop movements to how much food the Rebs still had in their stores. The rumors also described the Butterfly as being as beautiful as a sorceress, and twice as deadly. Archer searched the horizon in hopes of a last glimpse of the fascinating female, but saw only the dark landscape. Could she really have been the Butterfly? More importantly, Archer wondered if they would ever meet again.









    

Chapter 1




October 1871

Calhoun County, South Carolina

“But I don’t want the job,” Zahra Lafayette said, standing on the small front porch of her ramshackle cabin. She let the night’s silence resettle before turning to look back over her shoulder at the person who’d made the offer. The intelligent black eyes in the gnarled dark face stared back with a patience Zahra knew all too well. To the world the old woman was known as Harriet Tubman, but to Zahra and others, Harriet was Araminta, the name bestowed upon her at birth. “The Black Butterfly is no more,” she added plainly.

“I know, but the president wants you, or no one.”

While trying to determine how much of a verbal fight Araminta would put up to convince her to agree, Zahra studied the Carolina night. The moonlit darkness was alive with its nocturnal symphony of frogs, insects and other beasties. Stars were sparkling in the clear skies above. “Under the circumstances, President Grant has quite the nerve asking me for anything.”

Seated on an old cane chair, Araminta replied sympathetically, “True, and when I explained the situation to him, he promised he’d look into getting your folks back their land.”

Zahra chuckled sarcastically. “He’s promised to look into it. What is there to look into? My parents helped the Union fight because the Union asked them to, and now, the land that they worked from dawn to dark to pay off is snatched away like a blanket off a child.”

“I know, but if you turn Grant down, they’ll never see that land.”

And therein lay Zahra’s dilemma. She had no leverage to make the government give her parents the justice they deserved. In April 1865, her parents, like other freedmen, had been awarded land under General Sherman’s Special Order 15. The order had promised each freedmen family forty acres on confiscated Reb land in an area that reached from Charleston, South Carolina, to Florida’s St. John’s River. The provision had also been included in the congressional act establishing the Freedman’s Bureau, but the summer after Lincoln’s death, President Johnson forfeited the Blacks’ claims and titles.

“We Black folks are looking into the winds of a storm, Zahra,” Araminta pointedy out sagely. “That’s why the president wants you to find out just how strong those winds are.”

“Why choose me?”

“Because you were one of the best dispatches the Union had.”

During the war, Araminta had headed up a shadowy network of Black spies the army called Black Dispatches. They’d taken on scouting assignments, helped with reconnaissance and gathered information on everything from the deployment of Confederate troops to the size and makeup of fortifications. Some dispatches had even infiltrated the household staffs of the Confederacy’s generals and politicians. Zahra had been one of them.

“Why Louisiana?”

“Because the experiment Lincoln called Reconstruction almost succeeded there.”

“And now?”

“Now it’s like cats being thrown into a bag of dogs. Two warring Republican parties. A Republican governor passing Black Code laws like a Democrat. Bribes, scandals. You name it, it’s in New Orleans.”

“Along with the Union soldiers.”

Araminta nodded.

Zahra thought on that for a long moment and on the heated debate being waged across the country over the soldiers’ continued presence in Louisiana. “This isn’t about the race’s plight at all. What Grant’s really after is something that will help him decide how soon he can withdraw the soldiers so that he can get Congress and the newspapers off his backside.”


“Correct,” Araminta replied, then added sarcastically, “but we’re just poor, simple colored women. We’re only supposed to see what they tell us we see.”

“Like telling a blind man he’s touching a rabbit when it’s really a water moccasin.” Zahra shook her head at Grant’s lame attempt to pull the wool over her eyes.

Araminta laughed at the analogy. “True. Oh, I’ve missed having you in my life.”

Zahra nodded. “I’ve thought of you often as well.”

They hadn’t seen each other since the end of the war. Zahra’s family had been spying for the government of the United States since the 1700’s, and what she hadn’t learned about intelligence gathering from her parents, she had learned from Araminta. Her parents and grandparents taught her to track, to move silently, and to listen to her surroundings, but under Araminta’s tutelage, she’d learned ciphers and disguises, how to blend into crowds, and to estimate the size of a Reb brigade. Most importantly though, she’d learned when hardtack, a standard Union food ration during the war, was too wormy to eat.

Araminta said wistfully as if remembering, “Even though the boys were dying all around us, we managed to do some good.”

Zahra nodded in agreement, but then added knowingly, “We had some frightening times, though.”

Araminta studied her. “I don’t remember you being afraid of anything.”


“It was ’63. Near the Combahee River. We were with Col Montgomery and his Black soldiers.”

“Oh, I remember that day. We had a good old time.”

Zahra laughed. “I didn’t. I’d never been behind enemy lines before, and I was so terrified I thought I would shake to pieces.”

Araminta sounded surprised. “You didn’t show it.”

Zahra thought back. “You led out eight hundred captives that day.”

“We led, but that was only because the Rebs were too busy trying to keep Montgomery’s boys from burning and stealing everything in sight. Them Rebs didn’t have time to fuss with us. The flames in those cotton warehouses were high as the sky.”

Zahra remembered the sounds of the pitched battle, the smoke and the smells of burning cotton and wood. The memory faded, and Zahra’s mind returned to the present and Grant’s offer. “What worries me,” she said in a serious tone, “is Grant’s people using whatever I find out to pound the last few nails into Reconstruction’s coffin. All the Black Codes, the White Leagues, the killings. The soldiers didn’t die for this.”

“I know, but the race needs to know how strong the winds are, too. So we can prepare.”

“Prepare for what?”

“Folks are talking about leaving the South and heading west where the Democrats can’t reach them. Everything you find out in New Orleans we’ll send onto the Loyal Leagues and veteran’s societies across the South. If Grant pulls those soldiers, all hell is going to break loose.”

It was the first time Zahra had heard talk about leaving the South. How could she leave? She’d been born here and, before the war, had planned to be buried here. Now with all the lawlessness and violence everywhere, her future was as up in the air as the race’s. “How long does he envision the job taking?”

“Depends on how much you can glean. Six months. A year maybe.”

Zahra didn’t doubt her abilities to handle a long-term assignment, but she would have preferred spending her time on a job that she had faith in. However, the carrot Grant was dangling before her was a powerful one. Would he really restore the title to her parents’ land? She was admittedly skeptical. The president was a politician, after all, and a promise made today could be worth dirt by dawn tomorrow, yet the hope was there, and as Araminta pointed out, declining would ensure the loss of her parents land forever. “When does he want me to leave?”

“As soon as you’re ready.”

“Any idea how he wants me to handle my identity? I can’t skulk around alleys for six months hoping to hear something.”

“I’ve been thinking on that.”

“And?”

“New Orleans is a big fancy place, but in fancy places and in little places what two things always make men witless?”

“Drink and loose women.”


Araminta’s face broke into a smile. “You always were smart.”

Zahra grinned, “Flattery. That almost makes me afraid to ask how these loose women and drinking will come into play.”

“I want you to open a house of ill repute. You’ll serve liquor and have rooms for gambling.”

Zahra stared and then laughed. “What?”

The old woman nodded. “Yep. Lots of sinning going on in New Orleans. Drink and loose women ought to pry open a slew of lips.”

“True,” Zahra replied, “but couldn’t I go in as someone a bit more reputable?”

“Nope. This will work best. If we send you in as a seamstress or a cook, you won’t have access to the men you need to be with. Politicians don’t patronize seamstresses, their wives do, and from what I’m told the women spend most of their time shopping, so they won’t be of any use.”

Zahra wasn’t surprised that Araminta had all avenues of escape blocked by logic; she had one of the most strategic minds Zahra had ever encountered. Zahra sighed with resignation. “Will I have to find a house on my own?”

“No. The government has that taken care of. The house you’ll be using is inside the city. Originally belonged to an old Reb colonel who died in the war. Union used it as a hospital, but it’s been empty since the surrender.”

“Is the interior in good condition?”

“Apparently not, but the president’s folks are getting it fixed up.”

Zahra was taken aback by that statement. “The work on the house has already begun? That was a bit presumptuous of them, don’t you think? How do they know I’ll even agree?”

“I told them you would.”

Zahra went still. She stared. “But why?”

“Because of your parents, and, in spite of the Black Butterfly being dead, because you enjoy this business. Always have. Probably always will.”

Zahra would be the first to admit that the drudgery of being a laundress oft times made her yearn for the life she’d led as a dispatch. Kneeling over her washboard under the hot sun and scrubbing clothes until her hands were raw helped pay the old cabin’s rent and put food on her table, but did she want to do it until she was old and gray? And Araminta was right; if she could help her parents…Her decision made, she said, “Okay. I’ll do this, but if Grant doesn’t keep his promise…” She had no idea what she would do, but she doubted Grant wanted her masquerading as a White House servant while she came up with a plan. In that role she could wreak a lot of havoc—just ask the defeated Confederacy.

Araminta echoed Zahra’s thoughts. “If he goes back on his promise, we’ll handle it when the time comes. I’ve asked an old friend to aid you. During the war, she was known as Lilac.”

“I remember people speaking very highly of her. Is she in New Orleans?”

“Yes, runs a highfalutin brothel there.”

“Then why not use her and her place?”

“She and her man are active Radicals. Because of that the Redemptionists won’t patronize her establishment—which means you can’t declare yourself for either side. If the Democrats think you’re leaning towards the Radicals they’ll stop coming around and we’ll get nothing out of this plan.”

Zahra understood.

Araminta studied Zahra for a moment before saying, “Grant’s mission aside, your most important job will be your reports to the Loyal Leagues, veteran’s groups, and the township associations across the South. They are going to send trusted associates to New Orleans to help you with the Grant job but more importantly to help you spy for the race. We need to know if moving west will be necessary.”

They spent a few more moments discussing the ins and outs of this secondary mission.

Araminta asked, “I’m assuming the madam of the house will not be available to the customers?”

“Correct.” Zahra had no intentions of submitting herself to any of the men.

“I thought not, so be careful who you hire to do the actual deed. You probably shouldn’t hire any whores from Washington. No way of knowing who else is privy to this plan of Grant’s, and I don’t want you taking on any Democrat spies.”

Zahra agreed wholeheartedly. “But who’s going to pay for all this? Surely not this laundress.”

Araminta smiled, then called out, “Nelson! Bring that box.”

Nelson was the young man who’d accompanied Araminta on her journey here to Charleston to see Zahra. After dinner he’d excused himself and gone for a walk. At Araminta’s call, he came out of the woods carrying a small trunk. He was a tall man, over six feet in height, but the manner in which he was bent over made Zahra assume that the trunk was heavy.

He set the box on the wooden porch, and the dull thud spoke to its weight. “I took the bedrolls out of the wagon. Where do you want them put?”

“We’ll talk about it later. I’m sure Zahra will have a place for us to set up our love nest for the night.”

Only Zahra’s training kept the surprise from showing on her face, but she must have slipped somehow, because Araminta cackled in reaction, “You didn’t know Nelson and I are married?”

Zahra shot him a quick glance before answering. “No.”

“Been married since ’69.”

The tall and handsome Nelson Davis had to be a good two decades younger than Araminta, but then, the woman many called Moses had always been unconventional and had always lived life on her own terms. After all, her first escape from slavery had occurred when she’d only been seven years of age. Zahra could only imagine how the tongues of the old abolitionist guard must be wagging over the marriage.

Nelson told the women, “I’ll be around back if you need me.”

After his departure, Araminta held out her hand and said, “Here’s the key. Open it up.”

Zahra pushed the skinny key into the lock on the front of the trunk. She pulled back the lid, and the moonlight fell on the stacks of money inside. She stared, stunned. “Where’d this come from?”

“President’s man. It’s for your expenses, bribes, whatever you need.”

Zahra picked up a bundled stack. “Is it real?”

Araminta shrugged. “I suppose so. Then again, maybe it’s just real enough to use.”

Zahra chuckled but dearly hoped the bills weren’t counterfeit. She closed the lid and redid the lock. She’d take a closer look at the cache tomorrow when the sun came up.

“That’s the only key, Zahra,” Araminta warned.

Zahra placed the key into the pocket of her worn skirt, then said with amused affection, “A new husband, a trunk full of money. Any more surprises?”

Araminta smiled. “None that this old mind can remember at the moment. Something may come back to me in the morning, though.”

“Then I guess we should turn in,” Zahra said. “How about you and Nelson sleep in my bed and I’ll make do out here?”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

“Thank you, Zahra. Let me go fetch him.” Araminta eased herself out of the cane chair and down the two steps.

As Zahra watched her disappear around the side of the cabin, her thoughts returned to the president’s request. Araminta seemed convinced the race would be helped by the information Zahra would compile, but the South was so fraught with bloodshed, terror, and fear that she hoped it wouldn’t come too late.







    

Chapter 2




November 1871

New Orleans

After a rousing evening with his mistress, the sated Archer Le Veq lay in bed while she slept by his side. Her name was Lynette Dubois, and her quiet breathing barely ruffled the silence—a marked contrast to the arias of orgasms that had filled the bedroom earlier. Thinking back on the erotic interlude brought a smile to his full lips. The uninhibited Lynette was worth every penny he paid to keep her gowned in the latest fashions and to lease her this well-appointed apartment. Unlike some of his past mistresses, she never pestered him about wanting to marry but seemed content with their mutually beneficial arrangement; that was worth every penny, too.


Under the light of the dimmed lamp, Archer gently traced a brown finger down her golden cheek, then moved a damp strand of her auburn hair away from her face. In the days before the war, a mulattress as comely as Lynette would have been presented at one of the city’s famed quadroon balls with the intent of snaring a wealthy protector. Back then, plaçées, as the women were known, were as common in New Orleans as bribes. Some men spent their entire lives with one plaçée; siring children, building her a home, and treating her as a wife in everything but name. Then there were the men who went through plaçées like mistresses went through hats. Archer had once counted himself amongst them. During his younger days, he’d supported three mistresses, but the expense and the physical stamina necessary to keep each of them happy had all but killed him—not to mention the ribbing he’d had to endure from his brothers each time the women bumped into each other on the street and a catfight ensued.

Now he was older and wiser. He had only one mistress; he was the owner of one of the city’s finest hotels; and he had the love of his family. Were the state of Louisiana not mired in political turmoil, his life would be one of perfect contentment.

He’d just drifted off to sleep when a loud knocking on the apartment’s front door roused him. The pounding awakened Lynette as well. Sleepily she made to rise, but Archer stayed her with a kiss on her forehead. “Go back to sleep. I’ll see who it is.” Grabbing a robe, he padded barefoot out of the room.

It was his brother, Beau, and the worry on his face gave Archer pause. “What’s happened?

“Dunn. He’s taken ill. The doctors aren’t giving him much time.”

Archer was stunned. “We were just together the other day. He had what he thought was a cold.”

“Apparently it’s far worse. His wife has called in a number of physicians, and many of the Republicans are arriving. You should come.”

“All right.” Archer shook off the cloudiness of sleep in his mind. “I’ll dress and be right there.”

Beau nodded and departed.

Archer closed the door and hurried back into the bedroom.

“Are you leaving?” Lynette asked. She’d not taken his advice about going back to sleep. Her nude body shimmered in the lamp she’d lit in his absence. “Is something amiss?”

“Oscar Dunn is gravely ill.”

She pulled up the sheet to ward against the night chill rising in the room. “Lieutenant Governor Dunn?”

Archer struggled into his clothes. “Yes. Beau appeared very worried.”

“Has he been ill long?”

“Not that I know of.”

“Then maybe he will recover quickly.”

Archer quickly donned his coat. “I hope you are right.” Ready to depart now, he leaned over and placed a farewell kiss on her soft mouth. “Au revoir, sweet.”

“Au revoir,” she whispered in reply.

Outside, the weather, which had been warm for the past few days, was now noticeably colder, and a frigid wind blew ominously. Chilled to the bone, Archer hurried to his carriage.

When he arrived at the Dunn home, he paid his respects to the stricken family, then went into the parlor to keep watch with the dozen other men talking quietly around the fireplace. Most were Customhouse Republicans, the Radical wing of the Republican Party controlled by Dunn, dedicated to legislative reform and championing the rights of Louisiana’s Black citizens. Glancing around the room, Archer saw no one from the Conservative Republicans in attendance, and he thought that was just as well. The Conservatives were loyal to the state’s carpetbagger governor, the Illinois-born Henry Clay Warmoth. As a result, Warmoth and Lieutenant Governor Dunn were locked in a bitter power struggle over which faction, radical or conservative, would control the party and ultimately the state’s political machine.

But that had no bearing at the moment. Everyone was concerned about Dunn.

Over the course of the evening, crowds of concerned freedmen and other Black citizens began to gather outside the home’s front gate, while inside, Archer and the others discussed Dunn’s illness.


Archer and the others were still in attendance when Dr. Beach, Dunn’s family physician, returned twice during the night. Upon leaving the sickroom the second time, the doctor announced gravely, “It appears his brain has been adversely affected, too.” Then he slowly looked around at those assembled in the room and said simply, “Pray, gentlemen. Pray.”

Archer went home at sunrise and grabbed a few hours of sleep. Then, leaving the day’s operations of his hotel to his capable assistant André Renaud, he rushed back to the Dunn home.

The number of people in the house had grown. Solemn-faced relatives had arrived from the outer parishes, and there were many more Radicals in attendance as well. For the rest of the day, a cross section of New Orleans’s best physicians came to call at the home offering aid, but Dunn’s condition continued to deteriorate. By Tuesday morning, he had slipped into unconsciousness.

At 6:00 a.m. on November 22, 1871, forty-five-year-old Oscar James Dunn, the first Black man to be duly elected lieutenant governor of the state of Louisiana, drew his last breath.

“Such a tragedy,” Juliana Le Veq Vincent declared that next evening. “He was a great man and had the potential to rise even higher.”

Archer nodded soberly. He and three of his brothers—Drake, Beau, and Philippe—were gathered around the table with their mother, Juliana, as they often were for dinner. Missing was their oldest brother Raimond, who was vacationing on the island of Cuba with his wife, Sable, and their children. Also absent was Juliana’s husband, Henri, who was visiting relatives on Martinique.

Drake asked Archer, “I know you’ve heard the rumors that Oscar was poisoned. Do you think there’s any truth to them?”

The theory that Dunn may have been poisoned had surfaced as a result of the suddenness and violent nature of the illness, but in reply to Drake’s question, Archer shrugged. “Many stood to profit from Oscar’s death.”

“Most of all Governor Warmoth,” Beau pointed out.

Before his death, Dunn had challenged the governor’s political power so effectively that the whispers calling for Warmoth’s impeachment were now rising to shouts loud enough to be heard in Shreveport. With Dunn no longer leading the opposition, Warmoth had to be relieved.

Although Archer didn’t voice his opinion aloud, he was all but convinced that Dunn had indeed been poisoned. Finding the culprit or culprits involved would be difficult, but Oscar had been Archer’s political mentor and friend. As Oscar’s friend, Archer felt duty bound to root out the truth, not only for his own peace of mind but also for Oscar’s widow and the thousands of freedmen who’d elected Dunn with the hopes of a better future for themselves and their children.


A few days later, Archer joined Republicans of all stripes in the funeral procession that followed Oscar Dunn’s casket to the cemetery. In line were five hundred metropolitan policemen and over eight hundred militiamen. The Masonic lodges in their brightly colored uniforms marched with the city’s Black benevolent societies. Governor Warmoth, Mayor Benjamin Flanders and General Augustus Longstreet were also among the mourners, as were city administrators, judges, Republican ward clubs, and state legislators. It was the largest funeral gathering in the city’s history.

Afterwards, a morose Archer spent the evening alone in his finely furnished apartments located on the top floor of his hotel. In his hand was a crystal snifter of his favorite cognac. The drink had dulled his sorrow somewhat, but it seemed to have enhanced the burning questions surrounding Dunn’s untimely death. He raised his glass and said softly aloud, “To you, Oscar, old friend. May you find rest and peace from a tumultuous and murderous world.”

He downed the rest of the expensive liquor, threw the empty snifter into the fireplace, and dragged himself to bed.

The next morning, still feeling the effects of the cognac, Archer, accompanied by Drake, rode out to the countryside to investigate yet another murder by the local supremacists. All over the South groups like the White Camelia and the supposedly outlawed Kluxers were hiding their identities beneath sheets and masks and spending the nights terrorizing freedmen to keep them from exercising their rights to vote, send their children to school, and work where they wanted. Unfortunately it was not a new phenomenon, but in Louisiana the deaths were rising. The soldiers posted in and around New Orleans were only a small deterrent, because they couldn’t be everywhere.

“I think that’s the place there,” Archer said.

The brothers pulled their horses to a halt and slowly dismounted. The small shack in the middle of the field had burned to the ground, and the charred logs that had once been its walls were still smoldering. Archer’s lips thinned angrily. He looked around but saw no one. “Here’s hope that the folks who lived here fled and weren’t inside.”

They walked closer. Archer had seen many scenes like this over the past few years, but the fury it invoked in him never lessened. Spying something in the ruins, he used the toe of his boot to move some of the burned debris, then knelt to pick up a charred Bible. Beside it lay a child-sized metal spoon blackened and twisted by the heat. His anger increased. No one was safe from the hate of the men behind this; not children, not God. “This has to stop,” Archer said tightly.

Drake nodded. “Let’s see if we can find somebody who can tell us what happened here, then we’ll head back.”

The seething Archer mounted, and the brothers galloped off.



Because it was early morning, the narrow, dusty road was relatively free of traffic, thus allowing the tarp-covered coach to travel the last dozen miles to New Orleans at a fairly good pace. While the chatter of the women flowed around her, Zahra focused unseeingly on the miles and miles of sugarcane fields flanking the road. Every now and then she spotted small armies of Black men, women, and children tending the fields. The sight of them working the land made her think on her parents, but she set the thoughts aside. She’d dwell upon them once she and her companions were settled into their place in New Orleans.

Zahra’s first and only trip to Louisiana had been in April 1861, a few weeks after the firing on Fort Sumter. She and a small band of dispatches had slipped into New Orleans to determine the strength of its militia and the extent of its defenses. A year later, the intelligence had proved useful to the Union navy, who, under the command of loyal Tennessean Admiral David Glasgow Farragut, as well as the army under General Benjamin Butler, captured New Orleans, thus bestowing upon the largest city in the South the dubious distinction of being the first Confederate city to fall back into Mr. Lincoln’s hands.

Now she was returning, a decade later, but there would be no skulking this time; she would be coming in as brazen as Salome dressed in her veils. The big coach she and the women were traveling in was protected by a tarp that bore the mud and dust of the long journey across the South. Other than having to replace a wheel outside of Atlanta, the trip had been free of mechanical mishaps. Zahra was weary of riding, though. She would have preferred a saddle and horseback to the hard seat and springs they were bouncing along on, but this was the only logical way to transport herself, her five female companions, and all their trunks, portmanteaus, and hat boxes. Once they reached the city, the other reason for traveling by coach would be revealed. Araminta wanted them to attract attention, and Zahra was certain that once that was accomplished the city of New Orleans would be knocked on its rump.

Zahra had asked the driver, a man named Alfred Wilson, to halt the carriage when they reached the outskirts of the city. He did just that. When they came to a stop on the side of the deserted road, Zahra said, “All right, ladies, we have to get out and see to the coach.”

The women looked perplexed. The blonde Chloe Lee, who, in her interview with Zahra, had claimed to be a second cousin of General
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