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CHAPTER ONE
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The plantation lay in silence, void of anything human. The large white columns of the long-abandoned house stood stark against the darkness, while high weeds and grass crowded close, giving the place a haunting presence that seemed almost to glow beneath the full moon.

William stood at the riverbank beside the house, the raft he had paddled in on nudged against the shore. He had come seeking nothing more than a place to sleep. Two full weeks of hard paddling and pushing the makeshift craft downstream—always farther from those who held him in bondage—had left him exhausted and hollow with hunger. He had fled with nothing, not even a crust of bread.

Days passed with little sleep. He survived on wild berries and corn taken from fields along the way, grinding the kernels between stones to quiet the gnawing pains in his belly—hunger that now seemed a permanent part of his life. If he were captured, punishment would come without mercy. His bondholder, Luther Brown, would see to that, along with adding more years to the seven for which his mother had sold him.

His mother—Irish, unwed, and abandoned—had been left to fend for herself when his father disappeared at William’s birth. The man left with others, saying nothing of where he was going or whether he would return. For years she scraped and labored wherever she could, managing to raise her son until he reached thirteen. Then she sold him into indenture, binding him to a life meant to train him as a tradesman, a wheelwright by name.

But after two or three years, they taught him nothing of the craft. Instead, he was used for whatever work others refused to do—feeding livestock, hauling water, raising and striking tents, cleaning privies, or being rented out to toil in nearby fields as the group moved from town to town.

The fear of capture clung to him. He knew they would be searching for him, intent on dragging him back into servitude. In his desperation, he had rushed into the river wherever it seemed to carry him away. A raft tied loosely to the bank, its owner nowhere in sight, had offered escape. The current was strong, swift enough to pull him downstream and into the early morning darkness.

That was days ago.

William was determined to reach Spanish Florida. There, no one could legally force him to return. He would not be free—not truly—but he would not be indentured either. He would live somewhere between the two worlds, always wary, always watching his back. It was not ideal, but it was a chance.

Now, standing amid the ruins of the plantation, he was worn thin and desperate for rest. The place appeared empty, abandoned. Yet something stirred unease in him, a sense that the silence was not complete.

His stomach twisted painfully. He had not eaten in two days, and even then it had been nothing more than ground corn. That was when he spotted movement—a raccoon darting across the remains of a broken wagon stripped of its wheels. The sight was a silent reminder of what this place had once been.

Tracking the animal in the moonlight was difficult as it darted among rocks, fallen timbers, and rusted tools, scrambling toward a nearby tree. Determined, William grabbed a wooden spoke from the wagon and hurled it. The blow knocked the raccoon flat, giving him time to finish the task before it could recover.

With his prize in hand, he tore loose pieces of the wagon and gathered leaves, readying a fire—only to remember he had no matches, no flint, nothing to spark a flame.

Setting everything down, he picked up the wagon spoke again and scanned the grounds. Surely something had been left behind. The place looked as though it had been abandoned in haste.

He moved cautiously toward the main house, stopping short when a sound carried through the night. The wind, perhaps—something striking a wall. Still, the hairs rose on the back of his neck as moonlight filtered through Spanish moss hanging low from ancient oaks lining the long drive. Shadows swayed and stretched. An owl hooted somewhere beyond the trees. The house loomed ahead.

The white columns supporting the carriage porch reflected the moonlight, whispering of past grandeur. He imagined carriages arriving, horses stamping as gloved drivers assisted finely dressed men and women down onto the drive—women squeezed into hoop skirts, corsets cinched tight, barely breathing. He had seen such folk before when their carts rolled through town or stopped at his master’s shop for repairs.

Fancy people, he thought, smiling faintly. Ostrich feathers bobbing atop horses’ heads.

“Someday,” he whispered to himself, bowing slightly, “I might even have a horse wearing a fancy hat.”

“Yes, you just might,” a voice replied from the darkness.

William jumped back, gripping the wagon spoke and spinning toward the sound.

“Who said that?” he demanded, fear sharp in his voice.

“There’s no need for all that, my young friend,” the voice answered calmly. “No one here means you harm. Certainly not I.”

“Then show yourself,” William said. “Who are you, and what do you want?”

“Want?” the voice chuckled. “It seems I’m not the one lacking. You look to be wanting a match—and a fire to cook that freshly acquired little night bandit. A fitting end for the masked thief. He’s been stealing my potatoes.”

“You have potatoes?” William asked.

“Indeed I do. And onions as well. I’d be happy to share them if you’d care to join me in a stew—potatoes, onions, and your generous contribution.”

“And who exactly am I sharing this stew with?” William called out.

A tall figure stepped into the moonlight, red hair catching the glow. He wore a well-worn homespun suit.

“My name’s Howard Stewert,” the man said. “But most call me James. Irish by birth, and much like you, I arrived here wet, hungry, and not wishing to be found.”

He gestured toward the plantation. “The garden still grows, and no one’s left to stop a man from helping himself.”

“Where did everyone go?” William asked.

“Death, I suspect. There’s a grave behind the house—recent enough. Likely the owner. No family willing to stay. Tools left where they fell. Coffee cold on the hearth.”

William swallowed. “You said you had potatoes. Could we start the stew?”

James smiled. “Of course. You’ll find wood, pots, and matches in the cookhouse. I’ll fetch the vegetables—and dress your night thief.”

James disappeared into the dark.

William soon found the cookhouse—a stone building with a broad chimney. Inside, after fumbling in the dark, he struck a match, lighting a whale-oil lamp and filling the room with sulfur and fishy smoke. A fire soon crackled in the hearth.

James returned with potatoes, onions, apples, and even a cured ham. Together they set the stew to boil.

As they waited, James spoke of his journey—from stowaway to butcher’s helper to river wanderer.

“And now,” James said, “what of you?”

William told his story—his mother’s struggle, the traveling work crews, the theft, the killing that drove him away.

“You were wise to leave,” James said quietly. “A man should not stain his hands for another’s greed.”

The stew bubbled.

Then—noise.

William froze. James lowered the lamp.

“We may have company,” James whispered. “Stay here. I’ll see what walks outside—living or otherwise.”

James stepped into the moonlight, moving toward the river where the sound lingered.

William waited, heart pounding, the fire crackling softly behind him.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The Rescue

“Shut your mouth, or I’ll shut it for you.”

James crept closer to the river’s edge and lowered himself behind a tangle of reeds. Out on the water a raft drifted past, close enough for him to make out shapes in the lantern glow—two large men and two smaller figures, likely children. A single gas lantern hung from a pole in the center of the raft. There was no flag on the pole, only rope—and the rope held the smaller ones upright, tied to it like posts.

In the weak light, the captives looked thin and haggard, heads drooping as if they had been forced to stand too long.

“Whitty,” one man said, his voice loud with nerves, “what do you reckon this place is?”

“You’re loose in the head, Skully,” the other snapped. “What does it look like? We been here before—daylight then. It’s empty. But it won’t stay that way if you keep jawin’. Now hush, or we’ll be the ones hoein’ these fields in chains when a constable comes sniffin’.”

“You can bet you’ll be wearing iron soon as Pa hears of this,” one of the smaller voices flared—defiant, but shaking. “He’ll feed you to the fish if you don’t let us go!”

“Well, little one,” Whitty said, amused, “your pa ain’t here. And the constable’s likely asleep with applejack on his breath.”

Skully let out a short laugh. “I could do with ale and a touch of cheese myself.”

“You’ll have it,” Whitty growled. “Soon as we get these two to our haunt. Their pa will pay big to get ’em back. Then you can drink till you drown. Until then, shut up and keep your eyes open.”

A pause.

“I don’t like this place,” Whitty muttered. “Feels like we’re being watched.”

Skully snorted. “Watched by what? This place been empty since the old man died. Folks said he buried his fortune hereabouts and nobody ever found it. When he passed, everyone—widow included—dropped everything and fled. Hoes in the fields, beds unmade, tools where they fell. Ain’t a soul here.”

“Maybe,” Whitty said, uneasy, “but it still feels like eyes.”
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