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The Mississippi River moved slowly beneath the moonlight, dark and endless against the quiet Southern night. The water reflected the pale glow of the moon in broken pieces, carrying its secrets farther south with every passing current. The old people on the plantation used to say the river remembered everything. Every prayer whispered in fear. Every body thrown into its depths. Every dream that slavery tried to bury.

Nia believed that.

She sat behind the slave quarters near the edge of the cotton fields, her knees pulled against her chest as she stared toward the distant water beyond the trees. The night air carried the scent of damp earth and pinewood smoke, while cicadas hummed steadily in the darkness around her.

Somewhere nearby, a baby cried softly before its mother quieted it. A few tired voices drifted through the cabins before silence settled again.

Nia closed her eyes for a moment.

Her mother used to sit beside her at night years ago, before she had been sold south to Louisiana. On nights when the moon was full, her mother would brush her fingers gently through Nia’s curls and whisper stories about freedom, about places where no man could own another person.

“When you look at the sky,” her mother once told her, “remember that nobody can own what God made.”

Nia still carried those words with her, even after all these years.

At twenty-two, she had learned how quickly life could change. Time on the plantation was not measured by birthdays or holidays. It was measured by harvest seasons, by bruises that healed slowly, and by the names of people who disappeared overnight.

A sudden crunch of gravel nearby caused her to stiffen.

Lantern light swung in the distance near the overseer’s house.

Too late to still be outside.

Nia stood quickly and brushed the dirt from her dress before starting back toward the cabins. She kept her head lowered as she walked. It was safer that way. Safer to move quietly and unnoticed.

Then she heard it.

A horse.

Not from the road leading to the plantation, but from the woods.

Nia stopped walking.

The horse shifted somewhere beyond the trees, breathing heavily in the darkness. A moment later, she heard the low sound of a man speaking words she did not understand.

Every instinct told her to leave.

Instead, curiosity pulled her closer.

She stepped carefully toward the tree line, her heart beating harder with each step. Branches moved softly ahead of her, and then a figure emerged from the darkness.

A tall man stepped between the trees, moving with the quiet confidence of someone who belonged to the land itself. Moonlight touched parts of his face as he came forward, revealing sharp features, long black hair hanging in braids over his shoulders, and dark eyes that watched her carefully.

He wore buckskin clothing stitched with small beadwork along the sleeves. A bow rested across his back beside a quiver of arrows.

Nia had heard stories about Native tribes all her life, but she had never stood this close to one before.

For several long seconds, neither of them moved.

The wind rustled through the cotton behind her while the horse shifted somewhere in the trees.

“You should not be out here,” the man finally said.

His voice was calm and low, his English careful but clear.

Nia swallowed before answering. “Neither should you.”

To her surprise, the corner of his mouth almost lifted, though the expression disappeared quickly.

He glanced back toward the plantation lights in the distance.

“You live there?” he asked quietly.

Nia hated the question because the answer was already written across her skin, her clothes, and the exhaustion in her eyes.

“Yes.”

The man studied her for a moment before looking back toward the woods again.

Then distant barking erupted near the plantation house.

Dogs.

His entire expression changed instantly.

Alert. Focused.

Dangerous.

He stepped backward toward the trees.

“Do not come into these woods tomorrow night,” he said firmly.

Nia frowned. “Why?”

He hesitated before answering.

“Because white men are hunting someone.”

A chill crept through her body.

Before she could ask another question, the man disappeared into the darkness between the trees as quietly as he had appeared.

Nia stood there long after he was gone, listening to the barking dogs in the distance and the steady sound of the river far beyond the fields.

For the first time in years, something unfamiliar stirred inside her chest.

It was not fear.

Not entirely.

It felt more dangerous than that.
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The next morning arrived heavy with heat.

By sunrise, the cotton fields already shimmered beneath the Louisiana sun, endless rows stretching across the plantation like waves frozen in place. Sweat clung to Nia’s skin before the day had fully begun.

She worked quietly beside the others, her hands moving automatically as she filled the sack dragging behind her. The rough cotton stems scraped against her fingers until the skin burned raw, but she barely noticed anymore.

Her thoughts remained fixed on the woods.

On him.

She told herself not to think about the stranger from the night before. A woman in her position could not afford curiosity. Curiosity got people hurt. Sometimes killed.

Still, every time the wind moved through the distant trees, her eyes drifted toward the forest.

“Nia.”

She looked up quickly.

Miss Evelyn stood a few rows away, her weathered hands continuing their work while her sharp eyes studied Nia carefully. Age had bent Evelyn’s back but not her spirit. She noticed everything.

“You best keep your mind here today,” Evelyn murmured softly. “Overseer been angry since sunrise.”

Nia nodded once. “Yes, ma’am.”

Evelyn lowered her voice even further. “You hear them dogs last night?”

“Yes.”

The older woman glanced toward the woods before speaking again.

“Three white men rode through after midnight looking for somebody. They searched near the river.”

Nia’s stomach tightened.

“Them dogs only come out when somebody escapes,” Evelyn continued quietly.

Before Nia could answer, the sharp crack of a whip echoed across the field.

“Back to work!” the overseer shouted.

Every head lowered immediately.

The rest of the morning passed beneath a layer of tension that settled over the plantation like storm clouds. Even the overseer seemed nervous.

Then, shortly after midday, several riders appeared near the main road.

White men.

Armed.

The workers slowed instinctively as the strangers dismounted near the overseer’s house. Their conversation remained too far away to hear clearly, but Nia saw the fear in the overseer’s posture as they spoke.

The riders searched the property for nearly an hour. Barns, storage sheds, slave cabins, and eventually the woods near the river.

Nia kept working while her pulse pounded in her throat.

By evening, the riders finally left, but unease lingered long after they disappeared down the road.

That night, the plantation felt unusually silent. No singing drifted from the cabins. No laughter rose through the darkness. Fear had quieted everyone.

Nia lay awake staring at the ceiling above her straw mattress while the sound of cicadas filled the humid air outside.

She knew she should stay inside.

Instead, sometime after midnight, she found herself walking toward the woods again.

Moonlight spilled through the trees as she stepped carefully over roots and fallen branches. The deeper she moved into the forest, the quieter the world became.

Then a twig snapped behind her.

Nia turned sharply.

Nothing.

Only darkness.

“You should have listened.”

The voice came from somewhere to her left.

She nearly gasped before spotting him stepping out from behind a cedar tree.

Tonight she could see him more clearly than before. He looked older than she first thought, perhaps close to thirty. A faint scar crossed one side of his jaw, and his eyes carried the kind of weariness that only came from surviving too much for too long.

“You frightened me,” she whispered.

“You frightened yourself,” he replied.

There was the slightest trace of amusement in his voice.

For reasons she could not explain, it eased her nerves.

“You said white men were hunting somebody,” she said carefully. “Who are they looking for?”

The man held her gaze for a long moment before answering.

“Me.”

The honesty in his voice surprised her.

“You killed somebody?”

“No.”

His answer came quickly, though pain flickered across his face afterward.

“Then why are they hunting you?”

The man looked briefly toward the dark woods behind him before speaking.

“Because I helped someone escape.”

Nia’s chest tightened.

An escaped slave.

That explained the riders. The dogs. The fear hanging over the plantation all day.

She should have left then. Anyone helping escaped slaves risked death if caught.

Instead, she asked softly, “Did they make it?”

Something changed in his expression.

“Yes,” he answered quietly. “They made it north.”

For the first time since meeting him, the tension in her chest eased slightly.

The man studied her for another moment before speaking again.

“My name is Takoda.”

Nia hesitated briefly before answering.

“Nia.”

He repeated her name softly, as though testing its sound.

“Nia.”

No overseer’s voice had ever spoken her name that gently before.

For a moment, neither of them spoke. The forest remained still around them while moonlight filtered through the branches overhead.

Neither of them understood yet that this meeting beside the river would alter both of their lives forever.














