
		
			[image: Cover.jpg]
		


		
			


THE

			WATCHMAN’S GRACE




			By

			CRAIG JOHNSON

		


		
			ISBN NUMBER: 978-0-9689253-1-7 

			AUTHOR WEBSITE

			www.craigjohnsons.com

			© Copyright 2011 by Craig Johnson

			All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, computer or any other information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the author.

		


		
			Contents

			Foreword

			Chapter One

			Chapter Two

			Chapter Three

			Chapter Four

			Chapter Five

			Chapter Six

			Chapter Seven

			Chapter Eight

			Chapter Nine

			Chapter Ten

			Chapter Eleven

			Chapter Twelve

			Chapter Thirteen

			Chapter Fourteen

			Chapter Fifteen

			Chapter Sixteen

			Chapter Seventeen

			Chapter Eighteen

			Chapter Nineteen

			Chapter Twenty

			Chapter Twenty One

			Chapter Twenty-Two

			Chapter Twenty-Three

			Chapter Twenty-Four

			Chapter Twenty-Five

			Chapter Twenty-Six

			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			Chapter Twenty-Eight

			AUTHOR WEBSITE

		


		
			​Foreword

			This book is written heart, soul and mind in tribute to all those that have come and will come, but whose stories have never been told. I thank my loved ones for the determination, spirit and resolve to see that small triumphs can lead to great journeys.

			These contents are written for the memory of my ancestors, in remembrance of my loving parents, and for the future of all generations hereafter. I say to everyone who reads the following they are all part of one human family. If we are to be proper custodians of this Earth for future generations, we need to take accountability today.

			I remain optimistic that with true determination, we can still look towards an exciting future.

			Craig Johnson

		


		
			











THIS BOOK IS A WORK OF FICTION AND NOT MEANT TO REPRESENT ANY ACTUAL PERSONS OR EVENTS. ANY SIMILARITIES PERCEIVED OR OTHERWISE ARE PURELY COINCIDENTAL, AS THIS IS A WORK OF FICTION.

		


		
			​Chapter One

			From A Place Once Called Home

			Freedom passed through the generations can be lost in an instant

			Standing proudly as he surveyed the product from generations of earthly toil, Kigwa’s royal robes radiated in vibrant colors of gold, green and red. Only dyes extracted from the finest local vegetation were used to splash regal life into these garments. His strong hands were adorned with brilliant golden rings handed down through his family line, now headed by wise Chief Salwex. Completing his resplendent costume were distinctive white and black beads draped around his graceful neck. Kigwa was none other than the powerful Prince of the Ehra tribe.

			Today was to mark a joyous celebration, giving thanks for the fortunes of Ehra through decades of peace and war, famine and plenty. Kigwa wanted this year’s celebration to be the greatest. As he inspected the preparations around the village, his trusted aide approached him with some urgency.

			“There can be no more time to waste Kigwa!” panted the faithful Sangwa. “You of all people know that when you are summoned by an elder to an urgent meeting of those in power, one must cast all other things aside and heed the call to assemble. They are waiting for us down by the Sacred Watering Place at this moment!” 

			Kigwa weighed this information carefully before responding. “And you, Sangwa, are certain this matter requires my presence over preparations for our annual Festival of Abundance? Our people have worked hard all year to ensure a beautiful ceremony. What matter is more important than to recognize their efforts?”

			Sangwa did not hesitate in response. “I feel more so Kigwa than any other task requiring your noble wisdom. When we return, there will still be time to consider other matters before you. Your grandfather, Chief Salwex, would expect no less. I urge you Kigwa to leave at once!” 

			Kigwa studied the serious expression on Sangwa’s pleading face. Then he made a sweeping gesture with his left hand, dazzling sparkles flashing from his golden ring fingers. 

			“Lead us on then! We shall take council with them at once.”  

			Leaving his large thatched hut with whitewashed exterior, their soft sandals strode over compacted red earth as they departed. Outside, women ground out mealy fufu with mortar and pestle under a filmy carpet of summertime humidity. 

			Men were long gone outside their village, tending broad swaths of upland rice and tall cassava plants for their families’ sustenance. Locusts did not visit this growing land, so a bountiful harvest tipped the scale of feast or famine in their favor. Children dutifully scattered about with their small chores, helping maintain the flow of daily life for the Ehra. 

			Both men, dressed in flowing light gowns of breezy linen, walked assuredly over rolling hills that ran inland from the coastal plain of the ocean. As they came closer to the coastal plain itself, rolling green terrain gave way to a large mangrove swamp, far enough inland not to be affected by tidal floods. 

			Here, warm sea and heavy hot air conspired to create dense earthy tangles of high shrubbery, clinging to soft rich soil in verdant clumps. Between gathered masses of stunted growth were clear green patches of tall grasses and bog. Hidden here was a uniquely raised plateau of land crowning the area known as the Sacred Watering Place.

			Rushing forward on a beaten track, Kigwa gained a better look at the traditional meeting grounds. When they were almost upon their destination, Kigwa suddenly realized he recognized just one member of the assembled group. That person was none other than his grandfather’s arch rival, Konti.

			“Sangwa!” he exclaimed. “Who are these people assembled with Konti? I know none of these other people! Where is the rest of our tribal council?”

			Before he secured an answer, Kigwa felt both arms pulled hard around his back while a rope held fast against his neck. He immediately felt a sickening feeling in the pit of his stomach.

			“I did not tell you a lie Kigwa,” Sangwa grinned fiendishly. “Those gathered here in the Sacred Watering Place will soon be in power of our village. And Konti will obtain his rightful place at the tribal council. Your grandfather was foolish not to seek alliances with our neighboring tribes to fight united against those from our northern borders!” 

			Kigwa spat out with venom at this base betrayal. “You are a silly boy in your thinking Sangwa! You just allowed the scorpion into your bed, but its sting will not be less because you welcomed it!”

			At that point a tall proud man of aged bronze skin spoke. “Kigwa, dear Kigwa, I am so sorry to have our last encounter under these circumstances!” chided Konti cruelly. “But time is a servant to no one, and a master of us all. Your grandfather has not learned this, and it is to his disadvantage he has not provided wise council to his people.

			“Like him, your problem is that you trust too much in the better nature of man. But do not worry about the future of the tribe. It will be under much better council. Now I will take leave of you and your line for good. Bind him and take him away from these lands!”

			The last memory Kigwa had of the Sacred Watering Place was Konti striding away in triumph towards his close gathering of confederates. Then a dull blow to his head brought a long darkness.

			When Kigwa finally came to his senses, he witnessed a strange scene indeed. Sangwa appeared to be speaking in an unknown language with a man colored like hot white sand. His ghostly skin, drained of healthy darkness, was adorned in a heavy costume which exposed little to the sun’s beating rays. 

			While observing these two men, Kigwa felt the constraint of iron shackles around his hands and feet. His royal costume and all accompanying jewelry had been stripped away. Crude restricting metal cut hard against his pulsing flesh. 

			As he regained full measure of his surroundings, Kigwa realized he was now on the coast of the Great Ocean, with low green hills behind him and endless white sand underneath. Then, gazing further out to sea, he spotted a massive wooden craft anchored offshore. It struck him as menacing in its powerful presence, with its tall billowing sails whipping out orders of authority. This could only be a boat of the pale man, those strangers of dour cloth and angry faces.

			“Sangwa!” he yelled out. “Explain what is happening here Sangwa! What are you to do with me you wretched animal?”

			Sangwa ignored his protests. Looking around, Kigwa spotted four more unfortunates bound in similar fashion, marching towards a small rowboat. Kigwa heard rumors of pale men and their appetite for strong men and women, but until now it was just talk. Finally, after nodding favorably towards the pale man, Sangwa strode towards him. 

			“Do not worry Kigwa,” replied Sangwa calmly. “Konti has banished you to show his mercy to the village. You will be well taken care of across the Great Ocean. The pale man has given his word of that.”

			Kigwa could not believe what he was hearing. “You disloyal bastard!” he screamed at him. “You were taken in with the highest of trust by my line, my family, to serve us back with the same bond! You dishonor your name, and for what? 

			“You are a fool if you think there is salvation with Konti! By the time he is through with our people it will make your treachery today seem like a child’s chore! Change your madness and do the honorable thing. For the sake of our tribe, free me!”

			Sangwa shook his round head violently in disapproval. “Nothing you could do will possibly compare to what I was offered. And so you know, I despised every minute that I was in your family’s service! I waited patiently for a chance to find my true worth; by way of Konti it came!” 

			“You’re a fool to think that way,” pleaded a desperate Kigwa, sweat stinging his begging eyes. “Free me and let us find a way together to make our tribe as powerful as it once was! This is what I can offer you Sangwa. I swear it!”

			“You can offer me nothing! Now across the Great Ocean you shall go.”

			“Have you no shame in conspiring with a strange pale man to rob the Ehra of a sacred leader? Chief Salwex nurtured our people through good guidance and hard industry. Konti will use brute aggression to seek what cannot be taken. It will destroy the Ehra in time, mark my words!”  

			As two other pale men came forward to take him away, Kigwa continued to shout back at Sangwa. “There is no defeat here! There is only treachery. And as long as I have the blood of my forefather’s running through my veins, there will be no surrender until I reclaim my rightful heritage. Be sure of that, you miserable thief!”

			Sangwa waived off Kigwa to his capturers while screaming out his final words. “You are not welcome here anymore! If you ever try to return here it will mean your life!”

			As he was pulled away, Kigwa struggled to break free from their heavy grip in a futile exercise. He could not understand their speech, his circumstances or his destination. But he knew these familiar scents wafting amidst rolling hills and mangroves were to be no more. And that was more than enough to stoke a deep anger within him.

		


		
			​Chapter Two

			THE LIGHT IN A FULL MOON CRIES

			Environment shaped a desire to escape

			From the moment he was jammed into a dank, stench filled hold, Kigwa knew this would be a trial of his worst ordeal. He was truly abandoned, without warming kinship from fellow tribe folk. Men, women and children, all speaking different tongues, fought to gain air itself. When the creaking ship set sail, it was a miracle the floating travesty did not collapse from its own derelict condition.

			Depraved days plodded by in the belly of a wooden beast. Sickness, defecation and oppressive dead heat conspired to weaken all. Kigwa began to crave the demise of these fellow passengers so he could gulp more stale air for lasting another day. 

			Kigwa’s very being began to atrophy under starvation. Groans of the dying sang a tortured hymn for unyielding suffering. Amidst death’s haunting stages, there was many a moment when he truly wondered if the corpses thrown overboard were shown more mercy than that which waited for him.

			Through every second, upon each minute, there permeated an overwhelming stench from hundreds within these desperate confines. For many, their last breath on earth was taken in this poison stew of abject misery. Kigwa imagined himself breathing the remnants from every lingering perspiration which countless vanquished released; an unmistakably musty odor of sheer desperation. 

			As their number steadily decreased, the thought of ending his suffering became seductive. The countless scenes of human decay assaulted Kigwa’s senses, making his will melt to nothing. Iron shackles dug hard into sallow dark flesh, reinforcing feelings of utter helplessness. With no end in sight, he felt his resistance slowly slipping away. 

			Yet despite these abject hardships, Kigwa’s determination somehow survived. His shattered will held through frequent bouts of scurvy and dysentery which captured victims with increasing frequency. Daily, deceased were plucked from this sweating cage and thrown into the vast depths of a consuming sea. But still he clung to a primal hope for survival. 

			“I must keep my mind sane to look for just one opportunity to escape these pale savages!” muttered Kigwa quietly. “As long as I am alive I can right this crime. And damn those that have taken part in this treason to an eternity of punishment!”

			It was some days later when Kigwa overhead two fellow captives debating the merit of survival. This harrowing journey of the Middle Passage sought out the weakest part in everyone’s nature. Now, Kigwa made out desperate urgings from one captured soul from a neighboring Ehra tribe to his companion.

			“We must not let the pale man sacrifice us to his devil god!” pleaded a young man to his female company. “Do not eat his food so he can fatten us for his slaughter. We should remain pure to our faith and leave this earth of our own will!” 

			When Kigwa strained to look from where this conversation took place, he instantly felt deep pity. Both souls had been taken from their prime and made withering carcasses of bone, draped in a thin film of flesh. The male bore tell-tale signs of a harsh beating upon his soft back, a mash of scared brown ridges scabbing to save mangled flesh. 

			“I have no will left to live Mapto,” a decimated young lady replied. “My last words will be heard only by you, for I do not have strength to last a day longer. I need to escape this hell! We will not see freedom again.”

			Kigwa felt ashamed overhearing such an intimate conversation, though these extreme circumstances made a mockery of any pleasantries. The brutality of the pale man stripped their sense of self in deep lashes of indignities. Turning away, he summoned his remaining strength into an unfathomable will to survive.

			*****

			After some six weeks at sea, the slave ship The Relentless came upon its dry land destination. Those kept as beasts in the hull below had long ago lost all sense of time and space. Soon their kidnappers, hardened by their trade, came storming below to continue forward. Each man, women and child were hauled like cargo to the deck.

			Hurried into direct sunlight, Kigwa’s eyes burned red after weeks of stale midnight below. His skin tingled endlessly from hot needling rays of midday sun, yet surprisingly this heavy humidity was no shock. To him, this air was much fresher than the sweaty stench in The Relentless’s floating mortuary below.

			Twisting uncomfortably in his shackles, Kigwa counted one survivor for every two that had boarded The Relentless. Mapto and his female companion were not among them. Just as he finished his tally, they were prodded down a rickety gangplank into the teaming bustle of a strange port town. Half naked and starved, they were lined up beside a raised wooden platform and forced to stand rod straight. By this point Kigwa was powerless to put up any defense, his fortitude destroyed during those arduous weeks at sea. 

			Looking at a gathering throng of pale men, Kigwa noticed one of his fellow captives led onto the crude stage. First, a number of hard looking pale men would raise their arms and shout in a strange tongue. Soon, one would gain the stage, whereupon he would run his thick hands upon the captive. Their mouths would be forced open, arms and legs grasped; teeth run over with grimy fingers. Finally, a mass of colored paper would exchange hands and the pale man would drag off his dazed prize. Then the next unfortunate would be placed on the scaffold, with the whole process repeated. 

			Kigwa knew what he saw. His disloyal aide Sangwa had kidnapped him for placement into some type of servitude. But he had no idea what purposes these pale men had for him, making Kigwa very agitated. Perhaps like Mapto, he should have taken his own life. As heavy set thugs pulled him onto the platform, his time for wishing was well past.

			While the barking from a frantic auctioneer pierced the air, numerous pale men launched their waiving arms skyward. Unlike others, Kigwa’s time on stage seemed quite a bit longer. Finally, all hollering ended with a large pale man coming towards him. His hands ran over every inch of Kigwa’s strong physique. After grunting his satisfaction, a large pile of colorful paper changed hands. Then Kigwa was led away in quick fashion. 

			Moments later Kigwa found himself sitting on a wooden bench in a hay wagon. His purchaser rode this rickety cart at a fast pace, well beyond the outskirts of the port town. Throughout this hasty ride, the determined driver did not utter any noise, focusing solely on his destination.

			After leaving the pale man’s village, Kigwa laid eyes on a very large farm. All about, he witnessed a place teaming with the activity of many dark men and women hard at work. As their wagon slowed to a stop, he looked upon one of the largest single structures he had ever seen. It was white in color and as threatening as the wooden ship which took him from his homeland.  

			When their wagon pulled up to this imposing building, another pale man quickly came outside to meet them. But there was something different about this one. His costume appeared cleaner; his garments more expensive. His body was broader around the chest, and he stood a touch shorter than average height. He wore a large growth of hair above his mouth, covering a tensed upper lip.

			This peculiar man craned his thick neck in every direction, studying a bound Kigwa very carefully. Within minutes he spoke in their strange language to the wagon driver before motioning him away. Immediately Kigwa was led towards a row of small wooden huts. He was pushed inside the first one they came upon. 

			Then, the wagon driver motioned Kigwa with rough gesturing to speak. When Kigwa would not respond, he became angry and hit him hard on his back before continuing. Still no words came from Kigwa’s pressed mouth.

			As this routine carried on, Kigwa finally lost patience. He shouted back in anger at the pale man in his native tongue. A smug grin appeared upon his interrogator’s hardened face before leaving Kigwa’s presence. Ten minutes later, he returned with an older, dark skinned gentleman.  

			“You see this young buck here Nathaniel? He sounds like Oliver and Tim did when they first came to White Rose. I bet you he’s from the same tribe! You know Master Smith has high hopes for this one, yes indeedy! And since you did so well in training them you can do the same with this one. Am I making myself clear, Nathaniel?” 

			The lanky, wiry Colored man replied in deference. “Yes sir, Mister Willis. We will make this one just as good a worker, if not better!” 

			“I sure hope so Nathaniel. This buck cost Master Smith a hell of a lot of good money. And you know how he gets when he loses on a trade. Oh yes, none of us wants to see that side of him much! I’m off now to see if those field hands picked enough for our next cotton shipment, so I’ll leave him to you. But I best not hear of any trouble, you understand Nathaniel?”

			“Yes sir, Mister Willis. You can be sure with old Nathaniel, that’s right!”

			Willis nodded with a tight grin of approval before striding towards the vast planting fields of White Rose Plantation. Master Smith’s iron grip on all aspects of White Rose Plantation made no quarter for forgiveness, pity or losses. To him, all he surveyed was subject to his rule. Those that disobeyed would truly not be long for this earth.

			When Willis’s heavy footfalls faded into the distance, Nathaniel turned to face Kigwa’s untrusting glare, breaking their silence with a short greeting. Kigwa’s ears instantly recognized the old man’s words. To his amazement, he spoke in his native tongue!

			“You welcome me here with open arms?” Kigwa replied incredulously. “They have me in shackles and treat me as a slave. Are you partners with these pale men?” 

			Nathaniel shook his head, grinning broadly. “No, I have as much freedom as you, probably less because of my age. You have been taken against your will from your homeland like every Colored person you see here. They own all of us! The pale man will never let us go.”

			Kigwa could not believe what he heard. “Surely there are many strong warriors among those that have been captured. They can rise up against the pale man and set themselves free if they still have a warrior’s heart!”

			Nathaniel’s smile faded quickly as he looked nervously about him. “Now listen here to me. You are fortunate no one who could understand your language heard those words. It surely would have been the death of you! You’ve been bought and paid for. You are their slave and they hold the decision of life and death over you. Their kind hold weapons we’d have no chance to match!

			“My duty is to teach you how to earn your keep and make money for our master. But if you keep talking like that you will not live long in this land! They call me Nathaniel and you best get used to that name. Cause I’m the only one that will protect you. Understand me? I watch out for the good of all on this plantation, and keep things well and fine.” 

			Kigwa was moved to anger by this old man’s sudden harshness. Did he have any idea who he was speaking to? Such insubordination would not have been tolerated from anyone in his tribe.

			“Listen Na-than-i-el,” Kigwa strained to pronounce. “I am Kigwa, descended from a long line of tribal chiefs, with all their dignity running through my veins! How dare you tell me these weak looking pale men have power over me! Have you no honor to set yourself free from them? What have they made you into? What potions have they made you drink? What spell have they cast to make your mind so feeble?” 

			The incensed elder man shot Kigwa a contemptible look. “Come with me now!” he hissed back. 

			Nathaniel reached out to lead Kigwa by his still bound arms, exhibiting surprising strength for his age. After walking five minutes they came upon a large red barn, from which sounds of domestic animals pierced muggy afternoon air. Nathaniel led Kigwa around back of this structure before pointing directly ahead. 

			Kigwa could not believe this grotesque sight before his eyes. An overpowering stench from a hanging, decaying corpse almost made him vomit. Flies were thick upon rotting scarred flesh, while bulging eyeballs protruded in haunting surprise. Kigwa was utterly repulsed by this wretched scene. 

			“See that? Here is the price you pay for noble African heritage! This one tried to raise a few other field hands for a night time escape. He spoke big ideas like you about taking back their freedom and getting away from the pale man. But the pale man has ears everywhere, he knows everything! Besides, what do you know about the wild beasts waiting to eat human flesh beyond the plantation! 

			“This was the second time Cecil tried to escape. He was such a damn fool! After all, Master Smith showed mercy the first time he tried to run away. Master Smith wants this to be an example for anyone else that tries getting uppity around here. There will be no warnings anymore!

			“I also brought you here for another reason. See this here? It’s called a barn. Inside, there are animals called horses, like that which pulled the wagon on which you came to us. We lost our last blacksmith to whooping cough. And now we need another. Master Smith got you because they need someone young and strong to be a blacksmith. None of this will make sense to you now, but it sure will later. Now follow me back to your hut. You will be going away soon.”

			Kigwa was bewildered by this onslaught of sights and words from Nathaniel. “What is a black-sm-ith? Where am I going? What is happening to me Na-than-i-el? I demand an answer from you now!” 

			Nathaniel slowly turned back in Kigwa’s direction before responding. “I see it will take some doing to put out that fire in your heart. But it will happen, believe you me. Didn’t I already say you had to earn your keep? Always remember you have to earn your keep on White Rose Plantation. Otherwise they have no use for you. Who knows what would happen to you then? 

			“You’re gonna be moving to Springwater Plantation for a bit. But before you go I’m gonna teach you some words, so you understand what they’re saying to you over there. For now we will work you in the fields by day. At sundown, we will learn you a little of the pale man’s tongue. You understand me Kigwa?” 

			Kigwa masked his surprise at hearing the first tiny advantage he may steal in this hostile environment. Thinking back to those miserable depths within The Relentless’s fetid hold, he recognized a chance to understand this pale man’s strange words, and quite possibly a means to an end.

			“You will teach me to speak his strange tongue?” queried Kigwa. 

			Nathaniel scowled back. “You will only hear enough to do your tasks, nothing more. And don’t ask about reading his language! No slave is allowed to read, do you follow me Kigwa?” 

			Kigwa held his gaze for a brief moment before giving a strained nod of acceptance. To himself, he began the process of seeking any means to fulfill his personal vow of freedom.

			Through every scorching day that followed, Nathaniel would enter Kigwa’s rickety wooden shack to wake him at the stroke of dawn. Following a starchy meal of boiled cornmeal, molasses and weak coffee, he was herded out into the vast fields of King Cotton. 

			At first, his strong hands would bleed freely from that awkward prickly bush. As days melted into one week, then a couple more, he became adept, his strong hands cut less. After fourteen hours of nonstop labor under gazes from surly overseers, he would retreat to his cabin for a sparse setting of fatty pork, rice and boiled potato.

			It was after those winking hours of nightfall when Nathaniel would visit again to commence a daily task of teaching simple words for understanding the pale man. Fortunately, Kigwa was a learned man, so he could adapt quicker than most unfortunate souls to learning this staccato speech. When his lessons concluded, Kigwa would snatch a few hours of uncomfortable sleep on a filthy woven mat before returning to ceaseless labor in the fields.  

			An endless routine of thankless servitude was the unholy lot of most plantation workers. They were mere caricatures of their living self, beasts of burden restricted from basic dignities. When their dying days approached, they were allowed a painful isolation in the “dying shacks” located deep within the old woods of White Rose. Weeks from a certain death, their every ounce sapped from Master Smith’s pursuit of profit, they expired in a thankless prison of abject squalor. 

			For Kigwa, he was one of an anointed few to escape such an ill-fated path, at least initially. For Master Smith’s man Willis had been sent to auction over three weeks ago to find a strong featured fellow possessed of good industry. A blacksmith was needed to fill a post, and it was critical to find a replacement immediately. Willis took one look at Kigwa and chose him to suit their needs.

			Now, more than three weeks after purchase, Nathaniel reckoned Kigwa could make out enough English to be ready for his next step in apprenticeship. Fortunately, it was not a moment too soon, as Nathaniel was paid a visit that day by Willis. 

			“Say Nathaniel!” he shouted, striding towards him with purpose. “Is that young buck I gave to you having any hope, or should I tell Master Smith he made a big mistake? Tell me now boy.”

			“Yes sir, he’s as good as rain!” grinned back the elder man. “I reckon he’s good enough to send off to Springwater Plantation, that’s for sure.” 

			Willis came up close to Nathaniel’s face. “Are you sure about this Nathaniel? I don’t want to be made a fool in front of Master Smith, because it will come out of your hide! So better fess up now if we need to get rid of this buck.” 

			Nathaniel held his ground. “You asked me once, Mister Willis. And you know Nathaniel’s word is as good as gold, ain’t it so?” 

			Willis would not accept such talk from any other worker on White Rose except Nathaniel. More than once the old man’s efforts have saved his employment. 

			“Fair enough Nathaniel. I will make sure he is out of the fields a little earlier today. And give him an extra serving of pork will ya? We need this buck to work out at Springwater!” 

			“He’ll be fine, Mister Willis. I looked after him well.”

			“Have him ready to leave by the horses’ stables at crack of first light tomorrow. Herman Ford over at Springwater will be waiting to put him through his paces. Oh damn it! I knew I forgot something. Have to give this boy a name don’t we? What do you think Nathaniel?” 

			The elderly man had never been asked to name a servant. It took him completely off guard. His utter surprise was obvious.

			“Well now Mister Willis; can’t say that I know what to make of that. No sir, nothing really comes to mind. But we sure are lucky to have a worker like him. You sure picked a good one this time ‘round!” 

			Willis was equally stumped with this decision. Then his thin lips curled in complete satisfaction. 

			“Now look here Nathaniel. You said we were lucky to find this boy, though Lucky sounds like a sissy’s name! So that got me thinking. And I think we had some good fortune indeed! And there it is. He’s Fortune, to White Rose that is, cause he should do well for us. So Fortune Smith he shall be.” Without a further word, he turned on his heels and walked briskly towards the imposing main house.

			Later that evening, after giving Kigwa his last oral lessons, Nathaniel prepared to tell Kigwa his new name. While standing a moment to stretch his tired limbs, he began.

			“Well Kigwa, this is going to be your home for a very long time. So always remember White Rose Plantation will give you back all the care you give it if you let it. And now we’re giving you a proper name. From here on in you will be known as Fortune. Through master’s good graces, your surname shall be Smith. Welcome to White Rose, Fortune Smith; Kigwa died back in Africa!” 

			Kigwa’s eyes narrowed in seething anger. “My name is Kigwa, damn you!” he shouted back in his native tongue. “No pale man can tell me otherwise. How dare you play with the name my father gave me; you have no right! The pale man cannot make me forget I am a noble from Ehra tribe. It is shameful for you Nathaniel if they brainwashed memories of your forefathers from mind and heart!” 

			Weary Nathaniel felt resentment radiate the surface of his face. Years of indoctrination made such recollections grow to naught as a matter of necessity. But he made such decisions long ago, feeling that knowledge had no place in this new land. It was with similar reasoning he responded to Kigwa’s outburst.

			“There’s no shame in being smart enough to know how to survive! You show great ignorance to think like a prince in a land that looks upon you as a slave. They took royal robes from your body before setting sail, and may I suggest you take the attitude that went with those clothes from your conscience! I am not your enemy Fortune; I am here to make sure you see another day.” 

			Fortune glared with naked hostility upon Nathaniel. But soon rationality came to bear. There was no means or opportunity to get out of his present circumstances. And until he could find both, any attempts to escape would meet the same fate as that pitiful creature rotting behind the horses’ barn.

			“In my heart I will always be Kigwa. But in this land of the pale man they will call me Fortune. And I will answer to it…for now.”

			Nathaniel wore a look of pleasant surprise. “Fortune, you spoke to me in English, and sounded mighty good! There just may be some promise in keeping you around. Now go to sleep; tomorrow is a big day for you, leaving to Springwater and all.” 

			Morning sunrise spied Fortune, Nathaniel and Willis meeting beside the horses’ stables and preparing for an important rendezvous at Springwater Plantation. 

			“Can this boy understand some words?” asked Willis quizzically. “It will do no good to be sending a mute off to Herman Ford!” 

			“Yes sir,” replied a confident Nathaniel. “He even surprised me with how good he can talk now.” 

			“You don’t say…I hope he isn’t one of those uppity darkies. That will not do at White Rose, no how.” Then Willis turned towards the soon to be apprentice. 

			“Now listen to me boy. Fortune, you are part of White Rose Plantation. Everything you do has to be right by White Rose, and that means learning well and good while you’re at Springwater. Herman Ford is good people, and he will teach you skills that will make you useful. So let’s get in the wagon and haul off. I’ll see you later Nathaniel.” 

			As their wagon rode down a smooth dirt laneway towards the commanding gates of White Rose, Nathaniel heaved a sigh of relief. “That boy is bound to be a handful,” he muttered under his breath before attending to other chores.

			Not one word broke a long silence during their ride out to Springwater Plantation. For Fortune, he was too preoccupied with the dire consequences of being a prisoner against his will. Fortune’s current position of vulnerability was new to him. And try as he may to assess his options, to be kidnapped within a strange land meant no easy way back to regaining his former way of life. 

			As for Willis, he knew Harriston Smith would not tolerate any problems from this recent purchase. After all, Smith gave Willis free reign to find a new blacksmith, expecting complete capability on his part. With this promotion in responsibilities, failure was surely not an option.

			Then, after an hour of steady pace, their wagon slowed down to pass through the main entrance of Springwater Plantation. A stately pillared main house looked down from a small rise on all who entered. These surroundings were familiar enough for Willis. Yet while Fortune eyed the scene about him, he immediately detected a difference in the air.

			Surprisingly, he did not feel an undercurrent of repression like when he first arrived at White Rose. Of course there were plenty of servants performing numerous tasks of grueling labor, but not many pale men were exercising brutish authority. Nor were harsh screams from relentless whippings constantly assaulting one’s ears. 

			Fortune had no chance to make further evaluations once Willis pulled to a halt near the bricked main house. Motioning Fortune to come off the wagon, he spread out his right hand in a flourish.

			“We have arrived Fortune. You will now meet your teacher, Herman Ford. He’s the best at putting learning into heads of boys like you. When he’s finished, we’ll put you to real use. And count yourself lucky not to be working in a field. We reckon you can do a little more than that! But you cross us once and off to the fields you go for good! Ah look here, there comes Herman.”

			From behind the main house there appeared a middle aged man of wiry build and strong disposition. Fortune could see years of wear in his creased face, though a steely determination burned through probing blue eyes. Here, Fortune surmised, was a pale man not used to easy tasks. 

			“Greetings Willis, good to see you again at Springwater,” he exclaimed while extending his hand. “So, is this the boy you want to make into a blacksmith?”

			“Sure is Herman,” replied a smiling Willis as he shook hands in a firm grip. “We have a lot riding on this buck. His name is Fortune. What do you make of him?” 

			Unlike the port where he was mauled like a beast of burden, Herman Ford looked him over with a steady gaze before peering directly into his eyes. After scratching his chin, he made his assessment. Not once did he put a hand upon Fortune.  

			“Well, if his will and discipline match his appearance, you will have your blacksmith,” Ford replied in the affirmative. “I’ve worked with worse and made better, so we have a good chance here indeed.” 

			“Yes sir, Herman! That’s what I thought when I first laid eyes on him down in Savannah! Now I best be getting back to White Rose. That is, unless you need me for anything else?”

			“Only thing I need right now is time to make this Fortune a good blacksmith. Now you get along there Willis. And please give my regards to Harriston and Darlene.” 

			“With pleasure I will Herman. Should I check back in five weeks or so?”

			“Four will be plenty Willis. Have a safe ride back to White Rose.” 

			Not lingering a moment longer, Willis mounted his wagon and rode down a tree lined laneway towards the main road. As he became a mere speck on the green horizon, Herman Ford turned back to face Fortune. 

			“Welcome to Springwater Plantation, Fortune. Make sure you listen well to everything I do and say. When White Rose sends a boy anywhere, they want to make sure they get their money’s worth! Everyone in Georgia knows that Harriston Smith does not look kindly on poor results. Do we understand each other Fortune?”

			“Yes,” muttered a subdued Fortune. 

			“Good enough. I’m gonna show you around the barn where we will be working. Along the way I will point out where you’ll be sleeping. I don’t ask much, but what I want I get. You will eat three square meals of decent food and gain a good night’s rest. But you must do what I ask without any guff. If I decide I can’t work with you that will be the end of it. Am I clear enough?”

			“Yes,” replied Fortune meekly, knowing he had no choice but to obey. 

			Ford’s nose wrinkled in slight disapproval after hearing this response. “Before we start, you best address any White man you speak to properly. I want to hear a sir or mister at least. I’m not your master, so I don’t care to hear that. Now let’s get moving along.” 

			Walking towards Springwater’s large stables, Fortune could not help but notice the spirit of those Colored servants working here. Surely they were not content with their station, though the widespread fear painting every minute at White Rose was hardly noticed on these grounds. As if reading his thoughts, Ford continued speaking.  

			“Master Smith don’t approve of all our ways at Springwater. For one, he says we’re too easy on our slaves. But no one can argue with results, and he must envy our success deep down. Because everyone knows what’s most important to Harriston Smith; profit with results. And Springwater Plantation does both just fine. Now over here are the stables.” 

			They approached a massive, well maintained brown barn, its main doors open to reveal many stables with a large work space. When Willis led the way inside, Fortune’s curiosity was won over with various tools made by minds of a different temperament. His memory flashed back to Nathaniel’s comments about the pale man holding weapons the servants had no chance to match. Perhaps there was some truth in the old man’s words? 

			“It looks a bit too much at first,” gestured Ford at the various implements. “But that’s why you’re here. And I’ll learn you good. But first let me show you the beauty before the pain. These horses are the pride of Springwater. And it is the duty of the blacksmith to make sure that they fit the horses, make the shoes and whatever other tool is needed for the farm. You will be a jack of all trades Fortune. 

			“Making tools is hot, tough work, but it’s easy compared to fitting these horses out with their shoes! Most of them will let you if you do it nice. But a few of them just don’t care. You’ve gotta watch those ones real careful. I’ll say it again, most of them are good, but there’s a few that can have a temper. Are you ready to get some learning in? I’m going to start by showing you all the tools you will be using in this trade.”

			Fortune was suitably impressed by the shape and form of all the implements about him. He was very eager to learn just what the pale man did with such strange objects. 

			“I am ready Mister Ford,” he replied positively.

			Without a moment to waste, Ford began the intense process of teaching his latest pupil about his new trade. In turn, Ford was taken aback by Fortune’s appetite for knowledge. He sensed this was no ordinary slave, perhaps having some standing back from wherever he came on the Dark Continent. From anvils, vises and tongs, his new apprentice eagerly memorized each and where it was placed in the workshop.

			Suitably impressed after a lengthy first day of instruction, Ford gently patted Fortune’s back. “Now that’s how I like it. No talkback and not stupid like an ox! Keep it so, Fortune, and I will make a fine blacksmith out of you. Master Smith will not want for another by the time you leave Springwater!” 

			Fortune bled inside every time he heard the word master. As hard as a hammer hitting hot iron on any anvil, he remained staunch in his determination to forge freedom. It was through gaining knowledge from the pale man at every chance that he would fashion an opportunity.

			“Thank you, Mister Ford. I will not disappoint you,” he smiled back. 

			In the sweet progress of learning, Fortune found Herman Ford a man who prided himself on a deep knowledge of affairs. By remaining attentive, he paid Ford the ultimate compliment, which curried more favor with his instructor. While Ford maintained a firm air of authority, he did extend certain decencies towards Fortune. To be sure, this was not common in the contemporary South. 

			As their days together carried on, each man learned a great deal from the other. In Fortune’s case, he gained knowledge which allowed him to master those tools which seemed so foreign at first sight. By the end of his second week, he was already molding implements to be used at Springwater Plantation.

			Herman Ford could not believe the capacity for learning in his new charge. He would never admit it aloud to anyone, but Fortune’s abilities surpassed any man’s he had ever seen. To observe Fortune in action would put the offensive assumptions concerning the Colored man’s sense of industry to shame. 

			And it was for that reason Ford determined to let Fortune know his place, less the essential truth of his worth became self-evident. Every White man in the South knew the whole system of their economic survival depended on keeping the Colored man in his place; through an oppression which afforded cheap labor to run the South’s vast, labor intensive plantations.

			On starting his third week of training, time came for Fortune to do the farrier’s job of fitting a horse’s hooves. In America, it was not enough for a blacksmith to forge and repair implements. In addition to those tasks, they fitted shoes on horses as well.  

			“Remember back when you started how I said the harder task lies ahead?” Ford queried. “Now is the real test for any true blacksmith. Sure you may be able to fashion a shoe, but can you put it on a horse and make it comfortable? Today I’m gonna show you how it’s done. Watch me carefully Fortune, because there can’t be any mistakes from here on in. Are you following me?” 

			“My eyes are always on you Mister Ford.” 

			“Good to hear,” Herman Ford replied as he led Fortune to one of the stalls. “We are going to fit out Bessie here today. She’s a friendly one so it will make it easier on you.” 

			Ford walked confidently towards Bessie. He engaged the creature’s focused gaze as he approached. Soon he reached his right hand towards her well-toned body, stroking the beautiful light chocolate horse with a soothing caress. Then, after speaking soothing reassurances to Bessie, he placed his utensils gently on the ground. When Ford felt the temperament of the horse was calm enough, he started in earnest. 

			First, he deftly used strong pincers to remove Bessie’s first shoe. Once successful, he immediately trimmed and primed the sole of her naked hoof, with cuttings raining on the hay strewn floor. When he judged this part of the process complete, he turned back to an engrossed Fortune. It was essential his charge knew every step in the next procedure.

			“So then…” 

			Unknowingly, Ford had trimmed too close to a sensitive part of the horse’s hoof. Without warning, Bessie suddenly reared up, kicking out towards a blindsided Herman Ford. Yet in one swift action, an alert Fortune sprang up and pushed Herman away from the deadly kick, saving the teacher’s head by inches. Splayed on the ground, Herman Ford looked up in astonishment at the bucking horse, immediately realizing what had transpired. 

			“Bessie, what the hell is wrong with you?” he screamed out. “You damn near killed me!” Straightening himself out, he glared back at Fortune with strained embarrassment. 

			“Come along now, we’re gonna train on another horse, since Bessie’s gone wild today,” Ford muttered while still in some shock.

			Not one word of gratitude for saving his life was uttered. To Fortune, it was another humiliating moment in the perverse land of this course pale man. In his native Ehra culture, the person whose life was saved would be beholden to his rescuer in lifelong gratitude. But here, not even a simple expression of thanks was offered. It was a world which repulsed him every moment with its willful ignorance. 

			Eventually Ford found a willing horse on which to conduct his lessons. In the following days, Fortune became as adept as his instructor in fitting these graceful creatures. Pleased with Fortune’s progress, Ford’s mind raced ahead to the large sum he would receive for training him. Remembering Willis was expected the next morning, Ford ensured his apprentice was in fine form. 

			“Now look here Fortune. Willis is arriving tomorrow and taking you back to White Rose. But before that happens, I need to know if you have doubts about anything I’ve taught you. Speak up now boy, because Harriston Smith will deal hard with you if any mistakes happen over there! You hear me?” 

			Fortune knew all about the ill temperament of his supposed master. “I’m fine on it all Mister Ford, but you could show me again how you use the horn to make those rounded metal parts?” 

			“That’s no problem there Fortune. And is there anything else on your mind?”

			“No sir Mister Ford.” 

			“Then follow me back to the work area. After all this, I want you to grab yourself some food and get a long rest. I don’t make my reputation on disappointments you know.” 

			Early morning at Springwater Plantation witnessed Herman Ford and Fortune anticipating Willis’s arrival. Before that happened, the instructor had some parting words for his charge.

			“You’ve got good hands now. And well enough learning I reckon. It’s time for you to go back to White Rose and show Master Smith I taught you well. So don’t mess up anything. And boy, don’t ever forget that Herman taught you well. Be good now, ya hear?” 

			“Yes Mister Ford. I learned you well.” 

			Ford’s eyes then narrowed in displeasure upon remembering a nagging feeling he experienced throughout the apprenticeship. “I have to say something before Willis arrives. You’re an odd nigra, Fortune. I don’t know where you come from, nor care. But always remember where you are, and that any smarts you have still do not measure up to a White man’s! You are here to serve us, and if you get uppity, well, you will find your Maker soon enough.”

			At that precise moment a speck approaching the front entrance of Springwater Plantation steadily grew larger. Soon the familiar outline of Willis and his cart came into focus. He wore the expectant grin of a soon to be father on his round, sunburned face.

			“Greetings to you on this fine morning Herman. I hope there is good news to start off my day?”

			“Good morning Willis. I told you when you left Springwater four weeks ago we had a good chance with this buck. And he’s proved equal to my thoughts. He came here knowing nothing, but he leaves here as your next blacksmith.”

			Willis immediately reached into his side satchel and produced a large amount of colored paper. “Here’s the fee agreed upon by Harriston Smith for your efforts. I trust all will be fine with our arrangement?” 

			Ford grasped the thick wad of bills before counting it out. Afterwards, he placed both hands upon his haunches in a display of complete satisfaction.

			“Everything looks to be in order. As for Fortune, this boy’s skills will lack for nothing.” 

			“Come along now Fortune. And thank Herman Ford for making you useful for Pete’s sake! He just made a place for you at White Rose.”

			“Yes Mister Willis. Thank you Mister Ford. I know a lot now and can be a good blacksmith.” 

			“I sure hope so Fortune, because Harriston Smith will find out soon enough if you are. Good day Herman.”

			“Likewise Willis, and once again give my regards to Harriston and Darlene.” 

			Willis’s cart rocked down the laneway at a steady gait. Meanwhile, Fortune reflected briefly upon his days at Springwater Plantation. He left its gates with more knowledge, though feared what lay ahead. 

			While he was never treated as an equal at Springwater, he was afforded a greater degree of latitude than at White Rose. Though no matter how he judged his situation, the bonds of slavery still held fast, maintaining cruel conditions he desired to flee.

			For now, the cart driver held a smug look of satisfaction throughout their ride back to White Rose. Harriston Smith could not help but be impressed by his handling of the whole process. Herman Ford virtually assured Fortune’s success. And it was Willis who bought Fortune; only he could be accorded any gratitude a pleased Harriston would bestow.  

			*****

			Several months after his apprenticeship at Springwater Plantation, Fortune had become quite settled. To his credit, he was equal to the unending tasks required in such a vast operation. Even Willis’s intense scrutiny found little to fault in his work. Though he would never say it aloud, Willis would be hard pressed to remember a time their smithing operations ran so smoothly. 

			Fortune’s competencies were noticed by those in higher authority. Harriston Smith would not suffer an incompetent in this crucial position, and even he found no cause for concern. Harriston heard positive remarks about Fortune’s handiwork every day while he oversaw White Rose’s operations. And for the first couple of months it was reassuring to him.

			Yet into the third month, Harriston’s contentment began to turn towards a measure of envy. Here was a common slave garnering a pleasant word from drivers, overseers and practically most others he came in contact with. This made a proud Harriston Smith begin to fear the growing importance this one slave held in the running of his plantation.

			Regardless, today found Harriston’s spirits riding high. Cotton yields were stronger than ever. Demand from Europe appeared insatiable. And his slaves were working harder than ever. He was maximizing profits at every turn, which meant White Rose Plantation continued to be the envy of Georgia. Now feeling a bit peckish after his morning walkabout, he looked forward to a delicious lunch with Darlene. Upon entering their grand dining room, he beheld his elegant wife awaiting his company.

			Darlene was beaming as she greeted her husband at the finely set table. “Harriston darling, did you hear that White Rose’s bale production has increased by a quarter since last year? The overseers’ say those last batch of field workers we bought are doing mighty fine work. And one of them said our blacksmith Fortune is keeping all our wagons working so fine!” 

			Of course Harriston already knew these figures, but always wished to please his wife. Her beautiful appearance, grace and connections greatly enhanced his position in Georgian society. Therefore it paid immeasurably to keep her approval.

			“Yes Darlene, I believe you are correct. Thank you.”

			“And did you hear those drivers lately?” she gushed on. “They say their carts have never run so smoothly. The horses seem to prance when they used to wince, like old Bailey did, don’t you remember?”

			Harriston could not imagine he would be hearing more accolades for Fortune while dining with his wife. “Yes, I know how everything is working here Darlene. Now can we talk about more agreeable topics while we take lunch?”

			“Well now, it is very agreeable to me that we both know how White Rose is keeping. Besides, I find it peculiar I have to learn about these things secondhand. After all, we know my family’s efforts laid the ground for what we have here today. And it does White Rose a lot of good to make sure workers like Fortune have a little better treatment, if you know what I mean…” 

			“I don’t want to hear any more about that boy!” interrupted a hollering Harriston, pounding his fists hard on the table. “You continue to carry on about that nigra, and I find it insulting!” 

			Darlene shook her head in disgust at his emotional display. “Judging by your reaction, one would think your position was threatened. Now pull yourself together and enjoy this fine meal before us!” 

			A sullen Harriston glared at Darlene before settling his nerves somewhat. “Yes, I am feeling quite hungry. Let’s celebrate our recent success.” With no further exchange, both ate in contemplative silence. 

			The following week, Fortune began noticing another pair of eyes studying his movements. None other than Harriston Smith began making frequent visits to his work area at the stables. His cool demeanor made Fortune wary. He would frequently watch upon Fortune’s activities for minutes at a time before moving on. Fortune became certain his sole purpose was to intimidate the blacksmith with his presence. Fortune was clueless as to the reason why. 

			Despite these circumstances, he improved daily upon his craft. Afterwards, in the scant hours afforded him, he would learn as much as possible about his surroundings. Speaking with other servants, Fortune gathered an informal knowledge of how affairs were conducted at White Rose. 

			It was one such evening during frequent talks at Nathaniel’s hut when he looked upon a familiar sight with fresh eyes. He knew it was forbidden fruit, though desired to taste its contents even more. 

			Today, Fortune eyed the old Bible lying near Nathaniel’s night candle with great focus. He could only explain his heightened curiosity one way. It was based on his assumption there was a powerful reason the pale man sought to keep its meaning from slaves. And because of their actions, Fortune came to the conclusion he must learn to read his oppressors’ secrets. 

			“I want to know what my enemy’s words mean Nathaniel. When I can read his thoughts, I will know his actions. And if I know that, there may be a way to get back to Africa!” 

			Nathaniel continued to be astounded by Fortune’s brash ambitions. “Good Lord, what makes you think I can teach you son? You know a slave is not supposed to read in these parts. And even if I could, why would I risk the few years I have left to help you? Have you lost your sense as well as your freedom?” 

			“True, there is nothing I can do to force my will upon you. But see how fast I learned the pale man’s spoken word! My mind is strong and my will even greater. 

			“Nathaniel, you still speak the language of your ancestors, and I believe some pride still remains in that wise mind. So let your last moments aid a fellow captive, and not smother my desire with our oppressor’s hate!” 

			Nathaniel studied every contour of Fortune’s strong facial features. After deciding there was no benefit to risk one’s life for such a troublemaker, he turned away towards his beckoning sleeping mat. 

			Then, Nathaniel remembered a kind old servant from past days at White Rose. That elderly man Perry saw something in a young Nathaniel and taught him the cherished gift of reading at great peril. Why yes, did he not hold Fortune’s same fire in his youth? 

			On second thought, it seemed a hollow act indeed to deny Fortune and snuff out his flame of promise. Abruptly he turned to face a puzzled Fortune.

			“Fortune Smith, your head is strong, and that will get you an early grave. Now listen to me! You have a quick mind, but it ain’t gonna be enough to stay alive at White Rose. If you get uppity with Master Smith he will beat you down for good! To him we are nothing more than animals, and he expects all his animals to be well trained.

			“Any time you challenge the rules at White Rose they will give you a nasty beating. You’ve got to let go of your high mind and think before you speak! If you promise me that, I will teach you how to read the pale man’s words. But always remember, if others hear tell of this, both of us will hang. Of that you can be sure.” 

			Fortune was pleasantly surprised by Nathaniel’s change of heart. “Thank you for this. I will never forget the faith you showed in me today.”  

			Nathaniel took Fortune’s outstretched hand, delivering a firm handshake. “Don’t thank me yet Fortune. I still don’t know if I’m doing right here, and I feel you will only use learning to put yourself in harm’s way. But I reckon at my age it won’t hurt to make some atonement to get in the Lord’s good books. Hope I’m wrong, but my old mind has been right too many times to think otherwise.” 

			Fortune’s mind flashed back to the fetid stench of death in The Relentless’s steamy hold as it carried him across the Great Ocean. He remembered that solemn vow to seize just one opportunity to reclaim his honor. Fortune reasoned he must understand the pale man’s way of thinking to find out their weaknesses. Then, armed with that knowledge, he aimed to make good on his escape. So tonight, another step forward in his grand scheme was consummated under silent conspiracy of evening stars. 

			On the night of their first rendezvous, Fortune looked upon the large, faded brown book that would be his next inspiration. Nathaniel tapped the weathered bible with soft respect.

			“This here is the Good Book, Fortune. Would you believe that wife of Mr. Whip gave this to me? Mr. Whip is what we call Harriston Smith when he’s not around. She never knew I could use it to my advantage and read from it. She just told me to keep it by my bed as a good luck charm to protect my soul. Damn well did more than that!

			“She’s something different, all right. Sure, she likes all those fine things her husband gives her. But she attends church every Sunday, and wants no one working on the Sabbath. And Darlene Smith can barely hold herself back when the whippings happen! 

			“Missus Smith wants order, but has seen too many of us die from beatings by Mister Whip. I’ve heard servants up in the Big House say she fears not going to heaven if one more slave dies from a whipping at White Rose.” 

			Fortune countered with a question which suddenly came to mind. “Do you believe that book will protect you after reading what it contains?”

			Nathaniel gave the Bible an intense look, as if to divine its true meaning. “They may be able to hold our bodies in bondage, but the Lord gave us a mind. I reckon the Bible gives us a way to live better, and I feel learning can’t hurt your soul.” 

			Over the course of many candlelight sessions which went well past midnight, both men huddled over musty browning pages to whisper words and phrases. True to his nature, Fortune proved a quick learner. 

			As days became weeks, this knowledge gave him a solid basis for understanding the pale man’s beliefs. For instance, they worshiped one deity, just like the Ehra. But fundamental contradictions between what his oppressor wrote and how they acted troubled him greatly.

			“This makes no sense to me,” he finally told Nathaniel during one particular vigil. “The pale man writes such grand words in his Bible. But every day they live a life opposite to what is written here. Can they ever be trusted if they do not carry out these words of their God?” 

			Nathaniel shook his head quickly. “That is not for us to decide in our master’s world. He has power over us, and we best worry about surviving within it.” 

			Fortune felt unsettled deep inside his stomach. He began to wonder if there was any value in reading the Bible if what was printed proved so many falsehoods. 

			“So the pale man worships a deity they do not heed, and they are supposed to be my master? They have no bond to their own God’s words, yet you say we have to believe in them? You sound defeated Nathaniel; they’ve really won the battle for your soul.” 

			Nathaniel was dumbstruck by Fortune’s harsh assessment. “What gives you the right to say such things about me? You ungrateful ass! You talk so boldly about things you hardly grasp!” 

			Fortune realized he had stepped out of line. It would do him no good to anger one of the only allies he had. 

			“Forgive me Nathaniel. I have so much to learn in this land, though my blood still boils at how I was tricked into captivity. You are a good man, and your teachings will help me become better too.” 

			Nathaniel’s stiffened back relaxed after hearing this complement. “I keep telling you, Fortune, to watch your place here. If you let that anger slip at the wrong time they will make you pay dearly. And there is nothing in God’s graces I could do to stop them. Understand me son?” 

			Fortune nodded his head in acknowledgement. 

			“Now let’s finish off for the night. Tomorrow’s a heavy day for both of us.” 

			The next morning found Harriston Smith in good spirits. Two months prior he and Darlene had received invitations to one of the biggest events in Georgia’s social calendar, happening this very evening. 

			But with just hours to spare before departure, Harriston was becoming irritated. He had no idea of his wife’s whereabouts. Finding an overseer outside, he determined to get an answer. But as he prepared to speak, Harriston’s pride overtook his mind. 

			“Tommy, look around here. There ain’t no way my slaves would have it better anywhere else! Just look at those rows of cotton bursting from rich Georgian soil. And this grass is so springy it cushions the soles of any man’s feet. So what is wrong within my little paradise? 

			“I’ll tell you what! Where in the hell is Darlene Smith? Sometimes I think she takes pleasure in putting my mind at ill ease! I’ve searched high and low for her. We have a formal ball to attend at Springwater Plantation and I don’t want to be late! What the hell can she be up to?” 

			His hired man bore a blank expression. “Don’t know Mr. Smith. I thought she was upstairs in the Big House.” 

			“Well, that’s obviously not the case, since I’m asking your fool head! The main carriages are still on the drive, and that means she is somewhere on the grounds. Now I want you to take…” 

			At that moment Darlene Smith sauntered into view with a servant carrying several fashionable boxes.  

			“Darlene, where in the blazes were you at? You know we have to get ready for the Christmas Season Ball tonight?” 

			“Hush now Harriston, you’re cackling like an old crow!” she replied dismissively. “Oh yes, do you remember the wheel on that formal black carriage our old blacksmith could never fix? Fortune looked after it yesterday; his overseer said it’s now running smoothly. And you know how I always said it was my favorite carriage. So I had one of the drivers take me to town. Even he said it was gliding along the roads.” Darlene continued into the main house with a frustrated Harriston marching in behind her. 

			Soon Harriston was upstairs tidying himself for the evening event. Standing proudly
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