	
	
	



	
	
	








Mi verso es un ciervo herido
Que busca en el monte amparo

              —José Martí, Versos Sencillos 





*My story is a deer, wounded, reaching 	
  for refuge in the marsh’s embrace

Chapter 1: The Creeks Whisper
San Fernando, Trinidad 1899
My Grandma Hattie told us this one when we were about your age—about the time they escaped slavery and came back in rowboats to fight for their people and their homeland.
It was when the Virginia planters dragged their country into war with the British again, because their world was falling apart, and they clutched their prickled pride like a sailor lashing himself to the sinking anchor chain. The British sailed right into Chesapeake Bay and our people started fleeing to fight for them. Those planters lit the fuse that should have destroyed them.
Grandma called it the tides of freedom—when the waters rose … and then turned. When she told it, she was back there in Virginia—you could see the marsh grass right in her eyes. 
Nawaponi River, Virginia. October 1813
Back in the tidewater, creeks cut through undulating fields, their banks lined with ancient cypress and sturdy oak. The waters teemed with oysters, crabs, and fish—the lifeblood of the land. And in twilight's profound silence, the creek murmured to the Nawaponi where ripped hearts, unmarked, rest. For those bound to its soil, beauty tasted brackish like their well water—a reminder of captivity and dreams deferred. 
Isaac and Nathaniel, two seventeen-year-old boys, lived in that crab’s grasp. It was a crisp autumn day when they set out with the noon sun on a rickety wooden skiff, to them as solid as ground. Six bushels of oysters or the lash, Walker, the overseer had commanded. 
Isaac looked up the bank. Ninety paces inland, the big house of Halfway Manor imposed. Its white mortar, pox-scarred and eroded, undermined the brickwork, exposing beams hollowed by wood ants. Tobacco fields—cleared in 1688 by Nansemond captives and Kongolese Catholics—now yielded mostly fodder, and whispers of foreclosure crept through the halls of unspoken pain.
They rowed past the great dock. Nathaniel’s calloused feet knew every splinter—the planks skuckled like his toe knuckles from seventy years of rolling half-ton hogsheads of tobacco to the merchant ships, fewer every year. As they passed the Master’s sloop, Isaac stuck out his hand to trace the broad black stripes. Her name, Maenad, was stenciled on the transom. The two sails were painted in yellow ochre for preservation, the smaller with a leopard-spot motif. 
More than once a dolphin read her sheer-cut curves and sleek stripes as a challenge to race. Before war brought the British battleships into the bay, she snuck past Jefferson’s embargo, smuggling tobacco and pickled shad to British agents off Carolina: cheap protein for the navy and the sugar island plantations. One more run, the master thought, and he might stave off ruin before the last penny oozed to Hamilton's bank.   
Six days per week, in every season, the boys hauled in the estuary’s bounty. When Nathaniel dove down to untangle a net, Isaac was ready—arm reaching to ease him onto the skiff. A glance or a shoulder shrug could carry a psalm. And that's how they navigated the unseen currents where the meandering creek released into the river. When the osprey returned and the shad ran, Isaac and Nathaniel’s catch fed their Caribbean brothers. As the leaves fell, the oyster meat plumped, they tonged the murky bottoms for rippled, crunkled shells. When the mercury dropped, the water bore into their bones.
The rhythmic labor tired them and made them strong. Through toil and old stories, they came to know these waterways: the subtle shifts in current, the buried oyster beds, the secret channels. Every bend and sandbar, each twist of the creek as familiar as a hymn. They navigated the tangled web of inlets with an ease that blinded their overseers.  
Out on the water with the gentle lapping against the skiff, they were beyond the whip, but still counted their catch and the hours till dark. Before they had to do a man’s work, they’d play a game called Sly Fox in the marsh with the other children, disappearing into the murky channels and popping up ten feet away, grinning at their pursuers. Now they weren’t playing a game, but they were still expert swimmers, sometimes diving fifteen feet down to retrieve dropped oyster tongs from the beautiful black depths of the muddy river.   
As the boys rowed towards the reef at the bend, the tide rapidly receding, they spotted Billy Walker, the overseer, leaving the creek dock. His oars banged the gunwales, bouncing out of the locks, missing half his strokes. 
Isaac said, “You think Walker really got his eye clawed out fighting over a whiskey barrel at the races?“ 
“I just hope the other snot jemmy crab got the whiskey,” Nathaniel replied. 
They watched him steer towards a narrow inlet—a shortcut he had seen the boys take to the old fields—bordered by the browning marsh grass, tall and beginning to dry. 
A silent understanding passed between them. That inlet—they knew. At high tide, it offered a shortcut to the fields, but as the water dropped, it became a treacherous, muddy trap, impassable without the creek's blessing. Walker was heading straight for it at the worst possible time—thick with rot. “Thinks he owns the water,” Nathaniel said, with a breath of scorn, “but can’t tell bottom from bank.” Isaac didn't need to reply. 
The last thing they heard as they rowed towards the oyster bed at Greene’s bend, was Walker’s floundering cussing.  
The bed was a breathing reef—a thousand years of shells stacked into stone under the living oysters, filtering the water and nurturing life. 
As Nathaniel reached the twenty-foot pole into the water, tongs fastened on the end, a screech drew their eyes to the sky. An osprey, wings beating powerfully, soared overhead—a rare smooth blowfish wriggling in its talons, puffed and poisonous. Close behind, a magnificent eagle, its white head a stark contrast to its dark body, closed in. Larger, faster, it harassed the osprey—circling, diving, the osprey swerving and weaving with each pass. In one brutal strike, the eagle's claws raked the osprey's wing, drawing blood. The osprey whistled, its anguished screams echoing across the water. 
Finally, flailing, the osprey’s grip gave out—and the blowfish tumbled.
The bald eagle wheeled, wings banked in rapid descent, then flared to slow, snatching the plunder as it struck the water. It climbed away, waving in triumph; the prize clutched in its talons.
Isaac and Nathaniel watched the scene unfold, silent. They knew these waters, knew the poison the osprey had snagged, what the eagle had stolen.  
The osprey, scratched but undaunted, soared into the serene blue—still attuned, awaiting the signal to fly south. 
Isaac counted the beats—twenty-two, and another—as the eagle climbed toward its nest atop a tall pine at the mouth of a shallow inlet. Suddenly its cry—blessed with victory—jumped to an anguished scream. In a violent flutter, it tried to fly from the nest before crashing back into it.
Nathaniel looked at Isaac, then back towards the tree. "Like the Bible says,” he muttered, “the nesting serpent dies by its own venom.”  
They continued to fill their baskets. 
An hour later, voices carrying across the water interrupted their quiet talk. The boys turned, their movements cautious, and saw a small, low-slung craft, carrying the familiar figures of black sailors who frequently navigated these rivers on their trading ventures. The sailors offered a wave that the boys cautiously returned. These watermen frequented ports like Baltimore and Norfolk, where they met other black sailors who had been to Africa, England, and the island of Saint-Domingue where they said the black people fought off the white masters and created their own country called Haiti.  
The boys drew alongside with practiced ease, their warm greetings belying the consequences if they were caught selling their catch. Ten dozen oysters exchanged hands for a five-cent silver coin. 
“That coin’s from ’92—called a Half Disma,” the trader, whose free papers were tucked close to his chest in oilskin, said, turning it in his fingers. “That Miss Liberty—says she’s the mother of science and industry.”  
Isaac took the coin, weighed it in his palm, then tossed it across the skiff to Nathaniel. 
“Eagle, sure enough,” he said. 
Nathaniel caught it clean and flipped it over once in his hand. 
Half dismal he thought sliding it into his pouch. 
"The British are recruiting," one of the sailors said, eyes scanning distant boats with habitual caution. "Any of you who can manage to reach their ships, they will grant freedom. And arm them to fight alongside."  
Isaac and Nathaniel tensed.   
They knew the British fleet was formidable, feared by their masters.  
Nathaniel knew instinctively that Isaac would want to take the chance, and Isaac could see the conflict in Nathaniel’s eyes. 
The baskets full, they rowed for home. Isaac looked up serious, "You ever dream about what freedom would be like in Africa? Like in the stories?"  The water dripped, plopped off the oars. 
“No brother,” he said, watching Billy Walker row towards the dock. “I like those stories, but when I close my eyes, my dreams are always here. Maybe we can be like that Haiti they told us about.”   
But Billy Walker's fiendish barbarity turned Nathaniel's dreams into night sweats.  
Nathaniel’s own mother bore the full brunt of this man’s brutality because her spirit clung to a measure of defiance. To break her spirit, Walker convinced the master to sell her young daughter, Mary, to a cousin just as brutal. One county north was the distance of an ocean. The mother still looked him straight in the eye. 
And Nathaniel remembered that time— 
his mother trembling at the garden’s gate, 
as Walker, barbarous, stung her only little boy. 
The Mother then bundled away—south, 
to a fate unspoken. 
Pain shrieked from the chasm in his chest, 
deep and frozen. 
And Nathaniel swore, shirt ripped and soaken, 
to wash the crime with his blood. 
Nathaniel breathed. As they approached the dock, Isaac raised a brow. Walker clumsily tied off his muddy skiff, a dead fish reeking in its bottom. Mud caked him from feet to waist, brown layers clinging to cloth. He glared at Isaac and Nathaniel and chewed his empty cheek.  
When he turned away, Isaac winked. A rockfish broke the surface scattering poggies through the ripples. 
Walker barked an order for them to deliver their harvest, his rough voice barely suppressing his anger. He limped away, painting the bleached oyster shell path with marsh mud—brown shoeprint, then a soggy stocking stamp with a big toe smear jutting from the torn wool stocking. The sucking mud had gulped down the other shoe.  
“Looks like a doll stuck in the gummy sap.” Nathaniel grinned.  
“But he knows,” Isaac said half smiling at the creek's victory. “He knows we knew.”  
They looked back across the creek as they approached the dock. Crumbling mortar and scattered bricks jutted from the eroding bank where the original manor house had stood, its walls long since claimed by tide and time. Fossilized scallop shells and whale bones fell from sandy striations mixing with the surface crumble. A visiting teacher from the Williamsburg college once saw a beautiful gray shell from that bank in the master’s library and told him with Isaac listening that it was almost one thousand years older than Athens.  
Isaac turned to Nathaniel. "Look at the deep layers of shells,” he said reflecting, “Just no way those stone bones are only a little older than his old Greeks." 
And then from the rubble, the butterflies flew, an orange-black storm rising in the late afternoon breeze, their wings catching the light as they poured through the partially intact Wren-inspired window arch.  
Nathaniel's eyes held the movement from the eroding bank. Isaac followed his look, reading the same thought, the gathering for the fall journey. But he turned to the cry of baying hounds. The pack had cornered a deer at the water's edge across the creek. It was stunned and separated from its fawn—an easy shot, nowhere left to run. The boys held their breath. The musket cracked, powder smoke drifting white against the trees. But the deer bounded forward with a slight limp, splashing into the marsh, sheltering among the reeds. They breathed—part relief, part quiet satisfaction. The deer had escaped, and the master had squandered another afternoon while they toiled.  
They hauled their baskets from the dock, through the dormant garden, avoiding where in spring the pink hyacinths sprout and rose petals land and their ancestors lay—honored and unnoticed. Voices floated from the sagging porch. Nathaniel didn’t need to make out every word. He’d heard enough to understand: the master was worried. The British were offering freedom, and some of their people were making it.  
Walker wasn't worried. He could smell plots before they formed. The whip had a way of tearing out secrets. And if the war got hot, they had the Georgia traders calling.  
Walker’s threat lingered, but so did the sailors’ whisper.  
As dusk fell the terrified deer returned to the fold, limping, circling back towards its fawn. It collapsed where the morning hunt had begun and died. Into the chestnut grove, the boys dragged the carcass, melting into the darkness. And they built a small, smoky fire to cure the meat, sustenance to share with their people. Their axe rang into a dead tree trunk wrapped lovingly by a vine. A bird crossed flying by, and they knew not when they honored their hoofed friend, feeding each other her heart.   
They returned t their cabin just before dawn. In their rough plank bunks, Nathaniel was quiet. Patrols, dogs, bounty hunters. The faces they'd leave behind. But then he saw his mother's face, taken when he was twelve; Walker's sneer; the promise of freedom.  
"I'm with you, Isaac," he said finally, his voice barely a whisper in the darkness. "But we do this right. With a plan. No mistakes. And I return—like those butterflies—to find Mary, to find Walker."  
Nathaniel shifted, unable to sleep, and the sailors’ coin appeared in his pouch pressing against him through the rough fabric like a cup of ashes. Rustling leaves, a distant owl, insects humming accompanied their prayers.  
So did the danger.



Chapter 2: Early Dawn’s Light 
When the blackgum tree released its final orange leaves, the boys knew the days were shortening fast. Three hours before light, Nathaniel woke Isaac. They slipped from the cabin and entered the chestnut grove, retrieving their hidden ash wood bows and bone-tipped arrows. The master had given them passes to visit their kin for daylight Sunday, but they needed the whole day—maybe the last time they would see them. So they risked the patrol and their lash to arrive at sunrise.
They started up the main road at a fast walk, talking about the day ahead. Halfway to the devil tongue corner, Isaac froze mid-sentence. He'd heard something—distant horses maybe. Nathaniel listened. Nothing. They kept walking. Then Isaac heard it again, clearer. And Nathaniel picked up the echo of a woof. He nodded and they bolted onto a deer path.
The hooves became clear—eight riders on the main road. For a second they thought the dogs had missed the path, but then they heard the mournful howl.
“Now,” Isaac breathed. He motioned sharply. They darted across a ravine and then through thick underbrush, letting the forest swallow them. Crouched low against damp earth, breathing shallow, their silence was broken only by baying hounds. They knew those howls deep from when they were only ten. Walker had grabbed their friend Jack from the bunk they shared and brought him in front of his hounds. He told the boy to run to the edge of Greene's Place where Walker's man would tell him to circle back. The dogs would be let on his scent in twenty minutes. Isaac and Nathaniel waited in the cabin, holding hands, listening to the distant barks. An hour after Jack left, they heard that howl. It grew closer and then frantic. Jack burst through the door, slamming it shut—just before a dog crashed against the wood.
They knew these barks drawing closer and began their weave—doubling back, cutting across gullies and fallen logs. Then they stopped and listened, not to the hoofbeats but to the changing pitch of the baying dogs. In the stillness Isaac counted Nathaniel's breaths and tapped seconds; forty-eight breaths in the first minute, forty in the second. When his count hit twenty-four in the fourth minute, Isaac knew they were ready. He squeezed Nathaniel's hand just as the dog pitch jumped, and they were off.
Through the forest to the neighboring inlet, they waded into cool water, breaking their scent trail.
When Isaac slipped on the moss-slick rocks, Nathaniel was there instantly, one arm around his waist, steadying him. They stayed that way for a heartbeat—close, breath rasping, Isaac’s hand gripping Nathaniel’s shoulder. Then they moved again, anticipating each other’s steps through the dark.
They crept through thickets and creek beds, listening as the barks grew faint. 
The patrol leader wheeled his horse to follow one dog. The second in command yanked his mount after another. The horses collided. In frustration, the leader took a gulp of whiskey and called off the search so they could clean up before church.
The boys arrived at the edge of the trees in view of the big house just as the great moldings caught the morning fire, casting rose, violet, and scarlet across the hanging sheets. Daniel was out in his family garden, spreading manure to prepare the soil to overwinter—a Sunday privilege the master called a gift, but Daniel knew: cut slave feed cost. Still, he worked with quiet purpose, tending the earth so his people would have the nutrients they needed.
Isaac's grandma had said they were distant cousins—Daniel and his twin sister Hattie called them kin either way.
"Where's Hattie?" Isaac asked. 
Nathaniel laughed. "The last two times we got over here in the winter and the spring she's all you talked about. You used to never even notice her." 
Daniel smiled. "That's because when we were little she was so clever hiding in Sly Fox, Isaac never got to know her. You'd always be the first to find her, hiding together until the rest could find you."
Isaac smiled waving towards the field. “The land is tired.”
“Like everyone working it,” Daniel replied. “And still he won’t let it rest.”
Daniel finished his last row and put down the hoe to join his friends as they moved into the woods together.
A flash of brown. A large rabbit darted across their path. Isaac and Nathaniel raised their bows, moving to cut off its escape. They had it cornered with no clear path to safety.
The rabbit exploded into motion—jinking hard left, jagging right, doubling back in a blur. The boys lunged after it, splitting without realizing, each crashing through the underbrush after what they thought was the same animal.
"I'm on it!" Daniel shouted, leaping after his quarry into the thick brush. 
"Almost there!" Isaac called, chasing his prey toward a fallen log.
Nathaniel stayed silent, tracking movement ahead of him through the briars.
Then Daniel questioned his eyes: “It’s… an opossum?”
Isaac, from another direction: “Mine was a skunk!”
Nathaniel stopped mid-stride, knocking an arrow, as a weasel shot out of the thicket in front of him like a dart.
They turned back, searching the brush, when Nathaniel spotted it—the real rabbit—sitting perfectly still on a small bluff thirty feet in the opposite direction back where they had started.
“He flushed everyone else out, doubled back, and then just waited us out,” Nathaniel said, pulling his bowstring to his cheek. He loosed the arrow—only to watch it sail wide, not even close.
The rabbit twitched an ear, glanced at him with what looked suspiciously like a grin, and hopped off regally.
“You all think the rabbit’s your friend, running straight for your arrow. But rabbits don’t care what you want.”
Daniel laughed, already tying a loop of twine. “That’s why only my sister can hit one running like that.” 
“You gotta think like them—know where they’re headed, not where you hope they go.”
Isaac grinned. “You saying we need to be patient?”
“Patient, quiet, and maybe just a little bit lucky,” Daniel said, tightening the loop with a practiced flick. “Or smart enough to let the rabbit trap itself for you.”
He held the snare up. “Clear the path, tempt the rabbit."
Two other rabbits were less clever and ended up in their bag.
With the hunting done, they followed the path back toward Daniel's cabin, where a small group sat gathered around a fire near the edge of the woods. 
They saw Martha with her baby first, mending Daniel's shirt. Sunday meant she could mend their clothes instead of what the mistress commanded.
"You boys forget to bring water again? Daniel, go fetch the water bucket by the well."
"What would we ever do without you, auntie?" Nathaniel teased.
She rolled her eyes. She was only two years older than the boys, but they really were helpless little brothers sometimes. In the spring she had mended Isaac’s pants after they wrestled in the briar. In the way she moved her needle, she always knew where to put the extra stitches to anticipate the wear. The mistress had named Martha's baby Faith, but it sat wrong when no prayer could stop the south stealing.
The boys settled in the shade at the field's edge, voices low and warm, sharing stories and peace.
Isaac looked around and counted the absent faces—people who'd always been part of this small circle.
"Where's Half-Honest Jack? And his aunt, Sarah?" he asked.
Daniel’s smile faded.
"Sold south last month. Master needed to settle debts. Said Sarah was too old for field work but could still work the house. Jack was strong—would fetch a good price down that way."
Nathaniel didn’t breathe.
Martha squeezed his arm gently. 
"It's happening more and more. Every few months, someone else is gone." She put a stitch carefully through. "Tobacco merchants won't pay enough to cover last year's debt."
Daniel set the water bucket down. "The debt growing faster than any of his crops. Word is a northern banker's agent was here last week, threatening to take all of us if he won't pay up."
She glanced around, then lowered her voice. 
“Nathaniel, my cousin up near Port Conway swore he saw a girl at the Grove—scar on her wrist, like from a hot poker. Maybe twenty years, strong-built, light-brown skin. He said her name was Mary.”
Nathaniel’s head jerked up.
“Mary?”
Martha nodded slowly.
“Said she didn’t speak much. Moved like she was always listening for the whip.”
The fire crackled in the afternoon shade. 
“It could be her,” Nathaniel said at last, his voice tight. “She’d be about that age.”
Daniel laid a hand on his shoulder.
“Could be,” he said. “Could be.”
Across a distant field, they saw a figure running, his legs light and his stride matching the rhythm of the filly that won the county race. Juan, from the next plantation—at fifteen, he could find rhythm in anything he touched. His name was the master’s cruel joke, a way to brag to visitors that he’d seen Mozart debut Don Giovanni in Florence from a box beside Marie Antoinette—before the guillotine and before the Tidewater's decline made all that ancient history.
The planters, still rolling their eyes that he’d renamed Heron Hall to the Italian Santa Maria Plantation, pretended to believe him—and themselves.
Juan reached them, smiling effortlessly like he had been sitting in a pew praying. He drank the last of the water from the bucket and flipped it over. Then he tapped a soft thrum. He tapped again. 
His hands moved in easy patterns across the makeshift drum—thigh, chest, thigh—pulling music from the bucket. They began to catch his beat, shoulders relaxed and ears opened. It was time to listen.


Chapter 3: Of Sublime Sorrows 
San Fernando, Trinidad 1899
My Grandma Hattie was the best storyteller on this island. But she'd tell you straight that she didn't hold a candle to Uncle Abel.
Nawaponi River, Virginia. October 1813
Abel sat quiet, his eyes on the treeline. Past sixty now, he was brought from an island of palms at thirteen. A sincere man the people loved. They all called him Uncle.
He could remember every story he ever heard—matched only, maybe, by Anansi himself, the spider whose web collected knowledge. The stories weren't in Uncle Abel—they were him. Carried over oceans, shaped by loss and stubborn memory. And before departing, he meant to share these songs of his soul.
He turned his gaze to Isaac and Nathaniel. "Brought back some supper, I see," he observed, his voice low and steady. He held out a hand. "Let me take those. Somebody can listen better on a full belly."
Uncle Abel took the rabbits carefully, producing a worn knife from his belt. "Almost had three," Nathaniel added, frustration in his voice. "One of them was clever. Led us right to that thicket by the creek bend. Then we ran right by chasing a skunk and a weasel, and he doubled back on us."
Uncle Abel chuckled. His knife kept working the rabbit. “You know what I always tell you—the lion roared…” 
The three boys tumbled over each other, giggling as they finished Abel’s proverb in chorus: 
“All the animals ran. But the rabbit was still.”
“Those rabbits are clever, sure enough.” Uncle Abel continued, “But do you know Torope?”
He didn’t wait for them to say ’course they did. “Daniel’s great-uncle told me this one, back when my voice was still squeaking like a cricket—about Torope, the smart turtle who’s been fooling big beasts since the olden times.”
He adjusted a log on the fire, sending a puff of smoke sideways, then returned to his work. "Back then, Leopard's coat was pure golden yellow fading to that creamy belly. Pretty—but every animal saw him coming. Couldn't catch a thing… except a turtle."
Abel's hands never paused as he spoke. "One day, he caught Torope. Knocked on his shell with a claw. 'Got you now,' he said. 'I'll eat you.'"
He glanced at the boys, his knife pausing for emphasis. "'Brother Leopard,' said Torope, 'you could eat me… or I can paint you some spots. Make you a proper shadow hunter.'"
"Leopard liked the sound of that." Abel skewered the prepared meat and carried it to the fire. "So Torope painted him—dabs of clay, soot, and fat—and Leopard disappeared into the trees. Caught rabbit. Caught deer. Anything he wanted."
Abel's smile thinned as he settled back and flipped the meat over the coals. "But after a while, Leopard thought . . . turtle's still the best meat."
"So he said, 'Come by tomorrow, Torope. Got soup waiting.'"
His voice dropped lower, more serious. "But Torope knew. Took the leftover paint, covered his shell 'til he looked just like a rock. Next morning, he went most the way to Leopard's house, shelled up, and waited."
"Leopard waited past midday, then got antsy—like Torope knew he would—came strutting right past. Never saw him. While Leopard was out looking, Torope slipped in, ate all the soup, and strolled away."
Abel let out a deep, hearty laugh, his eyes gleaming in the firelight. "When Leopard came home, belly empty, Torope called from the distance, 'Thank you for the meal, Brother. You shouldn't have walked right by me.'"
He turned the meat once more, the fat hissing softly in the flames.
Then he sat back and said, “Now, there was another one I learned—back on my island, in Spanish—when the wounded deer sought refuge on Mont Aripo—”
"Oh no," Juan groaned, "Not that story again!"
"You haven’t even heard the end of it!" Abel protested.
"We’ve heard three different endings!" Daniel shot back, laughing.
Abel raised his hands in mock surrender. "Suit yourselves, throw out gold dressed up like mischief—that's where our people hid." 
The rabbits began to sizzle faintly on the spit. 
 Isaac's attention drifted to Daniel’s twin sister, Hattie, twenty feet away from the fire beneath a willow tree. She had gathered a few younger children, and a quiet stillness settled around them—a pocket of calm in the morning air. Hattie, tall with squared shoulders, shared Daniel’s quiet focus but could turn like an osprey's dive to humorous banter or sharp words. Isaac on the edge of the fire strained to hear. 
One crawled in close, placing a hand on Hattie’s knee, “Can I sit here Miss Ha, Harri?” trying to say her full birth name but stalling at the male version. She pulled him up, with one arm, the other holding a worn King James Bible open. She turned its pages with slow, careful hands, her voice emerged, low but steady. 
“This part here,” she said, “says, ‘The Spirit of the Lord God is upon me, because the Lord hath anointed me to preach good tidings unto the meek . . . to proclaim liberty to the captives.’ “
She paused, then added: “And there’s another one here somewhere— says plain: the people are the ones who tear the oppressor’s talons from our own flesh.” 
One child leaned in closer, resting their chin on her free knee. 
“What’s a talon, Hattie?” one whispered. 
Hattie looked at the child, “They're sharp claws like when an eagle catches a spooked rabbit. But the Bible means the King and his overseers tearing into an older day people. Folks kind of like us.” 
Isaac caught himself staring. She didn’t speak loud, didn’t try to lead. But they listened to her all the same. And so did he.
Abel tapped his fingers together and then interlocked them. His pointers met at the steep rooftop, opened and touched three times. “Times are changing,” he said, his voice lower now, more serious. “Heard you boys talking about… other possibilities?” He glanced toward Nathaniel and Isaac, his meaning clear—referring to the whispers of the British offer that had reached even this quiet corner of the world. He saw the hesitant glances between them, the spark of a dangerous hope in their eyes.
“Reminds me a bit of the old days,” he uttered. “The Revolution. Folks heard about the proclamation from the King’s governor—what was it, Lord Shoulda Done More? Promised freedom to any man who’d join the Redcoats.”
He gave a dry chuckle. “Lot of talk. And many went.”
"I was a young buck then. Ended up with the old Colonel's boy. Fought with the Americans—under Lafayette, for a time."
He didn’t dwell on battles or glory. Instead, he spoke of feeling—of what it meant. The smell of roasting rabbit thickened, curling warmly in the cold shade.
"I heard Lafayette speak to the men. He was a Frenchman—not like these masters here. Spoke with fire in him, about liberty, about freedom for all men. He made a young man believe, he did. Made you think if you fought for this new country, stood for them ideals, then freedom would be yours, like a promised wage.”
A smile tugged at his mouth.
 "Liberty," he said again as he watched the fat from the rabbit drip and hiss in the flames. 
With the Colonel, Uncle Abel had met them all—Washington, Madison, even Jefferson back when he was governor. He was there at the Raleigh Tavern serving them when Patrick Henry and the Burgesses resolved that to pay taxes to the British was tantamount to slavery. He'd heard that grand talk of liberty, and what they said when nobody was listening. He saw them in their finest jackets, but knew them without wigs and false teeth. And he knew the young woman, Talionis, whose incisors Washington purchased for dentures, pretending she had a choice. The Colonel once told Abel that Jefferson needed a new valet at the President's House and Abel nodded—never stopped combing the horse.
It didn’t come up again.
Not one to polish a laurel crown. Here, with his people—the poorest, sitting cross-legged in the dust—he cast his lot.
He looked out at the fields, past the corn and hemp, toward something older and heavier. "Remember hearing the old Colonel grumble after the war. He said some of them that ran off with the British were safe up in New York. Thay they was heading north, under British protection, living free."
Uncle Abel shook his head slowly. “Even then, some knew the British promise might hold more water than the American one—for us, anyway.”
Hattie said, as she walked back over to the fire, her voice soft but clear. “It's true. I read it in my mistress's newspaper—the pious Christian one who makes me read her the Bible. Said they sent them up to Hallifax and some on to a place called the Mountains of the Lioness, over in Africa.”
Daniel shifted, his voice low and cutting. “Uncle, you always say—when the lion invites the goats to dinner, it's not because they’re friends.”
Daniel leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “No, that English King only serves himself, like Anansi—but sometimes, that spider slips up and we all get the stories.
Our grandma, the one with a Nansemond mother, was at Yorktown with the British. Cleaned that General Cornwallow’s boots. Her man dug the farthest-out fort—close enough to hear the French voices drifting over at night, digging the other way.”
Daniel paused, looking at his sister. His voice softened, coaxing. “Go on, Hattie. Tell them what Grandma always said.”
Hattie was peering at a spot in the field beyond him. She didn’t speak right away. Her voice was a near whisper. “I know the old stories, men always fighting, and I prefer those bees there, buzzing in the bellflowers.”
Daniel didn’t look at anyone as he spoke. “When the French closed in and food got short, they kicked our folks out first. Left that last fort half dug so even a provincial could walk right in. Her man got shot trying to cross back. And her—they dragged her right back here, twenty-four lashes for her trouble. 
“Like the scriptures say- a serpent’s still a viper, even if dressed in kind-hearted clothes.” 
The fire snapped as fat hissed on the rabbit spit.
Uncle Abel turned back to Isaac and Nathaniel. The rabbits turned slowly on the spit, their skin browning. "Back then, though . . . back then they called Washington their Cincinnatus—that Roman General who went back to his planting. In their minds they were like Osei Tutu, the great king of the Ashanti, watching over their lands and protecting their people. But they didn't even know enough to know about him.
Hard as things were, most families stayed together, or close by. The old Colonel, he was mean, mind you, all masters were. But he didn't break up families to sell folks off regular like now. Fields were producing, money was coming in, enough, from the crops. Now they just break families like kindling when the debts come due. We the tobacco now.”
Hattie looked up: "And now they can't bring our people from Africa, not legal anyway, so cotton masters pay dear for every soul. The newspaper says that grinder machine will let cotton flood into fields all over the west and south, and who do you think'll pick it?"
Uncle Abel leaned forward, "Seems to me, if somebody was looking for freedom, now might be the time to seek it. Back then, staying meant you had a chance of keeping your people near. Now . . . staying means watching them sold away one by one. That machine gonna grind the seeds right outta us.”
He tapped his steep roof fingers again.
“My soul is deep now like the Nawaponi—my body won’t make it the year—but my stories will go with you. I am in my stories, and they are me. We come from everywhere, and to everywhere we go. On Aripo, we are Mountain and no flower or herb is strange.”
Isaac mulled over Uncle Abel's words. "That talk of liberty from the Frenchman," he said quietly. "Do you think, Uncle, if we could take what's ours . . . could we build something like that? Like Haiti? Make those ideas real?"
"Not till we stake our lives to break them," Nathaniel said.
Juan's hands found the rhythm of their firecall—thigh, chest, thigh—his hands beating a living memory. "Uncle, you said they used drums in Carolina in the uprising and that's why they got outlawed."
"They called it devil music," Uncle Abel explained, "That Colonel would gather his guests close, voice hushed with worry, telling how our people once rose up—used drums to organize the whole thing. They'd listen, fear in their eyes, whispering, 'Heaven help us.' But we heard."
Juan demonstrated and Uncle Abel answered, first in rhythm and then in words. "You told me back where our people come from, across the water, the drums—they talk. They tell stories. Call folks to gather. Warn of danger. Send messages of hope faster than any horseman. 
What’s the Africa word, Uncle Abel, the one that means hope?” 
“Anidaso,” Abel responded quietly. 
Juan continued, “There's old folks who still know the songs. Isn’t that right, Uncle? Know the meanings of the calls. They remember what each one says. And they teach you, if you listen."
The rhythm changed again—faster now, insistent. It felt like motion itself, as if it were propelling them forward.
Isaac flipped his bow in his hands, tapping it softly against his palm to match Juan's fading rhythm. His eyes drifted to Hattie, now sitting slightly apart from the group, focused intently as she sharpened a stick into a makeshift spear with a piece of flint. Her sharp eyes caught his. She met his eyes without hesitation, raising an eyebrow—equal parts challenge and curiosity.
"You just going to gawk, or do you know the feel of that bowstring?" she asked, voice sharp but she couldn't quite hide the smile.
"Know it some. At least, thought I did." Isaac said.
"Then keep it out of sight from the big house,” she said, standing. “You want a whipping for all of us?"
Without waiting for permission, she took the bow and quiver from him, stepped lightly into the trees, and loosed an arrow in one smooth motion. The shaft thudded into a knot twenty yards away. Then she walked over and leaned the bow carefully on the far side of the tree—out of sight, just in case. 
"Don't take it too hard. Takes time to truly know a bow. You'll catch up one day."
Nathaniel laughed. "Thought you were good, didn't you?" he said, cuffing Isaac's shoulder.
They ate the rabbit and sat awhile. Hattie challenged them to a footrace across the field and outpaced them both with ease. As they caught their breath, Hattie shaded her eyes, watching. "Only Juan ever beat me," 
As the sun lit fall’s last orange leaves atop the great oak, Isaac and Hattie slipped beneath it seeking a private moment. Hattie's confident demeanor softened, and Isaac found himself speaking with unusual candor.
"You ever hear any talk about the British recruiting our people?" he asked quietly, his voice low, the question hanging in the air between them.
Hattie nodded, her expression growing serious, the earlier playfulness gone. "I've heard those whispers flickering" she confirmed. "They say the British are promising freedom if you can make it to their ships and join their navy."
Isaac hesitated for a long moment, the weight of his words significant. "Nathaniel and I . . . we're giving it hard thought. About trying it. Getting out of here, finding the British ships."
A full minute passed, Hattie silent. Then she started to speak, then hesitated and looked off at a blackgum branch. Her voice returned, quiet but resolute, "I know a sadness amongst all sorrows.” She paused and put her finger tips on Isaac’s shoulder, “That the slavery of man is the world’s profound chasm." She paused, meeting his eyes directly. "You'll come back for me? You will. You will need me." 
Isaac nodded solemnly. "I promise, Hattie."
Watching from a distance, Nathaniel clenched up his big toe. When they nodded their goodbyes, Nathaniel watched Hattie with guarded intensity, silent.
They ran back on the main road, passing the half-painted sign for Halfway Manor as the sky deepened to purple and indigo. 
As they climbed into their bunks, bone tired, Nathaniel looked at the sagging ceiling. Hattie wouldn’t turn—he knew that sure enough. But word was slipping through the cabins, and somebody else might. There was no more time to waste.


Chapter 4: Between Their Loved Home
Over the next two weeks, Isaac and Nathaniel worked in stolen moments—after the overseer’s back was turned, deep in the woods under the guise of trapping rabbits, or in the hush of midnight when most were asleep. They’d gathered supplies: salted fish carefully dried and wrapped; hard biscuits secreted away from their meager rations, scavenged metal—everything they could scrape together hidden in a hollowed-out log near the riverbank.
One night, as they worked by moonlight checking their hidden cache, Nathaniel's spoke quietly. "Your grandpa, the one with the stooped shoulders, ever talk about where he came from? What freedom looked like there?" 
"Some," Isaac said, his hands still busy with the supplies. "His Africa name was Unoka. He played a cane flute, and when they got in their sweet potatoes, he'd find the other musicians and play all night."
Isaac paused, his gaze distant. "He loved when the kite birds came back with the dry season, and how the children sang songs to welcome them."
"He told me that when he was little, he'd wander around looking for them returning, sailing against the blue silence."
Nathaniel nodded, joining in. “Just like us, when the osprey come back in the spring. I wonder if they go to Africa.”
"No, he said they were different, but as soon as he saw one," Isaac continued, his voice soft with memory, "he'd sing out the welcome, resonating from deep in his soul, asking if it brought anything back home."
"They didn't have our winter and summer, but a dry season, when the morning sun turned gold and a spirit called Harr Mutan breathed cold air down from the north.”
Nathaniel gave a low whistle. "Sounds like a place worth finding. Maybe the butterflies go there."
Isaac nodded, securing the last of their provisions. The memory of his grandfather's freedom felt both distant and close—something to carry with them on their own journey. 
When word reached Hattie that the boys planned to leave in the skiff with a vague promise to return, she'd have none of it. "Daniel, there are more of our people that want to leave. We can bring them." At nightfall she went into the marsh and uncovered her dugout canoe. She paddled down to Halfway Manor, snuck into Isaac and Nathaniel's cabin, and whispered her plan. They tried to follow her out, but she hopped in the dugout and paddled against the current to beat the daylight.
The skiff the boys rowed most days was too slow, too vulnerable for the open bay and too small. But the Maenad's mast stuck up from the dock like a beacon—the master's fastest vessel, waiting. Before the war and blockade, she'd undertaken dangerous smuggling runs, meeting British merchant ships from Bermuda in the Carolina dark. Isaac worked as cabin boy on several trips, watching how the seamen handled the sails. On another night, when the Maenad returned, Isaac and Nathaniel, in bed in their locked cabin, heard only clanking chains as carriages galloped from the dock. When they reported to the dock in the morning, someone had cleaned the sloop, and the only remnants were a white rose and some document attesting the cargo's origin—Key Terra Rubra, Signed Atty Taney. It would fool no one who didn't want to be fooled.
Now she didn't cover her upkeep running to the Potomac. But she was still the plantation’s last hope—guarded against seaborne theft, never imagining that his own cabin boy might commandeer her. She had a loud bell tied to the main halyard. A heavy chain secured the Maenad’s ring-bolt to the piling held by an old ward lock—iron and functional. Walker’s hulking mastiff usually slept on deck. He was a rare gift from the Master, named Monroe, after the governor whose public order laws the Master had helped draft in the aftermath of 1800.
Isaac had spent long hours in the blacksmith shop when he was younger, learning to make nails under Honest Jack's watchful eye. The master thought the nickname clever in tribute to the flogging admiral of St. Vincent, but every black boy knew the story of Honest Jack Sheppard who escaped London's jails, four times in some tellings, five in others. The forge burned intensely hot, and sparks often jumped from the anvil to sear his arms and hands. Jack had badly burned his left hand years ago in a forge accident—the fingers were twisted and scarred—but with the help of the shop boys, he could still fix anything from a broken hoe to a ship's anchor chain.
He had become like another grandfather to Isaac. One afternoon, when the shop was empty except for them, Isaac held an iron piece steady and quietly told Jack about their escape plan. "I need to open a lock," he said simply. Jack was quiet for a long moment, then moved to a pile of scrap iron. "Grab those two pieces," he said, selecting thin strips of metal. His scarred fingers worked the file, shaping one piece to a slight curve, bending the other at a right angle. As he worked, he explained how the tools functioned, how the pick could map the inner geography of the lock and the exact clicking sound as each tumbler aligned.
 "A lock's just a puzzle," he said. "Every puzzle’s got a solution. You just have to probe, feel and listen, and then turn." He handed Isaac the finished tools and an old broken lock for practice picking, then nodded. "Your puzzle needs solving."
Hattie quietly gathered those willing to leap.
Their most vital preparation waited near the water's edge—not the master's prized sloop, but a small, old barge no one would miss until harvest. They had modified it carefully. Hattie and Nathaniel lashed down a low platform just above the waterline. Then came Hattie's innovation—the disguise. She cut and wove marsh grasses into rough mats, draping them along the edges, mimicking how reeds swayed to make the barge blend into shadows. Isaac and the others smeared dark river mud across the hull. When finished, it looked like floating debris—ready to vanish into the marsh.
On a pale moon night, they put the next phase into motion.
Isaac slipped away first, taking the old oystering skiff upriver alone under cover of dark. His arms moved with practiced ease, silent in the water. At the mouth of a shallow inlet, a narrow dugout canoe waited as planned—Hattie crouched low in stolen boy's clothes, freed from restrictive skirts, hair cropped short.
They greeted each other with touched hands in the dark, then began the delicate work of their deception. They tied the skiff to the tall pine with the empty eagle's nest, hidden from view of the big house and the dock. They stepped into the muck barefoot, toward higher ground. Then they walked backward into the marsh—leaving behind a trail leading to nowhere. 
A muskrat slipped past them and dove under the dark murk. Hattie watched it vanish.
“When my grandma's people paddled these rivers you could see fish fifteen feet below,” she said quietly. “Now you can't see your feet when you get knee deep because the tobacco stole the dirt from the land and stirred it into the water.”
Isaac nodded, still working. He took out his metal tinder box and struck steel to flint. He blew gently on the sparks until the char cloth glowed red, then pressed the brimstone match against the heat. The tip flared blue, and he transferred the flame into the sperm whale oil lantern. The lure, set in the bow of the skiff, would be the first thing the chase party saw when they reached the river’s middle.
Isaac stepped into the canoe, Hattie steadying it with her pole. She pushed off and they drifted downstream toward the rendezvous, the sliver moon sky their only cover.
The others were coming overland, slipping like shadows, moving with the silent expertise of those who lived their lives unseen. One by one, they converged from the thickest shadows along the tree line—figures melting out of the gloom, bare feet silent on the damp earth.
Martha heard the deep courtship call of a male great horned owl, five low notes pulsing through the dark trees. She answered with the higher-pitched female's call. From deeper in the woods near the marsh, Nathaniel called again. Martha answered, closer now, more urgent. An ancient mating ritual, guiding humans toward each other through the night. Juan answered the male owl's call, not with the expected series of smooth quarter notes, but with the owl's double-hit eighth-note bark of annoyance. Nathaniel quietly laughed. 
Quiet nods, shared breaths held tight, the briefest touch of hands.
Daniel, near the front, greeted his sister Hattie on her return. There was old Preacher Jonah, who moved slower but could lift a keg of rum and say most of the Bible from heart. Juan the drummer clapped two fingers against his palm, narrating his own rhythm. Martha carried her mistress’s sewing basket in one arm, cradling her baby Faith in the other. 
Nathaniel scanned the darkness, eyes constantly moving, listening for any unnatural sound – a restless dog, a creaking floorboard, patrolling footsteps. "Dogs haven't caught on yet," he whispered, barely audible. "But they will. We need to move. Now." 
They crept from behind cabins—seven bodies and a baby—like ghosts through the dense marsh grass. Their bare feet sank into cool, soft mud that clung to their legs—slowing their steps but hiding their escape. Each step brought them closer to the disguised barge, their Turtle, tied to a hidden mooring.
When they reached the hiding place, the barge blended with the marsh, almost invisible among the reeds. They loaded bundles of supplies. Eight shapes settled into the craft, packed tight. Isaac took the oars; Nathaniel readied the pole. The others crouched low.




Chapter 5: Torope's Lair
San Fernando, Trinidad 1899
Now children, when Grandma Hattie got to this part—hiding in the shadow pocket—she'd grip the arms of her chair, and sudden like, it stopped rocking. Even fifty years gone, sitting safe in Trinidad, we were sure that man was sneaking up on us.
 
Nawaponi River, Virginia 1813
They crossed the creek and made for the same inlet where Walker had once been stuck—now unlocked by the tide and vibrant.
They moved slowly into the inlet's mouth and found a pocket of still water where reeds grew thickest. The brittle grass stalks rubbed together, rattling as widgeons whistled. Then Daniel whispered, dry as driftwood, "If this is freedom, it's got colder toes than I imagined."
A few muffled chuckles followed. Tense shoulders bent—just enough to breathe.
The absence was discovered quickly. Walker's mastiff, Monroe, began barking. A watchman found the empty bunks. Within minutes, lanterns flared across the yard. Men shouted. Dogs bayed.
"What do you mean, gone?" Walker snarled.
"We're seeing half dozen footprints, sir. And the fishing skiff is gone," the watchman said.
Walker's face hardened and turned sharply. "Get the dogs! Get torches! Wake the village! Bring muskets! Prepare the shallop!" He pointed to a laborer. "You! Stay on the main dock with a musket! If you see or hear anything, fire once!"
Walker climbed aboard his small sailboat at the creek-side dock, seething, joined by his assistant and two armed laborers. He took the helm and Monroe jumped aboard as they launched into the night.
Walker's shallop glided toward the inlet on its way to the river channel, his lantern held aloft piercing into the reeds. Monroe stood at the bow, nose lifted. The dog's head turned toward their hiding place—scenting something on the wind.
Faith began to cry softly. Martha shushed and rocked, but the crying grew louder. Juan leaned over, arms accepting Martha's gift. A few rhythmic finger taps—and then, giggles. Walker's boat slid past the inlet's mouth, not twenty feet away. Monroe's ears pricked forward. Juan pressed Faith gently to his chest, and she fell silent.
The mud-smeared hull, the woven reeds, the fugitives in dread silence—unreposed. For seconds they could not breathe. They were the marsh: brown, stiff reeds of late fall blowing fitfully—half concealed, half disclosed.
Walker's lantern beam swept across the reeds one final time. Then the wind shifted. Monroe lowered his head, and the shallop moved on.
At once, their held breath sighed across marsh grass and water.
Walker's shallop cut through dark water toward the middle channel. "Upriver," a patroller shouted. "Movement, sir. Light, about a mile and some ahead," his assistant called out. Walker's eyes narrowed, catching the distant, bobbing light. "Whose plantation would that be?" "Near Greene's land, sir, I think," the assistant ventured.
Walker let out a harsh laugh. "Fools. Need a light to see their own hands?" Walker had read the tide wrong and thought it was still coming in. "Such fools! Thought they could float upriver and go overland!"
He leaned over and bellowed toward the dock: "You, guarding the dock! Get a horse! Ride north to rouse Greene's Plantation! Get their men to rendezvous with us!"
Walker steered upriver, drawn by his mistaken conviction toward the decoy, away from where his quarry lay hidden.
The sounds of oars, fading shouts, and the sail flapping like a broken-winged bird trailed behind him as he followed the trick path up the main river.
Daniel started to shift, but Isaac caught his ankle and whispered Uncle Abel's wisdom: "The lion roared, and all the animals ran—but the rabbit was still."
A long minute passed before the sounds of the pursuit were swallowed by the night.
The Turtle had outsmarted the Leopard in his own frustrating mudhole. But now came the boldest part, the turn back beneath the leopard's tree. Isaac met Nathaniel and Hattie's eyes in the gloom. A shared nod. While Walker chased their ghost upriver, the sloop, the master's pride and their fastest chance at distance and safety, lay unguarded at the main dock, the name Maenad stenciled on the transom. They emerged from their hiding place and turned back silently towards the tormented dock.
The night was still, the dogs and their handlers long gone upriver. Martha, a shadow among shadows, scaled the Maenad's rigging to hold off the small alarm bell. One clang before they had rigged the sails could bring Walker quickly into musket range.
Isaac stepped onto the dock beside the sleek sloop. The heavy chain securing her to the piling was held by the old ward lock. His fingers found Honest Jack's tools in his pouch—the curved pick and the bent tension wrench. He knelt beside the lock, sliding the tension wrench into the keyhole and applying gentle pressure. With the pick, he felt around the internal wards, searching for the path a key would take. The metal scraped softly against the obstacles inside. There—the pick found the clear channel past the wards. He turned the tension wrench, and the lock fell open.
Hattie helped with the boarding while Nathaniel and Isaac cut the mooring lines and pushed off in seconds. Martha let go of the bell's hammer and then lowered it and herself to the deck. Then she passed the bell to Juan and took her baby. But the bell clanged once—a solemn farewell to the dock—unmistakable to ears straining in the night.
The sail caught with a soft flap. The Maenad leaned into the wind, the master's fastest vessel slipping silently downriver, carrying eight souls toward freedom.
Isaac's eyes caught the leopard-spotted sail furled against the boom, and he pointed to it. "They missed the Turtle hiding in the reeds…" He nodded at the sloop. "Now they'll chase their own spots down to the Bay."
A mile upriver, Walker stood at the bow of his smaller sailboat, frustration mounting as the decoy light bobbed just ahead—slipperier than he'd expected. The tide pulled harder against his hull now, and he knew he'd misread it entirely. Still, the light drifted on, and his men were locked into the chase.
"Just the wind working against us," he muttered, refusing to abandon the plan. From the light on the skiff, he saw the shadowy footprints and his hope returned. He disembarked quickly, left foot sinking in the mud.
Then it came—the faint, metallic clang. Familiar, but out of place on the river. It cut clean through the honks of the last arriving Canada geese.
Walker stiffened. His head snapped back toward Halfway Manor. The lantern beam in his hand jerked.
"Did you hear that?" he barked, his voice sharp with suspicion.
"Sounded like . . . like a bell, sir," one of the men grumbled from the stern, his eyes wide. "Back downriver."
Walker's face contorted with sudden fury and clarity. He scrambled back aboard, muddy water leaking from his trousers. The alarm bell. On the big Maenad. It shouldn't have rung. His mind reeled. This wasn't a simple escape of a few. It was calculated. Audacious. He had been lured away. "This reeks of British agents," Walker spat, in a panic.
Back downriver, the Maenad sliced through the dark water, its sails silent wings against the night sky. Isaac held the tiller, his hands steady. Nathaniel was beside him, his gaze searching for danger. The others huddled on the deck, silent, watchful, the cold air biting at their faces. As Halfway Manor receded in the distance, Nathaniel's eyes, with invincible hatred, penetrated the Georgian façade to the halls of mortal deception. He turned back to the gentle murmur of the river.
Juan started playing a quiet beat on his thighs and chest, urging the wind. "They took away the drums," words coming out to the rhythm, "so folks played the songs on their bodies. Their laps. Their chests. The meaning stayed, even when the sound changed."
The wind briefly died, and the boat slowed to a crawl. "Well, the wind's not responding to your call, Juan," Isaac said, handing him an oar.
Juan took it, paired with Nathaniel, and with a few powerful strokes, the Maenad surged forward again. "Still beating the patrol," Juan said, catching his rowing rhythm.
Hattie grinned as the wind returned,
"Cause Walker's probably rowing against his man, spinning.
A spiraling blue crab—swimming beautiful."


Chapter 6: Perilous Flight
The pursuit faded, sounds drowned in the wind and river. The fast journey in the Maenad felt different—the exhilarating cut of the hull through water, the wind rushing in the sail—a stark contrast to poling through mud. Shifting winds, open channels, the broader river approaching the bay.
Isaac and Nathaniel took turns at the tiller, their ease on the waves steady even on a new vessel. The others remained mostly silent, shifting weight at Isaac's direction, their heads pivoting towards every fish splash. The night air grew cooler, carrying the faint salty tang of the great bay. At the hinge of the river's jaw, Maenad's black stripes caught the starlight and scattering bright shards across the chopped water.
Hattie retrieved one of the reed covered mats saved from their disguised Turtle. She bound it to an extra piece of canvas with clove hitches, then draped it over the sloop's white transom so it wouldn't catch the starlight.
"Maenad," she pronounced slowly, her fingers brushing against the canvas as she secured it. "Strange name. What's it mean?"
Isaac, gripping the tiller, recalled the master's explanation. “I heard him explaining it to his nephew once. Said it’s from a Greek play—Euripides. He’s been translating it for years. Told his nephew it was about wild women in leopard skins, followers of the wine god, tearing apart the only man who was wise enough to keep the old world together.”
Nathaniel snorted, watching Hattie's work. “He probably thinks he's that wise man.”
Isaac smirked. “He would. Thinks knowing Greek makes him King Solomon.”
 “He studied law in Williamsburg—same teacher as Mister Jeffers—.”
 “Duck!”
 The west wind snapped the canvas full, and the boom swung hard across the deck. They dropped in rhythm, Isaac’s drills now natural movements—ducking without thinking, saving their skulls.
“. . . anyway, studied with Mister Jefferson’s law teachers, and he loves reminding folks, like that makes him some noble Virginian above the rest.”
“He’s above nothing,” Nathaniel said. “Except maybe real work.”
Isaac nodded. “He spends his days squinting at old scrolls while we’re out hauling oysters, fixing fences, keeping the whole place from falling apart. We’re the ones who dive down to scrape off the barnacles so this boat can fly. That foolish hothouse, who you think grows his white roses in January or July? Who do you think painted Maenad on the stern? Us. We brushed on those leopard spots too—his little myth, made real by our hands.”
“Just like when he had us paint over the old Halfway Manor sign at the gate.” Nathaniel cut in. “Now it just says 'Elysi'—ran out of paint and guess he ran out of silver."
Preacher Jonah chuckled. "Lord works in mysterious ways. Man tries to name his place paradise, ends up halfway.”
Hattie tilted her head, pausing her work. "He ever finish that translation?"
Isaac grinned. "A tobacco merchant in London sent him a printed copy---beautiful thing, already translated. Sent him into a fit. I heard him clear across the hall: 'Wants for regularity in the voice! Progression of the unities disrupted with heavy ornaments! Lost King Penny-ooze's inner nobility entirely!' Whatever that means. Then he threw it, and all his papers right in the fire." 
Nathaniel laughed softly. “He’s a smuggler who thinks he’s that spider Anansi—smarter than everyone. But really he’s just a scared little jemmy crab hauled out of the water, darting here and there with blue claws waving, bluffing like he’s President of the dock.”
Isaac spoke then, his voice lower, more distant. “Went from how it was when Washington stayed there on his way home from Yorktown to this now. My grandpa said the master was just a boy then, waiting for the college to open again. A law tutor they called Saint Tuck came around, said he'd be the next Madison.”
“Well he got just about halfway,” Hattie chuckled.
Preacher Jonah sighed, his eyes drifting towards the horizon.
He smiled, then after a long pause, turned solemn. “Jeremiah says the leopard can’t change his spots, nor the Ethiopian his skin. Well—we stole its spots. And we’re keeping our skin just fine.”
They nodded and went quiet.
As they approached the river’s mouth, they could almost feel the bay’s salty breath. But first they had to cross the most dangerous stretch of the journey—the narrow reach where patrols and lookouts watched the constricted water. The eight of them huddled low on the deck, a single dark shape slipping across the sliver-moon night, cutting toward the uncertain horizon.
Martha stiffened, her vision sweeping up the short mast of the Maenad. Fouled in the rigging, red and white lines fluttering fitfully in the predawn gloom, as useless as Walker’s whip now. 
"The flag," she breathed, urgency in her voice. "Their flag. Up there."
Daniel's jaw tightened. "British see that flag, their cannons won’t ask who’s underneath it. Won’t care neither."
Without a word, Martha handed her baby to Juan and scrambled up the mast, a dark blur against the paling sky. In seconds, she wrestled the flag free, tearing it decisively from its staff and crumpling it in her hand.
“We can’t fly that,” she whispered, shoving the wrinkled cloth at Daniel. "Not anymore. This isn't their boat, and we're ours now."
Daniel's gaze met hers. "Then what will we fly, Martha?”
She looked at the crumpled enemy flag, then out at the water. "Something different," she mused, "Something that means us. A new story."
Isaac's eyes fixed on the northern bank—earthworks and cannons commanding the channel. The American redoubt. In fifteen, twenty minutes, there would be enough light for the watchmen to see them from over the ramparts.
"Can’t make it,” Isaac muttered, hope lowering with the sail. They had been so close to the open bay, so close to freedom. But the alternative—being blown apart by the redoubt's guns—was unthinkable.
Isaac scanned the southern bank, searching for sanctuary. He saw it: a narrow cut leading into a tidal creek, barely visible from the main river unless you knew where to look. He'd fished and crabbed all its secrets.
This creek twisted deep into the trees, opening into a cove invisible from river or shore. He knew the depth—knew the channel was just deep enough for the Maenad at this high tide, the dense trees crowding the water’s edge until gently clearing at the cove.
Nathaniel, steady at the tiller, caught a small tilt of Isaac’s chin. He adjusted course without a word, toward the deep cove they knew from baitfish runs.
They had lost the race with dawn, forced into hiding just before the bay could embrace them. Isaac and Hattie conversed quietly.
As the towering trees swallowed them, Hattie addressed the group. Her voice was quiet but carried authority.
“We need to hold here and hide before daylight,” she said. “There’s a cove further in. We eat what we’ve got. Rest. Dry out.”
The others nodded, faces grim but resolute. In their eyes, Isaac saw the same fire that burned in him—the same desperate courage. They were tired and uncertain, but united in purpose, bound by a shared dream.
With the Maenad now shielded from the open river by the creek’s first bend, though not yet in the full security of the hidden cove, Hattie gave voice to what had been simmering since they fled. Her words came quiet, barely above a whisper:
"Do you think the British will truly take us in?"
Isaac, still at the tiller, told Daniel to grab the pole to check depth. Then he looked at Hattie, steady. "They will," he said, thinking of their people that joined the British in the last war. "They need men who know these coves."
Nathaniel, now at the oars with Juan, responded. "And if they don't? If they turn us away?"
He looked at the tired, hopeful faces around him, every life riding on the path they'd chosen.
A hush settled over them, broken only by the soft lapping of water and the first birdsong threading through the trees. But of one thing they were sure: they would never again be slaves in Virginia. Hattie started to say, “if they catch us,” but she couldn’t finish and she didn’t have to.
If they were captured, they would be separated—sent south—the fate unspoken.
A fate Mr. Jefferson himself once recommended in a letter to his son-in-law, for such punishments would serve in terrorem for those who remained. Instructions to torture Cary—a child he knew by name—sent from the Presidential desk.
A startled blue heron pulled free of the marsh mud, neck stretching then curving into an S before tucking back as powerful wings carried it upward.
Hattie was inspecting the anchor and chain that they would need in the cove. "The master let the iron rust, but the ring-bolt is true beneath, burrowed deep into the ship’s bones. Without it, the chain rips away in the first storm." 
"This ring-bolt is our promise: the chain is our destiny together."
They moved slowly upstream as the high tide slackened, rounding bends where the mast scraped overhanging limbs. The air grew stiller, main river sounds fading. Daniel's pole dipped, The water lapped the hull. A distant bird called. The smell here was richer with leaf decay becoming fertile mud.
The creek widened into a small, enclosed cove, swallowed by forest. They had found it years ago when the menhaden were running thick, schools so dense the water seemed to boil with fish. Now they needed it to hide a sloop.
Finding the right spot took careful maneuvering—deep enough for the hull, close enough for tree cover, far enough from branches to hide the mast. Isaac guided the Maenad with skill born of countless hours on these waters. Daniel used the pole to confirm depth, guiding with quiet commands. At last, the Maenad reached the cove's heart near the bank.
Back at Halfway Manor that morning, the master returned from Richmond. The house was a frenzy. The cook’s boy, wide-eyed with fear, ran to meet his carriage before it even turned into the drive, stammering out the news. By the time the master reached the front steps, Walker was waiting, his face grim, the narrative already formed.
The boys missing, the Maenad stolen, the patrol misled by a clever deception. The master stood rigid, face red, disbelief warring with fury.
Walker's story was already rehearsed. "The British, sir. This level of planning, the timing, the decoy—they've slipped agents into the area. Been watching us, recruiting them."
The master seized on it like rope in a storm, and it might just get him an indemnity.


Chapter 7: And Their Net Brake 
The Maenad, built for speed on open water, felt immense and exposed among the ancient trees. They lowered the sail completely, furling it tight against the boom. Reed mats from the Turtle barge draped over deck and rigging, breaking up the boat's outline; Martha also raised two crossed pieces of driftwood up the halyard to look like branches.
Isaac suggested they stretch their legs on the small firm bank.
As Daniel stepped toward the gunwale, land legs unsteady from the river, he stumbled. Nathaniel’s arm shot out, catching his full weight mid-fall, lifting him easily onto land.
A rare, flickering grin touched Nathaniel’s face.
“Careful now,” he said. “Wouldn’t want to explain to Hattie why her brother took an unplanned swim.”
The tease was gentle, spoken low in the hush of the cove.
The creek embraced them beyond the redoubt's eyes.
The day was long and tense. They huddled low, speaking only in whispers. Every distant sound brought fear—the creak and splash of oars on the main river, a dog’s far-off baying, shouts that might be search parties. A hawk’s shadow swept over them and Daniel instinctively clenched his shoulders. A hunter in the woods, a fisherman venturing too close to the creek’s mouth, would end their gamble.
Exhaustion from the night settled deep into their bones. They shared their last hard biscuits and salted fish, eating slowly to make rations last. The clay jug passed around, each sip a quiet necessity.
Through the tense day they prepared. Keeping low and silent in the sheltered cove, Isaac and Nathaniel learned the Maenad—raising and lowering the sail in near silence, finding the exact tension of the lines, coordinating their movements. They practiced shifting their weight together and ducking the boom. Nathaniel tested a pole in deeper water, learning the boat’s momentum and how to steer her without sound. Hattie fished and watched. Silence held them fast. 
Throughout the day, activity passed on the main river—larger boats, distant shouts. Later, Juan spotted the Halfway Manor shallop, its sail flapping dissonantly as it drifted downriver toward the redoubt like a shrouded ghost. He froze until the sounds faded. Walker was not aboard; his man would assume they had reached the bay. 
Martha climbed the bank to a tall pine and began to ascend. About forty feet up, she paused, pointed, and called softly down to Nathaniel, who stood at the base of the tree. "Chesapeake Bay! Beautiful, big bellied boats—wearing sails white as that French queen’s sheets!” 
Hattie looked to Martha and then the distance. “Freedom’s swift-winged angels across the muddy waters. This very bay shall deliver us." 
As dusk painted the sky, long, deep shadows settled over the cove. The air grew cooler, the marsh sounds shifting as night creatures emerged. The last gleam of half-light before the dark. 
Preacher Jonah looked around the hidden cove, the last tree reflections slightly distorted on the still water. He rose slowly, his voice carrying the weight of years and faith. "The Lord led Jesus to the shores of Galilee, where the waters were calm and the nets full.”
He glanced around and gestured to the peaceful refuge.
A frantic scrabbling snapped their attention toward the trees. Two squirrels shot up the side of an oak, circling fast—then one jumped to the next tree, the other close behind, tails flicking
Preacher Jonah almost smiled. Then, serious, he said:
'This here's our Galilee Cove.”
Juan's flat hand caught Jonah's rhythm on his thigh. “Lord, never in my days have I seen oaks so tall, so noble. Christ must be here—for here stand the cathedrals. We have no master but God, and in God is our trust. He has brought us safe to these still waters. There is a better day coming." 
Martha amen-ed, but not with her usual thunder. Just a whisper this time, her hands still lifting, quiet as praise can get.
As the sky deepened to black, they prepared the Maenad in silence. Martha climbed up the rigging and took down the crossed driftwood. She then went up the bank to the silent clearing and planted it to mark their salvation.
When they felt the hull confirm the tide had turned toward the bay, Isaac took the tiller. Nathaniel and Hattie held long poles at bow and stern. The others settled low. The waiting was over.
Isaac nudged the Maenad from the bank, and Juan and Daniel rowed back through their path to safety. Every rustle of reeds, every distant call resonated.
They cleared the mud flat at high tide. The creek opened, and the Maenad drifted into the main river. The tide pulled them, drifting, toward the bay.
They held their breaths as they passed the earthworks, eyes straining into the darkness, listening. The tide carried them steadily toward the bay, but time stretched.
Finally the banks fell away, and the air sharpened with salt—they were clearing the river mouth. Isaac judged the distance by feel. They were safely beyond the redoubt's reach.
"Now," Isaac whispered. Nathaniel and Hattie moved swiftly. The main sail rose, pulling taut against the boom, gathering wind with a soft thump. The Maenad surged, leaning into the breeze. They raised the jib. Propelled by wind and tide, she turned toward the vast, beautiful dark Chesapeake, slicing through water with newfound speed. The black night opened its arms. The redoubt was behind them, unaware—they were truly at sea.
The Maenad tacked east through the perilous night, a two-winged bird—one glinting leopard gold, the other a black shadow of beauty and sorrow. Isaac and Hattie, hand in hand, watched the dolphins linger, then frolic through the sloop’s wake—lovers free in the vast bay. 
Nathaniel's eyes drifted from those hands to a dolphin in the distance, swimming alone. The dolphin broke the surface, twisting. Nathaniel locked eyes with Hattie, then quickly looked away. Like the dolphin, he would pour out his heart where it couldn't be seen.
Hours passed in silence as they sailed deeper into the bay. Then Hattie stood up and went to the bow to welcome the day.
Behind them, dark clouds gathered like charcoal anticipating the diamond's light. Then dawn broke, and Hattie solemnly intoned: "Osei Tutu, King of Africa, can you see our shining mountains of foam?"
A shape emerged from the gloom—not a landmark, but a vessel. Larger than any merchantman they'd seen, her dark form seemed to rise from the sea itself. Masts scraped the pale sky, rigging formed an intricate web against dawning light. A battleship, and other ships followed.
Fear tightened Isaac's gut. Nathaniel's hand went to one of the sharpened sticks. Hattie turned, eyes wide. Then they saw it catch the breeze—the Union Jack, unfurled high above the towering mast. The others stirred, shared dread passing through the group. "British," Hattie whispered, moving to remove the reed mat from the stenciled name.
Isaac studied the lines. English-built, he knew. Magnificent. Soon the cannons came into view. “With that ship and those guns, all they need is our knowledge to wreak havoc in the plantations and our people can control the bay.” 
Daniel didn’t smile. He didn’t even turn.
 “Our people were slaves to the British first. Don’t forget that.”
 A gust passed through the sails. 
"The British cannons have no powder while the masters chain the dreams." Daniel continued. “And for us too, we can fight with the British and maybe our people will wake—but we'll never be nothing to the red coats. Your skin is black, man—we are on our own.”
The ship altered course, turning toward them. The gap closed with unnerving speed. Soon they could make out figures on deck: glint of brass, dark muzzles of cannons. "They see us," Hattie said, voice taut.
"Hold steady," Isaac said, his voice firm despite the tremor in his hands on the tiller. This was the gamble. They had to face it head-on.
A shout rang across the water, sharp and commanding, words lost to wind and waves. A signal flag proudly rose on the British ship, and hailed. "Prepare to be boarded!" Isaac translated grimly. 
The British ship maneuvered with unnerving efficiency, cutting across the Maenad's bow, forcing them to slacken sail. A boat was lowered, hitting water with a controlled splash. Armed sailors piled in, pulling away with strong, rhythmic strokes. As they approached, faces became clearer—stern, weathered, muskets ready. An officer sat in the sternsheets, uniform crisp despite sea air.
Isaac kept the Maenad steady, bobbing gently. He held his hands away from the tiller—a gesture of non-resistance. The others remained low, silent and watchful.
The boat drew alongside. A sailor tossed a grappling hook that scraped and caught. Agile figures scrambled aboard—quick, professional, muskets sweeping the deck. They moved with casual authority that spoke of immense power. The officer stepped aboard, boots landing firmly on the deck. He was tall, face etched with command, sea eyes sweeping over the huddled group.
"Well now," Captain Edward Stokes said, his Oxford tone cutting through sea sounds. "What have we here? A fine vessel for such a . . . disparate crew." His attention lingered on the escapees—rough clothes, mud smears, exhaustion and defiance in their eyes. "And the name," he said, glancing at the leopard sail. A wry smile touched his lips. "Maenad. Someone with pretensions—and tastes. I expect your former master was quite the host. Haughty, no doubt. Fine wine, poetry, polished shoes. But some nights. . ." He tapped the railing. "Some nights weren't meant for polite company. This ship has seen things, but Dionysus thinks his cleverness masks the vice."
Isaac stepped forward, standing straighter than a pylon as his fatigued back cracked. The moment had come. He met the officer's gaze directly. "She's not his anymore, sir. We took her."
Stokes, clean-shaven, was one of the youngest to rise to the captaincy in Nelson's wake. He looked up, considering the prize before him. "And now I'll rechristen her His Majesty's Hecuba, a black vessel of vengeance, that he should weep for her." A half smile flickered across his face, betraying pleasure in his own cleverness. "Seems right—and you are?"
"We're escaped bondsmen, sir. We came to join the British. We heard the King's men offer freedom to those who serve."
Isaac saluted, unreturned.
The officer studied him, assessing. "Freedom is a high price. What is your service?"
"We know this land—the rivers, marshes, creeks, deer paths, every twist and turn—where the stores are, and where the weaknesses lie. We can help you move unseen and strike where nobody expects."
Hattie, standing tall, spoke low and steady: "I'm Harri. I can fight. We all can learn." 
Isaac's shock at her low, now male-sounding voice gave way to fear. She was going to leap too.
After a long pause, the officer gave a decisive nod. "Very well. You'll be taken aboard. If you're telling the truth about your knowledge, it will be valuable. You'll be used as scouts in our operations, maybe even trained with weapons."
They had calculated right. Before the British sailors boarded to secure the Maenad as contraband for auction, Daniel quickly cut a large section from the leopard-spotted sail and stowed the canvas. "The British aren't giving us castles," he said quietly, rolling the heavy cloth tight. "Might need this for shelter."
They boarded the smaller launch which maneuvered carefully under the Britannia’s gangway. A sailor threw down a rope ladder and Stokes quickly boarded. Preacher Jonah struggled to follow, and was in danger of falling when a sailor on board grabbed his shirt and pulled him up. The rest quickly climbed. The sailors then lowered a basket for the baby. Martha placed Faith carefully in the basket and watched as she was lifted across the threshold to a new life. She then climbed like a seasoned sailor. 
As they were led across the deck, a tall, narrow-faced man in a black cassock strode forward, his white linen catching the breeze. A silk stole gripped his shoulders, heavy with gold embroidery. He raised a hand in solemn benediction.
"You are well received aboard my children," he intoned. "Now endowed again with His Majesty's protection, may you find order and salvation in service to the Crown."
He paused, chin lifting slightly, voice rounding into practiced formality: "May this land be rescued in victory and peace—by Heaven's grace, under the banner of the Three Lions."
His voice was polished, theatrical—more performance than prayer.
Daniel said under his breath: “You teach us the lion language, but it will always be our land.”
The chaplain strained to hear, his eyebrow asking for clarification.
Daniel, mimicking the chaplain’s stage presence, said, “If you give us those coats, we will unleash a red plague to cleanse this province.”
The chaplain blessed him.
The Britannia turned north.



Chapter 8: Burns and Shines in the Crucible  
San Fernando, Trinidad 1899
When she got to this part, even when the Caribbean sun was right above us, she would start to shiver. 
Chesapeake Bay, Virginia December 1813
They were processed, fed, and examined by a surgeon. They were surrounded by other black faces. Some wore military dress, others washed clothes.
“Harri?” whispered Isaac after he got prodded a second time while Harri hid. 
“That was my Papa’s name for me, and you all best call me that for the duration of the fighting so they don’t find out,” Harri said.  
Nathaniel collapsed into sweet, deep sleep on a bed of hemp rope. A crane fly brushed his lower lip, and in his dreams he felt the world grow in his body.  
Harri nodded toward a group of black men cleaning muskets near the rail. “They really are giving our people muskets,” she said quietly, wonder in her voice. 
Isaac watched a man fix a bayonet to his Brown Bess, the steel gleaming in the morning light. “They even have bayonets.” 
They were issued clothing from the ship's stores—canvas trousers, checked shirts, and hunting frocks that hung loose for easy movement. Isaac pulled on wool gloves, the first he'd ever owned, while Nathaniel adjusted the knitted cap that sat warm against his head. The clothes were rough but clean, marking them as under British protection. When they were dressed and fed, Captain Stokes summoned them to his wardroom, filled with maps and charts. "Sit," Stokes commanded, gesturing to crates. He unrolled a detailed map of the Chesapeake and surrounding rivers. "Show me what you know. Exactly."  
Huddled over the map, they traced familiar waterways with their fingers. Isaac showed the fort's location, Nathaniel the hidden creeks and their depths, and Harri the plantations and which planters could be pliable.  
Stokes questioned them sharply, eyes tracking their fingers, testing consistency and accuracy. Their knowledge was undeniable—practical and rooted in survival. 
Nathaniel pointed to a spot on the map. 
“Here’s where we come from—this creek about halfway to the bend. The overseer there, Billy Walker, is the militia captain in the Neck. Maybe we can—” 
Stokes, still studying the map, cut him off without looking up. 
“Walker, yes. We've heard he runs the rabble there.” 
Then, shifting his finger to a different river: 
“And this inlet here—what’s the depth?” 
He looked back at Isaac, Nathaniel, and Harri. "Your information is vital. You will be assigned to train under the Royal Marines. You'll begin immediately."  
Daniel looked at the map and noticed the missing sandbar but kept it to himself for now.
Isaac nodded, resolute. "We won't let you down, sir."  
The Anglican chaplain who was loitering nearby asked nonchalantly, “Do the churches back in Virginia still keep their altar pillars of gold? I expect those were meant for Canterbury, really—before the last insurrection upset things. My wardroom chapel, I’m afraid, is rather spartan.”  
Nathaniel looked at him quizzically; Daniel with utter contempt.   
Their lives on the ship fell into the disciplined rhythm of His Majesty's forces. 
Isaac was always first awake, pacing six measured steps before dawn to the rhythm of water dripping through the deck. But his pacing was off, and the British sergeant screamed at him like a bobcat.
Harri hid the musket’s punishing black-and-blue recoil kiss beneath her coat.
Nathaniel’s first bayonet thrust bounced off the packed straw-clay target, drawing jeers from the sailors. 
They weren’t formally integrated into a chain of command yet. Nathaniel trying to prove his capabilities took on a regular Marine in a wrestling contest to the laughing jeers of the other marines as he was quickly dispatched. But they woke up each day ready to train.   
About a week into the training Daniel turned to Nathaniel and said, “I trust their promises like I trust the dung heap to smell like hyacinths. But these tactics are real. We will be Osei Tutu's warriors.” 
They celebrated Christmas together with Preacher Jonah leading their praise singing. For a moment, neither battle nor bondage clouded their peace. But in the Chesapeake, high tide was only marked after it had turned.
The night after Christmas a cold rain poured and then froze. Bitter gusts gnawed at the sailors’ knuckles and sliced through their coats like sabers. A sailor blinked to shield his eyes from the ice spears, and his lashes locked frozen. Each ship carried sand to soak up the blood of battle, now to give the ice grit, but the shovelers slipped, rose, and slipped again—pummeled and pummeled by the wind. They fled belowdecks, reaching for the hug of their hammocks, leaving the watchman to fend for himself. He could feel his blood cooling as his clothes froze to his skin, and he sat down, feeling only peace. At the dawn guard change they first caught the sun’s glint off the nose, ice a half-inch thick, and then his blue lips—his arm fixed in a frozen contortion. A lieutenant tapped his forehead, and the ice mold broke clean, ready to cast in iron—his African face. Dropped, it shattered.
The winter was one of the coldest ever known in the Chesapeake. Weeks became months. Typhus and pneumonia filled the infirmary. Then the weighted canvas, the queen's sheets, thrown to the deep. When the cold eased temporarily, the ship reeked of dysentery and festering sores running with white pus.  
The youngest and oldest suffered most.  
Through January, Martha fought to keep her baby warm and fed in their cramped quarters below decks. Juan was always there—holding the little girl, rocking her when Martha’s hands shook too hard. They survived only because the leopard sail blocked the west wind from entering the cracks in the ship  
Then Martha caught the fever. Juan huddled close to her under the coarse British blankets when Martha shivered from the cold, and brought her ice chipped from the deck to cool her when fever burned. He kept Faith bundled to his chest and brought her to nurse until Martha’s milk ran dry. 
Then one night, as he sat awake listening to the timbers groan, he heard the Captain’s goat bleat. 
Juan begged for goat’s milk, but the Captain’s orderly refused—said there wouldn’t be enough left for his tea.  
So on a snowy morning before dawn, white as death, Juan crept into the storeroom where the goat was kept and milked her into his drum bucket. He knew theft risked the lash, and the lash risked death. For three days, he curled the baby to his chest and let her suck on frozen chunks of milk.  
When Martha and the baby recovered their strength, she said to Juan, “Faith was their lie name. What was that Africa word for hope, Annie Dosa? That’s her name now.”  
One of the ship's two drummers died of disease and exposure in February. Juan was given his drum and responsibilities. In a matter of days he memorized all the Royal Marine music by ear. And before long he was marching with Isaac and Harri in drills on deck. They weren't his songs, but he had his resonance.   
Before light, he went to the forecastle at the bow of the ship, alone—his drum singing to the first glow of dawn. His hands began to move, a low, vibrant thrum rising from the hide. This was a rhythm unlike the British tattoos—one that started deep, like a rumble from the earth, then slowly, purposefully, began to climb. To Uncle Abel's beat, the horizon’s veil caught the sun in one breath—everything beautiful and constant.  
By March, winter was loosening its grasp, and the light no longer glinted off an icy sheen in the low-tide morning mud. Harri could now reload a musket faster than any regular Marine, and her shoulder muscles absorbed the kick without a flinch.
Isaac’s steps became precise, synchronized to Juan’s beats, right instep tucked to left heel, about face, and again—until the rhythm lived in his spine. Nathaniel drove his bayonet so cleanly they swore the dummy target sighed. His fighting instincts honed, he challenged the best regular Marine wrestler. The regulars jeered at the black boy as the sergeant yelled to start. They circled once, but this time Nathaniel kept his balance low, ready to spring. Then Nathaniel tripped his opponent off balance. Terror flashed in the champion’s eyes as he registered the blow and was thrown over the shoulder of the unknown Colonial. The regulars weren’t about to see them as equals, but grudgingly came to respect their fighting prowess. 
Daniel caught up to Juan as he climbed back below deck and joined him at Martha’s cramped corner. “Martha, you know that flag idea you had? I think it is warm enough now to take down the leopard sail.” 
Martha nodded and untacked their leopard sail from the wall, quickly cutting a large rectangle. She took scraps from a pile of materials she saved after mending uniforms for the officers. Daniel came over to steady the cloth, guiding the shears. Straight cuts, sharp hems—work for sure hands, not sharp eyes.  
She made a Union Jack canton for the left corner using red and dark blue from marine uniforms.  
"They gave us refuge," she said. "Let's hope the bargain holds."  
From excess black hat felt she crafted chains with shackles shattering, with blood-red stars to mark the break. 
Daniel exhaled. "Leopard flag."  
"We've hidden like the cunning turtle long enough," Martha said, driving the needle home. "Now we embrace the fierceness of our ancestors. Now we hunt."  
Isaac and Nathaniel arrived, sweat on their brows. Isaac ran a finger along the jagged chain links.  
“Strong,” he whispered. “Our promise.”  
At the end of March, they finally went ashore at Tangier Island, where the British commanders planned to create a temporary camp that they intended to make into a fort.  
As the sun dipped below the horizon, painting the bay in fiery hues, the British camp softened. Shouts became murmurs. Musket cracks gave way to fiddle strains and communal voices. For the Black recruits and freed people finding refuge here, these evenings meant gathering away from military structure—sharing food, stories, and faith.  
Annie toddled into Juan’s lap and began tapping on the snare drum. Juan smiled and guided the tiny hands, letting the rhythm play through both of them.  




Chapter 9: Where the Universe Trembles  
The British patrol boat crept along the Nawaponi’s narrow creeks, where flattened reeds lined the marshy banks and new green shoots pushed up through the warming mud. Isaac, Nathaniel, and Harri guided the British sailors and marines past hidden shoals and sandbars, through secret passages in the marsh. Major Victor Doth Donserley stood at the bow of the first boat, brass telescope scanning the plantation shoreline.  
They were deep in the river now, the tide turning their way, the wind filling the sail. Juan stood amidships, drum in its leather sling at his hip—still, watchful, eyes on the approaching shore  
Major Donserley scanned the plantation shoreline, and snapped his telescope shut with an air of theatrical finality. A thin, self-satisfied smile touched his lips. The timing was perfect. The provincial planters were completing their breakfast on the lawn, sipping their sherry, while the grooms prepared for the fox hunt. He called Juan to attention
Juan's back straightened, his posture shifting to a focused, military stillness.  
Pleased, Donserley turned back toward the shore, letting the silence hang for a beat before Admiral Nelson's spirit reverberated across the water. He mouthed his practiced words: Sound the advance, drummer boy. Let them tremble beneath the Three Lions’ call.  
He drew in a breath, readying himself to bark the order—but a low note sounded first.  
Juan had taken the officer’s posture and the charged silence as his cue. He broke his rigid military pose, his body flowing into a different kind of readiness. He released the J-hook to slacken the snare.  
From the instrument came a sound that was altogether wrong. It was not the high, tight crack of a regimental side drum, but a tone far deeper, looser, with the resonance of a hollow log. He quickly moved the leather up the ropes, driving a low, insistent tone. His hands moved with inherited precision, fingers striking and sliding, building braided rhythmic layers and conflicting beats that Donserley had never heard. The beat quickened, wove tighter, became an urgent conversation.  
It was the ancestral language Uncle Abel had preserved—the same rhythms that once carried warnings and announced gatherings across African rivers, village to village, heartbeat to heartbeat. The sound rolled out across the water—raw, alive, an African roar.  
Donserley lowered his telescope, brow furrowing. He cocked his head, listening, his face shifting from perplexity to irritation. "What in blazes is that, boy?" he barked over the rush of water. "That's not our tune! In the King’s music everything is reason." He waved a hand impatiently. "It's… chaos! And that beat—it's not even proper!"  
Juan didn't answer. He wasn't playing for Donserley. His eyes were fixed on the shore, looking past the mansion. His drumming swelled, speaking directly to the fields and woods, announcing the arrival of Osei Tutu.  
Through his telescope, Donserley saw a planter step onto his veranda, finely dressed for the hunt, sherry glass in hand. As Juan's rhythm grew bolder, the man's posture stiffened. His idle gaze turned into a puzzled frown, then something closer to alarm. His forearm shook, sherry spilling onto his hand. He glanced around as if seeking confirmation of his senses.
Deep thud. Rim hit. He heard the timpani overture—the knocking.
His eyes bulged, his neck swelling against his cravat like a toxic blowfish. The stone guest arriving, his internal enemy, waking.
But in the distant slave quarters, a different reaction bloomed. A field hand, stooping over an early chore, paused. His head lifted slowly, listening, a flicker crossed his face, then he knew. That rhythm, a forbidden pulse, carried on the wind, defiantly calling the people to wake. A woman stirring a pot in a cabin doorway stood still, a hand rising to her chest, her eyes wide, tears gathering. A voice from home, memory beating across the water promising hope. A quiet tremor went through the cabins; heads emerged from doorways, eyes turning riverward.
In his straw bed, feverish and fading, Uncle Abel heard his soul, and tapped his leg in reply, two rapid hits like a reflection, to say goodbye to the river and welcome the breaking light in the eternal forest.     
From a smokehouse perhaps a mile or two downriver, a distinct, hollow clang echoed. It was the sharp, unmistakable sound of a plantation bell. Not the frantic clanging of an alarm, nor the drawn-out ring for dinner. This was a series of three quick, deliberate strikes, followed by a pause, then two more. The we-hear-you pattern—but Donserley heard a random chore. 
Juan's drumming shifted, his hands catching the bell's rhythm and weaving it into his own. Isaac's eyes widened, Nathaniel clenched his fist. Now Juan's rhythm changed again—still urgent, but steadier. A call to hold fast. They'd heard him. That was enough.
On the way back, they passed the Santa Maria plantation of Juan's birth. The officer, finding the situation amusing, offhandedly told him to burn the Santa Maria boat. Juan didn't hesitate.   
They returned to Tangier Island and slept soundly in their temporary tents, reliving that puffed face. And Martha sat awake next to their tent cleaning powder off their coats and mending their socks, and looking in from time to time to make sure they were still there.
The commander ordered that a substantial fort be built including a parade ground, a barracks, and a church for the Anglican chaplain. And he officially established a corps of Colonial Marines. Harri was the first recruit. Isaac, Daniel, and Nathaniel followed. For a month the marsh grass thickened into dense green walls, and the Marines charged from boats across the windswept island stabbing their bayonets into straw bales. When they were as proficient as any Royal Marine, they were given full uniforms with Red Coats along with the fatigues they already had. 
Preacher Jonah, his face deeply lined but his eyes clear and bright, sat on an overturned crate, his voice a low, resonant rumble that carried easily in the quiet air. His words were like cool water on a hot day. He wasn’t reading from a book; he was telling the story, breathing life into familiar scripture to bless this new sanctuary. 
God spoke to him without vestments or gold. His temple was this promontory over the bay, where the poplars stood as pillars and the pines rose as walls. The ferns beneath were his sanctuary carpet, and heaven’s light entered through the roof of blue sky. 
“And the people of Israel,” he said, his gaze sweeping over the faces gathered before him, “they were deep in trouble. King Jabin up in Canaanland had them under his thumb for twenty long years. Had them scared to walk the roads, scared to plant their fields. 
Their feet still knew the paths, their hands the furrows—but every road they walked, every seed they sowed, was under a master’s yoke.” 
Nathaniel shifted. The preacher’s words hit close. 
Jonah leaned forward. 
“But even in the darkest times, God raises someone up. And this time, He raised a woman. Name of Deborah. She wasn’t no soldier, wasn’t a king. She was a prophet. A judge. People came to her with their troubles, and she told them God’s truth.” 
He paused, letting it land. 
“And God told Deborah, ‘Tell Barak! Tell him to gather the tribes, ten thousand men, and go fight Sisera, Jabin’s army chief. Meet them at Mount Tabor, and I’ll give them into your hands.’” 
He described Barak’s hesitance—how he wouldn’t go without Deborah. 
“And Deborah, she went! Said, ‘Alright, I’ll go. But the glory for killing Sisera? It won’t go to you, Barak. It’ll go to a woman.’” 
He told of the storm, the rain that turned iron chariots to dead weight, the land fighting by the warrior’s side.
“Sisera ran—not back to his palace, but to the tent of a woman named Jael. She gave him milk, covered him up . . . and when he slept, she took a tent peg and a hammer…” 
Jonah’s voice dropped, then rose like a wave crashing. 
“‘Of the tyrant?’ she cried. ‘Say everything. Say more!’ 
And she raised that hammer high: ‘Nail with the fury of a slave’s hand the tyrant to his disgrace!’” 
He brought the hammer down with his voice. 
“And she nailed him to the ground!” 
A ripple moved through the crowd—a sharp intake of breath, a few murmurs. 
“See?” the preacher said, voice steady now. “God used a woman in a tent. Used the rain. Used people fighting for their home.” 
He looked from face to face, pausing at the uniforms some still wore, stopping at Nathaniel. 
“You know it, son?” 
Nathaniel’s voice was calm but unyielding. 
“Wasn’t about running off to some new land. It was about standing firm. 
Facing the oppressor right there. 
For their people. 
For the place God gave them.” 
The humid Virginia night pulsed with the slow flicker of lightning bugs rising from the reeds, their glow drifting above the water, sometimes doubling—distorted on the surface. The soft, insistent lap-lap-lap of river against hulls kept time for Juan’s silent finger drumming on his oars. The air clung to skin and fabric—not yet the full weight of summer, but thick enough to press close.  
Donserley’s orders were clear: burn the tobacco, free the people, leave mansions intact. Their destination: the Grove plantation, northwest of Halfway Manor but on the far side of the Neck. Donserley’s white troops would wait at the rendezvous, ready to receive the marines and the glory.  
Isaac, Nathaniel, Harri, nine other Colonial Marines moved with practiced silence across the dark water. They flowed through the familiar arteries of the Neck, absent from British maps. 
Overhead, clouds had begun to gather—low and dark, pressing in from the west. The air felt swollen, heavy with the promise of rain. In the distance, thunder rumbled low, like the earth clearing its throat. As their boats drew closer to the shoreline, the sounds of the plantation filtered through the night air—the distant mooing cattle, the faint ring of a hammer on metal. 
Harri, crouched in the bow of the lead boat, musket across her lap, and prayed for her comrades. "Lord God, rise up! Let your enemies scatter: and those that hate you, let them flee before us."  
The group behind her nodded in the darkness, their faces taut with shared focus, a blend of fear and fierce anticipation. Isaac, gripping his musket, scanned the shoreline, his night eyes searching for any unnatural movement, any break in the dense wall of cypress and oak. The lights from the plantation house pierced shadows as they approached. 
They cut through the marsh grass in the rising tide, their hulls slowed by the soft mud, stopped two feet from the hard ground. Isaac signalled to disembark. With the weight released, they turned the launches around to prepare for their escape. "Let's move," Isaac commanded, quiet but firm.  
Night embraced their movements, hugging the marsh in the shadow of the ravine.   
Harri took the lead—a ghost at home in this world between marsh and woods.  
They moved up out of the wooded ravine at the edge of the plowed fields. Isaac gave the signal, and they split into two groups like the unseen current around an island. The first group carried torches fashioned from rags and pitch. They set fire to the outer fields and outbuildings—the barns, the drying sheds that were the plantation's economic heart. 
Isaac’s group moved towards the cabins. In the distance they watched as angry orange-black glows erupted near the southern fields, one after another. The dry crops, ready for harvest, caught fire rapidly, crackling roars spreading through the night air.   
Shouts erupted from the main house and overseer's quarters---alarmed, angry, disbelieving cries. Wind hummed through the Big House’s shadowy terrace. Rain began to spit, hissing against the flames but not hard enough to dampen them, wind lifting embers into wild spirals. Man, fire, and storm tangled in one cacophonous uprising. Lights flared as figures scrambled from buildings, taking the bait, leaving the house and remaining quarters temporarily unprotected.  
As they approached the cabins, Isaac froze, vanishing into the deep shadows at the edge of the overgrown garden. Nathaniel halted beside him, attuned to the sudden stillness. The shuffle of feet, a low hum of voices. It came from the decrepit cabin, where the people were kept, the roof sagging like a heavy load. The storm shook the crowded barracks, lightning illuminating faces, etched with fear through a dirty pane. They were locked in, waiting.  
At the same moment Isaac and Nathaniel thought they saw Nathaniel’s sister Mary.  
"We're getting them out, now" Nathaniel whispered, the words a vow, a culmination of years of silent pain and a promise made to a memory.  
Isaac knelt beside the lock, slipping the tension wrench into the keyhole and applying gentle pressure. He worked the pick around the internal wards, feeling for the channel a proper key would follow. Every scrape of metal against the ward plates sounded deafening in the stillness.
His breath stayed shallow, his focus absolute—discipline honed from years of carefully mending nets. But the pick kept catching, snagging on unseen obstructions. The right path wouldn’t come.
"Harri, I need your torch light here."
"Move," Harri growled. She thrust the torch into Isaac's hand and, in the same motion, swung the heavy musket from her shoulder. Gripping it like a battering ram, she slammed the solid butt of the stock against the door next to the lock. The wood groaned, splintering under the force. A second blow shattered the doorframe where the lock's hasp was anchored, tearing it free.
She kicked the ruined door open. Snatching the torch back from Isaac, she held it high, peering into the cramped darkness of the barracks at the terrified faces within.
A ripple of movement went through the huddled figures. Disbelief—then the realization: these black men speaking Chesapeake English wore scarlet coats. Hope flickered across their faces.
Mary stepped in front of the group, her eyes wide, shimmering with unshed tears in the faint light. "Nathaniel?" she whispered, her voice thin, fragile.   
“It’s me, Mary,” Nathaniel said, his voice cracking with a grief too long buried. Years of silence collapsed between them as he pulled her into his arms. “We’re getting you all out of here right now.” 
Harri, holding the torch, scanned the crowded space. By the stench she knew they were locked in every night, far too many crowded on each bunk. It was calculated cruelty that demanded an answer.  
As they started towards the rendezvous, Nathaniel spotted movement—militia gathering at the far edge of the field. His brow furrowed.  
"Juan," he called, sharp and low. "Beat the retreat."  
The drummer’s hands flew to the snare. He struck three clean beats—British-style, sharp and final. Training kicked, pivoting bodies toward the boats.  
They needed darkness now. Harri holding the torch pulled away as they passed the big house, smashed a window pane with the torch pole, and set the drapes ablaze.   
Mary was stumbling, and Daniel caught her under the arms, lifting her with ease. She was thin---too thin, as if the world had already started to let go of her.  
The twelve escapees from Mary’s cabin had arrived at the start of the path to the boats; they prayed they would leave with more.  
"Find them! Hunt them down!" 
The shout froze Nathaniel. Walker — he was certain.
Blood-red lightning cut the gloomy storm cloud—then came the crack of muskets and thunder.
The fierce wind broke the dogwood flowers, pale petals soaring.  
The group—hardened Marines, and terrified escapees—scrambled toward the marshy edge. The line kept moving, moving—bravely streaming. People. Slaves no more. Slaves no more.. A mother with her child ran past, shrieking. A patroller raised his rifle—then dropped, cut down by a lightning bolt from a Marine gun. Blood flowed from his temple.  
Nathaniel, covering their rear, spotted a bobbing lantern beam emerging from the shadows, ready to expose the path. The bearer came into view. His heart hammered; the posture, the way the figure carried himself—it had to be Walker.
Nathaniel raised his musket, controlling his furor and his breath. He aimed at the man's heart—then shifted, following the right arm up to where it held the lantern aloft. The musket cracked, for a heartbeat the lantern illuminated the face and then burst in air, glass and flame scattering into darkness.
Not Walker. Just another whip cracker playing Napoleon.
In the battle’s precious confusion, the escapees slipped into motion. Blood ran into the footprints on the polluted land. Then torrents of rain washed out the tracks. 
Nathaniel turned and vanished into deeper shadows, heading for the boats. The fog and rain shielded their escape—for now. But it would be no match for the flames soon rising behind them.  
"Push off!" Isaac shouted. Their boats cast out the freed people pair by pair through the marsh's gate, no longer cargo but souls choosing their passage toward the bay. They plunged deeper into the intricate, winding channels of the marsh—their ally, their shield. Behind them, on the shore dimly seen through the mists of the deep, the overseers shouted and fired blindly into the fog, their fury swallowed by darkness and distance.  
They flew no flag, fire and shadow alone marked their passing. They were the Turtles now, slipping back into their element, leaving the confused Hyenas thrashing at the edges, unable to follow where the water grew shallow and the reeds grew thick.  
Mary sat beside Daniel, her body trembling with fatigue. He wrapped his coat around her shoulders, steadying her as the boat rocked gently in the marsh current. "She's burning up," he whispered to Nathaniel.  
"She'll make it," Nathaniel said—but there was fear in his voice. Not fear of the enemy anymore, but fear of loss.  
The hunt's angry cries began to fade, muffled by the dense vegetation and the growing distance. The marsh grass closed in around them as the storm lifted, hiding them from view.   
Juan tapped his snare lightly with his hands—a soft, steady rhythm, guiding the rowers. Yet between the beats, he wove in something else. A prayer.  
Through the night the red glow and smoke gave assurance that their fires still burned. They navigated by instinct, by the subtle feel of the current, by the barely perceptible shift in the air. The outgoing tide caught them, helping to carry them back towards the main river and the eventual safety of the British camp on Tangier Island.  
The exhausted crossed the bay for their island home, hushed, slumped against the gunwales. Mary sat close to Nathaniel, her clammy hand gripping his arm, a testament to miraculous hope. The pauses between her breaths spoke of those still behind. Then she coughed brutally.  
As dawn began to lighten the eastern sky, the lights of Tangier Island appeared on the horizon, a welcome sight. British sentries spotted them as they approached, and soon small boats launched from the island to meet them. They were greeted with cheers and relief as they reached shore -- another successful raid, more souls brought to freedom.  
Old friends and cousins reunited and strangers taken in. 
The infirmary was makeshift — a stretch of old sail canvas strung against the wind, a floor of trodden pine needles on sandy dirt. Mary was given a cot in the infirmary tent, where the camp doctor---an overworked man with only leeches for medicine---tried to bring down her fever. Daniel rarely left her side, fetching water, wiping her brow, coaxing her to eat spoonfuls of broth when she could hold it.  
For Nathaniel, the reunion with his sister was a treasure of another life. Later that night, sitting with Isaac and Harri by the fire, he looked toward the infirmary. He remembered that locked cabin, the feeling when he was the last out, the stench, the scattered bits of crusted bread on wisps of brittle straw. "She's here," Nathaniel said quietly, the simple words carrying the weight of everything he had fought for, everything he had feared losing forever. "We got her out."  
Daniel walked over.  
“She’s strong,” he said. “She just needs time.”  
Nathaniel nodded  
"We did it, Nathaniel," Isaac spoke up. "One place. A handful of people."  
Harri, sitting nearby, her musket leaning against a crate, added, "But it's more than a handful. And look around. It’s starting," She gestured to the sleeping forms of the new arrivals, to the tents filled with other recruits. "There are thousands like them back there, captive to those men with their fancy names inked on paper, but to our rivers, just fleeting strangers.”  
"One raid doesn't end it," Isaac said, the scale of the task ahead daunting but their resolve hardening. "But we can repeat this many times."  
Nathaniel saw it differently. This was not an exodus, but a fight for liberation. These rescues were sparks on the powder keg, and he knew not when, but one of the sparks would light the fuse. Hope burning, but Nathaniel still had that half dismal. His cup of ashes.  
Captain Stokes was elated. His plan for this ragtag band worked, against what everyone told him. Isaac, he realized, was a military thinker - might have been useful to old Admiral Jervis at St. Vincent if he'd been born in Mayfair. Sharp tactical mind, natural instincts. But of course, he lacked the breeding, the inherent character for true command. Still, he could make him a non-commissioned Sergeant. So he did. 
 





Chapter 10: Anansi’s Web 
San Fernando, Trinidad 1899
Now children, this here's the part that Grandma Hattie looked right past us to the water, a tear coming to her left eye. When we were little, she skipped right past, but then it was time to know like it is for you. 
______________________________________________________________
Tangier Island, Virginia May 1814
In the first days, Mary could still talk—quiet but steady when the fever wasn’t screaming. She told Daniel about being a little girl, about her mother’s hands fixing her hair. About the morning Nathaniel was born—the same day word came from the ships that the French government made a black man the General of Haiti. The Emperor didn’t let him live long.
She never spoke of whips. Never said a word about Walker. Or the day she was stolen from her people. 
At night, Daniel slept on the dirt at her feet, folded small like a child hiding in Sly Fox. By day he kept a cloth and a tin cup close, wiping sweat from her brow, from beneath her arms, from the curve of her jaw. She was fading.
On the third day, shouts carried in from an officer announcing the Emperor’s defeat at Fontainebleau. Mary asked what the shouting was about, and Daniel answered truthfully, “Nothing.”
Sometimes he spoke. About his grandmother. About the old stories. About days running wild in the water, before the world set its claws. Nathaniel came each day, but now that the moment he’d ached for had arrived, the pain sat too close—making it hard to stay long or say much. He just sat alone, painstakingly carving Mary’s name into his knife handle in the letters Harri taught him.
A week later, they knew it, Mary was dying. One gray morning, Daniel stepped out of the infirmary and found Nathaniel sitting alone watching the water. 
“She’s gone,” Daniel said softly. 
Nathaniel didn’t move. 
Daniel swallowed. “She asked me to tell you she wasn't afraid. Said”—his voice broke—”you brought her home.”
A tear tracing his cheek, Daniel looked at Nathaniel’s eyes, wide and dry. 
“She died with her people.” 
Nathaniel closed his eyes, then walked away into the trees. For an hour he wandered along the sandy paths, lost in raging dreams. 
From the bank, he saw a Yankee schooner edging toward the ancient oyster reef. It flew a white safe-conduct flag from the British, NEW HAVEN stenciled on the transom. A Blue Fountain treaty in miniature, Nathaniel thought bitterly. The Connecticut merchants got rich and the King's Navy got fed. Only his people remained shackled.
The sailors hoisted a yoke of iron—a parched maw with three-inch teeth—and lowered it with a splash over the aquatic sanctuary. He knew those beautiful beds, just like the ones he had tenderly probed on the Nawaponi with a twenty-foot pole, his hands feeling for the mature oysters like that boy's little  fingers mapping his big sister's face, lush in the summer dark. The sailors moved rapidly, mechanically, disinterested in the mystery of the bottom.
The machine plunged like lightning. The horror of the crash into the shoal trembled into his bones. The crunch of iron incisors wrenched a memory: hiding as a little boy in the reeds, watching the planters gallop after a fox, trampling the strawberry thicket like teacups pulverized to dust. Centuries of nurtured shells were crushed—the unripe mangled, the spat and seeds ground into the bottom. Nathaniel’s tongue traced his cracked lip, honest and in pain. The age of dry lips had begun.
They laid Mary in the earth weeping. Under a wreath of lilies, trimmed with jasmine and reseda, beauty freed from some planter’s hothouse. 
They all gathered, sitting in silence by the bay as the sun receded. Daniel said quietly, “There we sat and wept when we remembered."  
For three days, when he wasn’t on duty, Daniel sat by the bay alone. On the second day Nathaniel saw him, turned and stepped towards him, before turning around and walking away. On the third, Daniel overheard an officer say that the Admiral had printed papers promising freedom to anyone that fled to the British. They needed agents to bring it to the people. 

He immediately stepped forward. A fisherman who came aboard told them to trust the preacher in the free black village on the Williamsburg Road above Yorktown. Daniel sailed on a sloop for the York and looked back to see Nathaniel, the bravest and most respected guerrilla fighter in the Colonial Marines, looking lost on the familiar Tangier shore. 

In the night he rowed from the sloop in a launch to the small settlement of free black farmers and watermen. Their homes were not much more than shacks, but still theirs. One house was attached to a small church. Daniel knocked, hoping it was the preacher, hoping he had some reading. The preacher came to the door with a distrustful glare. Daniel started in on his talk about the proclamation but the preacher, forcefully interrupted, grabbed the papers, and shut the door. 

But he nodded as it closed. And Daniel nodded back.

Daniel rowed out with the tide and met the sloop at first light.

War-time ticked on and the marsh greened, its shoots fresh but still low. Neither the loss of Mary nor the defeat of Napoleon slowed the King’s commands. Before the dirt had settled, they were ferried under cover of darkness to the mainland.  

Isaac listened to the leaves careful. It was the wrong silence. He moved through underbrush—muted crackle beneath, a distant twig-snap. They were supposed to be scouting. A simple reconnaissance with a detachment of British regulars—check the roads, evaluate future raids, mark patrol presence.  
But the intelligence was wrong. Catastrophically wrong. 
This wasn’t some handful of armed overseers. It was a full militia company — organized, disciplined, better armed, and hunting. 
Major Donserley, pale as the moon above, made a swift, brutal decision. One look at the size of the approaching force, and he ordered a hasty retreat to their embarkation point. Their rendezvous with the navy was on the far side of the peninsula—but he didn’t care. He commandeered the last boat for his regular light troops, ordering the final rowers out. 
Isaac saluted and asked for reinforcements. 
The major didn’t even meet his eyes. “Hold the line,” he said. “We shall return.” 
But even Isaac knew nobody was coming in time. 
Daniel whispered, "It was always just us." 
They were outnumbered, deep in enemy territory, with a determined militia patrol closing in. Nathaniel's expression was grim, a familiar hardening around his eyes that Isaac knew well. Harri's jaw was set, looking the direction the British had fled, then turning back toward the sounds of the approaching militia with quiet, simmering fury. 
There was no question of attempting to outrun the mounted militia across open country. Their desperate hope lay in the dense woods of the ravines.  
They fell back deeper into the woods, moving with silent, steps honed. The sounds of the militia patrol approached: jingle of harness, muffled thud of hooves, occasional shouts becoming clear taunts. 
Huddled together in a small, concealed hollow, the dozen Colonial Marines looked at each other, a silent council. Command fell to those who knew the land and had the courage to face the impossible. Isaac, Nathaniel, and Harri instinctively took the lead. 
"They think they can hunt us down like prey," Harri said, her voice low but fiercely resolute. "But we have Uncle Abel's stories. The prey turns the trap on the lion. Like Anansi, waiting for the leopard to fall right into his pit." 
Nathaniel's eyes followed hers to a narrow, overgrown trail barely visible through the trees ahead, understanding dawning. "The woods… the narrow trail," he intoned. 
Isaac nodded, seeing the strategy take shape. 
"We use the land. Pull them in here. Make their numbers useless. Turn their hunt into their cage." A plan solidified: an ambush, using the terrain, and a runner. 
They moved swiftly and silently, positioning themselves along the higher ground on either side of the ravine above a narrow trail, melting into dense ferns and undergrowth. They checked their muskets, combining British discipline with the innate stealth of those who had always lived unseen—ghosts in the woods they called home. 
From his vantage point, Isaac could see Harri on the opposite ridge, her lean figure almost blending into the shadows. Her short hair was tucked under a makeshift cap, and her musket rested on her knee. She caught his eye across the clearing and gave a brief, confident nod.   
The faint sound of hoofbeats reached them, growing louder with each passing moment. Then Juan’s drum echoed and Isaac’s grip tightened on his musket.   Hattie turned to Nathaniel, prone behind a small downed tree, and fit herself against his back, the two barely concealed. He went rigid for a breath, and then exhaled. He could feel her warmth, and her fear. Enforced silence—but he wouldn't have been able to speak anyway.
 Juan had placed his rifle against the last tree on the edge of the dark ridge, face to face with the enemy. There he stepped into the flowery plain, drumming his loudest—wagering his life for his truth. When the men charged across the field, he beat the retreat at the double, the pursuers convinced they were on the heels of an entire marine section.
When he reached his rifle, he set down his snare, took one aimed shot, and ran—like a rabbit leading the fox deeper into the thicket. His heart hammered against his ribs. He bolted, the movement caught by the lead riders, then vanished back into dense cover, drawing them forward into the trap. 
The hoofbeats grew louder, and soon the first riders came into view. They were spread out, confident they were chasing a small group of scouts—with that drummer. They saw a lone figure vanish down the narrow trail, seemingly fleeing in panic. 
 Juan counted his steps—thirty-two more and he'd be under Marine cover. But the hoofbeats were eighteen paces back, then seventeen, closing too fast. He sprinted with his last effort. His foot caught an oak root hidden under leaves. He went down hard but rolled instinctively behind a thick oak.
The lead rider reined in sharply, pistol drawn.
Then Walker roared: 'It's a ruse! Ride on!'
Hooves thundered past. Juan pressed himself against the bark. They rode into the real trap.
Isaac raised his arm—held it—then wrenched it down. 
Hattie and Nathaniel pivoted to shooting positions. The forest exploded as a single, deafening volley of musket fire cracked through the air. The militia was thrown into chaos. Several riders fell from their horses, while others scrambled to draw their weapons. Isaac reloaded quickly, his hands moving with practiced efficiency. Around him, the Marines fired in staggered bursts, their shots precise and devastating. 
"Fall back!" one of the militia leaders shouted, but the narrow trail offered no easy escape. The horses reared and bucked, their riders struggling to control them, hooves slipping on unseen roots, branches snagging at their coats. Some men tried to dismount and take cover, but the Marines' elevated positions left them exposed. 
In the midst of the chaos, Nathaniel spotted Billy Walker riding fast towards the marines, his mastiff Monroe just behind. Now a militia officer, he was shouting orders, his voice carrying above the din. They locked eyes at eighty yards, Walker's face opening in shock and then fury at the sight of that boy in the King's Marine uniform.
"Walker," Nathaniel muttered under his breath. "This is for my mother."
He fired. But he should have waited. The shot from his Brown Bess musket sailed high, and Walker kept riding closer. 
"Move!" Isaac shouted, signaling for the Marines to shift positions. 
The group vanished into deeper forest, moving swiftly and silently. They reloaded as they went, preparing for a counterattack. The militia, disoriented in the havoc of war, tried to regroup, but too many were killed and injured.
The Marines stayed one step ahead until the patrol abandoned pursuit. Juan followed the patrol, grinning at their confusion. He watched Walker lose Monroe the mastiff. When the patrol was thoroughly lost, Juan bypassed them and easily tracked the Marines, making an owl call when he was close.
As they reached the rendezvous point near the marshes, Isaac counted their numbers. He saw them each return, some bleeding, but nothing bad. 
Harri approached, her musket slung. "That was a message they won't forget," she said, her voice steady over the pumping blood still coursing through her. 
A day and a night passed on the shore, hidden, waiting for the British to return. As they cooked a goose over a small fire, they heard a whimpering and saw Monroe slinking towards them from the darkness. The once-menacing mastiff kept to the edge of the firelight, its head low, whining softly at the smell of the food.
Daniel tore a piece of meat from the bone and tossed it. The mastiff caught it mid-air, then flinched, cowering as if waiting for a blow. When none came, it looked up with confused, hopeful eyes. After a moment, the mastiff settled onto its side, belly exposed to the firelight, for the first time not afraid.
At the next dawn, they heard a distant cannonade.  
"Battle?" Isaac questioned.  
"No — it is Independence Day!" said a recent recruit, his oath to the King momentarily forgotten as he remembered the sounds of rejoicing and syrupy sweets, crusted, sugared over. 
Harri stared. "What's it to you? It's a heartless sham, their declaration. Whose liberty? And whose backs broken by broad bloody stripes?”
That night the British row boats arrived—alas.
Isaac, Nathaniel, and Harri sat together in the lead boat with Monroe, faces illuminated by the faint glow of the moon.
Betwixt sand and turbid water, the current rolled; the surface shimmering gold, ruffled but free.
Back at Tangier, Fort Albion was now a real military stronghold bustling with activity. Smells shifted from open sea to woodsmoke, cooking fires, horses, canvas, and the sharp, metallic scent of a working military camp. Alive with shouted orders, hammering, scattered musket fire, while piercing fifes and snare drums matched marching boots. This wasn't a welcoming town; it was a base, a temporary world built for war. Isaac presented Monroe to Captain who took him in, with an amused nod. “Well, that's our first defection from the Cabinet. And for less silver than expected.” 
Before the dawn, Isaac woke, restless and ready to improve the fort. He began clearing brush around the perimeter—an unassigned task meant to prove his mettle to the other marines and, perhaps, though he’d never admit it, to catch the eye of the commanders. His spade bit into the sandy soil, roots crackling as he pried them loose. 
He was focused on a particularly stubborn clump of vines when something moved in the shadows beneath. 
A flash of brown and green—and Isaac leapt into the air, heart pounding, and his spade rising like a spear. 
“Viper!” 
Harri, who had been walking over, stepped up and gently held his arm to balance him as she grabbed the spade. "You scared of a little garden snake? You think you're Siya?" She paused, looking out toward the water. "You know what happened after Siya killed Bida? Cut off the serpent's head . . . but when the great snake died, its blood poisoned the rivers. Drought came and destroyed their land." 
The garden snake hissed, spit, and slid to its hole.  
She held his taut arm, even after she had the spade. His muscles slowly relaxed under her tender but firm grip. He flushed with embarrassment and a rush of something else entirely, “well Bida had six heads.” 
Isaac pulled away, looking back smiling now and Harri rolled her eyes. He found Nathaniel in line at the trader’s stall—jackknives, flints, rum, a battered compass sitting crooked on the edge. 
Isaac nodded. “The British got everything here for us. Could use that compass.” 
Nathaniel pulled the eagle coin from his pocket. “This enough?” 
The Scottish trader squinted. “Half dime? Nah. Half a shilling less than you need. Ain’t enough.” 
Nathaniel rolled it once between his fingers. “Half dismal coin. Full dismal wages. Not even enough for them to bother taking it back from me to London.” 
They walked on. 
Nathaniel had been selected for special training by a Royal Marine officer—one who had learned tactics from Spanish guerrilleros who struck at Napoleon’s army from forests and hills. He spent three days learning to move through brush without a trace, to plan ambushes, and to melt into the landscape before the answer cracked. Officers told legends of Spain: partisan raids like Don Blas Vivar’s strike on French-held Saint James—raising the Spanish flag to inspire the people, then lowering it in honor before slipping away, just as the horsemen charged. 
When Nathaniel returned, he had a new edge—quieter, more focused, eyes always scanning terrain. 
A few days later, he and Isaac and Harri crossed to the far side of the island to fish. The tide was low, the footing tricky. Nathaniel stepped confidently onto what looked like firm ground—and immediately sank knee-deep into soft black mud, the tactical manual tumbling from his coat. 
Harri didn't miss a beat. "That one of your fancy Spanish tactics?" 
Isaac raised an eyebrow. "Do guerrilleros usually warn the fish they're coming?" 
Nathaniel pulled himself free, dripping. "Very funny." 
Harri picked up the manual, wiping off the smudge of mud. When they got to the water's edge, she settled beside him on a fallen log while Isaac cast his line into the water.  
"Spanish tactics?" she asked, her tone shifting from teasing to curious. 
"Yes, but I can't read it," Nathaniel said, looking away. 
She opened the clean manual, sitting in studious shade. “This letter here,” she said, pointing. “A. Like in Abel." 
Nathaniel leaned closer as she sounded it out, her voice was patient, gentle.
"And this one—B. Like in brother." 
They worked through a few more letters as the sun set, Harri's quiet teaching mixing with the soft splash of Isaac's fishing line.
"M,” she said, pointing to another page. “This says Mina.'" 
"We'll keep at it," she said simply, closing the book. 
He looked at the fading light and thought: Love’s tide can only fill the lover’s cove; she deserved Isaac. Abel's words came to him: If they say that from the jeweler I should take the best jewel, I take Hattie as a sincere friend and put love aside.  
"Thank you, Harri." 




Chapter 11: Bida's Head on Phoenix Wings
When the seaside goldenrod bloomed, word of a new plan spread through the sandy camp, not a plantation raid, but a daring strike on Washington. Nathaniel turned to Hattie and said, "The British guns strike the head town, and then we pry the talons from our land."
Captain Edward Stokes gathered his officers and the Colonial Marines' recognized leaders. Standing before a large map, its lines marking the familiar contours of the Chesapeake and the rising path of the Potomac River, he outlined the plan. 
"Our objective is clear," Stokes said, his voice cutting through the low hum of the assembled men. "In three days, we will join General Ross to advance up the Patuxent and march overland to attack Washington. Other naval forces will approach up the Potomac as a diversion and should meet us in the city. 
The targets are the Naval Yard, the Capitol building—the seat of their power—and the President’s home. We will remind them of the cost of their tantrum." 
Stokes's finger traced along the Potomac and then the Patuxent toward Washington. "You four," he said, his attention settling on Isaac, Nathaniel, Harri, and Daniel, "will serve as advance scouts for General Ross’s force. You leave at dawn and reconnoiter ahead of the main force." 
As dawn broke the next morning, the four slipped away from camp in a small boat, disappearing into the waterways that would carry them behind Washington. 
They crawled through dew-soaked brush to count militia tents. Then they waded through the marsh to get to a hill where they could see cannon placements and fledgling fortifications before they slipped away unseen.
On the third day, Ross landed his main force, and Harri volunteered to sneak back to tell his officers what they’d found. The southern route was heavily defended, and it would be easy for the enemy to trap them by burning the bridge over the east fork of the Potomac. While the boys stayed to scout she needed to convince the Major General’s staff that he should take the northern route to Bladensburg.
 Isaac shifted in the underbrush, watching the distant troops dig earthworks around Washington City. In the distance, the President’s House stood near the Potomac looking to them like an abscessed molar. “Remember Uncle Abel's story about Amadou and Bida? The great serpent that lived in the sacred grove in the heart of that African empire, demanding a girl every year as tribute?" 
"When it chose Siya, Amadou wouldn't let her die. He hid behind a tree near the serpent's cave, waiting." 
"Just like us," Nathaniel said softly, scanning the government buildings ahead. 
"The serpent came out, and Amadou chopped off its head. One clean cut." 
"Harri always said it was Siya who really killed it," Daniel chuckled quietly, remembering the fond teasing banter. "Uncle Abel would just smile and say, 'The stories catch you how they catch you. For me it's Amadou, for you Siya.’” 
On her way back through the forest paths, Harri encountered a free black drayman watering his horse and adjusting his cart under the morning moon. She wasn't wearing her red coat, but he knew right away this was a Colonial Marine scout and welcomed her to share his canteen. She thanked him and told him about the British forces. He leaned in listening with a blank expression, then a slight smile and a nod. Then she asked quietly, “You know how to get to the President's House?” He nodded slowly. “I deliver there twice a week.” 
She nodded. “I need you to go back at first light, find out what's happening, then meet us at the old barn across the creek on the high road.” 
She met up with the boys at the old barn and paced, looking at the Washington Road through the boards. That afternoon he returned  to the barn covered in dust, and jumped from his cart. “I talked to an older woman there named Talionis,” the drayman reported.
“The President, in a panic, fled to the countryside two days ago—left his woman to guard that house all alone.” He paused, voice dropping. “That mistress was out there hollering at everybody to load the carts, but she wouldn’t lift her own finger. And when Talionis tried to save her corn husk doll—only thing left from her mother—the mistress said ‘there's no room for such trinkets.’ Talionis, she looked at me. She knew. Said, ‘tell your friends to check the second window around the right side with the blue drapes. It might not close all the way when I’m closing up tonight. Humidity and all.’ And when that woman turned, she gave me her doll.” Now into Harri's hands he pressed the sun bleached corn doll with a brown painted face, a knowing half smile, and one eye dotted a little higher than the other like a wink. "May this bless you for our people.”
The four watched from a distance. The British followed their suggested northern route and easily defeated a larger enemy militia, numbering around six-thousand men, at Bladensburg. The scouts hid in trees as the enemy fled in panic, never noticing the leopards above.
Harri ran to Stokes told him the route block by block to the President’s House and everything the drayman had told her. But she kept the open window to herself. 
August heat pressed down on the British forces as they arrived with nightfall. Washington’s defenses, built to repel attack from the water, were weak inland—just as the scouts had reported. Smoke from earlier clashes still hung in the air, an omen. 
Captain Stokes called for his scouts. He ordered Harri to guide Donserley to the President's house while Isaac, Nathaniel, and Daniel would guide a platoon to the Naval Yard.
Isaac looked Harri in the eyes. "The serpent's head. Then we meet at the rendezvous."
Harri nodded and left.
As they approached the Naval Yard, a white officer spotted Juan. "Drummer boy—rear guard. I will escort you."
Isaac saw Juan's eyes narrow, mouth starting to open, and quickly passed him the leopard flag. "Wave it high."
When they entered the outskirts of the Naval Yard Isaac took point. He signaled the halt and whispered. "Patrol. Four men. Moving slow." 
Daniel nodded. "We take them quiet. Blades and hands. Isaac, cover us." 
They moved like wraiths. Daniel's knife flashed. Nathaniel's musket butt struck with force. Isaac watched their backs, but the guards never stood a chance. With the way clear, they signaled the rest forward. 
Then came a flash of movement: Juan, leopard flag streaming fierce—abandoning the rendezvous, not his brothers. 
Their scouting paid off. Through the warehouse windows, militia officers gathered hunched over maps—an enemy command post. Daniel looking through the telescope thought he spotted Billy Walker himself inside. Along the building's base, barrels of powder lay stacked—from the open magazine door like white pus oozing from an infected wound.  
Isaac studied the situation. Near the structure, two black men moved crates. His jaw clenched.  
"Someone needs to get close enough to light those kegs," he said. "But look—those are our people."  
Nathaniel put his hand on Isaac’s shoulder volunteered. "I'll do it."  
Isaac felt his sergeant stripes rub against his skin from Nathaniel’s touch, and turned towards him.
Juan shook his head. "No—I'm the fastest. I can throw and run for cover."  
Isaac took the leopard flag from Juan and passed him a burning brand, meeting his eyes.
Juan nodded. And then—he smiled.  
Then he flew.  
He flew—for his homeland—torch blazing in his hand. With the fury of a god in his chest, his flame snapped at the wind as he charged across the open ground.  
At twenty yards, he hurled the torch toward the kegs and shouted, "RUN! GET OUT! RUN!"  
The two men looked up, startled, and then leaped behind a wall. Juan, returning at full sprint, dove behind a stack of timber.  
It exploded, cracked like judgment. Earth convulsed. Fire roared. Shards and flame rained down in a storm of vengeance. 
Silence. 
Then: movement. Juan emerged from behind cover—soot black, white teeth smiling, a live. 
The two others had vanished in the smoke. 
From their vantage near the Naval Yard, they could see across the burning city. Flames erupted from the direction of the President's house, orange light dancing with white pillars. 
Daniel stood watching the distant fire through the telescope.  
"Our people,” he said quietly, “our Siya.” 
When the divisions reunited at the Naval Yard, Captain Stokes ordered Isaac, Nathaniel, Harri, and Daniel to sneak past Fort Washington by rowboat to deliver dispatches to the British naval force advancing up the Potomac. They departed into the night. 
Across the rivers and creeks, Daniel heard something like a sigh—and it was no sigh, but the stirring of his afflicted and degraded brethren beginning to awaken. A storm of orange-black flames—like feathers—soared through the night from the Capitol’s burning wings, proving Harri’s vision: their gold had turned to dust in the alchemist’s crucible. They had struck the serpent’s head, leaving Washington to burn—exhausted. 
From the launch rowing silently past the cannons of Fort Washington, Harri watched the smoke rising into the pale sky. It started to rain, but she remembered the drought.
 


Chapter 12: Towards Calvary
San Fernando, Trinidad 1899
You know what, children?                                                      
Grandma Hattie never did tell us if she was the real Siya. But we knew.
______________________________
Tangier Island, Virginia, September 1814
When they returned to Tangier's sandy beach, word of Washington's burning had already arrived. Their people swarmed the boats—hands reaching, voices calling their names, celebrating the strike against the serpent. 
They gritted through official interviews and polished weapons, but there were moments of connection and community amidst their warrior’s drudge.
Then they sought out familiar faces of those who remained. They found Martha near the makeshift infirmary, helping to sort medical supplies, her baby sleeping soundly in a sling against her chest. Her eyes, usually filled with quiet worry, lit up with relief at the sight of them.
"You're back," she said, her voice soft, reaching out to touch Isaac's arm. "We heard… about Washington. We prayed for you."
Nathaniel paused, his eyes lingering on the sleeping Annie Dosa. "We made it, Martha. Washington, it was… something."
Harri knelt beside her for a moment, "Everyone alright here?"
Martha nodded, though a shadow crossed her face. "We manage. Always waiting… always wondering." She looked toward the mainland, a distant, hazy line on the horizon. Annie started to stir. "Every boat that comes in… we look for new faces. And listen for news of the ones who couldn't get out.” While they listened, the hardened fighters grumblingly let Martha stitch their cuts, removing the white pus, and praying the fester away.
While the British officers debated their next objective, the Colonial Marines drilled. For ten nights they practiced the boat-to-shore landing until they could execute it without a sound—the moonless maneuver they would never use. The officers decided—Baltimore.
The evening before they embarked on their biggest mission, the Colonial Marines and other black refugees gathered together near the sea, away from the British.
Juan let Annie Dosa chase him around on her unsteady legs. Martha sat sewing Juan's fraying socks, laughing at the chase, daydreaming. Then she saw it: the frayed sock soaked in blood. She didn't doubt a British victory, but there was never a guarantee that Juan would return.
Annie looked at her mother’s eyes and started to cry. Harri knelt down and gave her something from her satchel. The toddler stopped crying, clutching it tight. 'Dolly,' she said.
Harri stood up, “Baltimore is the last of the nine bowling pins standing. After what we’ve done. Washington. The raids. This is it—the last hill.” 
Nathaniel adjusted the black half-gaiters that covered the bottom of his grey woolen trousers. “It’s rotten wood. One more hit, the spark that explodes. And the people will wake.”   
Isaac didn’t answer. The Chesapeake. The big houses, fat on their backs. It was all teetering. And they would be the ones to push it over.   
Preacher Jonah stepped forward, his eyes burning with fierce intensity as he met each face. He nodded, a strong, silent acknowledgment of their journey.
"Brothers, sisters," he began, his voice a low rumble that grew in power with each word. "You have walked through the very maw of the beast, into the den of Washington. You have struck its head."
He paused, sweeping his eyes over them. “And I tell you now, by the power of the Most High—Jericho has fallen! We have felt its walls crumble in our hands, seen its false might laid low!" His voice swelled with prophetic fervor. "And now, the word of the prophet Jeremiah rings in our bones: 'You are my battle-axe, my weapon of war; with you I shatter nations, with you I destroy kingdoms!' 
We have shook off the yoke, and in the master's chest our club hath struck!
Preacher Jonah stretched out a hand toward the rising sun, his face alight with unwavering conviction. "Praise the Power that hath made and preserved us as Israel!! Oh, thus may it ever when we shall stand!
Our cause is just," Jonah thundered, "and conquer we must!"
The crowd stirred—voices rumbling, arms lifting, fists clenched, then opened.
Then it was time. The British fleet surged up Chesapeake Bay. 
The Marines’ duty was clear. They would join Major Donserley’s assault on Hampstead Hill, once their guns softened Ft. McHenry.  
The first morning British warships unleashed a withering cannonade. Isaac watched a cannonball go over the ramparts, caving in the parapet, and he thought of the poor artilleryman he saw silently entombed.  
Smoke and fire engulfed the walls of Fort McHenry as the defenders scrambled to return fire. 
“Look at them,” Nathaniel muttered, watching as the fort’s walls shuddered under the relentless cannonade. “It’s breaking.”   
Isaac gathered his section. "In about an hour I expect we will storm the works. Prepare your muskets" He looked at the barrel of his Brown Bess. The regulars polished the barrels to glint like precious pearls, but the Marine barrels were blackened against the salt and rust. "Check your locks and pick the vents. Sixty rounds and two spare flints. Check that your cartridges are dry, and bayonets oiled.” The men nodded and moved. 
But then a cannonball from one of the fort’s twenty-four pounders cut across their deck, blasting the gunwale, splinters flying, but nobody hit. They watched the flag ship signal to withdraw to two miles where their rockets and mortars could reach the fort but the fort couldn’t answer. 
When they regrouped, their cauldron shaped mortar launchers opened up a steady bombardment of 200 pound shells filled with powder. The shells arced high into the sky—thirty seconds of flight—then crashed down and exploded.
On deck, the Marines huddled, seeking what little cover they could find from the concussive force of the blasts. Daniel watched the fort through narrowed eyes, his grip tight on his musket. Harri took in the acrid smell of the powder in the breeze.  
Juan standing at the rail tapped the beat of salvos with his palms–—fast, sharp, exploding. His hands anticipated when each mortar would erupt with a hard drop, pausing while the cauldrons breathed for a suspended half-note, until his palm struck the rail just as the boom caught up.
The day turned to night.  Bombs lit up the sky, illuminating the scarred walls of the fort. Then the rockets streaked scarlet across the black, rays of pure light in the dark night of divine beauty. 
Bright sparks rained over their heads from a misfired rocket before the debris landed in front of the Captain's door. The black cabin boy's jubilation at the red firework’s glare so near, turned to horror, his hand stiffening in burning pain when he touched that extinguished star. 
  Then Juan’s palms changed their tempo, slower.  
  And then a little slower.  
Isaac gritted his teeth. He heard it. 
Juan’s hands struck a rhythm of molasses that spoke sorrow. 
Isaac stared at the mortar ships and counted the cauldrons’ slowing breaths. He got to twenty-four and then they stopped. The bombardment ended, and the signal came to withdraw towards Tangier. 
“Why they got that big ole flag, raisin’ in the sun?” Nathaniel muttered, but nobody else noticed it. 
As the ship turned south, Juan tapped the silence—seventy-two measures, sung by his heart. 
The vessel might as well have been sailing upside down.



Chapter 13: Flesh that Weeps
The salt spray felt different on their faces aboard the Britannia after Baltimore—heavy with the Bay’s tears. The fleet gathered southwest of Tangier, the campaign suborned to the Empire’s other needs. The Britannia’s orders were for Bermuda.  
Juan stared at the distant mainland and saw a dark, unstitched gash between the dawn sky and the bay. His hands spoke only sorrow.
Preacher Jonah gathered their family and spoke lovingly: “It is a night unto the Lord, for bringing people out of a land. He made a way in the sea, and a path through the mighty waters. But He also commanded: fight for your brethren, your sons and your daughters, your wives, and your home. The river has branched, and we must choose.”
Nathaniel squared his shoulders, attention fixed on the shoreline. "My fight’s not elsewhere. It's here." His voice was low, resolute. "This is my land. And this is where I shall stand as a free man." 
Isaac turned, his voice rising with conviction. "We swore our allegiance, Nathaniel. Our forces have defeated Napoleon. Surely they can send more soldiers, and we’ll come back and finish the war." 
Daniel let out a bitter laugh. "Now that they don’t have to worry about the French, they can protect Canada and don’t need us. We were just there to show the planters the British had the key to all our shackles. It worked; the planters are scared. But the British are never lighting that fuse because the explosion would spread clear to Jamaica.”  
Isaac stared at him. "They promised us freedom, refuge."
“And they'll trade us right back for twenty feet of New England.” Daniel replied. “The sugar silver runs that navy.”
Harri looked from Nathaniel to Isaac, her brow furrowed. "Stay? Nathaniel, without the fleet… without their ships and cannons…" 
“It’ll be hard,” Nathaniel said, voice steady. “But it’s not over. The masters are scared. What the people need is hope—hope for themselves, hope for this land. Others stayed behind. They’ll keep fighting on these rivers.” 
He spoke with the conviction of a man rooted deep in the marsh. 
Isaac ran a hand over his face, weariness etched into every line. "The British promised refuge, Nathaniel. A new life for all of us. Maybe Nova Scotia. Safety."
He looked at Nathaniel and then at Harri. "Maybe… maybe that's where our freedom is now. Building something of our own. Away from all this… constant fighting." 
No one spoke. Martha, her fingers checking the stitching on the leopard flag, sniffled up her sob. Nathaniel kept his eyes on the falling sand in the bosun’s half-hour glass.
Then Harri continued, softer now, her voice tight.
“Daniel is right. The British are never coming back here." she said softly, her voice tight. “But Isaac is right that they will keep their promise to protect us. It makes sense for us, to seek a new life, free.”
She looked each in the eye and then continued: “There’s two burdens each must carry themselves: they must go unto God, and they’ve got to catch their own story for themselves.”
Nathaniel understood. "You all go and start anew. This will always be your home. But you deserve two homelands. Mine are these rivers—and the night." 
But then his eyes fell on Daniel, standing a little apart. Harri's twin brother, once a wide-eyed boy, now a lean, hardened fighter. Daniel met his eyes and gave a small, firm nod. He wasn't leaving either. 
Daniel. Her brother. Choosing to stay, to fight the brutal, lonely battle on the mainland. 
"Daniel?" Harri's voice was barely a whisper. 
Daniel came forward, his young face set with a grim determination that mirrored Nathaniel's. "I'm staying with Nathaniel, Harri. I cannot go to Bermuda just to hear our people’s chains under a different flag. Here, I know how to fight. That shore is my home, my country. It leaves me no more.”
Tears welled in Harri's eyes. She pulled him into a fierce hug. "Be careful, little brother," she whispered to her twin, her usual pride in being the elder by a half-hour faded into sorrow.
Daniel said quietly, forcefully: “They might flay this flesh, Hattie. They might kill it. But our story—it’s only us that keep it free. Don't let them catch yours.”
She turned to Nathaniel, her expression pleading. "Watch out for him. Please." 
Nathaniel placed a hand on Daniel's shoulder, a silent promise. "Always.” He looked from Harri to Isaac and the others. The bond forged on the Maenad and on Tangier Island would stretch now—across the water, across different futures. 
Juan, Martha, and Preacher Jonah would evacuate with the British. Reverently lifting the flag, Martha cut a narrow strip from the far right side. Then she cut two leopard-spotted ribbons from the strip and sewed them into Nathaniel and Daniel's coats. “Our leopard won't fly over forts,” she said softly, “but it'll rest over the hearts of the free.” 
Martha pulled the Maenad’s old folded American flag from her satchel. “Daniel, you take this. Maybe it's big enough for you all to sleep under through the cold winter nights until the dawn.”
"Go," Nathaniel said. "Find your freedom. Build that life." 
Isaac clasped Nathaniel's arm, steady and firm, and touched the canvas strip. "And you find yours, Nathaniel. On this land, on this water. You have more than the leopard, you have a brother." Then, without a word, Isaac opened Nathaniel’s hand and pressed two small, cold pieces of iron—Honest Jack’s tools—into his palm and folded his fingers.
Hands found hands. Patted with love. No words. Just the wind and the tide. 
Isaac went to the gunwale away from the others, crying mournfully for his loved brothers. A cloud appeared, lifting the sail cloth, stretching it wider yet drawing it taut.
Nathaniel and Daniel planned to volunteer for the middle watch during the windless night. Isaac was about to volunteer to lead the watch when Harri stepped in. "You cannot. You are a sergeant, they will call it mutiny and snap your neck. Me, I'll be sleeping at the guard change and take my twenty-four lashes."
When the first watch went below deck, Daniel and Nathaniel moved fast. She grinned at Nathaniel, that Sly Fox grin she had when they were ten and he found her hiding in the hollow stump, saying nothing, telling all. Then she looked the other way as he picked the lock on a weapons chest, hastily loaded on the Britannia when they departed Tangier. Monroe lay down by his side, so he could pat his belly one last time. Then Nathaniel, Daniel, and two other marines quietly lowered a launch loaded with powder and muskets and escaped from their escape.
Isaac lay sleepless in his hammock knowing there was nothing he could do to protect Harri from the consequences.
At the morning watch change, they found her asleep. Stokes came on deck. The launch was gone.
He swore—loud enough to turn heads.
"Muster the men. Count the muskets."
Powder. Muskets. Four Colonial Marines.
Gone.
His face darkened as he turned to the bosun. "Strip the sleeping watchman," Stokes barked. "Thirty-six lashes for dereliction at the mainmast."
Hattie looked fiercely into Isaac's tortured eyes.
Two marines took hold of the resolute Harri. Juan forced to drum her humiliation. The officers expected the Rogue's March—sharp, shaming.
He gave them the first note, stiff and centered, familiar. But with each stroke, he let the structure slip. The tempo sagged, the space between beats widened like an osprey’s wings.
He pulled his strokes off-center, filling the gaps with breath hits barely audible beneath the main line. A sharp crack on the wooden hoop snapped bone dry.
Then silence. Then a soft flam—like a spiderweb drifting in the wind, a broken ritual.
Annie clapped into the gaps, feeling deep the slow swing.
They weren't drumming punishment anymore.
They were remembering—honoring their Siya, their prophetess who called the warriors to battle.
The officers thought he wasn't very talented.
Hattie heard raw truth.
Juan drummed on.
The bosun raised the cat-o'-nine-tails, finding Juan's rhythm. The whip cracked back once—a practice strike splitting the air. Then twice—ready now, arm cocked.
The quartermaster ripped off Harri's shirt a half second before the whip came forward.
But the bosun missed the expected beat. Annie's counter-pulse had swallowed it. His arm wavered, confused, the whip went limp.
Stokes's face slackened in shock—the bound chest, the truth laid bare.
Just then, the signal flags rose over the flagship, calling all vessels to form line for embarkation. Juan instantly shifted—driving into the muster rhythm with sharp, military precision.
Chaos cracked: orders screamed, sailors scrambled up the masts.
Stokes still could not believe that Harri, who was lauded for heroism at Washington, had been a woman the whole time. He ordered her locked in the chaplain's wardroom.
The fleet was turning south. 


Chapter 14: The Terror of the Brave
San Fernando, Trinidad 1899
Listen close here, children.
  Grandma Hattie didn't know this part for fifty years. By the time the letter came from Fort Monroe, Grandpa was gone. I was just a boy.
__________________________________________
Chesapeake Bay, Virginia October 1814
Daniel stood on the bluff, watching those beautiful vessels—so many shrouded ghosts, reminding him of his sister’s sacrifice.  
His brothers, loosed from their moorings, moved merrily before the gentle gale. 
But was Hattie free? Or bound before the bloody whip, confined in bands of iron? 
At last, the Britannia streamed gallantly out of view, sails taut, flag high—its wake indifferent.
Daniel watched in silence. He didn’t speak. He only knew: 
The Three Lions had eaten their fill. And the goats were left to bury their own. 
Nathaniel and Daniel’s world had shrunk in that moment, shedding the vastness of the British fleet and the open ocean. It had shrunk to the marshes and forests they knew so well. Without the backing of warships or a formal army, Nathaniel’s small band of fighters became fugitives in their own land. 
They moved constantly, striking where they could and vanishing into the marshes before the militias could respond. Nathaniel showed them how to survive on the bay's bounty, and at first they were welcomed in the quarters with some vegetables and the occasional recruit. In the fall one of their comrades made a desperate attempt alone to see his mother in Gloucester and was captured and taken to Williamsburg.
When Nathaniel got news the next morning, he knew the odds were long, but at least had to try to rescue him. They took the launch up a creek of the James toward the Williamsburg college. Halfway, where the water branched, they turned, and a recruit born nearby on the Kingsmill Plantation piloted them through the marsh. They hid the boat and prepared to climb a bluff. Daniel turned and inspected the recruit's musket. "Your vent's fouled. Pick it. Isaac would have come down on you for that."
They approached the slave quarter in silence and knocked gently on the door. An older man opened it. For half an hour, they sat on the hard-packed earth floor by the stone hearth, watching smoke swirl as it rejected the wooden chimney. The clay cracked in the heat, and for a half second their gazes met, startled. When the silence finally broke, they trusted each other. They explained their objective. They were too late.
Their comrade had been hanged before a crowd at the Raleigh Tavern two days earlier.
Nathaniel said, "He died to free our people." Two brothers rose at once, ready to join the cause, but their mother screamed at him. "You're just going to bury them quicker than the auction block can steal them."
The old man looked at Daniel, told him never to come back, and shut the door. The tide had turned. They had to rock the launch forcefully to break free of the sucking mud.
The marsh was brown again, crunkling underfoot. The ragtag patrols had turned into a well-organized veteran militia. Word of the British leaving spread quickly, and the once-emboldened population now hesitated to risk rebellion. It wasn’t just survival at stake for Nathaniel and his band—it was the fragile hope they had sparked. 
“We’re running out of places to hide,” Daniel said one cold night as the last geese honked their arrival from the far north. “The militia’s digging in their heels.” 
“They’re scared,” Nathaniel replied. His voice was calm, but his eyes betrayed his weariness. “That means we’re still doing our job.” But even as he spoke, he knew their situation was precarious. The militia wasn’t just chasing shadows anymore. They were hunting him. And leading them was Billy Walker. 
Ammunition and food ran low. They walked a black path in darkness towards their last cache, their last hope, hidden in an abandoned church deep in the marshes near the Nawaponi River. The night trembled. On the vine, the worm bit deep into the tender shoot reborn too late in autumn. From the shadows came the harsh call of cicadas, squawking their last hollow song.
The morning sun rose red as desert sand over the horizon, and in its crimson light Nathaniel saw what made his tracks freeze: a black body hanging from the ancient cypress that marked the clearing, swaying slightly in the dawn breeze. 
He lifted his eyes and saw the church upright in the corner of the clearing. What message waited inside: Mystery? Revelation and power? Would it demand they fall to their knees in submission? 
They found the cache site ravaged. The oil-skinned containers ripped open, their contents scattered across the forest floor. The bulk of the precious ammunition and powder was gone. Only some ruined medical supplies and the stink of rotten meat remained.
And then Nathaniel saw it—a powder keg the militia had overlooked. But as he lifted the heavy wooden lid, his hope died sharp and sudden. The barrel was empty. Inside, lying stark against the wooden bottom, was a page from the Richmond Enquirer with a reward notice for his capture, dead or alive. And printed right next to Walker’s notice was a lengthy ode to the American flag and the recent victory at Baltimore, penned by a rhymer named F. S. Key. 
Nathaniel carefully sounded out the rhymes as Hattie had taught him. 
Daniel didn't look up. He was focused on scraping a few last grains of corn from the frozen mud. The words were just a distant, distorted drone—some pain-mangled banner—meaningless noise that wouldn't feed them or warm them. He carried on with his work.
Then Nathaniel reached the lines that seared the page. The damp had smudged much of the ink, but the words cut through like a fife in battle—like a bell rung only for him:
"No refuge could save the hireling and slave 
From the terror of flight or the gloom of the grave." 
The rest of the stanza dissolved into water stains and illegible smears, but two fragments seemed to float on the damaged paper: 
". . . triumph . . . 
. . . of the brave." 
He looked up at the abandoned church and saw that it was shaped like an owl—a night hunter's perch, watching, waiting. 
"Walker," Nathaniel breathed. He knew the tactic. Flush out his prey with child rhymes about the failure at Baltimore. An insulting roar. But he conjured Uncle Abel’s words: The lion roared, and all the animals ran. But the rabbit was still.
Not hidden in the thicket, but standing — on his ground—still.
 Like the rabbit, Nathaniel felt a different strength rise within him: not fury, but resolve. Not to match roar for roar, but to root himself where the lion must see him, quiet and certain, and wait for the step that would bring it too close.
Daniel glanced at the writing, his brow furrowing. "Walker?" 
Nathaniel nodded. 
That night Daniel placed the crumpled rhymes under pine needles and a carefully constructed tent of twigs, and blew gently on the sparks.
With each passing night the cool air bit harder. Walker’s threats infected the land. They slid into tobacco barns when the wind howled, but left before the sun, no longer sure even their people would stay quiet. They harvested oysters and trapped rabbits, but they couldn’t ask for bread and vegetables, and their bodies weakened just as the squirrels fattened. 
"We should head out into the bay towards the York," Daniel said firmly to Nathaniel. “Get clear away from Walker where our people can feed us. We need time to form a plan, and we can return in the spring.”  
Nathaniel shook his head. "Uncle Abel told that one: The wise goatherd spied the lions—one he’d face, three he’d flee—but two? He sat to ponder—his final thoughts." He looked at Daniel. "I'm done pondering.”
The marsh had gone downtrodden for winter—brown, flattened, stripped by wind. But the British were gone. Their only hope—a general uprising—had to happen soon; it was probably already too late.  
Nathaniel grasped the bitter truth: Daniel was right, their only hope now lay in survival, like ghosts in the marsh—remote, hidden, maybe for years—until the banner could rise again. 
But he didn’t say it.  
Uncle Abel's Greek general could lay down his sword for the plow, Nathaniel thought—but that wasn't his story. He would live on as a fighter, even if just as a ghost inspiring his people.
"I've lived in this monster, and I know its bowels," Nathaniel said finally. "It's time to strike that serpent.”
"If something happens," Nathaniel said, "you take whoever's left. Head south. The Great Dismal Swamp." 
He reached out and opened Daniel’s hand, and pressed the cold worn five-cent silver piece into his palm. "That’s where the Nansemond went, some still there. Our people have always gone there to hide. Thick enough to hide ghosts. Still fighting. Still free." 
Daniel looked away. "Don't talk like that. Nothing is going to happen." 
Nathaniel didn't argue. Just leaned in a little closer. 
"If it does—you are the rabbit, not the lion. The thicket rabbit, not the bluff kind. Our people’s tide will come." 
Their web warned them: Walker’s militia occupied a slaver's den halfway to the bend on the Nawaponi, methodically crushing the last resistance.
They bivouacked in the chestnut grove on the edge of Halfway Manor, daring only the smallest fire as the first snow began to fall. Nathaniel retrieved the bows hidden for a year to show his men. He tried to plan an attack on Walker, but the big house was too fortified. His mind drifted, and he told the recruits about hunting rabbits with Isaac as boys, a year and a lifetime ago. And Daniel told them of their people, his grandmother and Uncle Abel.
“Uncle Abel was the greatest storyteller that ever lived, and he had a story for everything. But his favorite was Anansi and the Gummy Pine Tar Doll. 
“Now, in the old times, there was a spider named Anansi who thought he was the cleverest of them all. He could braid one story into three others, so proud of himself, thinking pretty words were the point. Back then, all the stories in the world belonged to Nyame, the Sky God.” Daniel began trying to reverberate his voice like Abel. 
“People had no stories to tell, no laughter around the fire, no lessons hidden in words. But Anansi—that clever spider thought he just had to have them. So he climbed his web all the way up to the sky and said to Nyame, 'I want the stories.' Nyame looked down at that little spider and laughed. 'You? You think you can own the stories? Fine. But first, you must bring me the four hardest things in the world to catch. Do that—and the stories are yours.'”
Daniel paused, settling into the rhythm Uncle Abel always used.
"Anansi tricked the snake by getting it to stretch next to a stick, then tied it up. He caught the leopard by digging a hole in its path and tying its tail. He fooled the hornets by pretending it was raining, then trapped them in a gourd."
"Uncle Abel could talk an hour on each of those," Nathaniel chimed in.
"But the hardest one," Daniel puffed his chest to look like Abel, "was still left—Mmoatia the fairy. But Anansi knew her weakness. She couldn't resist that smell of sweet potatoes—like molasses on a fishing hook. Too small to tie up. Wouldn't crawl into a gourd. No—Anansi needed something smarter. So he made a doll. Fairy-sized. Built from sticks. And he covered it all over with thick, sticky, gummy pine sap. And his wife cooked up the best mashed sweet potatoes and set the plate right on that doll’s lap. Mmoatia came and said, 'Can I eat these sweet potatoes?’”
Daniel's hands moved as he spoke, like Abel's always did.
"Doll nodded. But that sneaky spider was behind the tree, working the doll with his silk. Fairy said, 'Thank you very much, doll.' But the doll only nodded. And that fairy thought this was rude. So she poked the doll—and got her hand stuck in the goop. Then she tried to pull that hand loose—and got her other hand stuck too. Soon she was stuck all over. And Anansi came out from behind the tree, wrapped her up in his silk, and took her to Nyame."
Nathaniel nodded. “That’s right, and so Anansi got that box of all the world’s stories, and walked home puffing out his chest, looking up smiling, because he had them all too himself. Then he tripped and the box broke open and that's why we got stories to tell around the fire. That spider was always out to be clever for himself, but sometimes he just taught us without meaning to Back then we thought the stories were just old man talk, but now we get the teaching.”
Daniel said, “And I think I know what Anansi wants to teach us. We’re going to make a Nathaniel Doll.”
Nathaniel smiled. “Remember the rock whale backbone Isaac found after the great storm? That huge oak fell and the root ball pulled the backbone from deep down. That was the highest the water ever came up above the marsh grass, but that whole area is marsh mud just covered in leaves, so it looks like ground-ground. Walker’ll step right in it.”
They worked through the night making a body from Daniel’s great coat, sticks, mud, straw, and leaves. Nathaniel dragged his double onto the mud-ground, sinking up to his shins. He put the man doll face down with a marine toque on the head and gloves on his hands. Then he tied a hemp string around the leg and covered his sinking tracks with leaves as he back peddled with the other end of the string. 
Daniel volunteered to sling the bait. Nathaniel, twenty paces on the other side of the ravine, would have the easy shot.
Nathaniel saw the brilliance—and the danger—but he trusted that Daniel's steady nerves and cold intelligence would carry him into the lion’s lair and bring him out unscathed. 
Daniel approached the plantation house, through the garden gate, stepping reverently, hands outstretched, head bowed in defeat. The militia guards brought him to the porch where Walker waited, tea steaming in the morning air.
"Mr. Walker, sir," Daniel said, voice breaking with practiced shame. "I made a terrible mistake. Nathaniel, he led me astray, filled my head with foolish notions about freedom. But I see now . . . I miss my master's family. I want to come home."
Walker set down his cup, satisfaction spreading across his face. This was exactly what he'd always believed.
"And where is this Nathaniel now?"
Daniel hesitated, eyes downcast. "I . . . I shouldn't say, sir. He trusted me."
Walker leaned forward. "Trusted you to what? Lead you to ruin?"
"He's hurt bad, hiding down the hill near the marsh."
Walker's face hardened. "You take me to him or you won't live through this morning."
Daniel's shoulders sagged in defeat. "Yes sir. I . . . I can take you right to him."
One of the militiamen jumped up. "Sir, should we—"
"I can harvest my own wounded beast." That sugary sweet potato smell compelled.
He grabbed his pistol and followed. He would deal with Daniel later.
Nathaniel watched as, from the portal, open to the sun, the scoundrel came out, his soul frozen, like a frightened beast, like a discovered crime. All that coveting and loathing—and now he stood, white as pure snow, there like death, unable to look the dawn in the face.
Walker paced across the barren field frozen with snow. He saw Nathaniel’s body spread, legs straight and arms stretched in the bottom. Not moving, but then his leg twitched. Walker approached, screaming vengeance and triumph, pointed his pistol. 
“Answer me, boy!” And shot into Nathaniel’s head, straw flying.
Walker felt the muck grab his left boot just as he saw the straw fly. He stamped his right foot for leverage only to punch through the leaves into sucking mud.
Nathaniel had promised Daniel he would fire his musket from behind the tree ten yards away. Instead, he walked out with his bow pulled taut, arrow notched, the ripped-hearts vow. 
"This ends today, Walker."
Walker laughed, the sound cold and hollow. "You think you can take me? You're just like your mother—too stubborn to know when to give up." He turned his head slightly and spit—dark syrupy sweet—harsh tobacco chaw masked by molasses and honey. His eye bore in. "And your sister, Mar—"
 "You don't get to say her name." Nathaniel said, muscles screaming, shuddering to defy the bow’s pull.
Nathaniel's vision blurred with rage, but his hands stayed steady, bow rising. He stepped closer.
"You didn't own her. You don't own me. You're no master, Walker. Just a hireling. A guard dog snapping on command—barking so rich men can feel powerful. That's all you ever were."
He held Walker's stare, unflinching. "And nobody will remember your name."
He let his fingers relax—not in fury, but in judgment—and the string snapped forward, a thump cracked the air and crashed into the boom of the pistol shot.
The arrow tore through Walker's shoulder, sending his torso twisting, his legs still stuck. His pistol flew in an arc and was sucked into the mud.
A heartbeat later Walker’s shot slammed Nathaniel's side.
Nathaniel lay, ashen with death, but Abel's voice was still there:
The lion roared, and all the animals ran. But the rabbit was still.
The mud gasped as one boot tore free from the sucking seal—then the other.
And the boots closed on Nathaniel.
“Now you charge and roar.
Now you creak under the weight of a pain stronger than you.”
The dagger at his side, he held Mary's name.
Walker staggered forward out of the mud, clutching his arm, breathing hard.
He stared at the body.
Then he roared—not in pain, but in triumph—as he leaned down to cut the spotted canvas strip from Nathaniel's coat breast as memento.
Then unfrozen, Nathaniel rose, the last ounce of strength driving upward to bury the knife in Walker's chest.
The overseer's momentum carried him straight into the blade. His body jerked, eyes wide in disbelief.
He held Walker close, voice low and clear: "The lion roared, and all the animals ran. But the rabbit was still."
And Walker collapsed.
Nathaniel, seeing that sly fox grinning, breathed out twenty-four more times. Then, son of a people enchained, lived for them—in silence, he died.
The band stood up from their cover and stared, in dread stillness, composed. Then shouts reverberated from the field above.
They escaped in the chaos to their launch, Daniel carrying the burden. Now returned, like one erased, to their first refuge—mute and frozen.
Daniel drove his sorrowful keel in place, put down the oar, unspoken.
They laid him, yielding to serene dreams, in the silent clearing above the gentle murmur of Galilee Cove.
Without his promised nation, but without a master, in a simple shroud, beneath a bouquet of wild white roses—his strip of the leopard flag folded close to his chest.
The freshly turned earth caught the morning sun's first beam, warmth lifting the gloom.
 The reflection of the driftwood cross gleamed on the creek—rejecting glory, enduring in memory.
But his last words echoed in Daniel's mind:
Go. Towards the Dismal, like the wounded deer to Mount Aripo’s embrace.
"Nat, I'll carry your band's defiance south like heated iron into this winter of anguish," he swore—humbly, not vauntingly.
But Uncle Abel’s deer had three endings. Which verse would he catch? He placed his hand over the chasm in his chest.
Into the depths of the Great Dismal Swamp—the leopard, still, there.


Chapter 15: Banner Doth Wave
Aboard the Britannia, Isaac stood alone at the rail. He looked across the Chesapeake's hoarse water with visceral love. The launch was gone—Nathaniel and Daniel had escaped the night before, and now his ship was moving fast for the mouth of the Bay. 
As the sun set, a single cloud flared crimson—a torn carnation held aloft in protest. The ship lifted the faithful anchor of home, now broken in their hearts. The Chesapeake shoreline fell away with the tide. The carnation's petal fluttered—the final bloody flame. Mute, breaking, where the heart had been—now was the time to begin, a live. 
The rhythmic creak of the timbers was a lullaby forbidding sleep. They had made their choices. Nathaniel honored his oath to the river. Isaac had chosen the sea. But Hattie remained locked in the chaplain’s wardroom, still sentenced to mortal lashes. Isaac had tried to speak to her, but the private blocked his path—black sergeant stripes invisible. 
As they neared the harbor at Bermuda, Captain Stokes entered the chaplain’s cabin and handed Hattie a shawl. 
In the official ledger she was never a Marine and had never been on watch or subject to the lash. Five marines were recorded lost in Baltimore’s chaos and one more refugee woman came aboard. No mention was made of the missing powder—no need, Stokes told Hattie, for either to answer questions after the successful campaign.
Hattie nodded as Stokes left. Then she slipped on the shawl, the reclaimed silver candlestick tucked beneath its ruffles—partial payment on the failed campaign.
Martha planned to make Hattie a proper outfit. With quiet persistence and a bit of luck, they acquired enough cloth. When Hattie dressed fully as herself, it was more than a change of clothes. She stood straighter, moved more freely. 
Isaac looked at her and saw not just the woman he loved, but the wholeness she had reclaimed. 
She would now be called by her birthname—Hattie, Harri, Siya—Harriet all along. 
The war's desolation receded but their yearning for the home they loved and their brothers left behind never would. Their bond, forged through death and impossible choices, was unbreakable.
“We should get married, Isaac,” Hattie said one afternoon, her voice quiet but firm. 
Isaac’s hand covered hers. “Yes, Harriet,” his eyes met hers. “We should.” 
Isaac, through diligent work and quiet acts of consideration, had made what he believed were useful connections. He had once retrieved a Captain's bicorn hat as it somersaulted in the wind, returning it with a simple nod—the same hat, the Captain claimed, he wore standing next to Nelson at Trafalgar. Following a recent illness that made it difficult to stand erect, the Captain was given a clerical posting. Isaac knew the Captain would remember his demeanor and perform the marriage. 
The Captain did remember Isaac when he came into his office—but having just survived the caustic bougie himself, he prescribed these marriages as medical necessity. To him, an unattached woman invited the French disorder—and the unacceptable loss of man-power that followed. 
It was a simple affair in front of the Captain seated at his desk, his warrior’s sword of Trafalgar displayed on the wall, looking over his shoulder at the ledger. A few fellow refugees were permitted as witnesses. Isaac in full military dress looked at Harriet in the dress Martha made. Her hair crowned her face like a dark helmet, gleaming like his polished saber. It was a simple promise of their proven devotion. The Captain looked up from the ledger he was working on and said, 'Congratulations.' He added the marriage to the ledger and went back to recalculating the baseline of supportable subsistence rations. 
Later that evening, over the buttress roots of the cedar tree, Preacher Jonah stood with them. Under the starlit sky, the wind rustled the needle branchlets like a distant hymn in the starlight. He had no book, no robes—just his voice and his presence. The others gathered in a loose circle, quiet, expectant. 
"This here," he said, his voice low and sure, "this is the real binding. Not by rank, nor by crown, but by choice. By the kind of love that's been through the storm and come out burning." 
They remembered their ancestors: Africa, the Chesapeake, and Harriet asked her Nansemond ancestors, Daniel’s people, to protect them in their perilous fight back home. And she turned to Isaac. “And we will always honor Mary and Nathaniel. Nobody can have a deeper bond than you and him. Now I will honor and protect you, like a jemmy crab to a sook.”
Isaac grinned.       
Juan started drumming slowly. Martha, holding one end of the broom, said reverently and jokingly, knowing their athleticism: "The body that touches the stick will be the first swept into the grave, waiting on the other, counting bad broom luck day by day." 
Juan’s drumming rolled faster. Harriet and Isaac faced one another and jumped across the broom at the same time and took hold of hands, and that married them. 
The next day Juan was assigned to a new company whose drummer boy had died of dysentery. The company had received orders to embark for Georgia in a week. Juan promised Martha and Annie Dosa he would return to find them and help them in their next home. 
Soon after, Preacher Jonah was offered a place on a transport headed for Nova Scotia, part of a small group of families bound for the new settlements. He accepted without fanfare, saying only that the Lord had more work for him to the north. 
The morning he left, he shook Isaac’s hand and embraced Harriet, then turned to the others. “Hold fast to what we’ve planted together. The harvest comes in its own time.” 
And with that, he boarded the boat, his coat flapping in the wind, the old satchel slung over his shoulder. He didn’t look back—but a few of the children watched until the sails vanished into the blue. 
Talk of the war’s end—of treaties and settlements—filtered through the camp. British officials even invited Isaac to discuss options for the refugees.
Eventually, word came: Harriet and Isaac would go to Trinidad, not Nova Scotia. Martha and Annie would follow on a later transport. The British had chosen a warmer, more fertile colony in the southern Caribbean for settlement. Families would be given 16-acre plots in the interior with towns set up by Marine company. 
The day they boarded the ships for Trinidad, the sea smelled like rain on cedar.
The fear of snowy winters gave way to a new unease. They would cut new villages into the jungles of the Naparima district. But they would shape what they would become.
Their ship cut through the calm coral waters as it approached, and for a moment, Isaac could breathe. Mont Aripo rose on the horizon, green, lush, and towering steep. An island of palm trees. The scent of earth and growth reached for his embrace. 
Then he blinked—and it all returned: the burning fields, the blood, the rockets. 
Two stories lived in him now. One a soft green, the other an incendiary crimson. 
Disembarking, they were taken not to towns or cities, but inland, into the thick woods. This was where they would build their lives. Armed with axes, saws, and hoes, they began clearing the land. Isaac and Harriet worked side by side, sweat stinging their eyes as they hacked through undergrowth and felled trees. One morning, Harriet planted the first row of corn in soil they had cleared with her own hands. Isaac stood beside her, pounding stakes into the ground to mark the edges of their plot—sixteen acres of Blood Land, earned through their service, that would feed them, shelter them, and one day, define them. 
Dawn after Dawn, the roots, the rocks, exacted their toll. Their first shelter was a lean-to of saplings and palm fronds. The rations were basic and roads were nonexistent. But they worked as a unit, drawing on the discipline of their time as Marines and the traditions of helping each other from the Chesapeake. When one family fell ill, others brought food. When a house needed raising, neighbors came with tools. 
“These roots will never give,” Harriet said to Isaac one evening as the sun was setting. 
Isaac wrapped an arm around her. “We’ll get there, Harriet. Piece by piece. Together.” 
Harriet was silent for a moment, then a faint smile touched her lips. "Uncle Abel used to tell me things," she said softly. "About milkweed, mostly. He'd say, 'Child, the wind can carry a seed hundreds of miles. But when it finds good soil, it drinks the new rain and puts down deeper roots. But it never forgets the orange-black butterfly that kissed it.'" She squeezed Isaac's hand. "We're those seeds, Isaac. Carried far. And we’ll grow from this soil." 
 'We'll grow,' he said quietly. 
They planted corn and hill rice, and then cassava and even a row of coffee. 
They called themselves Merikins to honor the homeland they had fought to free.
Many months later, Martha and Annie Dosa were finally given passage from Bermuda to the Company Village in Trinidad. Life in the camp had been difficult, but they endured. Annie, now a toddler, ran through the newly cleared fields, with Isaac chasing after her yelling not to trample the seed rows. 
And six months after that, Juan held up his promise to find them when he finished his extended service in the Marines. 
Juan looked at the little girl, his smile warm, but she didn't recognize him. Then he started a simple clapping pattern, and she answered with a more complicated response, and they battled, and then she ran and hugged him. 
One day when they were all together, Martha opened her bundle and unrolled the Leopard-Spotted Flag. "Juan carried this in Washington, and Nathaniel and Daniel carry it too, back home." She put hemp rope through the loops and then climbed the tall Royal Palm in the middle of the village common and tied the sacred flag so it caught the wind. 
They honored Martha with the first shovel to dig the entrance post for Galilee Cove Church. She broke the ground, pried out a rock, and touched the freshly turned earth—warm in the morning light. Harriet operated a grammar school there during the week and Sunday School after sermons.
One Saturday Harriet made black paint from lamp soot and linseed oil, and cut out stencils from paper. She laid a smooth plank on sawhorses and worked carefully, letter by letter. The community gathered to watch as the message took shape. When the paint dried, Harriet and Martha climbed up ladders that Isaac and Juan held steady. They nailed Preacher Jonah's words above the door: 
There is no sorrow like that of loving our people, alone and captive, their lives, nailed alive, far over the sea.
People listened when Isaac spoke, not because he raised his voice, but because he always listened first, steady and thoughtful. He was the one they trusted to speak with colonial administrators, to negotiate for land, and to ask for assistance. And often, before any decision was made, someone would ask what Harriet thought. She never claimed authority, but somehow it gathered around her all the same. 
Slavery's shadow still plagued the island, but they had their own land, their own community. Over time sitting by the brook, Isaac found the mountain stream pleased him more than the sea. That there was no greater relief to the heart that burns, than the sun and coffee in his house surrounded by friendship and love. 
Fields widened. Homes rose. And children were born. Their traditions merged with the Caribbean concept of gayap, communal labor binding them together. The Company Village took root.
Two years into their new life in Trinidad, Isaac approached Harriet with paper and ink. "Will you write a letter to Halfway Manor?" 
Hattie paused her sewing, her face gentle but firm. "Isaac, they'll never tell us what happened to them. They've ripped out our hearts. The chasm we mourn." 
"I have to try, Harriet." He pulled out a small cloth packet. "And I want to send these white rose seeds with it." 
Isaac walked many miles on rough roads to the colonial office. The British commandant behind the desk saw the address and didn't look up. 
"Two shillings, overseas post." Two days militia service wages swept casually into the drawer, the official eyeing the next customer. 
Isaac thanked him in his most proper English, nodded respectfully and left as the clerk casually tossed the letter. It missed the basket, landing with a soft thud, the white rose seeds rustling faintly inside. Never to leave the room.



Ọfọ: Refuge Could Save 
San Fernando, Trinidad 1819
On a bright fall day Isaac and Harriet stood proudly beside a stall piled high with the bounty of their labor: plump ears of corn, sacks of newly harvested rice, vibrant green vegetables from their garden. They had brought their harvest to the coastal market, where traders and buyers gathered.
Bartering voices, clatter of coins, the smell of spices and ripening fruit. Their young sons darted and tumbled in the grass nearby.
“Nat! Danny! Mind the goods!” Harriet called, her voice warm but firm.
The boys paused their play, grinning up at her like sly foxes.
Nearby, Juan—now a young man with thoughtful eyes, no longer the boy who first climbed aboard the Maenad—sat with a carved drum between his knees, with Annie Dosa on the other side. The hollowed trunk and taut deerskin gleamed in the sunlight. He tapped a tentative rhythm, then let his hands settle into a deeper beat—answered by the child’s small palms. A memory-song Uncle Abel had taught him in whispers, a secret language carried across oceans.
As Isaac arranged a display of corn, he noticed an older man at the neighboring stall. His face was worn, his goods meager, his eyes hollow with the weight of something long held in silence. He looked up, drawn by Juan’s drumming. Then, slowly, he reached into his bag and pulled out a flute—simple, carved, weathered. He lifted it to his lips and began to play.
The sound joined Juan’s rhythm like a voice answering a question, a call and response that deepened into something older. It was a bridge across the bustling market.
A jolt went through Isaac. The tune—the shape of it—was a language he knew. A melody his grandfather had once played on an Africa flute. He stared.
The man lowered the flute, bowed his head slightly, and in a quiet Igbo voice, said: “My name is Nnamdi.”
Isaac walked forward, heart pounding. He was quiet. He understood. He answered in halting Igbo, the words barely remembered, like fragments of a half-buried dream.
“My grandfather’s clan was from the forest, by the great river.”
He took the drum from Juan’s hands, slipped off his old sergeant's coat and hung it on the withered branch above the unsightly rock. He joined Nnamdi, hard drop on the third beat, then the silence singing, the rhythm they both carried in their bones. 
“My grandfather called me Nwoye.”
A flicker crossed over Nnamdi's face, then he knew. He spoke, a torrent of Igbo words tumbling forth—his voice rough with disuse, but alive.
He had been stolen from a small village in Africa called Mbanta, and shackled toe to toe when the hurricane ripped the rigging. When the HMS Clarkson’s marines pulled him from that bottomless pit there were three survivors. Brought to Trinidad, he was lost among strangers, unable to speak to anyone around him.
Isaac responded slowly, mixing the Igbo he remembered with gestures and Chesapeake English. He told the man his grandfather had taught him, that his own children still sing to greet the osprey in fall.
That the people remembered.
_______________________
San Fernando, Trinidad 1899 
And now, children, that’s why Grandma Hattie brought me to the coast each fall—and why I’ve brought you here today, to sing to the returning osprey, to call our people with this drum, and to unfold our leopard so you can touch the spots.



Remembrance: I Will Carry, My Cherished Grandma, Your Silver Hair 
San Fernando, Trinidad 1899
Children, you can go play now on the beach, unless you want to hear how they wrapped our gold in their mischief. 
When the Baptist Society sent me to London in 1876, I looked through the books at the British Museum Library. The ones that tell the history of the war. They mention battles, officers, ships, the fort on Tangier Island. They name the generals, the plantation owners, the politicians. All true. And it was true right in the plantation records that Washington purchased teeth from our people with no choice, and Jefferson really did sell the boy Cary —to terrorize the rest—his quill dipped in that famous inkwell of liberty and blood. Madison ran away, and Monroe hanged Gabriel for fighting for the rights he insisted Madison include in the Constitution. 
Their footnotes say that Cornwallis expelled our people, many suffering from smallpox, from Yorktown, leaving the furthest out fort vulnerable, the very one that launched Hamilton’s career and gave him the opportunity to construct the banking system that financed the expansion of slavery. St. George Tucker, the famous Williamsburg scholar, did create the foundation for American law, urging the emancipation of slaves, while never freeing his own. And Marie Antoinette was confined to Paris when Mozart premiered Don Giovanni in Prague.
The Virginians really did hang a black man in the yard of the Raleigh Tavern in Baltimore’s aftermath, the same place where the Burgesses led by Washington, Jefferson, and Patrick Henry resolved to resist British taxation because to consent would “reduce the people of this ancient dominion to a state of slavery."
But they don't mention our people’s names.
They don't speak of Isaac. Or Nathaniel. Or Harriet. They don't write of the marshes we hid in, or the boats we stole, or the children we carried under moonlight. What they recorded is small. What we remember is not.
Here's what they said:
When war broke out between Britain and the United States, enslaved men, women, and children risked everything to escape. The British promised freedom to those who fled and joined their cause. In return, many of these brave men became part of a fighting force called the Colonial Marines.
They helped the British carry out raids on plantations, burn American supply depots, and even take Washington City. But then at the Battle of Baltimore in 1814 their fortunes turned. This was the same battle that inspired Francis Scott Key to write the poem that became an anthem. For enslaved people who had escaped to fight for freedom, the American victory at Baltimore was not a moment of national pride—it marked the beginning of the end of British efforts in the region, and the closing of a rare door to liberty. 
Still, many who escaped with the British stayed free. They were resettled in places like Nova Scotia, Bermuda, and especially here in Trinidad, where we called ourselves Merikins. They built new lives in what became known as the Company Villages, farming land given to them by the British and organizing themselves using the leadership and discipline they had developed as Colonial Marines. And some of us still farm the same land.
But the fight for freedom in the Chesapeake didn't end in 1815. In the decades that followed, the region remained a place of resistance. The Great Dismal Swamp just to the south continued as a refuge for escaped slaves, along with indigenous people like the Nansemond, and the memory of uprisings pulsed. This spirit gave rise to later acts of rebellion, including Nat Turner's revolt in 1831. Turner, like Nathaniel, talked about going to the Dismal but stayed to fight and die. 
 Harriet Tubman and Frederick Douglass were both born on Maryland’s Eastern Shore, in the same tidal landscape as our people. Douglass shared Hattie’s self-made education. Tubman, her gift for vanishing into the marsh.
Tubman used her deep knowledge of the Chesapeake creeks and marshes—and the network of black watermen who plied them—to guide dozens of people from bondage to freedom. Douglass escaped slavery and became the era's most powerful voice for abolition and the complete transformation of American society. When the Civil War finally came, Douglass helped recruit thousands of black men who joined Lincoln's army as soldiers in the United States Colored Troops, including the famous 54th Massachusetts. Tubman joined the Union forces as a spy and scout, famously guiding the Combahee River Raid that liberated 750 people in a single operation.
Sergeant William Harvey Carney, who grew up in the Chesapeake, earned the Medal of Honor for carrying the American flag towards the ramparts of Fort Wagner even after being severely wounded. He and countless other southern heroes—men who knew these same rivers and marshes—fought under the Stars and Stripes to liberate their people.
That's their history.  But we know. And we know that spirit of resistance was the same that stopped the spread of William Walker's slavery in Central America, that my friend Marti and then Buffalo Soldiers carried to free Cuba from Spain, and that watches, vigilant, the Eagle circling the heart of our Caribbean. 


Afterword: And the Waters Prevailed
I grew up on Halfway Creek in the Tidewater, a student of history and of the marshes. Seeking calm, I would canoe through a hidden inlet when the tide unlocked it, surrounded only by herons and falling leaves. This story caught me there in that silent cove—fragments and fleeting ideas, first in Spanish, growing from the marsh grass roots.
This story builds from my teachers. I first learned serious history not from a textbook, but from the Black interpreters of Colonial Williamsburg who visited my elementary school. They held our attention—through songs, stories, and voices filled with something deeper than we understood at the time. Only later did I realize they were teaching us, not just performing—shaped by the foundational work of Dr. Rex Ellis and Dr. Robert Watson.
Mrs. Gillispie made me memorize Martí’s tranquil, revolutionary Versos Sencillos. Mr. Riss taught Achebe and Latin American liberation theology. Mr. Beard dissected Zora Neale Hurston.
In college, I studied Latin American insurgents with my mentor and friend, Marysa Navarro. In the library basement, I wrote a paper for Dr. Bontemps on the maroons of the Great Dismal Swamp, with the skeletal professors of Orozco’s mural watching each word. Bontemps is the godson of Langston Hughes, who was a great translator of Cuban poetry. That basement may be where I first read Frederick Douglass, who called the Declaration of Independence “the ring-bolt to the chain of your nation’s destiny.” I want that to be true, but we have to know our past.
And I didn’t—so I lacked the plot. Mr. Cunningham’s AP U.S. History class, otherwise superb, jumped from Jefferson to Jackson at New Orleans. I had no idea this happened in my backyard until I read The Internal Enemy by Alan Taylor, our great historian. The irony of the Star-Spangled Banner can’t hide from his careful, readable academic work.
My characters leapt from his pages. They are the age I was when I left the Tidewater—maybe they are my siblings. Maybe my friends.
I wrote what I would have wanted to read for high school English homework—sitting on the dock with a book and a crabbing line in the murky water, certain that justice was clear.
The Versos Sencillos of José Martí flow through this novel and break into the words of Francis Scott Key. Martí died, as he prophesied, at forty-two, a martyr for Cuba’s liberation.
My perspective has softened as I pass that age. Perhaps that is wisdom. Or perhaps it is compromise. The mean tide rises ten inches higher on the dock pylons than in my childhood. Like Saint Tuck, I just transpose the classics.
My characters fight on.
I wish I could tell this story like Uncle Abel—around a fire, from the heart—instead of needing technology to share it. But I wanted to hear it, so I wrote it. And I hope the descendants of the communities torn apart in this story will find value in my attempt to write between the lines of the history books.
For those I grew up with, for my teachers, and for the storytellers whose words live inside these pages—Douglass, Martí, Morrison, Marley, Hughes, Hurston, Haley, Achebe, Cornwell, and Cooper—I share it from my soul.
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