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            Chapter One

         
         
            April 1867

         

         Twenty-eight-year-old Valinda Lacy greeted her fifteen students with a smile as they filed into her classroom. Due to New
            Orleans’s post-war chaos, she was teaching out of an old barn a few miles from the docks and warehouses on the Mississippi
            River.
         

         
         Offering smiles and words of greeting in return, some of the students took seats on the rough-hewn bench at the back of the
            room, while the rest made themselves comfortable on the clean-swept dirt floor. Her pupils varied in both age and gender but
            had one thing in common. They were former slaves, freed by the South’s surrender. Now they wanted to learn to read and write
            in hopes of bettering their futures.
         

         
         “Did you get a chance to practice writing your names?” Val asked from behind the small listing table that served as her desk
            at the front of the room.
         

         
         Many nodded affirmatively. Since the school opened a month ago, most had learned to recognize and pronounce the letters of
            the alphabet and write their names. She was now guiding them in the basics of reading simple one-syllable words like cat, hand, and fish. The excitement they expressed upon mastering the tasks put tears of pride in their eyes and joy in her heart.
         

         
         However, like most of the schools dedicated to the recently freed, there weren’t enough books, slates, or other supplies necessary
            for a well-stocked classroom, but Val made do with what she had.
         

         
         She was passing out her five precious copies of the McGuffey primer when two White men appeared in the doorway. Everyone in
            the classroom froze. Val dragged her attention away from the long guns they were carrying, drew in a deep breath to tamp down
            her uneasiness, and met their hard eyes. Many schools serving the freedmen were being burned to the ground by supremacists,
            their teachers murdered. She didn’t want to be next.
         

         
         “May I help you?”

         
         “You the teacher?” one asked contemptuously. Both were of medium height, unshaven and dressed in clothes that hadn’t been
            new in quite some time.
         

         
         “I am. Welcome to our classroom. We usually begin our day here at nine, so please try and be prompt. If you’ll leave your
            guns outside, we’ll kindly make room for you to sit and join us. Can you read?”
         

         
         A flush rose up their necks.

         
         “There’s no need to be embarrassed. We’re all here to learn. I teach children two days a week also, so if you have little
            ones, they are more than welcome to join us, too.”
         

         
         One of the men opened his mouth to speak, but she didn’t let him. “I’ll need your names so I can add you to the rolls. The
            Sisters of the Holy Family sponsor this school. Did you hear about us through them?” She waited, saw bewilderment pass between
            them, and added, “Never mind. How you heard about the school doesn’t really matter. But I do need your names.”
         

         
         She walked back to her desk and picked up a pencil and a piece of paper. “I’m always pleased to welcome new learners. Being
            able to read and write proficiently can impact your future in many positive ways, but I’m sure you know that. Otherwise you
            wouldn’t have come.”
         

         
         They stared as if she were a talking horse.

         
         “Please, have a seat.” She gestured, smiling falsely. “We don’t have enough books but we’re accustomed to sharing here.”

         
         The men glanced around at the angrily set faces of the men and women in the room and stammered. “Uhm. We need to go.”

         
         And they left in haste.

         
         In the silence that followed, Val dropped into her chair and let the fear and tension drain away. When she looked up, her
            students were smiling, and she smiled, too. Forty-two-year-old Eb Slayton called out, “Miss, you had them so confused they
            didn’t know General Sherman from their mamas.”
         

         
         And everyone burst into laughter. Val laughed, too, but inside knew they’d been lucky the two had been so easily baffled.
            She hoped that luck continued.
         

         
         Two hours later, Val dismissed her class. Many of the students drifted away to return to jobs and families, but others like
            seventeen-year-old Dina Watson lingered.
         

         
         “What’s it like living up North, ma’am?”

         
         Val placed the five McGuffey readers into the small strongbox for safekeeping and glanced to the young woman. “The weather’s
            certainly cooler,” she replied. For a Northern-born woman, being in the New Orleans heat was akin to walking into a foundry
            furnace. She was right now roasting in her attire of proper long-sleeved, high-necked blouse, flowing skirt, and hose.
         

         
         “You’ll get used to it,” the smiling Dina promised. “Are our people there free?”

         
         Val nodded. “In New York where I’m from, since 1827. Almost fifty years.” Seeing Dina’s surprise, she added, “But it isn’t
            true freedom. We’re still unable to vote or own property in many places. Social mixing is frowned upon, so we have our own
            schools, churches, and businesses. Some communities even have their own newspapers.”
         

         
         “Your parents free, too?”

         
         “Yes. My grandmother Rose ran when she was about fourteen.”

         
         “From where?”

         
         “Virginia. She first went to Philadelphia, then to New York and opened a seamstress shop. My father’s parents escaped from
            Charleston when he was an infant.” And unlike Rose, her father was embarrassed by his slave birth and spent his life claiming
            he’d been born free.
         

         
         “You got somebody you sweet on back home?”

         
         Val thought about her intended with a deeply felt fondness. “Yes, his name is Coleman Bennett. We’ve known each other since
            we were children.”
         

         
         “Is he in New Orleans with you?”

         
         “No, he and his business partner are in France seeking financial support for their newspaper.” They’d be back in the States
            soon. She missed him and could’ve used his support in her battle with her father over her desire to travel to New Orleans
            to teach. In the end, she was allowed to go until Cole’s return. Her time in the city would undoubtedly be shorter than she
            wanted, but in dealing with her father, she’d learned to take victory where she could.
         

         
         “The French built New Orleans.”

         
         Pleased with Dina’s knowledge of that fact, she said, “Yes, they did.” In addition to the Spanish, and an influx of Haitians
            who’d fled the island after the revolution there.
         

         
         Eb Slayton stuck his head in the door. “You ready to go, ma’am? I don’t want to be late for work.” He often gave Val a ride
            back to the Quarter after class ended.
         

         
         “Yes. Dina, be careful going home. I’ll see you on Thursday.”

         
         “I will.”

         
         School was held on Mondays and Thursdays. Val devoted the other days of the week to teaching freedmen children at the convent
            of the Sisters of the Holy Family, one of the few orders in the nation run by nuns of color. Val picked up her worn brown
            leather satchel and took one last look around at the neatly swept, makeshift classroom. She was proud to have such a space
            and even prouder of her eager and focused students. Closing the door, she secured it with the padlock and joined Eb on the
            seat of his rickety wagon.
         

         
         Even though it would take his old mule, Willie, some time to get them to the Quarter, she preferred that to being at the mercy
            of the city’s segregated streetcar system. Men and women of the race could only ride cars bearing black stars on the side.
            Whether intentional or not, there were never enough vehicles to be had, they didn’t keep a consistent schedule, and because
            Whites could ride them, too, gangs of toughs often filled them to purposely make them overcrowded and to harass Black women
            going back and forth to work.
         

         
         “I liked the way you handled the Cranston brothers,” Eb said to her as they got underway.

         
         “Those men with the guns? You know them?”

         
         He nodded. “Pete and Wesley Cranston. Before Freedom, their daddy was the overseer on a big sugar plantation west of here.
            Mean as a snake. He died during the war, and now his boys go around causing trouble trying to be like him.”
         

         
         “Are they truly dangerous?”

         
         “They can be, but mostly pick on women and old people. Heard they roughed up some of the teachers and missionaries to the
            point a few went back North. I’m pretty sure seeing the men in the classroom made them think twice about whatever they’d planned
            to do. I know they didn’t expect you to stand up to them the way you did.”
         

         
         “My grandmother always told me that no matter how scared you are, never show it.”

         
         “You did her proud. Watching you run circles around them made my day.”

         
         She appreciated the praise. “Do you think they’ll return?”

         
         He shrugged. “There’s no telling. After you dismissed the class, some of the men and I talked about it outside. We’ll be bringing
            our guns with us from now on. Freedom says we can protect ourselves and we mean to.”
         

         
         She didn’t care for violence but if it meant she and her students stayed safe, protesting the men’s plan made little sense.

         
         With the issue settled for now, she asked, “Has the Freedmen’s Bureau found your daughter a position?”

         
         He shook his head. “They keep telling her she has nothing official that says she knows how to teach.”

         
         Val sighed. The Freedmen’s Bureau had been established to assist the three and a half million formerly enslaved men, women,
            and children freed by the South’s surrender. Created over the objections of many in Congress and hampered by sometimes conflicting
            rules and regulations that varied from state to state, it was a bureaucratic nightmare that ofttimes hindered freedom as much
            as it assisted. Eb’s daughter, Melinda, had been enslaved by the family of a wealthy college president whose three daughters
            secretly taught her to read. Having met Melinda last week, Val found her personable and intelligent, and thought her skills
            would be a blessing in a classroom. “Let her know if she hasn’t found a position soon, she’s welcome to help me here.”
         

         
         His face brightened. “I sure will.”

         
         Still trying to get the Bureau to pay her the stipend she was owed, Val had no idea how she’d compensate his daughter, but
            would cross that bridge when she came to it.
         

         
         Eb then asked, “Do you think you can help my brother put a plea in the newspapers? He’s trying to find his wife.”

         
         “Of course. Have him stop by the school when he can, and we’ll talk it over.”

         
         “Thank you. Since Freedom, he’s been walking plantations in the area looking for her, but so far nobody knows where she is.”

         
         “Does he have children?”

         
         He nodded. “But they were sold years ago to a man in Texas. My brother doesn’t think he’ll ever see them again.”

         
         She couldn’t imagine what Eb’s brother and the thousands of others searching for sold-away family must be going through, but
            offering her assistance in any way possible was the reason she’d come south. She credited her grandmother Rose for instilling
            that desire. Rose had been helping to uplift the race in their New York City community for as long as Val had been alive.
            Whether it was aiding the elderly and poor with food and clothing, attending abolition rallies and marches, or staying after
            church to read articles from the newspapers published by Mr. Garrison, Mr. Douglass, and Mr. Martin Delany to those who couldn’t,
            Rose and the women of her circle were who Val aspired to be.
         

         
         As the slow ride continued, she thought about her own efforts. She’d been in New Orleans for a month now. The city was so
            different from the strict, staunch confines of New York, it was like being in another country. Music seemed to be everywhere.
            The women of the race wore headwraps called tignons that could be plain and unassuming, or colorful and decorated with items like beads and cowrie shells. Back home the primary
            foreign language was Dutch. In New Orleans people spoke French, Spanish, Italian, and all manner of variations in between.
            New York had its street vendors, but the ones here sold fruits and vegetables she’d never seen or eaten before like okra and
            sugar cane. She’d come to love the little baked balls of rice called calas that were dusted with sugar and sold in the mornings by women of color. On Sundays, people of the race gathered in a spot
            called Congo Square, something they’d been doing since slavery. There was music, dancing, and more vendors. She’d never seen
            anything like it before. Also new to her was the selling of charms and potions that supposedly cast and counteracted spells.
            The food in New Orleans was rich with cream, seafood, and yeast, and the streets were thick with armed Union soldiers, poor
            Whites, and crowds of freedmen searching for work. There was also a volatile undercurrent of fury from the former masters
            who’d lost their way of life. Some of the local newspapers were filled with vitriolic editorials directed at the soldiers
            and the Radical Republicans. Most alarming were reports of the increasing incidents of violence visited upon the freedmen
            and their families from terrorizing Lost Cause groups.
         

         
         Eb halted his wagon in front of the house in the Treme section of the city where Valinda rented a room. She waved goodbye
            and he and Willie drove off towards the St. Louis Hotel where he worked as a pastry chef. Ironically, at age nine, he’d been
            sold at a slave auction in the same hotel. She found it hard to reconcile the city’s most famous hotel hosting fancy balls
            and celebratory dinners while slaves were also being sold under its roof.
         

         
         Another thing Val found hard to reconcile was her Creole landlady, Georgine Dumas, who shared the home with her older sister,
            Madeline. Both were elderly but had personalities as different as night and day. Where Madeline was kind and considerate,
            Georgine was haughty and intolerant. Georgine complained about everything from the weather to Madeline’s cooking, but saved
            her most acerbic vitriol for the Union soldiers and the newly freed.
         

         
         “They should ship them all back to Africa,” she declared angrily during dinner the day Val arrived. “They’re as ignorant and
            useless as the bluecoats.”
         

         
         Later, Madeline explained that her sister’s anger was rooted in how the surrender changed their lives. Their plantation was
            gone, as were their slaves, leaving them to do the mundane yet necessary chores tied to living like cooking, cleaning, and
            the rest. Luckily Madeline knew how to cook. But many of the South’s mistresses hadn’t touched a stove for generations, and
            now, not knowing turnip from tripe, couldn’t feed their families.
         

         
         Entering the small flat, Val found Madeline in the kitchen. The fragrant spicy aroma of gumbo cooking filled the space. Val
            had known nothing about the flavorful stew before coming south but now loved the dish as much as she did the morning calas.
         

         
         “And how was school today, Valinda?” Madeline asked, putting a lid on the gumbo on the stove and taking a seat at the small
            table where they shared their meals.
         

         
         “Good. Two new students showed up, so I now have fifteen. I’ll need to find more spellers somehow. Having the students share
            makes teaching a challenge.”
         

         
         “Do you think your grandmother’s church can help?”

         
         “I’ll write her tonight and ask.” Her grandmother’s church back home in New York was her sponsor. In response to a plea for
            help from the American Missionary Association and the Sisters of the Holy Family, Val and other teachers had traveled south.
         

         
         They spent a few more minutes talking, and Madeline rose to check on the gumbo. Determining it ready, she called out to her
            sister. Georgine entered and, upon seeing Val, glowered and took her seat.
         

         
         Madeline said, “You could at least speak to her, Georgie.”

         
         The response was an impatient huff, before Georgine asked Val, “Have the blue bastards paid you yet?”

         
         She replied simply, “No, ma’am.”

         
         “Food and a place to sleep is not free.”

         
         “I understand.”

         
         Madeline spooned the gumbo into bowls, and said tightly, “She’s paying us what she can, Georgie. You know that.”

         
         “I know nothing of the kind. Who’s to say she isn’t giving the money that should be coming to us to those wastrel freedmen?”

         
         Val didn’t reply. The Freedmen’s Bureau was supposed to pay teachers a stipend. Since her arrival a month ago, she’d spent
            her free time standing in long lines for hours on end only to be told she needed a different requisition form, was at the
            wrong office, or the person she needed to speak with was unavailable. It was maddening. Having to endure Georgine’s caustic
            tongue was worse. “I’ll be writing my grandmother to ask if she can send me extra funds so that I may meet my obligations
            to you and your sister.”
         

         
         “Otherwise you’ll be asked to leave.”

         
         “Georgie!”

         
         “We can’t afford to keep her here for free, Maddy. She isn’t a pet spaniel.”

         
         “But we promised the Sisters we’d let her stay with us.”

         
         “In exchange for funds. We have no money, Madeline, and no prospect of receiving more. She either pays or she goes.”

         
         Madeline’s voice tightened. “We have money in the bank, Georgie, and you know it. It may not be as much as it was before the
            surrender, but we won’t starve. You’re just being nasty.”
         

         
         “You have one week, Miss Lacy.”

         
         Val met the cold black eyes. “Yes, ma’am.”

         
         The meal was eaten in silence. Madeline shot her sister angry glares which Georgine ignored. When they were done, Georgine
            left the kitchen. Val helped Madeline with the dishes, then sat at the table to begin her letter.
         

         
         Before exiting Madeline said, “Don’t worry, I won’t allow her to put you on the street.”

         
         “Thank you.”

         
         It had been a week since Val had written to her family, and like the last time, a bout of homesickness came over her as she
            began. She missed her mother, her older sister, Caroline, and her grandmother Rose, with whom Val and her parents lived. It
            would be uncharitable to admit to not missing her father, Harrison, but being alone and so far away from home, she even missed
            him and his overbearing ways a bit as well.
         

         
         She wrote first to her mother and sister, and lastly to her grandmother about how she was faring, the challenges she faced,
            and the progress of her students. She also asked for help in acquiring more books, supplies, and an increase in her personal
            funds so she could pay what she owed the Dumas sisters. When she finished the letters, night had fallen. She prepared her
            letters for the post, then went to her hot windowless room and changed into her night things. In the morning, she’d go back
            to the Freedmen’s Bureau office. She didn’t relish another day of standing in a mile-long line, but the pay issue had to be
            resolved, so Georgine wouldn’t toss her out on her ear. After saying her prayers and dousing her lamp, she stretched out on
            the thin uncomfortable mattress and hoped the oppressive heat would eventually let her sleep.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Seated at his desk in the city’s smallest Freedmen’s Bureau office, Drake LeVeq, former captain with the Louisiana Native
            Guard, inwardly debated what to do with his anger tied to knowing the freedmen still in line would not be helped today. Mothers
            searching for stolen children would endure another night of fear and worry; men needing approved work contracts faced being
            snatched off the street by unscrupulous planters and forced to work for free, or worse, arrested for not being employed. And
            Drake would go home frustrated because he hadn’t been able to do more to assist them.
         

         
         The reason they wouldn’t be helped was the man now approaching Drake’s desk, the office’s new supervisor, a snippy, thin-faced
            lieutenant from Boston named Josiah Merritt. “We’re not going to get to the rest of them today,” he told Drake. “I have a
            meeting to attend, so send them away.”
         

         
         Under previous commanders, the office usually stayed open until dusk. Since Merritt’s arrival three months ago, the formerly
            four-person staff had been pared down to just Drake, and the doors often closed early, sometimes, like today, before three
            in the afternoon.
         

         
         “You’re in charge. You send them away,” Drake countered.

         
         Merritt drew back, his whiskered face reddening. “May I remind you that I’m in command.”

         
         “And I’ll remind you that I’m a volunteer not under your command.”

         
         Drake knew that many Bureau offices were supervised by good men like the two officers he’d previously worked under, while
            others may as well be supremacists for their lack of commitment to the freedmen’s plight. Merritt was among the latter. Drake
            longed to walk away from the inept commander but refused to leave the freedmen without a true advocate unless it became absolutely
            necessary.
         

         
         Merritt, not getting the outcome he wanted, stormed off. His announcement that the office was closing was met with protests.
            Many of the men and women had been in line since dawn. Drake’s lips thinned but there was nothing he could do.
         

         
         Once the office was empty, Merritt, on his way out, said, “Make sure the door is locked, LeVeq.”

         
         Angrily eyeing his departure, Drake sighed, then spent a few moments straightening the small mountain of files on his desk
            holding reports on work contracts, schools, emergency requests for food, and everything else the Bureau handled on behalf
            of the newly freed and the thousands of poor Whites displaced by the war.
         

         
         Lincoln began the operation in 1865 as the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands. Because a disgruntled Congress
            refused to appropriate a budget for the Bureau, the funds came from the War Department, which was also charged with implementation.
            Led by Union General Oliver O. Howard, the Bureau was initially set up for one year, but its mandate had been grudgingly extended.
            Rules, regulations, and enforcement varied by state, sometimes by offices, resulting in chaos, ineptitude, and graft.
         

         
         Southerners were clamoring for dissolution of the offices, so Drake wasn’t sure how much longer the service would survive,
            or what the freedmen would do once it was gone. At its inception, there had been wrongheaded regulations demanding Blacks
            have passes from former masters in order to travel. In Virginia and elsewhere, some offices had forbidden rural Blacks from
            entering the cities to look for employment, then sent troops to round them up and force them to return to their masters. That
            the Army was more supportive of the old system than the new had been quite apparent. But, in spite of the shortcomings, the
            freedmen continued to support the Bureau, because it was all they had.
         

         
         After locking up, he left. His sister-in-law, Sable, would be returning from Biloxi shortly, and he’d volunteered to meet
            her boat at the docks. Her husband, his oldest brother, Raimond, was in an all-day meeting with the local Republicans to hash
            out solutions to combat the violence being spread by White supremacist groups like the Knights of the White Camellia, the
            Seymour Knights, and the Crescent City Democratic Club. A big family dinner to welcome Sable home was being held at the Christophe,
            the hotel managed by their brother Archer.
         

         
         The day was hot as always, and the traffic in the street thick as the air with all manner of vehicles pulled by everything
            from horses to mules to slow-moving dairy cows. With another sigh, Drake joined the masses of freedmen, soldiers, Northern
            carpetbaggers, and city natives on the crowded walks going about their day.
         

         
          

         After receiving permission from the nuns to forgo teaching the children for the day, Valinda spent all morning and into the
            afternoon standing in line at the city’s largest Freedmen’s Bureau office and finally received a scrip for payment. Relieved,
            she walked down the street to wait for the appropriate streetcar to take her to the docks. Yesterday, one of her students
            employed there told her of a small unclaimed crate of slates and chalk being held at the shipping office. The clerk in charge,
            having given up on finding the owner, kindly offered them to the student for his classroom, so she was going to claim them.
         

         
         But first she had to get there.

         
         Withering in the late afternoon heat while streetcars with empty seats passed by her and others due to their race left her
            and everyone else waiting fuming. It took over an hour for a black-star car to finally arrive and it was so overcrowded there
            was barely room to squeeze inside. At the end of the line, she got off, temper still high over the insulting treatment, and
            walked to the docks.
         

         
         True to his word, the clerk gave her the slates with no fuss. Pleased with his generosity and her anger soothed, she made
            the short hike back to the barn she’d claimed as a classroom to leave the crate there. The six slates and sacks of chalk were
            as valuable as gold. Admittedly, a small pang of guilt plagued her, seeing as how they rightfully belonged to someone else,
            but the clerk said they’d been there over a month and were destined for the burn barrel.
         

         
         Approaching the barn, she was brought up short. The padlock was gone, and the warped wooden door stood wide open. Glancing
            around but seeing no one about she entered cautiously. Inside, the once cleanly swept floor was now lined with thin, dirty
            pallets, and littered with empty spirits bottles, candle stubs, and discarded rubbers. There was even a pair of faded blue
            Union army trousers someone had left behind. Her jaw dropped. Yesterday, this had been her classroom. Now, it was apparently
            being used for nefarious carousing. As she tried to imagine who might be responsible, the smell of smoke reached her nose.
            Alarmed, she looked around. Once confident nothing was burning inside, she set the crate on the floor and hurried back outside
            to find a small fire burning under the nearby trees. In it were the five readers she’d been using with her students, and her
            heart jumped into her throat.
         

         
         “No!” She began stomping the flames with her worn brogans. She kicked dirt and ashes, hoping to smother it. Seeing a long
            thick branch on the ground nearby, she grabbed it up and tried to move the readers out of the flames. The books were all she
            had, and if she didn’t save them, she didn’t know what she’d do. But the pages were old and brittle, and even in the humid
            New Orleans air, the flames licked greedily. Heartbroken, she stopped fighting and watched helplessly as the wind caught the
            charred, red-edged pages and carried them away.
         

         
         “Problems, little lady?”

         
         Still holding the charred, red-tipped branch, she turned to see three men dressed in dirty Union blue uniforms approaching.
            Two were men of color, the other White with blond hair. As they came abreast of her, the mocking gleam in their eyes set off
            an inner warning, but her anger over the destruction took precedence. “Someone burned my schoolbooks!”
         

         
         The tallest man, who was thin and brown-skinned, showed two missing front teeth when he replied, “Now, who would do such a
            despicable thing?”
         

         
         His grinning companions offered exaggerated shrugs.

         
         “Guess this means school is dismissed,” offered the shorter, heavier, gray-eyed man of color at his side.

         
         The tall one with the missing teeth slowly looked her up and down. “Where you from, girl? You don’t sound like you’re from
            round here.”
         

         
         They were behind the barn in a cove of tall trees. Valinda knew she needed to get back into the open where she could be better
            seen from the road. “Excuse me. I need to go.” She moved to walk past them, but the skinny blond man latched onto her arm.
         

         
         “He asked you a question.”

         
         She eyed his dirty hand, then his smirking gaze. “Let go!” she snapped, jerking her arm, but he held on.

         
         The tall one drawled, “Y’all ever know a teacher that didn’t answer questions?”

         
         “Not a one,” replied gray eyes.

         
         “I think we should take her inside and teach her some manners.”

         
         She was one woman against three men, and if they wanted to hurt her, the odds were in their favor. The only thing she had
            close to a weapon was the thick branch in her hand, so she jammed the smoking end into the blond’s throat. As he screamed
            and dropped to his knees, she ran.
         

         
         Heart pounding, every breath filled with fear, she was fast enough to clear the trees and head to the road. His companions,
            initially caught flat-footed, immediately gave chase. Halfway to the road, she was tackled from behind. She hit the ground
            so hard, pain exploded in her ribs, and her head spun, but she screamed and fought.
         

         
         A gunshot rang out. The world froze.

         
         “Move away from her. Now!”

         
         Valinda was so filled with relief, a sob escaped. Approaching was a tall bearded man of color wearing Union blue. Behind his
            raised rifle, fury ruled his dark-skinned face.
         

         
         “Ma’am, come stand behind me, please.”

         
         Struggling to her feet, she didn’t hesitate.

         
         The toothless one snarled, “Boy, you’re meddling in something that’s none of your business.”

         
         A bullet blasted the ground by his feet and he jumped with a scream.

         
         “This is my business,” the soldier snarled ominously. “Who’s your commanding officer?”

         
         The two assailants shared a look, hesitating as if weighing whether to answer the big man or not.

         
         He walked closer, rifle still raised. “Do you really want to die today?”

         
         Their eyes widened.

         
         Another shot sounded. Val spun and saw a golden-skinned woman wearing a blue dress and a matching blue tignon standing in a wagon that had a magnificent ebony stallion tied to the back. She, too, had a raised rifle, and it was pointed
            at their blond companion who’d just stepped out of the trees. The woman called out a warning. “Stay where you are!”
         

         
         He didn’t move.

         
         Still shaken, Val wondered who her saviors were. The woman seemed as fierce as the man.

         
         “Going to ask one more time. Who’s your commanding officer?”

         
         Though visibly shaking, they held their tongues.

         
         He eased the trigger back.

         
         Gray eyes shouted, “Lieutenant Crane Jacobs!”

         
         His tall companion snapped at the soldier, “You got no authority here. She’s my wife. Caught her bouncing on another man.
            Teaching her to respect her vows.”
         

         
         The bearded soldier turned to Valinda. “Do you know him?”

         
         She shook her head.

         
         He asked, feather soft, “You wouldn’t lie to me, would you, cheri?”
         

         
         Flooded by a reaction that temporarily swamped her fear, she managed to reply, “No.”

         
         “Good. Hold this, please.”

         
         When he handed her the rifle, her eyes widened. Before she could ask why, he turned back and planted an explosive fist in
            the face of the man claiming to be her husband. The blow shattered his nose. Blood erupted, and he slowly fell to his knees,
            then keeled over, out cold.
         

         
         Her eyes shot wider.

         
         The angry soldier asked the now slack-jawed man with the gray eyes, “Do you want to teach the young lady some respect, too?”

         
         Terrified, he hastily shook his head. “No.”

         
         “No, what?”

         
         “No, sir!”

         
         The soldier responded with a deadly smile. “Smart man.” He then asked him, “That your friend over there?” He was referring
            to the blond man still standing motionless under the watchful eye and raised rifle of the woman in the wagon.
         

         
         He nodded.

         
         “What’s his name?”

         
         “Appleton.”

         
         “What’s yours? And don’t even think about lying to me.”

         
         Gray eyes swallowed. “Billy Baxter.”

         
         “And this one?” he asked of the man on the ground.

         
         “Walter Creighton.”

         
         He glanced across the field and called out, “Appleton! Over here. Now!”

         
         Appleton appeared torn. His friend was lying unmoving in the dirt. Valinda guessed he wanted no part of what was going on.
            But when a blast from the woman’s gun tore through the air only a few inches above his head, the matter was settled. He quickly
            crossed the open field.
         

         
         When he arrived, the soldier took in the angry bleeding gash on his throat. “What happened there?”

         
         Giving Valinda a death stare, Appleton wheezed out angrily, “Bitch tried to shove a burning branch through my windpipe.”

         
         The surprised soldier swung her way. He assessed her silently for a moment, before saying, “Good for you.”

         
         Once again, something unnamed washed over her.

         
         Returning his attention to Appleton and Baxter, the soldier warned, “If either of you ever encounter this lady again, I want
            you to run away like your drawers are on fire.” He leaned down from his impressive height to add, “Because if I hear that
            you were anywhere near her, I will find you. You understand me?”
         

         
         “Yes, sir!”

         
         “Now pick him up and get out of my sight.”

         
         The directive didn’t need repeating. Dragging the still-unconscious Creighton between them, they left.

         
         “Are you hurt?” her rescuer asked.

         
         She handed him the rifle. “Once I stop shaking I’ll know.” The fear was still raw. Her ribs and chest hurt from hitting the
            ground, but it was her inner self that hurt most of all. What if he and the woman hadn’t come along? Trying not to let the
            thought of what might have happened take hold, she forced herself to draw in a few calming breaths.
         

         
         He withdrew a handkerchief from the inside pocket of his coat and held it out. “Your chin and cheek are scraped and bleeding.”

         
         She glanced down at the linen.

         
         “Here. Let me help.”

         
         He pressed the square to her cheek and chin, applied a bit of pressure, and gently stroked it over the now stinging skin.
            He handed her the handkerchief, and she took it with unsteady hands, wondering how such a titan-sized man could have such
            a light touch.
         

         
         In a tremulous voice, she said, “Thank you for the rescue.”

         
         “You’re welcome. That’s my sister-in-law, Sable, in the wagon.” The woman was now heading towards them, rifle in hand. “I’m
            Captain Drake LeVeq. And you are?”
         

         
         “Valinda Lacy.”

         
         “Miss? Missus?”

         
         “Miss.”

         
         “Pleased to meet you, Miss Lacy. Can you tell me what happened?”

         
         Gathering herself, she explained about the school, what she found inside, and the burned books. “Two days ago, it was my classroom.
            Now it’s a den for fornicators.”
         

         
         His gaze softened with amusement.

         
         “Something funny, Captain?”

         
         “My apologies. That’s just not a word one expects to hear from a schoolteacher.”

         
         “Sometimes the unexpected is necessary.”

         
         “Like stabbing Appleton in the throat?”

         
         She nodded. “Will you report them to their commanding officer?”

         
         “I will.”

         
         The woman reached them and said to Valinda, “I’m Sable LeVeq. Are you okay?”

         
         Valinda looked into her brilliant green eyes. “I will be, thanks to you and the captain.”

         
         “I’m glad we came along when we did.”

         
         “So am I.”

         
         That she might have been assaulted in the worst way reared its head again. She relived the terror of running, being tackled,
            and how powerless she felt trying to fight them off. The memory made her stomach roil. “Excuse me, I think . . .” She took
            a few steps away and her stomach emptied itself.
         

         
         Moments later, LeVeq handed her a canteen so she could rinse her mouth. That done, she handed it back, took a seat in the
            grass, and waited for her world to right itself. The captain and his sister-in-law sat with her. Worry and concern were on
            their faces, but they remained silent, letting her collect herself as best she could.
         

         
         “Where do you live, Miss Lacy?” he asked quietly.

         
         “I’m renting a room in the Treme with Madeline and Georgine Dumas.”

         
         “How are you going to get back? Do you have a mount, a wagon?”

         
         “No. I came as far as the streetcar would take me and walked the rest of the way.”

         
         “You’re not walking back alone,” Sable replied firmly. “Drake and I will spend all evening worrying whether you made it back
            there safely. We’re on our way to the Quarter. We can drop you off on the way.”
         

         
         “Thank you.”

         
         Sable added, “Drake may have put the fear of God in those men for now, but who’s to say they aren’t stupid enough to target
            you again if they find you alone?”
         

         
         Valinda shivered at the thought of another encounter.

         
         He stood and put his hand out to help her rise.

         
         Valinda looked up into the concern he exuded and accepted. His scarred hand over hers was calloused, large, and warm.

         
         He said, “I’d like to take a look in the barn before we go, if you don’t mind.”

         
         “I don’t. I’ve no idea what to do about it now that I have squatters. Someone cut the padlock, which means there’s no way
            to keep them out until I can obtain a new one.”
         

         
         Sable said, “They’ll probably just cut it off again.”

         
         Val agreed, and she wasn’t happy knowing she no longer had a viable classroom.

         
         LeVeq asked, “Does the school have a sponsor?”

         
         “Yes, the Sisters of the Holy Family. This property once belonged to one of the convent’s benefactors.”

         
         Together they walked back to the barn. He looked around the fouled interior, and said, “If it were in my power, I’d station
            a few guards here so you could continue to use it and be safe, but with so many other pressing issues in the city, I doubt
            the Army will see that as an efficient use of personnel.”
         

         
         “I know,” she replied, and the reality of that saddened her. She’d had such high hopes. Now she’d have to find a new classroom
            and start over. “I’ll talk to the Sisters and see if they can find another place.”
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” he said, sounding sincere.

         
         She nodded.

         
         Sable said, “We should go. Is there anything in here that you need to take with you?”

         
         “Just this.” Val picked up the crate with the slates and chalk and took one last look around.

         
         “Come,” he said, eyes now soft. “Let’s get you home.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Drake did his best to dampen his lingering fury as he drove Miss Lacy home. He wanted to draw and quarter her attackers until
            they screamed for a mercy he’d not give. There was no need to imagine what would’ve happened had he and Sable not come along.
            He knew. Glancing over at the teacher as she sat silent on the seat between them, he wished for the power to turn back time
            and erase the terror he’d seen in her brown eyes when he’d approached. The incident wouldn’t be something she’d easily forget,
            and he wanted to punish the men for that as well. Yet, she hadn’t gone like a lamb to the slaughter. She’d fought back and
            that impressed him. The throat wound she’d given Appleton appeared serious enough to warrant medical attention. If Drake had
            his way, it would fester, rot, and never heal. A gruesome thought for a man raised in the Catholic faith but genuine for one
            descended from pirates.
         

         
         By the time they reached the Treme, the Creole enclave on the edge of the Quarter, it was nearly dusk. In a short while, the
            New Orleans night would belong to those without shelter, drunken revelers, and the shadowy forces that preyed on both.
         

         
         After receiving directions from her, he stopped the wagon in front of the Dumas’s small home.

         
         “Thank you both again,” she said in a sincere voice and met Drake’s eyes.

         
         Though Drake knew nothing about her, he realized he very much wanted to. Her accent wasn’t Southern, so where was home? Was
            she in the city alone? How long had she been there? Detaining her to satisfy his curiosity made no sense though. After the
            attack, she was probably of no mind to entertain frivolous conversation.
         

         
         Sable’s voice broke into his thoughts.

         
         “Miss Lacy, if you need anything, let us know. The nuns are very familiar with the LeVeq family. In fact, my daughters are
            enrolled in their school.”
         

         
         Drake added, “And I’m a volunteer at one of the Freedmen’s offices. If I can help you find another site, I will.”

         
         “Thank you,” she replied. “I’ve had an awful time collecting my stipend. I wish we’d met earlier. But under better circumstances.”

         
         “So do I,” he said quietly, taking her in. Who are you, lovely Valinda? Will you have dinner with me? Instead of him asking the questions aloud, they discussed finding another place to teach. Although funding and building schools
            was part of the Bureau’s many tasks, places were being burned down as fast as they were established by those intent upon reinstating
            slavery. “Free space is at a premium.”
         

         
         “I know.”

         
         Because she impressed him as someone who’d want to know the truth, he added, “Now that you have no classroom, you may not
            qualify for another stipend until you find another.”
         

         
         “Then that will present a problem.”

         
         “Meaning?”

         
         She explained her problem with Georgine Dumas.

         
         “No one is going to allow you to end up on the street,” he told her. Reaching into his coat pocket, he withdrew the small
            tablet of paper he used for his field notes and a pencil. “If you need assistance at any time, these are the addresses of
            my Freedmen’s office and my brother Archer’s hotel, where we’re headed.” He handed the paper to her. He’d wanted to write
            down his home address, too, but knew that would be improper.
         

         
         She gave him a small smile. “Thank you again. I feel as though I’ve said that a hundred times, but I can’t say it enough.”

         
         “I’m just glad Sable and I were nearby.”

         
         Sable climbed down from her seat to the street to allow the teacher to do the same.

         
         Holding his gaze one last time, Miss Lacy said, “Goodbye.”

         
         He nodded and watched her walk to the door. Once she was safely inside, his curiosity remained. Would he see her again? Now
            that he knew where she lived, could he call on her? His mother, the Lovely Julianna, was a patron of the Sisters. Might she
            know anything about her?
         

         
         Sable waved a hand in front of his face. “Drake. We need to go. Rai and my children are waiting. You can think about seeing
            her again later.”
         

         
         Embarrassed, he smiled and set the team in motion.

         
         They arrived at Archer’s hotel a short while later. Upon entering, they walked through the small dining area and made their
            way to the back room. The LeVeq family was a large one and the noise of the gathering could be heard as they approached.
         

         
         Applause and cheers rang out when Sable made her entrance. Drake chose an empty chair at the end of the elegantly set long
            table to allow the honoree her moment in the sun. Her husband, Raimond, grabbed her up, and swung her around into a deep,
            welcoming kiss. The moment he put her down she was swamped by their children: the fifteen-year-old twins, Cullen and Hazel;
            their younger sister, Blythe; and two-year-old Desiré, who scrambled off her grand-mère’s lap and ran to Sable shrieking,
            “Mama!” Sable scooped her up and hugged and kissed them all. Famous in the city for her work with orphans, she’d made the
            trip to Biloxi to escort three of her charges to a new, loving home. Drake, like the rest of the family, was glad she’d returned
            safely.
         

         
         Drake was the third oldest son. Ahead of him were Archer and the eldest, Raimond. Their brother Gerrold, born between Raimond
            and Archer, lost his life during the war, and his high-spirited presence was sorely missed. Behind Drake in the line of LeVeq
            sons was Beau, then Phillipe, the youngest.
         

         
         “So,” said Phillipe. “Have you figured out a way to kill Lieutenant Merritt, and not be blamed?”

         
         Drake picked up one of the wine bottles placed atop the white-clothed table and poured a portion into his glass. “No. But
            I am working on it.”
         

         
         They all knew of Drake’s frustration with the man. Their brother Raimond also had ties to the Bureau, but he’d left recently
            to devote more time to politics, and to the group of Black war veterans known as the Council.
         

         
         Beau asked, “What happened to your hand? Did you use it on Merritt, I hope?”

         
         Drake glanced down at the bruised skin over his knuckles and flexed the slightly swollen fingers. “No.” He then told them
            what happened.
         

         
         Both were outraged.

         
         Beau said, “Your restraint is admirable, brother. I’d still be kicking their arses. Is the lady okay?”

         
         “As well as could be expected, I suppose.” His mind floated back to the scratches and scrapes on her smooth brown cheeks and
            his anger rose again. “I told her I’d report the men to their superior officer, but I know him to be as useless as Merritt,
            so there’s no sense in it. He won’t reprimand them.”
         

         
         “Maybe we’ll be lucky enough to come across them again. At night. In an alley.”

         
         Drake chuckled and excused himself from his bloodthirsty siblings to go and say hello to their mother, Julianna.

         
          

         At the Dumas residence, Val stared at Georgine in disbelief. “Madeline passed away this morning?”

         
         “Yes. An hour or so after you left for the Freedmen’s Bureau. The doctor said her heart gave out
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