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Dedication

This book is dedicated to the most valiant of all Vikings, my brother, Lance Matthew Patrick. 

Du kampade bra, bror.

You fought well, brother.

Wongel Poem

I.

Sometimes I stand

And watch you Ayida

My mind spins

True your head is frizzy

But the night seemingly

Sleeps in your hair

Ayida o!

Sunlight frolics

Over all the surfaces of the house

The children eat hunger

Till their stomachs are full

A small bottle of night

Spills on a sheet of life

The moon becomes blotched

How the darkness is thick, konpè!

Ayida o!

When will the day wane?

Zombies struggle up

Shooting stars fall

Birds rise to sing

At the wake in the house of Ayida

Lightning flashes past

Weapons are pulled to fire

Ancestors rise to stand

Chaos breaks out in the house of Ayida

II.

A shooting star falls

Cuts my forehead

Pakanpak!

Thunder rumbles down

In the middle of my breast

A small fire burns to my searing heart

You may cut me

Slash me throw me

You may burn me

Make charcoal with me

Birds won’t stop

To nest in my roots

Hope won’t cease

To flower in my heart

I am a poet

My roots have no cell

III.

When a flower is cut at 10 o’clock

At exactly 10 o’clock

It dies of tetanus

Nothing is made of it

When a hibiscus is bled

Its blood bathes its body

A hummingbird calls out

That’s nothing at all

But when a royal poinciana

Aches and tremors

All the birds flee

To exile they go to sing

Overseas they go to wail

Of the suffering that’s left behind

The wind carries news

News which spreads

Buzzes in Ayida’s ear

She does not hear anything

IV.

Every drop of night that drips

Is a cup of dark coffee in our hearts

In our eyes dew trickles

Wipe off the layer of dust

In bandannas before the dawn

The hawk lunges on the day’s throat

Pecks the sun in the grain of the eye

Light stumbles thrice

Before the great daylight dies

All our cards of liberty have been cheated from us

Our dreams fill up a small tin can

Our silence breaks us

Our patience scalds us

But you, you watch the nor’easter wind

Who’s measuring the length of your slip

From the mountaintop

Which puts the sea in your control

Thunder cracks thrice in your palm

When the wind casts her off

Who will cut her calf?

When the sea swings her dress

Who will call her uncouth?

When thunder beats the kalinda

Who will rise to dance?

By Emmanuel Ejen, 1968
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Chapter One—Deidre Jardine 
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I woke up drowning in a pool of murky green water. My lungs refused to take in air. My hands clawed at vines. No, not vines, roots. Lilypad roots. Was I in a pond? The water moved above me, and I could have sworn I saw a dark face peering down at me. My fingertips and toes felt numb, and the stagnant water chilled me to the bone. 

Momma. Where are you, Momma? 

I quit struggling, even though my lungs burned and my eyes felt heavy. 

Carrie Jo? Is that you? 

Oh, her voice sounded young. She sounded just like she had when she was small. When she loved me and believed in me. When I hadn’t yet wounded her heart so terribly. 

Carrie Jo? 

A horrific scream shuddered through the water, and I began struggling again. I was sinking, and my daughter’s voice grew fainter and fainter. 

No! Let me go to her. Let me go!

And then the dark face appeared again, and while I pondered who that could be, what this could mean, a hand reached down and took mine. 

I am going to die. I should let go. I shouldn’t fight this. I deserve to drown in these waters, in my sorrow. 

But the hand would not let me go. 

Ou pa pral mouri jodi a. Ou se mi famwe. Although my mind did not understand the language, I knew the meaning. How? I couldn’t say. You will not die today. You are my family. 

I woke with a scream. I wasn’t in a murky pond. There was no shadowy face speaking a foreign language in my ear. Carrie Jo wasn’t drowning either. I began to pray like I hadn’t done in a long time. Prayer came naturally to me. I’d been raised on prayer and fasting and singing and revivals. Despite all that, I’d been a huge disappointment to my elderly mother. She’d never said that to me, but I knew it was true. I knew it without a shadow of a doubt. 

I was the last of four sisters. All were better than me in her mind. Maggie married a preacher and went to Ireland to lead a church. She died there, but not before giving birth to four children. My sisters Amalie and Arista were twins, and they both also married early and had lots of children. They were so much older than me. I hadn’t been a planned pregnancy, although my parents would never admit to such a thing. They were older by the time I came along. It was like they’d given up hope of redeeming their last child, and they weren’t the kind of people who shared their heart with their last and most tiring child. But Mother did once let it slip, “You come from a long line of dream walkers.” However, that wasn’t a good thing. Not according to her. 

Oh, and all us Murphy girls needed to be redeemed. Amalie once mentioned that Murphy girls were magical, but she got a spanking for that. We didn’t believe in magic in our house. Not at all. 

It didn’t matter that I dreamed about the past and sometimes the future. It didn’t matter that Maggie could hear animals talk—in her head, anyway—or that Amalie could make the room lighter. Arista never shared much about her “magic,” but surely she had the same gifts we all did. 

Even Mother had special abilities, but she would never admit it. Too late, Mother. I saw it. I was there that day. I saw the stick fly across the room. 

But forget about the past, Deidre. It’s Carrie Jo you should be thinking about. She’s in trouble. All this time and you haven’t dreamed. She’s in trouble. 

Not for the first time this week, my thoughts went to my only daughter. What was so wrong in her life that I would see her in my dreams? 

I slid the sweaty sheets back and went to the bathroom to wipe off the sweat. I flicked on the light and frowned at my reflection, gripping the porcelain sink when the dark face loomed behind me. All shadow—a man, or a teenager. A male, definitely. I whirled, but there was no one there. 

Just your dream, Deidre. Your dream lingered a little, that’s all. Just a lingering. 

“Go away,” I said with as much authority as I could muster. “I don’t want to see you. I don’t want to talk to you. Get out!” I closed my eyes and counted to ten, hoping whoever or whatever had haunted me tonight would not reappear. 

He didn’t, and I reached for the glass with shaking hands. Just a sip of water. I drank a full glass before returning it to the sink. 

No getting around it, girl. You’ve got to go to Mobile. You have to face the past and make it right. It’s the only way you can help her. You’ve already abandoned one child. Do you really want to abandon her, too? 

I didn’t bother arguing with my inner voice. It was always right. Well, nearly always. I probably should have relied on it the day I met Jude Jardine. I couldn’t even stand to think of that first moment, or what horrible sins he had committed. But it had been too late. It had already been too late for us because I knew what he’d done. I left the bathroom light on and went back to bed. Why was this happening? Oh, yeah, I knew why. I picked up the folded newspaper beside my bed and tapped the small lamplight on. 

My beautiful daughter was married and happy. I rubbed her face with my fingers. Oh, my girl. I can’t believe how lovely you looked on your wedding day. Carrie Jo Stuart...that would take some getting used to. She was all Jardine—I could see it in her face. Her father had been a handsome man. She had his eyes, I think. 

No, I shouldn’t go. She didn’t need me interrupting things. Her life was great, and she didn’t need me to come stir up the past. Carrie Jo deserved her clean break. She had made it abundantly clear that she didn’t want to have me around. Not that I blamed her. 

Ou se mi famwe.

I folded the paper and returned it to my nightstand. It had been cowardly to just send a letter. Very cowardly, but that was how I operated these days. With cowardice. Sending an apology wasn’t enough. There was more going on here than a mere apology could cure. My daughter needed me. 

I had no idea who this shadow was that I was seeing, no idea at all, but I suddenly wasn’t afraid to confront it. This needed to happen. For me, for Carrie Jo. We needed this. 

I had to go to Mobile. The letter might beat me there, but I was going, and there was no changing my mind. Once I made it up, the die was cast. 

Tomorrow I would do it. I’d turn in my notice, pack my stuff, and head west. It was a shame I didn’t have that many loose ends to tie up. No one to say goodbye to except Mrs. Miller, who came to the Food Lion Grocery Store every day of the week. Wouldn’t Carrie Jo be shocked to know that I was alive? 

I lay back down without turning off the light. I didn’t have bad dreams when I left the light on. I didn’t understand it, but it was true. Maggie had shown me that when I was small. 

Eventually, my eyes felt heavy, and I found sleep coming for me. Its arrival always came with anxiety, but I was ready for it. This time I was ready for it. The dreams wouldn’t drown me since I expected them. When I expected them, I was okay. 

It was time to dream again. 
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Chapter Two—Muncie, 1850
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My stomach rumbled noisily as we rowed away from the ship. There were only three souls in our rickety wooden boat, and each of us was so thin that we resembled skeletons more than living people. But at least we were off the Starfinder. I had thought we would die on that ship, despite its magical name. It had been an escape from sure death in Mobile, but it had also been a prison. Our joy had been short-lived, to say the least. Calpurnia and I had enjoyed a few days of peace before the turmoil began. 

First the sickness, then the deaths, and then the uprising of the crew. I could only believe that Fortune had smiled on us, and I put my hope in that belief. We were not home free yet. 

Home. 

I was coming home. Even if I only made it to the beach, I would at least have made it back to Haiti. That in itself was a miracle. Yes, it was true. As soon as my feet hit that sand, no one could call me a slave again. No one. I would be Haitian again, and Haitians were free. My great-grandfather, with whom I shared a name, had led our people to freedom, but my own uncle had stolen it from me. 

Two more boats glided toward land, one on either side of us. Our small vessel sailed smoothly over the water as if the gentle waves were made of glass, but the seas were not kind to the other two boats. They sloshed up and down in rough waves, the men cursing as they struggled to catch up with us. 

Why such hatred? Would I be hated forever? 

I could not help but wonder if someone, one of my dead ancestors, perhaps, was at work here. Maybe even one of Calpurnia’s family. Her mother had certainly loved her. She could be the one guiding us, helping the two of us escape the murderous band of sailors. I tried not to look too long at any of their faces. It had been by the slimmest chance that we’d gotten into a boat first, because I am certain they would have left us behind, probably bleeding or shot full of holes. There was no mercy left on the Starfinder. I had witnessed desperate men doing desperate things before, but these men...they were soulless. I would never forget the sound of that child hitting the water. 

Ah, do not think about her now, Janjak. You have to save your friend. You have to make it to Haiti. 

When things went bad, the starving and superstitious men of the Starfinder had found a convenient scapegoat in Calpurnia. Their hate was unexplainable, and in my experience, such hate could never be reasoned with. According to the sailors, she was to blame for all their woes. And naturally, it wasn’t merely that she was a woman. There were several of those aboard the Starfinder, although it was not a passenger ship, per se. It was because of me. 

They hated her because she loved me, and they did not care what the truth might be. That Calpurnia loved me as a friend only, nothing more. They did not know what hell we had already endured. She’d been ostracized for her familiarity with me, even though our friendship was entirely innocent. 

And also, she had refused to take up with any of the crew. She was not like some of the others. Calpurnia Cottonwood had come into her own, so to speak. Captain David Garrett was to blame for that. I had never liked that man. He smiled too much. He had too many teeth. David Garrett had broken my friend’s heart, probably forever. 

But there were other reasons they singled us out. We had survived where many had not. The vicious sickness that had claimed the rest of the passengers and some of the crew struck the Starfinder about a week after departure. Then the captain declared the water contaminated, and the weevil-infested food stores had not promoted the comfort and well-being of the crew and passengers. 

All of these evil turns of events landed at her feet—no, make that at our feet. We came close to death on more than one occasion during the second and third weeks of the journey. 

All I wanted to do now was get Calpurnia to shore. I had no idea what I would do after that. I could not lead these men directly to Carrefour, my home. We were landing in Port-au-Prince, and our only hope, in my mind, was to quickly get lost in the crowded marketplace and run for the dense jungle at the edge of the port city. We would follow the curve of the bay to Carrefour. That was where I would find my people—the Junie people of Haiti. 

Gravers, the evil man who had forcibly removed McCutchen from his role as the second mate, and his bloodthirsty followers had been suspicious of Calpurnia’s story from the beginning. 

Who could blame them? A young woman traveling by herself with a black man had all sorts of ill connotations. Part of the blame rested on my shoulders since I often forgot sometimes to call her by her new name, Taygete. It was a difficult thing to remember after a decade of calling her by another. 

In the beginning, she had made a show of ordering me about. That had been my idea, but it was something neither of us was comfortable with. My name had been equally poorly chosen—she called me Ronald. I was no more a Ronald than she was a Taygete. If not for Robert McCutchen, I have no doubt I would have been murdered for being too friendly with my presumed mistress.

Think, now. Where would we go? How could we escape? Was my plan the right one? 

I could not say. When we climbed onto the sand, we would only have minutes to run away from the crew, and the thought that I had no weapon worried me. Only McCutchen did, and his machete was no match for this scurrilous lot of men. The sailors had sharp blades, and some had guns, although I wasn’t sure they would be able to use them after the soaking they were taking. But they would brandish them if they could. 

Yes, those men blamed us for everything. The deaths of their whores, the loss of their fortunes, even the monstrous waves that had roared over the hull of the boat yesterday. 

Ignorant men often blamed others for things that were out of their control. 

The ocean continued to work in our favor. We did not experience the crashing waves, not like Gravers or the others. I had rarely seen the waves as calm as this. Such a difference from just hours ago, when those beastly waves had threatened to crush us all by breaking the ship apart. 

There had been a horrible rumbling, the sort of rumbling you heard during a tornado or a bad storm. It came from below, not above. Yes, that sound had been terrible and had frightened even the heartiest of sailors. The men of the Starfinder did not want to wait for smoother weather. They’d wanted to disembark immediately, but they could not lower the boats, not with the ocean’s anger on full display.

So we’d waited. 

And when they were drunk enough—there was no water to drink, only rum—we made for the boat. Yes, we’d patiently outwaited them. McCutchen had shoved Callie in the boat first, then me, and then began cranking the winch. It was a noisy thing, and it didn’t take long for the drunken sailors to hear it and recognize that we were about to escape. 

It had been those storms that forced the men off the deck and set them to open the barrels of rum stashed below. Thank God above for the rum! It would have been certain death for us, had they not been slowed down by their intoxication. The three of us could not have swum to shore without being eaten by a monster or sunk beneath the waves. Our sickly bodies would have easily given way to exhaustion. The ship had been too far from shore to make it. We would have been food for the fishes, and there were no more ferocious fishes than the creatures that swam the waters of Haiti. We’d had no choice but to wait it out and make for the boat. That had been McCutchen’s idea. 

At least we had him on our side. But why? I wanted to trust the man, but I could not. That would make me a fool, and I was no fool. Not anymore.

The shouting stopped as the other boats slid into the smooth stretch of water that would lead us all to shore. Oh, they watched us, some even standing in their boats to get a better look at us, their potential prey. They were a desperate-looking lot of men. 

I put my hand on Calpurnia’s back to assure her that all was well, but she barely moved and did not appear to notice my attempt to comfort her. She was so thin, far thinner than I. After the escape, when we made it ashore, finding food would be the next order of business, and then we must find a good place to hide. Food and water and clothing—whatever we could muster for comfort. Changing our clothes would help us hide, but we also needed weapons. We would need those for sure. We would have to skirt the bay and travel about four miles to make it home. 

My foot throbbed with pain, but I chose to ignore it. There was no time to think about my pain. 

Yes, I must keep my mind sharp! 

I could not recall how many years ago I had left Haiti. Could it be ten? Eleven? Who could say? Yes, I had been a boy then, a boy who had been too weak to resist the slavers. They had been too strong, but now I was a man. 

I will have my revenge, Uncle Mowie. I will have justice. You will pay for your sin against me. Mama will know the truth! 

As I brushed the dampness from my eyes with the back of my hand, another voice spoke to me. A more controlled voice. One I knew and respected. It was the voice of a fellow slave, an older woman who had sometimes been kind to me. Oh, I didn’t imagine that she was actually here, or that she was dead—Hooney would live forever. But from time to time, she was the voice of reason for me. 

Like the voice of my conscience. Funny that I would feel that way about a woman who’d insulted me and called me stupid nearly every day. But I knew, without the evidence of hugs or sugary treats, that she cared about me. And besides Calpurnia, and occasionally her mother, Hooney had been the only one who had shown me any kindness. Yes, Hooney had called me stupid often enough, but I believed her scolding was always done out of love. 

Don’t think of that now, Janjak Dellisante. 

Hooney! I wonder what you would think of me now. Running away with the master’s daughter? But you see, Hooney, someone should pay for their crime against me. 

Mwen vle tire revanj. I want my revenge. 

“You are stupid to hope for that,” I imagined would be her response to me. I had to put her voice out of my mind. I turned my inner conversation to my dead father as I worked on, ignoring the pain in my foot. I drew a sharp breath as a jab of pain shot through my leg. The closer we came to shore, the more ferociously painful it felt. 

“Pwoteje m’, papa,” I whispered to my dead father. “Pwoteje, m’.” Could he hear me? I did not know, but I often asked my father to protect me nowadays. At night, when others prayed to this one and that one, I would talk to my father. I did believe in God, but I was not sure that he liked me or even knew my name. 

I talked to my dead father, but I kept those conversations to myself. It was not good to tell others what you believed in or what you hoped for. That information could always be used against you, and there was no greater pain than for your dreams and hopes to be used to mock you. Oh, the heartache. The betrayal. I had been betrayed many times during my life as a slave. Not just by the man who called himself my master, but by other slaves as well. It was hard to find friendship, but I had found it. 

This pain! It hurts, Mama! Papa! Memories of the lash, of Early’s screams at night, and Stokes’ unrelenting stare made my heart beat faster. I felt somehow that it contributed to the sudden outburst of pain I experienced. Calpurnia whimpered beside me, for what reason I did not know. Hunger? Fear? It could be either of those things. 

“Do not fear, my friend. Do not fear,” I said to her as we continued to move forward. She nodded and shoved her hair back under her cap. 

We must live another day. 

I had kept my hopes carefully hidden during my time at Seven Sisters. 

Not even my friend Calpurnia knew my entire story. I had good memories of my papa, but he had died the year before I was bound and tossed into a burlap sack. No, I did not know if my father could hear me or not, but it could not hurt to ask him for help tonight. 

Help me, Papa. Lead me home to Carrefour. Show me the way! 

Ah, but it was Hooney’s voice that answered me. 

Think, fool. Think. Use your head! Stay alert and think! 

That had always been Hooney’s advice to me, all these many years. 

Daydreaming slaves die quicker than those who keep a level head. Don’t think so much!

But I always would think. And daydream. As I wore the hot white gloves and stomped around in those shiny black shoes, I would summon memories of the rose cayenne, the deep red and pink flowers that lined my mama’s yard—and the pink oleander. When I rubbed the silver and fed the dogs, I would recall the aromas of these blooms. 

Heaven’s flowers could not be lovelier, although the oleander were poisonous if you ate them. But who ate flowers? And then there were the Mammee apples, which were always hard to find but such a treat. Such a rare treat... Finding them always brought Mama delight. Mama would send us out searching for them before any special dinners. They grew on very tall trees, but the trees were dying, and it had become difficult to find them. 

“Go find me some Mammee apples so I can make cakes,” she would say. My friends and I would run all over the jungle looking for them. So hard to find. So very hard to find. 

Maybe when she saw me, she would make me a cake. Yes, she would do that. My mouth watered at the thought. Ah, yes. Two mammee cakes and some honey drink. 

“Get down, you two! When we get to the shore, run like hell! Don’t look back! You hear me?” McCutchen growled to us as we headed closer to the shore. I didn’t answer him. He liked ending conversations with questions. Do you understand? Are you listening? 

“I’ll be right behind you.” I ducked lower as our only friend threatened a sailor in the boat beside us. “I’ll cut you, Gravers! Honest to God!” 

Oh, no! They were too close! Would they ram us and sink us? The other boat swerved to the right, just missing our side. It would not be good to go down here. Still too many monsters below, and that rumbling. I heard another rumble. Could that sound be from a swimming monster? The old ones used to tell us about giant fish that growled and snapped at boats, but I had always believed those stories to be merely fiction. 

Maybe not. I had seen so many things now. Maybe not. 

I forced myself to control my breathing again as pain shot up my leg. I clutched Calpurnia’s hand and hunkered down next to her. Was this journey better or worse than my first? I could not say. Why was this taking so long? I wanted this boat ride to be over. I had to feel the sand beneath me! 

Oh, Haiti! I have come home to you. Welcome your free son! 

Calpurnia gave me a knowing look and glanced down at my foot, but there was no time for her to examine it. What good would it do? I shook my head and closed my eyes as I struggled to keep the pain under control. She clutched my hand even tighter. 

Think, Janjak! Think about something besides the pain! 

Yes, Hooney! 

The unexpected death of Captain Cervantes brought chaos to the already-stricken ship. And when things did not improve on the Starfinder, the men of the ship began to whisper about the only remaining woman on board and her forbidden companion. 

Bad luck, this Taygete, many a man muttered. This was no true passenger ship, they complained loudly, and even more loudly as the weeks dragged on. Yes, the Starfinder had taken on a few passengers, about twenty in Mobile, but that should never have happened. 

Captain Cervantes had been too greedy. That was what they said, even though they had the money now. The truth was, Gravers had the money in his own pockets. 

I opened my eyes when the pain abated. Ah, we were so close to shore, but it was a strange sight. The quiet, unlit shore had even distracted the crew. Something was wrong, and we all knew it. 

What now? 

There were no lights burning on the shore, no noisy marketplace or tavern lights to be seen, and it was well after dark. Even at night, the port’s marketplaces were noisy avenues full of boisterous merchants and their representatives. You could buy anything at Port-au-Prince, from cigars to monkeys to fine silks. Sometimes monkeys in fine silks. But there was nothing like that tonight. Nothing at all to see. I stared at the dead darkness as the oars slapped the water, but there was still nothing to see but the black night air. 

As we drew closer, I realized how quickly McCutchen had been rowing. How did he have any strength left? We were a hundred feet from shore when I saw a few strips of cloth blowing like sad ghosts in the half-hearted breeze on the pier—and I knew ghosts after all this time. I knew them very well. Where was everyone? From what I could see, there was no one here. I heard the sounds of crying; a baby cried somewhere. No, that was a dog. But maybe also a baby. 

This was bad. So very bad.

I couldn’t hide in the bottom of the boat anymore. I sat up and reached for an oar. McCutchen did not argue with me. He was clearly exhausted and shared the duty with me as I continued to ponder what we were walking into. Together, we rowed strongly toward the shore. 

Strange, I thought. 

I could see no maze of vendors, no spits of roasted meat turning. This was not the place I remembered. The hair on the back of my neck stood up. 

This was bad. Very bad. 

I glanced back at the black ship, which only emitted the dull light of failing lamps burning in two windows. What choice had we but to keep going? There was no food on that ship. 

Nothing but death. Yellow fever had brought down both crew and passengers. And oh, the awful thumping sound. The sounds of bodies sliding into the tumultuous waters of the ocean. I would never forget that sound. But what future awaited us? 

Calpurnia glanced up at me. She was trembling, from hunger or from fear, I could not say. Dressed as a boy, her long, light brown hair was hidden under a sweaty cap. But who would believe she was a boy? She was too beautiful, despite the hardships she’d recently endured. 

To me, she would always be my friend, a lovely girl with a sweet spirit and laughing eyes. 

I would keep her safe. Somehow I would do that. 

McCutchen flung himself out of the boat into the water. I did the same and welcomed the sting of the salt water in my wound. This would help only if the monsters did not taste the bloody water. If they did, they would come and come quickly. Sharks and other monsters smelled blood, even in the water. 

Like the men who chased us. They could smell blood too. 

Together we panted as we began sliding the wooden boat onto the sand. The other boats were right behind us. It would not be long now. If they could, they would catch us and kill us.

Now was the time to run. 
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Chapter Three—Calpurnia
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I cinched the belt tightly at my waist. I could feel the weight of the coins against my body, but they didn’t comfort me. My coins were more than a treasure that I had to protect at all times. They were the difference between life and death. We would have nothing if I lost them. My stolen coins would ensure that we could find lodging. And food. Lots and lots of food. 

No one guessed that I had a coin bag, even though my property had been searched more than once. Probably because I was so scrawny, and I worried because I seemed to grow slimmer by the day. Yes, the purse was tied at my waist and was hidden by my blouse. But I’d gotten so used to the weight of the bag that it had become natural, and I sometimes forgot about it. To prevent my treasure from making any odd tinkling sounds, I had stuffed the bag with cotton and dirt. That had been Muncie’s suggestion. I thought about the treasure now as I threw myself out of the boat. 

Please, God, don’t let me drop it! 

Nobody but Muncie knew I possessed the bag, not even Robert McCutchen, and I wanted it to stay that way. No way would I be fooled by a pair of warm eyes and a handsome face. Never again. 

I had trusted Captain Cervantes. He had been a kind man to allow us passage to begin with. He had been a godsend. 

Muncie warned me not to be too trusting of anyone, but he had no need to worry. I would never forget David Garrett’s startled expression and half-nude body. That moment of betrayal would forever be imprinted on my mind. Skillfully, he had betrayed me, and I had endured everything, including imprisonment and beatings, to be with the man I loved. 

Imagine believing it had been his handwriting in those letters. What an absolute fool I had been, thinking that the handsome captain had written those notes. I had fallen in love with an illusion, undoubtedly a machination of Isla’s fertile mind. Knowing her power over him, her power over my destiny...well, it chilled me to the bone. 

Oh, Isla...my own cousin had robbed me of my future.

No. I would never fully trust another man again, although I knew Robert McCutchen wished that were not the case. At times during this hellish voyage, I had been tempted to confide in him, but I did not. I would not weaken my resolve in this matter since if I did, it would likely cost me much more than my sanity and my freedom. 

I’d lost both once, but only for a short time. 

I would never be broken again! 

The other boats were easing up beside us, each about ten yards away. Too close! They were too close! My eyes were stinging from the salt spray. Oh, Mother! I am so thirsty. Maybe the sailors wouldn’t bother to kill us. We were all thirsty and hungry, but I didn’t dare challenge them. 

I did not expect us to land the boat so quickly, but Muncie was out of the rickety skiff right after McCutchen. The men began sliding it onto the sand. This was the moment we’d been waiting for. I followed Muncie, and to my own surprise, did not baptize myself in the ocean. The air smelled acrid, and strange odors wafted toward me. 

Muncie—no, Ronald, I mean, Janjak, for that was his proper name—had described Port-au-Prince quite differently. It was supposed to be a place awash with all sorts of spices and aromas and colors. I discerned fire and smoke, but the other scents I did not recognize. 

Save one. Death! That scent I did know.

One of the sailors, probably Gravers, growled a threat at us, but I could not understand him over the pounding of my heart and the tromp of my feet on the wet sand. After all this, after all we had endured, we could still die. 

Keep moving! Just keep moving! 

If I slowed down or fell on the beach or looked behind me, I would die! Muncie’s injury did not slow him down. He reached for my hand, and I clutched his. It was wet but warm. I glanced at him as if to say, “We are free!” but we were not free quite yet. My cap was sliding off and my clothes threatened to follow, but even that would not have stopped me. McCutchen yelled at us to run faster.

Captain Cervantes would never have allowed our murder, but he was gone now, and in the minds of the men who had loved him, the remnants of the ragtag crew of the Starfinder, we had to pay. 

“An eye for an eye, missy. Them’s the rules of the sea!” 

Superstitious bastards, the lot of them. 

“Run, girl. Run faster! One step, two steps. The next step,” I panted under my breath. I talked to myself a great deal nowadays. Like the girl Emwe who came to the ship’s galley from time to time with her strange headless doll. The last of her family, she had been. She asked me every day what would happen now, and I never knew what to tell her. One day, she did not wake up. They said it was the sickness that took her, but she hadn’t shown any signs of it. Not even a fever. In the twenty-something deaths on the Starfinder, no one else had perished in their sleep with no symptoms. 

But what else could have happened? 

Emwe’s had been the last body to slide into the ocean from the deck of the Starfinder. 

Poor Emwe! I would have helped if only I knew how, but alas, I am no healer, little one! I could not have foreseen that you would die. 

Those rotten bastards had tossed her overboard without even the courtesy of a shroud. I had kindly tossed her doll after her so that at least she would have the comfort of her favorite toy. 

“Let the fish have her. We have no more blankets for the dead,” Gravers’ voice had boomed across the deck. His hateful expression warned me that I would be next to die if I crossed him. What a sorry excuse for a captain! By rights, that position should have gone to McCutchen, but he was not the kind of man to insert himself into political discussions. I had encouraged him to do exactly that, but in the end, it had not mattered. Gravers had thrust himself into the role of captain, and everyone obeyed him. 

Everyone. Even McCutchen, to a degree. 

Maybe that was why I liked him so little, I thought at the time.

Gravers, you rotten bastard! Emwe, I am sorry I could not help you, but I promise I will live! I will live, and he will pay! They will know what happened to you. 

Mother would have been appalled by my inelegant language, but there was nothing else to call Gravers. If there was ever a man who deserved to be labeled as such... 

“Run, Taygete! Run hard, now!” McCutchen warned me. He dragged us from the beach to the pier and into the maze of broken booths and stalls that lay all around us. 

Gravers screamed threats at us. Why was he so determined to kill me? I could not say. How could any reasonable man blame an epidemic on a person? We did our duty and cared for the sick and wrapped the dead and did all that was needed, but it had not been enough. 

And I hadn’t been the only woman on the boat. Just the only woman who’d survived without giving herself to a dirty sailor. Gravers’ wretch of a wife, if that was who she truly was, had died gurgling in her own vomit. I had not shed a tear for her. The woman had had no mercy for Emwe or her mother. She’d gotten what she deserved. 

How hard you’ve become, Calpurnia! So uncharitable! How proud Isla would be of you! 

As I ran, I resisted the urge not to feel around for the money bag to make sure it was there. Use your brain. If you dropped the pouch, you would not have time to find it in the ocean, and you can’t go back. What will be will be. Muncie and I got separated from McCutchen as we turned one corner and then the next. Then I saw a dead man! And another! It was true; there were dead everywhere. I wobbled on my legs. A strange disorientation shook me and threatened to send me to my knees. The feeling of solid ground beneath my feet made me feel heavy and immovable. 

How long had it been since we’d walked on dry land? Three weeks? Four? Too long. Unmoving earth felt strange. Yes, it had been far too long. Muncie egged me on, and I breathed hard and deep. He was limping from the nail he’d stepped on a few days ago, and I suspected the wound had gotten infected. No time for an examination now, but that injury would have to be tended.

“Keep moving,” McCutchen shouted as he suddenly reappeared beside us. We responded by shuffling down the next street and then another. Together, the three of us stumbled deeper into the darkness. The ramshackle city offered no clues as to where everyone had gone. I suppose it was a blessing that there was no moon tonight. It would have been much harder to hide under a full moon. 

My eyes were beginning to adjust to the darkness, and I could see more dilapidated buildings. They were not all broken shacks, but all of the buildings appeared deserted. Where was everyone? Why was this section of the island so empty? I got the sensation that great destruction had occurred here, but I could not fathom what could have done this. I had never seen anything like it. Pots and pans were tossed everywhere, along with piles of food, and I fancied that I could see a hand, a child’s hand, poking out from beneath a collapsed pile of poles and palm leaves. I was not allowed to investigate and verify my suspicions.

Oh, no, another child dead? Emwe!

And I could smell sickness. Bad blood. 

That was an all-too-familiar smell nowadays. I glanced over my shoulder because I could hear footsteps running up behind me. I stepped up the pace. I was dragging Muncie now, with McCutchen leading the way through one turn and then another. Thankfully, the footsteps that were chasing us stopped after a few turns. I suppose the easy spoils of rich fabrics and spilled coins offered too rich a treasure for the unscrupulous sailors. 

More like pirates, really. 

The men of the Starfinder stopped chasing us and set out about pillaging the piles of destruction, which I assumed used to be homes and stores. I detected fires burning but not the delicious smells that would come from supper fires. 

What had happened here? Pirates? A hurricane? Couldn’t we stop to take a drink of water?

As if to answer me, I heard a gunshot, which terrified me, and I lost my hold on Muncie’s hand when he jerked back. The sharp blast propelled me to race even faster past the rubble and into the green jungle beyond. I muffled a scream as I ran into a spider web, an unusually large one, but after some swatting at potentially vicious arachnids, I moved past my terror. 

I panted and sweated as I burrowed deep into the jungle, moving forward step by step. At least I had a pair of shoes to wear—old leather boots some sad, dead sailor had left behind. The ground was covered in vines, and there was a combination of sand and soil beneath my feet, so not only sand now. My lungs burned, and my eyes could no longer discern anything except one strange tree and then another. 

This was nothing like the forests at home. Nothing like the pines and oaks one would find behind Seven Sisters. 

There were no thick cedars or tall pines. No stubborn, swooping oaks, just strange trees, palms, and other kinds of flora that I could not identify.

“Muncie? Robert?” I whispered as I sucked air into my lungs and leaned against a green tree to steady myself. And then I smelled bananas. 

This was a banana tree! 

Immediately, I began tugging at a stubborn bundle of fruit, but there was no moving it. How had I lost Muncie? He would help me! We needed to eat. There was no sign of him or even Robert McCutchen. Then I heard voices nearby. The voices of men, angrily swearing in English. Some were speaking in Haitian Creole, a language I did not fully understand despite Muncie’s attempts to educate me. But I understood enough to know they were looking for someone. 

Me? Were these men from the Starfinder? Could word have made it to Haiti that Jeremiah Cottonwood’s daughter had escaped to the Island of Freedom? No, I was not that important, and I didn’t believe that my father cared at all where I had gotten to. 

Except for the money and jewels I’d stolen. He would care about those things. 

Maybe he had sent these men after me. Maybe that was why Gravers was so determined to kill me. That was certainly a possibility. 

“There is no one here. You jump at shadows, Pierre. The other side of the city is where we’ll find them if there’s anything left to find. Mark my words, this island isn’t through shaking us yet. Queen Pi has wakened Minette. That I believe! Let’s go before it’s so dark we cannot see.” The man sounded disgusted, and I heard him spit as if to emphasize his frustration. 

I didn’t dare move, but I had to shift my weight. I closed my eyes, and my hands were over my head. I was still reaching for the lone cluster of bananas when that invisible spider returned. My legs, which I had extended, were aching from the sustained stretching and presumably the lack of water. Months of not exercising much had taken an unexpected toll on me. I swatted at the bug, but despite my careful movement, the branch broke above me with an odd crunch.

Nobody had to ask, “Did you hear that?” Absolutely, they’d heard me, and they were coming my way. I held my breath and weighed my options. Where are you, Muncie? 

In a few seconds, the men found me. I had no time to think. No time to run. A banana tore off in my hand, and the rest of the bundle fell beside me with a loud thump. “Kisa w’ap fe’?” a young man asked me as he clutched my wrist. “What are you doing here?” 

“Um...I...” 

The older man grinned and rubbed his extremely long mustache. “Bring her, Pierre, and let’s go. Our mistress would like to see her. This one will do fine. She will make her very happy.” 

“No! I’m not going anywhere! My friends are nearby! Let me go! I came on a ship, but we...there was a sickness...” Nobody listened to me, and all I received for my troubles was a grunt and a hand over my mouth. I bit the man’s hand, but it did no good. The man called Pierre threatened to kill me, and my banana fell to the ground. My side ached, and I felt blood in my mouth, but he did not let me go. The older man breathed profanities too, but the third man did not speak at all. He had a dirty scarf covering most of his face. 

Clearly, I could not overcome three men, not in my current state. I wanted to cry. Not because I’d been captured, but because I was so hungry. Yes, so very hungry, and now hopeless. 

Muncie. 

I would have to wait. I would have to bide my time and keep calm. 

That was the only way I would survive the next leg of my torturous journey. The third man eyed me suspiciously and cupped my elbow, but just as quickly released me. No, I would find no help here. My cap slid off and hit the ground, but none of the trio noticed. 

Thank God! I’d left a clue. Maybe Muncie would find me, or Robert.

That was all I needed—a little hope. I swallowed, although there was no spit in my mouth. But that man, he had a water bag. Yes, he had water. As he glanced over his shoulder at me, I couldn’t help but smile at him, if only briefly. Only long enough for him to see, and him alone. 

No matter the cost, I planned on surviving. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



Chapter Four—Deidre 
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I hated packing, and luckily for me, there wasn’t much to box up. The morning of my departure, I had an impromptu yard sale and sold just about all my extra items. The car was gassed up, and I had my printed map to Mobile on the front seat. It wasn’t that long a drive, but I was getting a late start since the yard sale had taken longer than I expected. But I was ready to go now. I thought. 

What if she didn’t want to see me? What then? 

I wasn’t going to miss my rented room at all. It wasn’t much to look at, but it had been a safe place, and I had rarely dreamed here. I’d rented this room for nearly a year. Pretty good for me. 

On the way, my own daughter. 

I’d known Carrie Jo had the gift a few days after she was born. We’d stayed in the hospital for a few extra days. She was jaundiced, and during that time, I saw something amazing. My baby only slept peacefully in the nursery when she was alone or if all the other little girls and boys were awake. 

And then the shadow man appeared. He hovered over her bassinet when I got her home, and I knew Jude saw it too. I knew he did! No matter how he tried to deny it, he saw the shadow too, and it shook him up. That was when my ex-husband began to grow suspicious of me. He began to understand that I was different, more spiritual, and that I believed very differently than he did. 

Ah, those first few years. They had been heavenly, despite the weeks where we had to eat macaroni and hot dogs. I bought clothing for my family at the thrift store. I still enjoyed doing that to this day. I liked finding a good deal. We’d had some good days together...in the beginning. 

But I didn’t talk to him about what I saw. 

In desperation, I called my mother after we came home from the hospital. I told her about the shadow leaning over the baby. I would never forget her words to me. Never! 

“The best thing you could do for your daughter is to leave her at a church. Let them raise her, Deidre. You don’t know what you’re dealing with, girl. I should have done that when you were young. It would have been better for everyone, although I don’t expect you’ll agree with me.” My hand sweated as I clutched the receiver. Was this actually happening? Had she actually wanted me to give up my child? Why would she say such a thing? 

“I love my daughter. I’m not going to give her up. Why is this happening, Mother? Why?” 

“You know why.” She went quiet on the phone line. “I could never get the devil out of you either. Even Maggie tried, but it wouldn’t take. All your other sisters got the victory. All except you, Deidre.” 

Her words pierced my heart. Was it true? Could that be true? Was it the devil I was seeing over my daughter’s crib? Why, Mother? Why?

“Mother, please. Don’t say such things. I don’t have the devil in me,” I said as I twisted the curly cord around my finger. If only I believed that. If only! 

“You know how I feel, Deidre. You should have married a preacher, someone who knows how to deal with the dark one. He’s had a hold on the Murphy women for generations. Do you think it stopped with you? No. You’re playing with fire, girl. Playing with fire. You should never have had children.” 

I can’t think why, but I laughed. Had she been in front of me, I would have laughed right in her face. How dare she tell me such a thing! 

“You think this is a joke, Deidre Murphy? Well, you just wait. I’ve seen your future, and it isn’t a good one. You’re going to suffer, I promise you that. Banish that shadow creature. Banish him to hell, girl!” 

“What?” I said as I rubbed my face with my hand. My skin felt as if it were going to crawl off my face. I felt goosebumps all over my body. “What are you saying? That the devil is attached to my daughter?”

Mother’s voice dropped, and she began coughing. Oh, yes, she’d been so sick back in those days. It had been a wonder that she had lived as long as she had, with her kind of lung cancer. And she had never smoked a cigarette a day in her life. Once she finished her coughing spell, she continued, “No, that devil isn’t there for her. It’s you; you were the one he wanted. I used to see him hanging over you. Calling you his family. You, out of all of them. He wanted you, but I kept him away. Find a minister, Deidre, and cast that devil out. Break the attachment. It is the only way to save her.” 

And that was what had started me on my journey—a lifelong journey to save my daughter. Save her from the shadow, the one who spoke in that strange language. The one who had just saved me from drowning in my sleep. 

I had so much to tell Carrie Jo about her family history. So much to share with her, but I would be patient. She had no reason to trust me, and I had no reason to expect that she would, but forces beyond our reckoning were guiding me. I had to believe that. 

That shadow figure had helped me. He’d saved me and called me family. Even my mother had known about him. Probably the whole Murphy family knew about the strange ghost. If he was a ghost...

What made a ghost versus a demon? Were they the same thing? 

I had so many questions, but I had to get on the road. It would be eight hours of driving, and I didn’t like driving after dark. Yeah, I’d drive until dark. Get a room and hope for the best. 

And if I dreamed of this strange young man again, I would just let the dream unfold. I wouldn’t fight him anymore, because for the first time in my life, I understood that my mother had been wrong. 

Not all ghosts were evil. Ghosts were not demons. This was a ghost, someone from my family’s past. He hadn’t been haunting me or hurting me all this time. He wanted to help me. I couldn’t say how I knew that, but it was the truth. Time to be brave, Deidre. 

Time to dream walk. The next time I slept, I would do just that.
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Chapter Five—Muncie
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The pain in my foot drove me to my knees, but then I felt the wet beneath me. Wet ground. I’d found a spring—a freshwater spring! I scooped up some in my hand and then another as I tried to gather my strength. 

“Calpurnia! Where are you?” I whispered to the darkness around me. As refreshing as the water tasted, I had to continue on to find my friend. It was as if she’d disappeared right before my eyes. I’d stepped on a sharp rock, and it had exacerbated my injury and taken me down. Calpurnia hadn’t seen me fall, or else she would never have left me. 

I couldn’t see the wound in the dark, but I knew it was bleeding now.

It’s good if it bleeds. That means it isn’t rotten. Not yet.

“Where do you think you’re going, boy?” 

I staggered to my feet and spun around to see the unmistakable silhouette of Paul Gravers. 

“I know who you are, you know. I’ve known it all along. Running off with that girl. Did you think I wouldn’t know? Captain Cervantes might have looked the other way, but I’m not the kind of a man to ignore such a thing. Such a heinous crime. What did you think would happen? Did you think you could run away together and nobody would know? Everyone is talking about that girl. She’s not the first unhappy wench to leave home.”

“You do not understand. Please, I am trying to help my friend.” I tried reasoning with him as I raised my hands to show him I meant no harm. My scoop of water slid down my dirty arms. 

“Help yourself, you mean. Help yourself to that girl’s warm arms. I take you for a lot of things, but not a fool. The rumors must be true, then—there’s a reward for her. Some say as much as fifty gold pieces. There is, isn’t there? Do you think they will give you the reward, boy? No, they won’t. They’ll kill you. Most likely, they will hang you from the highest tree.”

“No! There’s no reward. She’s just trying to survive, as am I. Please let me go.” 

Gravers wasn’t listening to a word I was saying. “Maybe I’ll save the sheriff the trouble. I could do it, bring back her dead body and collect the reward. That’s how those rewards work. Dead or alive, and even if I don’t collect...well, she’ll be dead. As will you. Who is she? Tell me!” 

Desperation caused me to sob. I never cried, but I cried now, even though it was the last thing I wanted to do. What a defeat, a horrible defeat. To come all this way, to endure all the awful things I had experienced, and then die on my island, in my own homeland, without seeing Mama. And I had lost Calpurnia. That would be too much to bear—even in death. 

“That’s right, have a good cry. You’re going to die, boy. Nobody else knows about you and that girl, but old Gravers knew all the time, and I am going to get my reward. What did you do with her? Did you kill her? It will go worse for you if I can’t collect. I don’t intend to share my money with you or that McCutchen.” 

How had I allowed him to sneak up on me? I knew better than to leave myself vulnerable, but I had been so thirsty. As if to taunt me, the spring bubbled up, beckoning me to take another drink. 

Ah, Gravers saw the spring too. He was as thirsty as I was. I glanced up at him to see him licking his lips. Even in the dark, I recognized the cruel gleam in his eye. I knew that gleam too well. 

Such cruelty! Enough cruelty to kill me, and then what would happen to Calpurnia? 

I rose to my feet as he wrapped his meaty hand around my neck. Gravers had extraordinarily large hands. Rough hands, the kind of hands that were used to administering his sort of mindless cruelty. Where are you, Calpurnia? I will die before I tell him anything. I swear it! The tears continued to slide down my face, although I had no idea how I could produce tears. 

I am too thirsty, much too thirsty. 

But then again, so was Gravers. Someone had sabotaged the water barrels, or so I had heard, but I had no idea who would do such a thing. Maybe that crazy preacher poisoned the water before he died. He would have been the kind of person who wanted to kill others. He had been quiet for the first week, but then the deaths had begun, and he started telling us all we were going to die, that hell was imminent. But since the preacher was one of the first to die, no one could interrogate him. And to think I’d been glad when he died. I’d thought things would get better, but then Cervantes had died, and nothing had been right after that.

The last week aboard the Starfinder had been pure chaos. Callie and I had spent most of our time hiding in various locations, staying out of the reach of the crew and the man who currently controlled my fate. “Don’t you dare move a muscle,” Gravers warned as he knelt, his hand still on my neck, the other hand reaching for the water. 

Be still, Janjak Dellisante. I would have my moment if I just waited. 

I would have my chance, but I had to be patient. My body was bent double and his hand gripped me painfully, but as he got closer to the spring, his thirst got the better of him. As he scooped up the water into his hand and took a drink, I forgot my terror. I kicked him in the gut, my toe colliding with the metal barrel of his gun. I screamed in pain, but my kick had delivered the expected shock. 

Oh, Dieu! He will shoot me now! I am a dead man! 

Gravers growled at me like a dog and dove at me, forgetting all about the water. I fell back on the ground with a thud, but I managed to let out a howl. Gravers brought his forearm forward and quickly struck my throat. The greasy man knocked the wind out of me, then he was on me. His cap slid off his head, and his dirty clothes smelled horrible—a sickening mixture of urine and feces. He held something in his hand, I noticed, as I tried to catch my breath. Gravers straddled me and struggled to pin my arms down. 

That is no gun but a knife! He has a knife! Ah, Papa! Sove m’! Save me! 

I could not breathe, and the tears continued to come. The knife was high above me. I would die like a pig in this jungle. He would gut me for sure, gut me and leave me here for the animals to devour. I could not watch him murder me. I closed my eyes and waited, even though my hands and legs moved and I continued to fight him. 

Mama, I shall not see you again. I am sorry, Mama. Callie, oh, my friend, padonem. Forgive me. I love...

“Let him go, you sonofabitch! Gravers, you bastard! Enough!” 

My eyes flew open, and just in the nick of time. A thick branch flew above me, whacking Gravers in the head. I turned on my side to avoid his collapsing body. His black eyes were wide with surprise as his hands released me and he fell beside me. He was gasping for air like a fish as McCutchen hovered over me. Did he knock the breath out of Gravers or kill him? 

“Where did you go? It’s not safe out here. Get up now!” Seeing my distress, he reached for me and tugged me to my feet. “There’s been an earthquake, a disaster. This place is chaos, boy.” 

I sat up and rubbed my chest as I tried to catch my breath. I couldn’t explain the anger I felt at being called “boy” by another person. I was not a boy but a man. Not a slave but a free man. 

“Janjak,” I corrected him as we hustled deeper into the foliage. “My name is Janjak.” 

“What?” he said as he tugged me along. We pushed our way through vines. At least Mr. McCutchen’d had enough brains to bring his machete, which he used now to hack through the nearly impenetrable green wall in front of us. 

“Janjak. My name is not ‘boy’ or Ronald or Muncie. Those are not my names. It is Janjak Dellisante.” I eyed him firmly. This was a moment of decision for Mr. McCutchen and for me. I would never be called “boy” again, not by him or anyone. Not without dire consequences for the one who dared to call me such a thing. Things must change. 

I would change. 

The world would change. It had to. 

“I am sorry. Janjak Dellisante it is,” he said with a grimace. “That is quite a name to live up to, young Janjak. But I have no doubt you’ll do it.” He wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. “Where is Taygete? I don’t see her anywhere.” 

“She is... I am not sure. I fell because of my foot. She was ahead of me, and I lost sight of her. Before I could catch up, Gravers found me.” 

“Which direction? This way?” 

“Yes, that way. We must go deep. She is probably lost. Cal...I mean, Taygete! Where are you?”

“No! You cannot call out here. There are too many desperate people. Too many criminals loose in Haiti now. When people get desperate, they do dishonorable things. We’ll find her, but it will take work. Look, there. On the ground. That’s a footprint. I can see it. Could be her. Put your hands to work, then, Janjak Dellisante. We’ll have to take turns if we expect to make progress. Gravers won’t be down for long, and I have no will to kill yet another man.” 

“I have to find Taygete, McCutchen. How can we be sure this is the right way? She was ahead of me, but she could have gone that way too.” I saw a somewhat open trail to the left. 

McCutchen pulled a strip of fabric off a shrub next to me. It was a dingy red piece of cloth that I recognized as Calpurnia’s, from the big, baggy shirt she wore. She’d abandoned her skirts a week after our departure from Alabama. They were too much of a distraction, she’d told the captain. Cervantes had agreed with her, and although he did not wholly like the idea, he had given her the garments she now wore. It hadn’t helped. She couldn’t hide her beauty, and she was so young. Too tempting after Cervantes died. 

McCutchen said in a whisper, “I know your name, and you know mine. Why not tell me hers? It seems the least you can do as I have saved you both more times than I can count. I have a right to know, I think.” 

“Calpurnia. It is Calpurnia. But do not make me regret telling you.” Without any further explanation, I began swinging the machete, and we hacked our way into the jungle and away from the abandoned, cluttered dock. 

With each step, the pain in my leg grew more intense, and I bit my lip to prevent myself from whining. We didn’t have much time. As Robert McCutchen said, desperate men do desperate things. 

But no matter how desperate these men were, they couldn’t be half as desperate as I was. I had to have freedom. I wanted my life back, but first I had to settle Calpurnia somewhere safe. Then I could rest. 

Then I could live. 
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Chapter Six—Calpurnia
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By the time we’d made it to our destination, a rotten mansion in the middle of the jungle, I was nearly dead on my feet. Oh, what irony—to escape one grand prison for another. 

Had this always been my destiny? The man called Pierre forced a bag of water to my lips, and I didn’t refuse it. I was so thirsty I would drink water from the hands of the Devil Himself if he offered it to me. I slugged down the water as quickly as I could.

Pierre’s wiry hand snatched the waterskin away and plugged the neck. He shoved it at Andre while his dark eyes bored into mine, and there was nothing remotely kind there. But I wouldn’t give up hope. If I could persuade him to help me, to let me go—it was a possibility if there was even a trace of human kindness within him. 

“You don’t have to do this, Pierre,” I whispered as I touched his hand. I don’t know why I did it; I guess to show him that I was serious. I caught my breath when he didn’t snatch his hand away. He tilted his head as if he wanted me to tell him more. Now what? I hadn’t quite thought this through. What exactly was my plan? I suddenly felt even more desperate. 

I whispered more urgently, “Let me go! Let me go. I have friends. They would be willing to deal with you, I am sure of it. My friends are honorable men, and they will come for me. They will not rest until they find me.” 

“You have friends, do you?” He stroked my cheek with the back of his hand. “I think you are about to have a few more if you don’t keep your mouth shut.” The third man, who had remained silent so far, hissed at Pierre. He must have taken it as a warning. He twisted his neck angrily toward his fellow pirate but obeyed in the end. “Come on, then. Before I decide I want to become your friend too.” 

“No! I am not going another step until you tell me where we are going!” I said, and I dug my heels in the sandy dirt and tugged back on the rope. In a hoarse whisper, I continued to plead my case. “I do have friends. I really do, and they will pay whatever you ask. You should listen to me, Pierre.” I would never reveal my secret treasure bag to this scoundrel. I had no doubt Pierre and his fellow criminals would slit my throat and leave me in the jungle without a moment’s worry after they robbed my dying body. As long as I was alive, I had a chance to make a run for it. 

No, don’t promise him anything. Keep your mouth shut, Calpurnia. You gave it a try. If you’re patient, you will have another chance. Just bide your time. 

“No one is listening now.” He smiled, showing his rotten brown teeth. “What can you offer me, pretty girl? Besides money.” His voice revealed his wishes. He brushed his dirty hand against my cheek again, and I stepped back to avoid further contact with him. 

My hands were burning from the rough ropes that Andre had produced not long after my capture. Where had Muncie and McCutchen gone? I wouldn’t be able to prevent Pierre from abusing me if he were so inclined. I kept my eyes averted, not meeting his gaze. If he touched me again, I would scream and scream and...

“Come on, fool,” the mysterious pirate barked at him. “And you—shut your mouth. This is the last time I will tell you. Pierre, ou se yon moun fou, idiot. Queen Pi won’t appreciate you spoiling her. You know it lowers the price.” 

Pierre’s rough hand groped for my breast. I drew back again, and he muttered, “Skinny wench.”

I thought maybe he would hit me, but his friend warned him again. “Nor would she like to see her face bloodied. Give me that rope before you lose your head. Keep your hands to yourself, or I will lop them off at the wrists. My blade is sharp, and I am strong enough to take care of the likes of you, fool.” 

To my surprise, the third man was not a man at all but a woman. Her leathery brown hand reached for the sword in her belt, and she bent her head down at an angle with a penetrating stare. 

Pierre spat on the ground again and tossed his water bag over his shoulder with one last look of disdain. At me or the other woman, I couldn’t be sure. I suspected he hated all people, especially women. 

“What is your name?” I whispered to the woman, desperately hoping for mercy from someone. Surely this woman would set me free. I wanted to hold onto her with both hands. How could one woman betray another in such a way?

She shoved my shoulder and forced me to keep moving. “You do not need to know my name, and I do not want to know yours. Keep your eyes down at all times. Pierre is no fool. Neither is Andre, and neither am I. They want coins, and that’s all you are, girl. A sack of coins. And to them, maybe a little something else. Shut up, or it will be worse for you.” 

And that was that. She refused to tell me her name, but the three of them had gathered to talk about the price they would ask of Queen Pi. Five hundred gold coins did not seem too much to Pierre, but the woman thought differently. 

“You are a rare jewel. So young and somewhat pretty. Oh, and the color of your skin makes you all the more interesting. Or so these fool men believe. But if you manage to hook up with Pierre or Andre, you won’t be worth much of anything.”

Pierre had been listening to every word we were saying. “We should have found that other girl. That Creole girl from New Orleans.” The woman glanced over her shoulder and stared at me once, but there was nothing else between us. Suddenly, I was afraid of her, much more afraid than of Pierre. I couldn’t say why. She tugged hard on the rope while Pierre and the other man walked ahead of us. She sternly led me up the broken steps, moving left and then right, leading me impatiently so that I might avoid the weak spots in the boards and the broken bricks. 

From one palatial hell to another, I thought again as I took a quick peek around me. There were many people everywhere, some dark, some white, but all appeared as hungry as animals, and I was their prey. I shivered as Pierre laughed behind me. Was he laughing at me?

The wide front doors opened and another man, a small one—he could not have been larger than a child—greeted us. He held a lamp in his hand and led a monkey on a gold chain, which now danced by his side. Despite the woman’s warning, I could not help but gawk at the place. This broken palace was much larger than Seven Sisters. From the look of it, you could put two Seven Sisters inside this mansion. 

There was a large, dirty foyer with plants growing through the floor. It was like the jungle was eating the place. A wide half-circle staircase ascended into darkness, and on either side of the staircase were large rooms. I couldn’t see into either of them, but both were awash with light. One was filled with laughter and the other emitted sounds of abject terror. The screams of a man echoed, screaming again and again in Haitian Creole, and although my ears did not understand his pleas, my soul knew he was about to die, slowly but surely.

What was this place? Would I die here? 

The woman tugged on my rope and scowled at me. I understood her warning, and I obediently stared at the ground. My hunger and thirst left me as I was ushered through a massive dining room full of people. I didn’t dare look at any of them, but I sensed there were many here, at least a dozen, maybe more, and that I was the focus of everyone’s attention. Coins tinkled, and I heard cards being shuffled. Someone was pouring wine, and exotic birds chirped from their cages. 

Then everything went quiet. No more whispering, no more talking. No clinking of coins.

“And wha’ we have ’ere, din, Christelle? Anotter monkey for de cage?” 

Despite my captor’s warning, I lifted my head to see who it was that greeted this scavenger party, finding a woman in a bright red turban. She tossed a few gold coins on the table in front of her, and everyone in attendance rose to their feet. It was most unsettling. 

Immediately, I averted my eyes and stared at the dirty floor in front of me, but it was too late. The woman who fancied she held court like a queen had caught me staring. My captor, whose name was apparently Christelle, made her usual hissing sound, I supposed directed at me, and dropped the rope at the woman’s feet. The new woman approached me, and her wedge heels clicked on the floor. Birds screamed, as did the man on the other side of the building. I didn’t want to peek at her again, but I did. The woman’s eyes closed, and a smile spread across her face. She appeared to be in the throes of ecstasy, or so I imagined. 

I’d never been in the throes of anything before, except agony. 

“Ah, dat sound is music to my ears. Don’t let et disturb you, ma dear. He deserves much more than wat I give ’em. Much more ’e deserve,” Queen Pi purred as she reached for the rope. “And how is it you came here, din? On a boat, mawbe? Were there many such as yerself?”

“Yes, a boat,” I answered as I kept my eyes on her red skirts. “Not many. Many of us died. There was a sickness that killed most of the passengers. I think this is a mistake. A huge mistake.” 

Yes, she was dressed all in red, from top to bottom. The quick glance at her face revealed an older woman, quite a bit older than me, at least. Maybe forty? She had a sprinkling of freckles across her nose and bright white teeth. Her eyes were brown and liquid, her lips and cheeks painted with rouge. A few curls peeked out from under her red silk turban. She smelled of elegant perfume—something wild, yet exotic. Something ancient and evil. Why would I think that? 

Christelle shuffled her feet beside me and kept her eyes on the ground. No, she wasn’t a fool like me. 

I found courage enough to ask, “What are you doing to that man? It had better not be my friend! This is all a mistake.”

“Now ten, girl. Mine yerself. Now this monkey, I like. Look at dat, din, Christelle. A monkey that speaks to Queen Pi. I like a monkey that speaks. I ne’er seen one of dose before. Can you sing and dance too, monkey?” 

She wrapped the rope around her hand and snatched me forward. We were so close now that we were nearly nose to nose. I could smell garlic and wine, and again that exotic, musky perfume. 

“I...I cannot sing or dance,” I croaked back. 

She stroked my hand with the back of hers and pulled the cap off my head. Christelle had tried to put it back on me before we walked in here. I’d had no idea she picked it up when I lost it earlier. My dirty hair fell around my shoulders. 

“Don’t ya disappoint me, din, girl. Oh, look. Dis monkey can’t sing a note af’er all. Dis be something better dan dat? What do you tink this monkey can do, Chris-shell?” 

Christelle spoke patiently. “A new cook, Ma Ma. She would make a good cook.” 

Her mother? This horrible woman was Christelle’s mother? My mind raced as I stared at the ground. Ah, too late. Far too late. 

“Are you a cook, din, monkey?”

I nodded my head. Oh, God. Please let me live! I resisted the urge to ask Christelle or Pierre or any of those gathered to help me. Clearly, they were all under the “queen’s” power since not one so much as moved a muscle as she led me around the room. She paraded me around as if I truly were a monkey on a golden chain. “Dance, din, my mon-key. Show me you can dance.” 

“I can’t dance, please. But yes, ma’am, I can cook,” I lied, but she was paying no attention to me. 

She led me around the room and waved her hand at me, “Ah, look at dis here, my famwe. This monkey thinks she can cook. She cannot sing, but she can cook for me. What say you, my famwe? What say you, Dadorie?” 

A tall, slender man with a long mustache spoke in a deep voice. “She is a scrawny thing, Queen Pi. Too scrawny to eat, I am afraid.” He laughed at his joke, as did everyone else. 

Were they serious? Would Queen Pi murder me and serve me to her frightening family? I gasped and tried not to vomit at the idea. 

“Ah, but you know dat we can fatten up dis monkey. No, I tink maybe we give her a room. At least for a little while, ’til she earns her keep. I am fair, no?” 

The gathering clapped their hands at her decision, but the look on Christelle’s face did not comfort me. So I wouldn’t die right this minute. I would not be killed and eaten, if that had truly been anything more than a scare tactic. 

Christelle refused to look at me, but I stared at her. I could not cry. I simply had no tears to shed, and I was so thirsty. So very thirsty. The few chugs from Pierre’s waterskin had not quenched my thirst but awakened it. 

“Goodbye, din, monkey.” Queen Pi walked away from me and dropped the rope. Pierre wasted no time in collecting his coins. The short man took the rope and began to lead me out of the room. “We’ll decide what to do wit ya later. I have more important things to do here first.” As if he heard her, the man being tortured in the opposite room began to wail. She smiled and closed her eyes as she returned to her makeshift throne. Yes, she appeared to be a woman enjoying an ecstatic moment. How could anyone revel in someone else’s pain? 

Christelle disappeared out the opposite doorway as the tiny man scolded me in a language I did not know. I think it might have been Portuguese. I got the gist of what he was saying to me. A young girl followed him. 

“Move along, wench. Move along. It’s upstairs for you.” 

I was too weak to fight, too weak to struggle. The girl walked beside me now like a moving statue. Her hands were clasped in front of her, her back straight, her brown hair perfectly curled around her face. She did not speak or look in my direction. 

I climbed the dark staircase obediently like the captive monkey I was. 
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Chapter Seven—Deidre 
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I drove to the advertised “magnificent plantation house” first, or at least I tried to visit it. The address pulled right up on my GPS, but unfortunately, those directions weren’t completely reliable. Seven Sisters might be the talk of the town, but that didn’t make it easy to locate. Bright green signs pointed me to one street and then another, but the first time around, I missed the narrow driveway that would lead me to the promised land. Too many one-way streets in downtown Mobile, I thought as I made yet another loop and circled back to the street that was supposed to carry me to Seven Sisters. 

As I drove, I took in my surroundings. Patches of bright green grass and thick oak trees were neatly positioned in many yards. I liked that. There were certainly more than a few Victorian homes. That time period was very well represented by the architecture. But then again, like most old cities, Mobile had endured catastrophic fires that had erased much of the old real estate. Atlanta had suffered a few of those dangerous conflagrations, too. In the 1800s and early 1900s, the technology wasn’t where it was now. You couldn’t just turn on a tap and put out a fire. 

Thank goodness times had changed. 

Mobile had a strange rhythm to it. I could feel the city’s dysfunction. I couldn’t explain what that meant exactly, but there was certainly a sense of confusion and tragedy. It wanted to be healed, but it wasn’t quite sure how to do it. Like Atlanta, Mobile was beautifully broken.

I liked this city. 

It had all the ambiance one would expect from such a historic town, but I would have never in a million years imagined my daughter would call this place home. We’d never had such wealth, not as she did now. Not that it mattered to me. I’d learned to live on nothing, or hardly anything. I’d never had much of anything, although the Murphy family had been wealthy in the old days. That was what Maggie told me once, but it wasn’t talked about openly. 

As I walked up the steps, I realized I had seen this place before in a dream. Yes, that was right. It must have a pond in the back, the one I had dreamed about just two nights ago. I had drowned in that pond, but that shadow...

But I couldn’t focus on any of that right now. It was Carrie Jo I needed to think about. I couldn’t be afraid or act crazy. I had so many things I wanted to say. 

I love you, Carrie Jo. I’m so sorry for everything, but we have to talk. I think you’re in danger. 

I think...no, I couldn’t say that. A very nice young lady met me at the door and informed me that the Stuarts hadn’t lived there in some time. I knew that, since I had sent the letter to their house, which was where I went next.

When I arrived at their house, their friendly housekeeper told me that Carrie Jo and Ashland were at the hospital awaiting the arrival of their baby. She gave me directions, and I drove straight there. As I put my car in gear in the parking garage, I saw him again. The shadowy figure of my dreams slid behind my car. In full daylight! Feeling anger instead of fear, I flung the car door open and ran to the trunk. Nobody was there, nobody at all. A car pulled in a few spots over, but by now I was embarrassed and on edge. 

Surely I was just seeing things. Phantoms didn’t usually appear in the daytime, only at night when I was trying to brush my teeth or get ready for bed. I grabbed my purse, locked the door, and scurried up the stairs. I’d had to park quite a ways away from the entrance, and the parking area was large, and there were people everywhere. I breathed a sigh of relief and kept my eyes peeled for any further appearances of the dark face that haunted my dreams. 

I approached the front desk with faux confidence and asked, “I’m looking for my daughter. Her name is Carrie Jo Jardine—no. Excuse me, she’s married now. It’s Carrie Jo Stuart. Is she in your system?” 

The elderly volunteer typed on her computer and nodded and smiled. “Here she is. Oh, she’s having a baby. How exciting, grandma! Fifth floor. Take a right when you step off the elevator. She’s in room 524.”

“Thank you.” I smiled back as I turned away from the desk. I saw the gleaming elevators on the other side of the room, but suddenly my feet didn’t want to carry me there. Then I spotted a gift store and went there instead. 

“Good morning,” said a cheerful voice, addressing me from the other side of the counter. 

“Good morning,” I said, somewhat startled. 

“May I help you find something?” A little lady with oversized glasses waved at me. 

“Um, I’m not sure what I want. My daughter is having a baby, but I don’t know what she’s having, a boy, a girl, both. I don’t know anything.” Why was I feeling all misty-eyed about buying a gift? Maybe I should just get some flowers? 

“Oh, I know it’s a difficult time. This must be your first grandbaby,” the woman in the pink lab coat said sweetly. 

“I don’t know. I really couldn’t say. I mean...excuse me. I don’t know why I came in here. I’d better go.” I dug for tissues in my purse, but there were none to find. I’d failed to restock my tissue supply, and now I’d have to find a bathroom to clean my face. 

“Don’t leave, ma’am. I understand exactly how you feel.” Lila was the woman’s name, according to her pink name tag. “My son moved to Korea and got married. I didn’t see my first three grandchildren until the youngest was ten years old. It’s never perfect, is it? But you’ll be fine. You’ve got street cred, that’s what the young people call it. You go on into that room and act like you own the place.” 

I dabbed the corners of my eyes with the tissue she handed me. “I guess you’re right, but I don’t have street cred. I wasn’t there for her when she was a kid. I wasn’t there for her at all. I shouldn’t have come here. I’m sure she won’t be happy to see me.” 

The lady’s expression softened, and she held my hand. “Are you a praying woman?” 

Her question surprised me. “Yes, or at least, I used to be. I don’t think the Almighty listens to much I have to say nowadays.” 

“Oh, now, He always listens, doesn’t He?” 

“I guess so.”

“Let’s pray. What’s your name?”

“Deidre. Yours?” 

“Lila.” She smiled and took my hand. Another guest came into the shop, but she didn’t appear to be in a hurry to make a purchase. She was taking her time looking at all the gift bags hanging on the far wall. 

“Okay, thank you, Lila.”

And she did pray for me. As a matter of fact, by the time we’d finished praying, our faces were wet with tears, and the third woman in the shop had joined us. It had been a long time since I’d felt any kind of spiritual connection with my faith. It felt good to experience it here at the hospital where I would see my daughter for the first time in five years. 

I took it as a sign. A good sign. 

I left the shop with a stuffed sheep that played Mary Had a Little Lamb. As I stepped into the elevator, I continued to pray. 

“God, please let this be the reunion I’ve hoped for. Please help me say the right thing, do the right thing. Help me...” 
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Chapter Eight—Janjak
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I skinned the rabbit as McCutchen made a small fire. It was astonishing how quickly the man got the fire going. We were so hungry that we did not speak as we hastily cooked the meat and swallowed it. Not all the meat had cooked through, but the taste of it satisfied me, and my stomach was finally content. 

“We must put the fire out before someone sees or smells it. We can bed down over there under those vines and get some sleep.”

“No, we have to go on. We have to find her before anyone else does. It’s easy to get lost, even on an island.” 

McCutchen stomped the fire out with his boot. “No, you’ll do her no good if you die. The sun will be up in a few hours. Chances are she’s sleeping too. Hiding and waiting for us to find her.”

“Chances. We cannot take chances.” I did not like his assumption that Calpurnia would be waiting for us. Not at all. But he was my only friend in Haiti at the moment, and I could not argue with his logic. I was exhausted. Preparing, cooking, and consuming the meat had left me tired and ready to close my eyes. 

At least for a few minutes, but only that—a few minutes. Which I mumbled to him as I curled up in a pile of leaves and closed my eyes, he told me later. Sleep claimed me quickly, and it was a deep sleep—the first good sleep I’d had had in a long time. The constant rocking of the Starfinder had not soothed me as it did some. I’d barely slept in weeks. And then there were the sailors to worry about, but not now. Not at this moment. At this moment, there was only McCutchen, a man who would not cut me in the middle of the night. 

I could sleep peacefully now. 

And then I saw the two women. They were leaning over a black cast-iron cauldron, the kind of pot one would cook a stew in. A good stew with vegetables and savory goat. Smoke billowed around me as the odors lured me closer. I could not see the two figures clearly, not yet, but as I thought about them, the smoke began to part. Feelings of safety and love emanated from these people. 
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