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Chapter 0: Prolog

[image: ]



“Lookin’ through other folks’ window, dat scary, ‘specially when you see yourself lookin’ back.” 

—T-Bone Thibodeaux, 1909


Sidebar

My pistol is loaded and waits atop my desk. I won’t need but one shot. 

Should I leave a note? For whom? Cassie? What would it say? That living has become too difficult to bear?

At least, I should bathe and shave, perhaps put on my dress uniform with my saber sheathed at my belt. No. My uniform jacket hasn’t fit me across the shoulders in years. The trouser legs are too short. 

Besides, getting dressed might sober me up. Who am I trying to impress with a pretty corpse?

I thumb through my journal entries looking for some glimmer of hope, for some reason to live. The words are blurred, meaningless.

Go back to the beginning. 

I flip to the first page of my journal. Just a date, the location and a few naïve words to start, but the memories those words bring back whelm me. 

Please, God, help me remember something good, something worthwhile. 

Everything was so very different when all this started....

***
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This is the journal of Maximillian Bontemps.


Saturday, September 25, 1915. New Orleans, Louisiana.

Until my abrupt dismissal from His Majesty’s service last December in Asheville, North Carolina, I was a twenty-two-year-old, shave-tail lieutenant in the Royal Guard for King John, the recently crowned, sixteen-year-old Monarch of the Southern Alliance.... 


End Sidebar
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Chapter 1: Whence Comes Mine Enemy
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“All dat’s gold do not glitter.” 

—T-Bone Thibodeaux


Kneeling on a weathered cedar dock onto the sultry bayou, I hide from the moonlight beneath an overhanging cypress and maintain my vigil. An accused assassin disappeared into this swamp before my client, Mademoiselle Marsha Simpson, and I arrived. When he returns, I will capture him alive for questioning just as Mlle Marsha requested. 

We’ve already waited in this swamp for hours.

Sweat soaks my new dress shirt. Mud weighs down my shoes and soils the cuffs of my neatly creased, now thoroughly wrinkled, trousers.  

The last flush of cicadas sing mating songs from the heights of the surrounding Tupelo trees. Tendrils of fog skim the water and roll halfway up the bayou bank as if seeking escape from the fetid algae congregating nearby.

My football knee aches when I shift position. Otherwise, waiting in the shadows is just tedious. The full moon is almost bright enough for me to read by, and with my new journal snug inside my pocket, it is difficult to resist trying. 

I flex my left hand and retrieve the journal. The hand seldom hurts, but occasionally my thumb feels numb, the aftermath of a sabre slice from wrist to thumb. Scarred, but my grip remains good. Cautiously, I extend the handwritten title page into the full moonlight and attempt to review my first entry in the new journal. The black ink shows up against the cream-colored page but isn’t sharp. 

I rub my eyes. Blurry. The words are too blurry to read in the moonlight. Hard to make out more than pale script blocked into paragraphs. Fortunately, I wrote the words that afternoon and can recall them by memory. 

Too wordy. I should not have written this first entry in ink. Les bons mots. Delusions of literary grandeur is a difficult habit to correct, but the best words come most often during revision. Make notes in pencil on scrap paper and then apply flourish when rewriting later in the journal, perhaps place more emphasis on penmanship for an extra flair. 

C’est dommage. My handwriting had been easier to read when I was a cadet at Templar Military Academy. Or maybe it is just the moonlight distorting my writing into gibberish.

I close the journal and glance beyond the clustered cypress across the bayou. Still no sign of the assassin. 

Private security consultant is how I described myself to Mlle Marsha. Is that the best description for what I do? Is that who I am? 

Certainly, not private police. I need a better title. Something that attracts clients. So far, my first and only client is Mlle Marsha, who hired me with a one hundred crown retainer just this morning because, she said, someone plotted to murder her mother, Madame Serafina Simpson the prominent New Orleans witch. 

Prominent New Orleans witch? Yes, that description will sound good in my journal. I had read about her in the newspapers of course. That is a grand title, prominent New Orleans witch. Does it help her solicit clients for magical services? Perhaps conspicuous New Orleans witch makes a more appropriate description than prominent, but that will not rest as well on my written page.

Her claim of being a witch is pure superstition and hogwash, of course. Fortunately, a belief in witchcraft was not required when this job was offered to me.

Technically, my task is to guard Mlle Marsha’s mother, whom I have yet to meet, but I prefer to think that I am protecting them both by tracking the would-be assassin into the swamp. 

Protection? Not a bad description of my business.

Maybe guardian? Or Bontemps Protective Services? 

Not Bontemps. Bontemps means good times. I probably should not insert my name in the business title if I want to be taken seriously.

Neither would that look good on a business card ... when I can afford a business card.

After Mlle Marsha left my office that morning, I used her retainer to pay my back rent, get some groceries and office supplies, and buy an off-the-rack, pinstriped, business suit from the haberdashery across the street from my office. 

Yes, that left me almost broke again, but proper dress to gain the confidence of upper crust clientele is my strategy. Templar Military Academy taught me that appearance counts with aristocratic lords and ladies.

That spending splurge left me with less than twelve crowns, but this first job pays well, ten crowns per day plus expenses. I had expected to start work tomorrow, but just after 6:00 PM, Mlle Marsha returned to my office claiming she had located the hired assassin, someone named Smith, in the Maurepas Swamp. 

Swamps have never enamored me, but—I glance at the full moon almost overhead—here we are near midnight.

I rub the stiff cloth cover of my journal. Eventually it will bend and crease. I should have bought the one with a soft, tan leather binding.

When I questioned the source of Mlle Marsha’s information regarding the assassin, she instead insisted that we immediately leave. She ushered me aboard her green Chevrolet convertible parked just outside my office door. Two hours later, I began my vigil on this dock while she waited, at my insistence, in the motorcar. 

I watch. She waits. With no sign of Smith on the bayou.

I remove my tie and stuff it into my trouser pocket. I left my new suit jacket draped over the rear seat of Mlle Marsha’s motorcar. 

Who wears a tie and a wool suit into swamp country in September? A fool aspiring to be a gentleman? An idiot pursuing an assassin in the swamp? Or just someone a beautiful woman hustled out the door while he was trying on his new clothes.

Is Smith armed? Mlle Marsha hadn’t said. Come to think of it, she didn’t offer any details, just the name and location. 

I should have used the one hundred crown retainer to buy a pistol rather than new clothes. 

Shall I write about swamps and new clothes in my journal? That doesn’t sound professional. 

Damn. Unlike the very still, turbid water of the bayou, my mind keeps wandering, usually back to my journal.

I want to write something memorable for this first case, something I can rehearse and rephrase mentally, but I can think of nothing. Stupid me. I’ve probably already made a mess of the introductory page of my journal. Should I tear it out?

Before I become too tempted, I return the journal to my pocket and pass the time slapping mosquitos while enduring an insistent chorus of frogs and watching the full moon reflect off the bayou. 

From deep within the swamp, a plaintive howl interrupts the frogs. A red wolf? I’ve seen them in the marshes. Do they live in the swamp too? There again, another howl sounding almost human. Is it a human? 

Rougarou? 

What am I thinking? Just because there’s a full moon doesn’t mean that rougarous inhabit this swamp. Or anywhere else.

A human can howl like a wolf, be vicious and deadly like a wolf, but they cannot turn into a wolf. Werewolves are a myth. More absolute nonsense. Make no journal notes concerning rougarous. Probably just a hound baying at the full moon. 

The howl repeats again, sounding farther away, then fading. 

After a brief silence, the frogs resume their concert. 

I settle in for a long night. Fortunately, service with the King has taught me patience.

Estimating time is easy under a full moon. Around 4:00 AM, the moon approaches the western horizon.

My leg falls asleep. I stand and pace the dock, trying to stay hidden within the lengthening shadows.

Is that the splash from a paddle?

Moonlight illuminates a thin man using a pole to maneuver a flat-bottomed pirogue around the pewter-shaded bend in the bayou.  I retreat into the darkest recess of the shadows.

This must be Smith, the assassin from the Republic of Texas. He weaves past the cypress knees until his boat bumps the weathered dock. How had Mlle Marsha known he would return this way? 

Smith struggles to hold onto the gunwale with one hand while casting a line at the tall piling using his other hand. He sets aside his pole and stands to better reach the post. The boat rocks. He quickly bends to grab the gunwales.

The man is shorter than I expect, no more than five foot nine or ten. Looking like a motion-picture cowboy from the Republic of California, he wears a gray, Tom Mix hat, decorated boots, dungarees with rolled cuffs, and a tailored shirt appearing pale off-yellow in the moonlight. 

He glances at the full moon. The moonlight highlights his face and reveals a handlebar mustache. If streaks in his dark hair are any measure of age, he’s in his late thirties. A revolver rides in the holster attached to his low-slung, gun belt. A leather retainer over the hammer secures the pistol in place.

For a moment, I regret having no weapon except my service sabre, but Mlle Marsha wants him taken alive. The secured holster should slow his draw. I hope.

When the boat rocks again, he steadies himself against the dock with one hand and tosses the loop over the dock piling with the other.

Not waiting for Smith to tie off the line, I quickly step from the dank shadows, yank the startled man from his swamp boat, and spin him onto the dock. He stumbles. Surprise covers his face. He reaches for his secured weapon.

Before the Texian can free his revolver, I grab his right wrist, jerk him towards me, sidestep, and crook my left arm around his scrawny neck. His hat brim crumples against my chin. When I hoist him from the cedar dock, his dislodged Stetson glides into the bayou. He weighs no more than one-hundred-fifty pounds. No match for me.

Clawing at my arm, he coughs and gags. His high-heeled boots bang my shin. I wince and squeeze harder. Smith swings wildly and tugs at my left arm, but I’ve already anchored my choke hold by grabbing my right bicep. I leverage the Texian’s head forward with my right hand to complete the choke. 

He gurgles. Nearby frogs cease their song, but higher up, the cicadas continue to whistle.

“Please, don’t kill him.” Mlle Marsha steps from the bayou bank onto the dock. Her soft voice coaxes and calms. 

Is she a year or two younger than I am? You wouldn’t guess it from her voice, so mature and smooth. She exudes a compulsion as well, but if she is attempting a magic spell, it won’t affect me. Others have tried. Magic never works on me. Probably because I know it isn’t real.

She claims to be a witch like her mother, but I don’t believe that either. Nevertheless, I refuse to look her way. It’s not that her eyes can magically bind. Her beauty is what distracts me. 

“S’il vous plaît, Max. Please. He must reveal who pays him to kill my mother.”

I suppress my opinion that anyone professing witchery makes many enemies. No Howard family descendant in New Orleans is bolder than Mme Simpson, and hence few other self-proclaimed witches or wizards have acquired as many foes or friends.

Is Mlle Marsha’s mother really a Howard witch of Salem First Founder descent, or is that simply a fable created to impress the Louisiana Social Registry, much like claiming descent from someone who settled Georgia with Oglethorpe? 

Sure, I’ve read the older, ambiguous history books, but they are out of vogue, discredited in Asheville, and I never believed the part regarding magic anyway. If First Founder magic were actually powerful enough to stalemate the United States in the War of Northern Aggression, then why would Mme Simpson need me to protect her? 

I’m pretty sure I know the correct answer, but my own mother claims the contrary. 

Mama insists that modern magic is real but helpless against cold steel. She argues that as more steel spreads throughout the South, First Founder magic loses power. Hence, you see magic less often. 

An interesting theory that fails to sway me because I’ve seen magic faked too many times by too many people, and I’ve never seen it actually work. Magic, like Mesmerism, is more about manipulating a subject’s mind than controlling his body. 

Besides, Mama still makes her living as a psychic and fortune teller. She has to have a good spiel and spin a great story to ensnare her customers. I know that my mother, God bless her gentle heart, is an outright fraud.

Smith kicks me again. I grit my teeth and tighten my grip on the assassin’s neck but relent when Mlle Marsha reaches for my arm. Her soft touch blanks my mind. 

I come to my senses. Smith is no good to us dead.

As if awakened from a trance, the frogs resume their chorus. Fireflies waft through the shadows, invisible except for random, languid flashes of luminescence against the dark tapestry of trees. 

Smith is limp when I release him. He crumples to the dock. Mlle Marsha kneels to tend him while I pace to burn off my ire at her interruption. The man’s boot heel tore the right trouser leg of my new suit and bruised my shin. My new clothes are ruined, and my skin itches from the mosquito bites endured while waiting for the short Texian to emerge from the swamp.

I’m still pissed when I quit pacing, but slow, deliberate breathing calms me. Applying fists to hips, I stand at the end of the dock, exhale slowly, and then take an extra deep breath. The air smells of soured mud and dying algae.

The line from Smith’s boat drifts loose in the bayou. Although unmoored, the flat-bottomed pirogue still floats next to the dock. The bayou flows too slowly for the boat to drift far. 

The nose of a small cocodri ripples the sluggish water and leaves moonlight sparkles where it disappears below the surface. Not much danger from a ‘gator so small, but likely they grow bigger ones deeper in this swamp.

The atmosphere is sluggishly hot and humid. My dress shirt clings to my sweaty back. I pull at the sleeves to unstick them from my arms. One cuff flaps loose. 

C’est dommage.  Somehow, I’ve torn a button off the starched cuff of my new shirt. 

No breeze rises to cool me. Sweat stings my eye. I wipe at it with my damp sleeve. That only makes my eye burn worse. My football knee twinges again.

Why did I wear my new clothes? I should have insisted that Mlle Marsha give me time to change. Mon Dieu. There was no actual emergency. Look how long we waited in this cursed swamp before Smith arrived.

Did she warn me that we were going into the swamp, and enthralled by her face, had I simply not heard? 

Along the moonlit bayou banks, dark clumps of matted irises—now dormant and ugly until the spring—frame the dock. I slap another mosquito. Clearly, the chorus of frogs aren’t eating enough of the annoying bloodsuckers. With the moon so low, moonlight scatters through gaps among the shadowy Tupelos.

“Here’s his gun.” Mlle Marsha follows me into the lengthening shadows and hands me the weapon. “I bound his hands.” 

Crestfallen, I grimace. Some security expert. Careless of me not to have taken the man’s revolver after I subdued him. Another failure on my part.

“Tied him with what?” I ask.

Had she brought rope from her motorcar? How could someone so delicate secure a knot?

She passes near me. Her lilac perfume enlivens the lethargic air. Perhaps she binds him with her scent. Mademoiselle Marsha—I still cannot think of her as Mlle Simpson—impertinent, of course, thinking of her in terms of her Christian name is far too familiar for someone in my position. A man of my station should know better, but her perfume steals away any consideration of propriety.

She steps from the uneven shadows to the middle of the dock. The moonlight washes over her milk-white face and accents an arched eyebrow. Her blond hair cascades onto her shoulders. Hadn’t her hair been bound up?

“Don’t worry.” Her tone conveys a confidence that demands my acceptance. “He is adequately cuffed.”

On the dock, Smith struggles to sit up. He elbows his way onto his side and then rolls onto his knees. Only a narrow, red hair-ribbon binds his wrists, but he labors upright as if iron manacles secure his arms. 

Magical bonds? I trust neither claims of First Founder magic nor those of ancient voodoo. Too unpredictable. Too dependent on ensnaring the victim’s mind with fantastical thoughts. 

Such a flimsy ribbon could never bind me. Mon Dieu, this is the twentieth century. In this scientific age, a logical man, such as myself, gives no credence to magic. 

The King and most people in the Southern Alliance agree with me. ‘Magic isn’t real’ is the official policy of the Crown in Asheville. However, New Orleans is far more accepting, and, in my opinion, far more gullible.

“What do we do now?” I slap at a mosquito buzzing my ear. “Take him to the New Orleans police?”

“No. We take him to my mother.” Mlle Marsha brushes past me and follows the path from the dock. The odor of lilacs pursues her. “Mother will compel him to talk. Bring him up to the wagon trail. I’ll drive the motorcar round.”

Reluctantly, I nod my head and purse my lips. Confession by compulsion? That should be interesting to watch just to see what kind of hokum Madame Simpson practices. Does she put on a better show than Mama does when fleecing the suckers? 

I’m still pissed. Well maybe not pissed. Perhaps just edgy with excess adrenalin. I shrug and loosen my collar more. This encounter had not come off as smoothly as I expected. Maybe I’m just embarrassed that seizing the short Texian had damaged my clothes and my pride. 

Also, I don’t like working for a distractingly beautiful woman who smells of lilacs, and who—despite my numerous hints—refuses to let me drive her green, Chevrolet Baby Grand convertible. 

Don’t men usually drive? 

The United States has its suffragettes, but Southern Alliance Women aren’t so outspoken. They are more ... what ... uh, feminine? No. Complaisant. Yes, that’s the word. Complaisant. Well, except Mama, who is a hard-headed Creole, and perhaps a few other women like Mlle Marsha are also exceptions. Yes, Mlle Marsha is far from complaisant. 

Perhaps Mlle Marsha uses her wealth, her beauty, and the threat of magic to assert power and privilege. Did she learn that from her mother? Then why doesn’t she demand that I chauffeur her around? 

However, she is my first client, and I’m not sure of driving protocol. Perhaps she doesn’t know that I can drive. Some folks still can’t drive even with motorcars becoming more common. My guess is that most of them are afraid to even try driving.

She pauses on the bank, takes a scroll from her purse, and unrolls it into a splash of moonlight. I couldn’t read my journal in this moonlight. How does she expect to read that? Then, the scroll goes luminescent glowing like a jar of fireflies.

Smith attracts my attention with a groan. He struggles to his feet and sways at the dock edge while Mlle Marsha continues up the trail.

“You, there, Smith—” I cross to the bound Texian to make sure he doesn’t blunder into the bayou. I don’t want him to drown after all my effort to capture him alive.

“Schmidt, Ferdinand Schmidt,” he says. “Not Smith. Who the hell are—?”

“Shut up.” I grab the man’s elbow. 

Schmidt, not Smith? German? Eh bien. Say what you will regarding King John, he is keeping the Southern Alliance out of the Great War in Europe; but after the Lusitania, I’m not fond of Germans even when they come from Texas. 

“We shall walk to the road.” I yank him toward the landing. “If you resist, I will break your leg and drag you through the mud. Understand?”

“Yes, you overgrown imbecile. I’m a—”

“Keep your mouth shut, Ferdy.” 

“Ferdy? What th—”

I backhand the man and resolve to gag him when we get to the motorcar. I’ve done my job by capturing the assassin. Let Madame Witch pry whatever information she wants from him. 

Mme Simpson’s plantation lies south of Baton Rouge and a mile east of the Mississippi River. Not a long journey from here. 

“You’ll get your chance to talk later,” I say. “I’m too hot and sweaty to listen now.”

When Mlle Marsha drives onto the grassy hummock, the convertible top is already down on her Baby Grand, so it’s easy to dump Ferdy onto the rear seat without opening the motorcar door. 

The first hint of dawn reddens the eastern sky and sparkles the chromed headlamps of the green Chevrolet. I pause to admire the lines of the motorcar.

Pricewise, I prefer boring Henry motorcars. However, Chevrolets come standard with an electric starter, and unlike a Stanley, you don’t have to build up steam before driving away. All motorcars are imported into the Southern Alliance, and the tariff on United States products is outrageous. Not that I can afford any motorcar even without a tariff, but I wish someone would manufacture a model in the South; perhaps then they would become reasonably priced. 

“He says his name is Schmidt, not Smith,” I tell Mlle Marsha.

“Oops. I misread that,” Mlle Marsha says. Does she blush? Too difficult to tell in the moonlight. “Sometimes my visions are fuzzy at the edges when I try to do a read. I need more practice.”

Cute, maintaining her image as a witch. Still, Mlle Marsha doesn’t offer me the chance to drive her Baby Grand. Irritating. 

Outlining deep shadows, moonlight spackles the rough road. A low fog threatens visibility. Many roads hereabouts are uneven with loose gravel ruts. I have a steady hand, yet she doesn’t ask me to drive. Should I hint that I know how to drive, that I’ve already driven at least a half-dozen times?

“How long will it take to reach your mother’s plantation?” I suspect an hour, but I won’t admit that she knows the path better than I do.

“We aren’t going to the plantation. Someone set fire to the manor house. Mother returned to our home in New Orleans.” 

“When did this happen?” I open the motorcar door and step onto the running board.

“She left the plantation forty minutes ago. The manor house was still burning.”

“Then Monsieur Schmidt could not have set the fire. Perhaps several people conspire against Madame Simpson. Treachery from how many more I wonder?” 

She turns on the headlights and starts the car. Leaving deep tracks in the underlying mud, she bumps across the damp grass into the moonlight before I can gag the Texian, before I’m fully seated.

Ferdy can’t keep quiet. “I told you I’m—”

“Shut up,” I say. “I’m tired and dirty. My shoes are full of slime and mud. If you say anything else, I’ll stuff one of my dirty socks in your mouth.”

“He won’t talk again until we reach New Orleans,” Mlle Marsha says confidently.

“Why is that?” 

She smirks my way.

“You quieted him, Mademoiselle?” My sweat-soaked shirt clings to the brown leather seat. I lean forward to peel it free. My lapsed patience shortens my temper. “Magic, I suppose. And how did you get a message from your mother? Do you carry a Marconi device in your car, or did the note arrive by owl?” 

Perhaps I wouldn’t have spoken so rudely if she hadn’t already paid me a hundred crown retainer, if I weren’t already piqued over the long wait in the swamp for Schmidt, or if she had let me drive the car. 

Maybe I’m just nervous about the way she looks at me. I talk too much when I’m nervous.

“I read the message on the way to my car. Mother wrote it on our linked vellum scrolls.”

Mlle Marsha steers the Chevrolet from the grass and bounces into the ruts of an overgrown wagon trail. When we reach the graded highway, she steers past a telltale motorcycle leaning against an oak tree. 

Schmidt’s motorcycle? 

I hadn’t seen it from the road when we arrived. The sun has already set, and it must have been on the driver’s side, but that was how she knew where ... No magic then, but how had she decided that the motorcycle belonged to Schmidt?

Hints of daylight precede the sun at the horizon. Mlle Marsha turns southeast onto the gravel highway and accelerates until the breeze whipping around the windshield ruffles her blond hair. 

I shake my head to clear her from my thoughts and stare where the headlights reveal the road. No other cars on the highway to New Orleans so early this Sunday morning. Twilight dawn unveils the gray green of the trees on either side of the road.

Vellum scrolls, she says. What’s wrong with plain paper for a scroll? I glance at Mlle Marsha and then slouch into my seat, determined not to ask how scrolls get linked or become readable in the moonlight.

***
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Sunday, September 26, 1915. New Orleans, Louisiana.

My journal was damp with a few wrinkled pages, and so it is too difficult to make this Sunday entry while bouncing in a car over a rough highway. After an unexpected delay waiting for water to recede at a low water crossing, we arrived at the Simpson mansion on First Street south of Saint Charles in the Garden District, just after 8:00 AM, September 26, 1915. 

Perhaps I’ll have time for more notes after meeting with Mlle Marsha’s mother, Madame Witch Simpson.


I MISSED SUPPER AND breakfast. My stomach growls when we enter the library. 

Wearing a dressing robe, her eyes flint hard and her lips pressed thin, Madame Simpson stiffly sits in a wingback chair as if it is her throne. Her hair appears damp. She must have bathed off remnants of the plantation fire after she arrived in New Orleans. Nonetheless, she is a redoubtable woman, an angry woman. She’s been angry since we entered the room, and hence for the entire time I’ve known her.

Despite her after-bath attire, she fondles an emerald pendant from the gold necklace she wears. I confess that I don’t understand jewelry. Usually, I seldom distinguish one gem from another, but hers is an impressive stone that sparkles green under the glare of the room’s harsh electric lights.

As for Mme Simpson herself. She is an impressive woman, commanding attention. Once, she must have been as beautiful as her daughter, but wrath does not rest prettily on her aging countenance. 

Despite the angry glances she casts at me, she directs most of her diatribe at Mlle Marsha. Perhaps Mme Simpson is confused about whom we’ve captured. Perhaps I’m missing some personal interplay between the two women, but I really don’t understand what prompts Mme Simpson’s ire. 

Finally, Mlle Marsha squeezes in a comment.

“They burned down the manor house at the plantation, Mother,” Mlle Marsha says. “You could have died.”

“But I didn’t,” Mme Simpson says. “Clearly, the real assassins were at the plantation. Besides, Mister Schmidt is not an assassin. He is a well-respected law officer from Houston. I hired him to investigate the threats against me. Perhaps he could have helped me if you hadn’t ambushed him.” 

Ferdy is a law officer? He may not be an assassin, but he is a Texas hired gun, and I am in no mood to apologize or return his revolver. Besides, he doesn’t look like a policeman. However, I now appreciate Mme Simpson’s anger and the impressive vocabulary she displays to express it. 

Although I am well accustomed to receiving blame, I don’t really want to listen to the charges leading to my conviction. Instead, I rest my hand on a chair back and attempt to blend with the elaborate patterns of the gilded wallpaper, the Champagne and gold Jacquard upholstery, and the Persian rug. The ceiling is ten feet high with gold-leaf applied over the embossed crown molding. The furnishings resemble the newer styles from Paris that King John favors. Beaux Art? 

None of the round-back chairs look comfortable to sit in. However, near the French doors onto the veranda, Ferdy now lounges on a white and yellow wingback supported by curved mahogany legs atop carved ball and claw feet. The ribbon securing his hands has fallen away.

The room does not feel homey, and despite my best attempts to ignore her comments, Mme Simpson’s voice grates on me.

“... and you.” Mme Simpson points at me. “Who are you again?”

“I hired him, Mother,” Mlle Marsha says. “Mister Maximilian Bontemps is his name. He is the Security Advisor to the King.” 

“Bontemps? Security Advisor to the King. Yes, I remember the story. You’re the idiot who saved King John’s life last December.” The witch’s eyes narrow in contempt. “How did rescuing the King work out for you?”

My credentials assert that I am Security Advisor to the King, but she is right. I am out of favor with the monarchy in Asheville. Under sniper fire, I saved King John by knocking His royal ass to the ground. In return, he threatened to hang me for laying hands on His person. 

Lord Camden Richardson, one of the King’s Ministers, persuaded him that execution as a reward for saving the King’s life would demoralize his personal guards, and so instead, the King retired me from His service with the title of Royal Security Advisor ... and nothing more. 

Ferdy grins. “You should have taken the bullet and died rather than knocking down the King.” 

Easy for him to smile. Texians do not have kings, nor do they like them. Texians prefer anarchy but they’ve never figured a way to make it work, hence they call their disjointed government a republic. Ferdy pauses and cocks his head as if waiting for my reply, but I have nothing to say, and so he continues.

“Did you expect a spoiled sixteen-year-old monarch to be grateful?” he says. “And I suspect King John could not abide being touched by the likes of you. Observe him, Madame. He has the airs of a distinguished Creole but with skin as dark as an Italian. Well, Spaniard is definitely in his French mix, maybe some Haitian and Choctaw. Anyway, in the Southern Alliance, a Creole of Color is just another black man, however pale his affectation.”

I glare at Ferdy. His neck is raw from my grip and his face inflamed where I hit him. For a small man with a large prejudice, he has a recklessly persistent mouth.

“Tell me, Old Son,” Ferdy says, “do you know your grandparents’ names. Can you recognize your father on sight?”

“Do not provoke me, Monsieur.” I fondle the hilt of my sabre. I may be a bastard, but that does not give him the right to ridicule my parents.

“Sure, sure.” Ferdy waves aside my threat. “By the way, you owe me the price of sending a truck to retrieve that rented motorcycle ... and a new hat. I liked that Stetson.”

“What difference do his ancestors make?” Mlle Marsha sounds defiant. “Mister Bontemps has qualifications, and Mother, you ignored all the threats—”

“I did not ignore them, Dear Daughter.” Some of the anger drains from Mme Simpson’s face, but her voice remains haughty. “I hired Mister Schmidt. He is very knowledgeable concerning security against assassination. Most importantly, I do my best to protect you from any danger that accrues to me, but nevertheless, you insist on involving yourself in matters you don’t understand. As for your detective ... I suppose it’s too late for a refund?” 

Detective? Me? Hmm. Maybe Private Detective? Would that work on a business card? Probably not.

Madame looks me over, clearly disapproving of my complexion and disheveled look. I stand straighter and attempt to brush back my rebellious hair. 

As for a refund ... I invested much of my retainer in rent, two dress shirts, an off-the-rack business suit, and patent leather shoes—now ruined. Nonetheless, I step forward. 

“Madame, if you are dissatisfied with my service, I promise that I will repay your daughter as soon as I am able, however....”

“I hired him with my own money.” Mlle Marsha ignores me and paces. “I have no intention of dismissing him.”

Mlle Marsha does not look at her mother when she speaks her mind. Does her mother intimidate her? Unlikely. How could anyone intimidate someone like Mlle Marsha? 

Mme Simpson grimaces. Her face flushes. Her lips work as if she searches for fresh words.

Now, despite my distaste for the swamp, I yearn for the shadows of the bayou. Even blood-sucking mosquitoes are better than this verbal nitpicking. Having nowhere to hide, I retreat beyond Ferdy and wedge myself against the ceiling-high bookcase adjacent to the drapes partially drawn across the open veranda doors. 

From outside comes a whiff of scorched sugar. Unusual odor. Is someone baking?

Mme Simpson glares at my retreat. I avoid eye contact and scan the books.

A good selection on these shelves. I’ve read many of these books. 

When I was a boy, Lord Richardson told me that because I had learned to read, nothing should hinder me from improving my status. If there is real magic, he said, it is found in books. 

That is the kind of magic that I can believe in. 

Such advice is among the many debts I owe Lord Richardson.

“Your money?” Visibly fighting to retain her composure, Mme Simpson snarls when she refocuses on Mlle Marsha. “Where did ... you ... get ... get....”

Finger still pointing and mouth still open, Mme Simpson stops speaking mid-sentence. She doesn’t move, frozen in time like the angry subject of a renaissance portrait. 

In the chair near the veranda, Ferdy’s eyes fixate. The grin congeals on his face. 

Mlle Marsha hesitates in mid-step and goes immobile. Thus off balance, she thumps to the floor like a fallen statue.

Quickly moving towards the fallen Mlle Marsha, I feel fine and smell no gas, only burnt sugar. Enchantment? Magic? I don’t believe in either. Surely, there is another explanation. Mesmerism, perhaps? However, I hear no whispered suggestions attempting to compel me.

Before I can reach Mlle Marsha, the veranda curtains swirl aside. A tall, pale man dressed in black clothes enters. A pistol is in his belt, but he holds a knife at ready and glances around the room. Hoping he won’t notice me, I pose as a statue to resemble the others in the room.

He ignores everyone except Mme Simpson. Knife extended, he approaches the motionless woman, no doubt seeking a quiet kill that won’t arouse the household or neighbors. Instead, he surprises me by reaching for the emerald on her necklace. Is he a common thief? 

But he has a knife.

With his attention so devoted, I level Ferdy’s revolver and fire three quick shots. The first bullet catches him in the shoulder and spins him around. This exposes a clean shot into his chest, and I finish with the third through his head while he falls. 

Overkill? Probably, but I’ve had a frustrating night.

Quickly, I check the veranda and cast around. No other threats that I can see. Taking no chances, I brisk walk to the intruder’s still body and kick his leg. The puddling blood no longer gushes from his chest. He is dead. 

Using my loose shirt sleeve, I wipe my finger marks from the trigger and pistol grip before dropping the revolver onto Ferdy’s lap. Perhaps the shock of the hot barrel will awaken him. He doesn’t move or even blink.

Mlle Marsha’s breath is extremely shallow, her pulse beat, very slow. I gently massage her wrist but cannot rouse her. I consider moving her to a chair, but she is too stiff, too awkwardly posed, for that to work.

No servants come when I pull the bell chord. In case the sound of gunfire was not enough to alert the neighbors, I telephone the police and use the intervening time until their arrival to search the assassin. 

No identification is in the man’s pockets. All he has are a half-full tobacco pouch, a pipe, and a folded matchbook advertising the Dockside Bar near the New Orleans port. Didn’t that bar close in May? Fire and smoke damage? Maybe it reopened. I return the items to his pocket. 

I examine the knife in the man’s open hand, but I don’t touch it. It has an albatross scrimshawed into the walrus-tusk handle. The man was a sailor, or he knew a sailor.

When two Irish policemen arrive a half hour later, Mme Simpson, Mlle Marsha, and Ferdy are still rigid and unconscious. Neither can the servants be wakened. As I expect, the Irish coppers eye me with suspicion. 

Ninety years ago, rich investors recruited Irish ditchers to dig the New Basin Canal to Lake Pontchartrain because slaves were too valuable to risk in the swamp. During the construction, thousands of the Irish died from yellow fever. Almost a hundred years later, and their families still haven’t forgotten the pain of building that canal.

Most of that resentment now seems to simmer in the eyes of these two coppers.

In great detail, I explain what happened and point out that I could easily have left rather than call the police. Then the taller cop looks more closely at the dead assassin.

“Hey, it’s Teddy,” the taller cop says. “The guy he shot was Teddy Alberts. I shared a beat with him dockside.”

The shorter cop moves closer to the body. “I thought they fired his ass last spring for taking bribes.”

“No copper working the docks never got fired for raking off a few coins,” says the other.

The two cops turn towards me. The simmer in their eyes is now menacing, full-blown hatred. The tall one slaps his baton across his palm while they approach. 

They beat me across the shoulders and back. Protecting my head, I slump to the floor.

***
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Monday morning, September 27, 1915. New Orleans.

The police returned my jacket, journal, and sabre when they released me at ... what time? Ten? Maybe later? I don’t remember. My head hurt for hours, and my teeth itched. 

My football knee predicted a drastic change in the weather.


IN THE ALLEY BESIDE the police station, Mlle Marsha waits for me in her Baby Grande convertible. The motor is running, and the top is up. My face must be bruised and swollen because she examines me with a critical eye when I climb into the car.

“Shall I take you to a healer?” She drives the car onto Common Street.

Healer? If I were going for medical help, it would be to a hospital with a proper doctor, not a healer touting herbs for the magical cure of an ailment. Fortunately, I don’t think I have a concussion or internal injuries.

“Just bruises” I say. “I don’t need stitches. Did you bail me out?”

“Mother did. The murder charge is gone. She should be able to convince the police to drop the resisting arrest charge too. That would go easier if....”

“If my complexion were a shade lighter?” I don’t tell her that I didn’t resist the police and quickly fell to the floor to protect my head and stomach. One of the coppers must have repeatedly kicked me because my back is sore in several places. 

“...would be easier,” she continues, “if you didn’t have a reputation for assaulting the King.”

“Why did your mother bail me out?”

“She is curious why the magical aegis she placed on the house didn’t protect us against a sleep spell and why the sleep spell didn’t put you under with the rest of us.”

“Spell?” Magic again? Well, my employment is clearly finished, and the hundred crown retainer is likely all I will get out of this job. I may as well be honest. “Mademoiselle, my mother doesn’t practice voodoo. Yet, she is a devout Catholic who sells voodoo gris-gris. She is a fraud who for years traveled with a carnival and told fortunes. As a boy, I watched the carnival magicians from backstage. Prestidigitation is sleight of hand and misdirection. That’s how the tricks are done, not by magical powers or spells. Old history books claim that First Founder magic saved us in the War of Northern Aggression, but King Guy removed such magic mythology from history textbooks because wishing for magical intervention doesn’t win wars.”

“You are a skeptic? Even though my mother is the most powerful witch in New Orleans, and I’m developing similar skills? I study magic at Lafitte University. I’m really quite good.”

“It isn’t against the law to claim to be a witch.”

“That’s not quite right. In Louisiana, it’s not against the law to be a witch. It is against the law to pretend to be a witch when you are not, particularly if you do so to commit fraud. That law is almost fifty-years old.”

I shake my head. “Mama tells fortunes and no one arrests her. She also pretends to have insights pertaining to love and hate. Relationships are pretty standard fare for mystics like my mother.”

“Perhaps she is a reader. Does she call herself a witch?”

“What? No. Her real skill is understanding people and influencing their emotions, but I’ve never heard her call herself a witch. But, yes, I am a skeptic regarding magic. In this age of scientific enlightenment, I don’t believe in wizardry. However, I do believe that people are often easy to manipulate into believing the unbelievable.”

“Keep working for me,” Mlle Marsha says. “You will see things that could alter your outlook, and you will get paid even if you don’t change your mind.”

Does that mean I still have a job? Excellent, I can use another paycheck. And perhaps a few more days in the company of Mlle Marsha....

“Where are we going?” I ask.

“To pick up Mister Schmidt,” she says. “The two of you will work together. Mother consulted a reader last night. She often does that to avoid the aging penalty for doing magic. The reader suggested we seek out a boatswain from the Republic of Texas Ship Lee. The RTS Lee is in port, and its crew often frequent the Dockside Bar.”

The Dockside Bar. Just like on the matchbook in Alberts’s pocket. Coincidence?

“The bar sounds like good starting place, but I will not work with Ferdy.”

“Then Mother insists that you immediately repay her the bail bond, or she will revoke it. No cash with you? Unfortunate. Then shall we meet Mister Schmidt at the Café Du Monde? Unless you would rather return to jail.”

“Très bien.” I suppress my anger. “I’m curious. How did we end up tracking Ferd ... Uh, Monsieur Schmidt into the swamps? That is, assuming he really is a detective and not an assassin like we originally thought.”

“My fault,” she says. “Although I have neither the gift nor the proper training, I tried to emulate a reader. Very difficult. My vision not only got his name wrong, but as my mother explained to me, my mistake in seeking anyone interested in her assassination really didn’t refine the search well enough. Mister Schmidt was interested in the assassination attempt, but not because he was the prospective assassin. Sorry.”

She giggles. Charming. I’m intrigued by her laugh, but I’m determined not to be distracted again.

“What’s so funny?” I ask.

“I’m remembering the expression on your face yesterday morning when you met Mother with your clothes all wilted and muddy from our night on the bayou. You stood so straight and tried to look dignified, kind of like you do now, but ... never mind. I am sorry, both for the wild goose chase and for my mother’s treatment of you. I’m sure none of this is funny to you.”

Am I still angry with her? I don’t know. I cannot summon indignation when she smiles.

The ride from the courthouse at the corner of Common Street and Basin Street to the Café Du Monde on the Rue de la Levée takes only ten minutes. In front of the Café, we pick up M. Ferdy. He finishes the last bite of a beignet and dusts powdered sugar from his hands and mustache before stepping aboard the motorcar. 

The Port of New Orleans is on the Mississippi River crescent, two miles south of the Café Du Monde. On the trip over, I remind Mlle Marsha that a wharf-side bar near the Port is no place for a refined young woman. 

“Mademoiselle, I hope that you do not intend to follow us into the bar,” I say.

She rejects my argument. “Are you worried about my safety? Surely, you and Mister Schmidt can protect me.” 

“Propriety, Mademoiselle. It wouldn’t be approp—”

“Monsieur Bontemps, do you dare instruct me in—”

Ferdy interrupts. “If you please, Miss Simpson. Men in the bar will talk more freely when a woman isn’t present. Besides with me and Max there, who will be at your home to protect your mother? I know I’d feel better with you there to look after Missus Simpson.”

Apparently, Ferdy’s persuasive skills are better than mine. Mlle Marsha refuses even a glance my way for the remainder of the trip, but she drops us off without further argument at the Port. Ferdy and I wind our way around stacks of cargo to the Dockside Bar.

I stop Ferdy just outside the door. 

“I’m curious. I know why Mademoiselle Marsha and I followed the wrong clues and ended up hunting you in the bayou, but why were you in that swamp?”

“My first appointment with Missus Simpson wasn’t until 9:00 AM Sunday morning. I arrived two days early.” Sadness flickers across Ferdy’s face. “A friend of mine, a woman, lives in that swamp. She ... she ... Let’s just say that there was a woman I needed to see, and leave it at that. Can we go in now?”

By royal decree, Sunday blue laws don’t apply to alcohol served in bars that purchase a yearly liquor license from the Crown, and so with its license from the Crown prominently displayed beside the door, the Dockside Bar had been open on Sunday evening and all night long. A few people still remain inside the bar this Monday morning. 

The place is dimly lit and smoky, reeking of spilt beer and stale North Carolina tobacco. At a back table, a hefty, middle-aged, white man with sausage-thick fingers counts cash taken from the metal box of the Ritty Cashier and compares the tally to receipts. 

The barkeeper wears a thin mustache and looks Acadian. Is he a full-blooded Cajun moved to the city? He busies himself restoring order to his shelves of booze after what must have been an eventful all night celebration.

“Excellent.” Ferdy nudges me. “I recognize this bartender. Let me do the talking.” 

Ferdy must come to New Orleans often to be able to remember a particular bartender. Interesting. Nonetheless, having him ask the questions suits me. I’m new to this detective work.

Ferdy sidles up to the bar and rests his elbows on the counter top. Leaning back against the bar, I hook my right heel on the brass foot rail and study the patrons. 

My dirty, wrinkled clothes fit in with the clientele, but I don’t feel at ease. 

In the corner, the mechanical Automatic Entertainer is playing a recording of Al Jolson’s My Yellow Jacket Girl.

Two bleary-eyed sailors drink hard liquor at a table near the window. In the corner, a broad-shouldered black man slumps over his table and sleeps with his jowl pressed against a half-empty beer glass. 

A thin, black janitor with hints of gray in his short-cropped hair mops the narrow hallway to the toilet. The janitor finishes and totes the mop and bucket out the open rear door of the bar where he tosses the dirty water into the Mississippi river. 

One sailor downs the remainder of his shot and gestures that it’s time to go. The other sailor finishes his drink and grabs his duffle. The scuffle around their chairs wakes the big black man. The two sailors hurry out the door.

Despite a continuous spiel, Ferdy is having little success in engaging the barkeep.

“You wan’ somet’ing to drink,” the barkeeper repeats with a heavy Cajun accent. It’s his standard response to each of Ferdy’s questions.

“Just information,” Ferdy repeats.

This time, Ferdy thumbs through a roll of Texas Banknotes taken from his pocket. He finds what he seeks and slaps a crisp Sam Houston bill atop the bar. Paper money, backed by Texas promises, not gold. The barkeeper doesn’t look impressed with the foreign currency, but he scoops up the bill.

“Good,” Ferdy says to the barkeeper. “We’re looking for the boatswain from the RTS Lee.” 

The big black man in the corner sleepily rubs his eyes and then spies us.

“Jimmy L’Hôpital?” the barkeeper says. “Certainement, I know him. Dat crazy coonass lef’ here for ‘alf hour back. De Lee, she sail for noon. Not wait on cargo. Leave early to beat de storm to Galveston, dat’s what I ‘ear. I t’ink dem sailors dat just lef’ go ship out on ‘er too.”

The big black man stands, pushes back his chair, and staggers toward us. I’m taller than he is, but he’s heavier, and on each side of an impressive belly, his arms are larger, more muscular than mine.

“Damn,” Ferdy says. “What’s the chance of getting aboard the Lee and talking to this Jimmy L’Hôpital?”

The black man stumbles over a chair. He shoves it aside as if it were a toy. Should I alert Ferdy? I unhook my heel from the bar rail and brush my hand against the hilt of my sabre.

“Dangereux.” The barkeeper chuckles. “If you done go aboard de Lee, and she sail, likely you press’ into de crew. Rough trip dat way, mes amis, and you don’ look like no goddamn sailors.”

The black man stops two yards away, sways, and points at me. 

“Lieutenant Bontemps.” He steps closer and belches. “Max, is that you? It’s me, Harvey. Sergeant Harvey Javier. Hell man, I got assigned to one of your squads two weeks before you knocked the King on his ass. I admired that, gumption for damn sure, but I thought they was gonna hang you.”

“Harvey?” I don’t immediately recognize him. He steps closer. His breath smells of beer. “Good to see you, uh ... Wait, Sergeant Javier. Yes. Nice new beard and you’ve put on weight.”

A ship’s horn sounds a long blast from the harbor.

Ferdy says, “We need to go if we’re going to catch this Jimmy hombre before the Lee sails.”

“Too late.” Harvey strokes his beard as if he is not quite used to it. “Hear the horn? The Lee is leaving port fast to avoid the big blow. Can’t blame them after what that other hurricane done to Galveston last month.” 

“I read about it,” I say although I know it isn’t like being there. 

“Pretty bad.” Ferdy says. “Despite a direct hit, the Galveston Sea Wall kept deaths there to less than a dozen. Nobody died in Houston, but I had some damage to the house I rent. However, I’ve seen death counts of up to 400 along the storm path. 

The horn sounds again.

“Yeah, this one could be another big one,” Harvey says. “Sailors say the new storm is growing off Yucatan, still a couple of days out. This Jimmy you was talking about on the Lee, That wouldn’t be Boatswain Jimmy L’Hôpital? ‘Cause if it is, I’ve been drinking with him most of the morning. The man loves gossip, and he won’t shut up while the liquor flows.”

If I recall correctly, Harvey behaves the same way. 

“Three beers at the corner table,” I say to the barkeep. 

“No damn waitress,” the barkeeper says.

“I got it,” Ferdy says. 

Grabbing Harvey’s elbow, I steer him towards the table. “Harvey, mon ami, why don’t we catch up. When did you leave King John’s service?”

“Huh? Oh, that. After King John got rid of you, he cashiered out the rest of my squad and anyone else who seen what happened. Fired us one at a time, he did. Even that white guy from quartermasters. You remembers him? I was the last out. No pay, no thanks, just the back door. I came home broke. Now, I works the loading docks like my papa did before he died.”

I guide him into a chair and take one for myself. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Weren’t your fault. Hell man, they would have hanged all of us in the security squad that afternoon if the King got shot on our watch. So you saved everybody’s butt.”

Ferdy distributes beers onto the table and sits.

“Still, I’m sorry,” I say. “Now, what can you tell me of Jimmy L’Hôpital?”

Two hours later, Ferdy and I wait for a hackney outside the Dockside Bar.

“The man babbles endlessly,” Ferdy complains.

“Nonetheless,” I say. “We learned a lot. Harvey is a reliable man when he doesn’t get distracted. Sometimes you have to help him sort through what he’s seen. Anyway, he’ll check with his friends on the docks to see what else he can find out.”

“We already knew that the ex-policeman Teddy Alberts was involved.”

“Yes, but we didn’t know that this was the bar where Alberts met with two men who came from Galveston on the Lee. One named Pelée and the other Grizzard.”

“Harvey got that name wrong. Gizzard, not Grizzard.” Ferdy rubs his chin. “I don’t recognize the name Pelée, but Gizzard, that’s Randy Thomas, a hired gun from San Antonio. I’ve come up against his work before. They call him Gizzard because he can shoot a wild turkey through the head at a hundred yards.”

“What’s that got to do with gizzards?”

“He likes turkey gizzard chili. He shoots lots of wild turkeys.”

“Nicknames, huh? Eh bien, Pelée means bare or bald in French. So we could be looking for someone short on hair.”

“He came from Galveston on the Lee,” Ferdy says. “So Pelée might be Spanish. Could mean fight or fighter. Nope. Never mind. I was never great at Tex-Mex Spanish. Maybe it’s just his family name.”

“We’ve accounted for Teddy Alberts, but that leaves us with only possible names for at least two more potential assassins. These gentlemen don’t work for free. We also need to find the man who paid them.”

“And the wizard who helped Alberts get into the mansion.” Ferdy tries to flag a hackney, but it already has passengers and passes us by.

“Wizard?” I say. “Don’t tell me you believe in magic.”

“We’ve got lots of hard-shell Baptists in Texas, so if anyone back home has witching tendencies they don’t announce it in public. Still, something put me out cold for a couple of hours yesterday. When I woke, my eyes were so dry I thought my eyelids had turned to cotton bolls, and every muscle in my body was sore. Whatever happened to get Alberts past me into the Simpson Mansion was extraordinary. I’m willing to call it magic until someone comes
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