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Jefferson moved through the darkness, searching for the runaway slave who needed to be brought back home. When he saw the shadows move, he knew who was hidden in them.

"Swift!" Jefferson called out. Swift's shade crouched and froze. Jefferson stepped into the moonlight. "It's me, Swift. It's Jeff."

Swift remained motionless.

"I know it's you, Swift. Don't worry. I'm alone."

True to his name, Swift was a blur. He shot out of the darkness, reaching Jefferson, and clamping a hand over his mouth.

"Hush up!" Swift whispered. "You git us both killt."

Jefferson pushed him off. "Relax. There's no one out here to kill you."

"Says you," Swift said, warily looking about. "What you doin' out here?"

"I'm here to bring you home."

Swift snorted. "Ah'm going home, Jeff. Headed there now. Come North with me. Smart kid like you do good up North."

Jefferson put a hand on Swift's shoulder. "Please don't. Think of The Family."

Swift yanked himself free. "Ah's got no family here and neither do you."

"What about Mother Mabel and -"

"To hell wit dose fools! Those niggers ain't no more yo' family than me."

Swift stepped around Jeff and slipped back into the night. Jefferson followed close behind.

"They can be your family," Jefferson said.

"Maybe yours. Not mine."

Swift started to trot, quickly but quietly. Jefferson was not to be shaken.

"Think about what this going to do to them, Swift. A slave goes missing and they send hunters. They bring guards and start with whippings and whatnot. We got none of that now, Swift. Pritchers don't beat us or treat us mean at all. We damn near free."

Swift turned on Jefferson. "Damn near free ain't free. Damn near free means you still a slave. Now, leave me be, Jeff. Dis the last time Ah say it. Leave me be!"

"Swift-"

Swift ignored his name and went back to creeping, leaving Jefferson alone in a small clearing.

"Swift," Jefferson called after him. There was no reply from the dark forest. "Swift!" Jefferson called. Silence. Jefferson drew breath to call again. A hand reached out of the night, striking Jefferson across the face. Jefferson went down in a heap.

Swift stood over him. "You don't wanna come? Fine. You wanna play Good Lil' Nigger Boy and serve your massa? Fine. But if you thinks that you gonna stop me, dat ain't fine. And if you thinks you gonna tell 'em where Ah am, dat sure as hellfire ain't fine with me. Now leave me be. Turn around and go home before you get hurt."

Swift ducked back into the darkness, creeping carefully to not make a sound or disturb the peaceful night. In time, he came to the river. He knew that six miles down the west bank was an abandoned shack that he could rest in for a day before heading out again tomorrow night. Then, another trek along the river would take him to the Reverend Dunfield's who was rumored to help runaway slaves on the Underground.

He started to follow the river's shore when he heard the running footsteps from the trees. Jefferson sprang from the tree line, tackling Swift and sending them both into the knee-high water. The two men sprang to their feet in the river. Swift threw a clumsy left. Jefferson ducked and then connected with a left of his own. Swift staggered backwards, and then turned to run. Jefferson charged and tackled Swift, driving him into the water.

Jefferson could smell the diluted scent of blood. Swift floated in the river, limp and bobbing with the motion of the passing water. Jefferson turned Swift's body over so his face would be visible by the moonlight. A gash split Swift's forehead from his brow to his scalp and gushed blood. The crack in his skull was visible. Jefferson looked down at what he had done and then looked about. Swift began to drift away downstream. Jefferson grabbed the body and pulled it to the shore.

Jefferson looked at the body lying still, drenched in water and blood. His heart beat like it might burst. His mind blanked. He felt dizzy, staggering backwards. His stomach clenched and he turned to vomit. Jefferson felt everything would be squeezed out of him, but nothing came out. He dropped to his hands and knees and wept. He did not want to kill Swift. He only wanted to bring Swift home. Why didn't Swift just come home?

Jefferson closed his eyes and struggled to regain control. The shame. The pain. The guilt. The panic. Jefferson grabbed each emotion he felt might overwhelm him and held tight. He held until they submitted. When he opened his eyes, his heart was slowing, and his mind was clearing. Eventually, he stood again over Swift's body. 

"I'm sorry, Swift. But a dead slave was better than a runaway." Jefferson looked around him as he spoke. "You came here to bathe," he said to the body. "You slipped and cracked your head." He looked about again. No one was there. "I'm sorry." The words rang empty in his own ears. "I'll find you in the morning."

Jefferson walked away and slipped into the cover of the night.
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Jefferson puffed on his pipe until his cabin had a haze of smoke. He sat on his cot in the darkness and stared into nothing. He could hear nothing but the rushing blood in his ears. He shivered uncontrollably in the warm summer night. 

"Please forgive me, Lord," he prayed. "God, I'm so sorry." 

The prayer felt empty. He had taken a life. Weighed down by his sin, his words could not reach God.

"Everyone will know," Swift said. He stood in the doorway and stared at his murderer. "They'll know and they'll hate you. You'll swing for this." The appearance of the dead man increased Jefferson's tension. Swift's mortal head wound gushed thick blood down his face and over his clothes in a never-ending fall. "I'll be there when they hang you. You won't get any favor. You'll just be lynched."

He was right. Niggers die for far less than this every day. Jefferson's heart felt like it might give out, God meting out his own justice before any man had the chance.

"Jefferson! Jefferson!" A child's voice called from the empty doorway. Morning sunlight spilled in behind her.

When did the sun rise? Did he sleep or did he just lose the time? He certainly did not feel refreshed, so sleep seemed doubtful.

"Jefferson?" the child said again. He looked at her without recognition and said nothing.

From the glare of the sunlight, Isaac approached. The Timucua native stepped behind the girl.  "Anna Lee," he said in his deep and heavily accented voice, "go to breakfast. Tell Mother that I'll bring Jefferson shortly." Anna Lee left the doorway, leaving only Isaac and the light he brought. He stepped into the cabin, without waiting for an invitation. He breathed deeply as he studied Jefferson. Slowly, he approached his pupil and squatted, bringing himself to eye level.

"You can stop puffing on that cold bowl," the native said to Jefferson.

Jefferson took the cold pipe from between his clenched teeth and set it aside.

"What happened to your lip?" Isaac asked.

Jefferson wiped dry blood away from his bruised and slightly puffy bottom lip. "Nothing. I just fell."

Isaac nodded, never breaking eye contact with Jefferson. "Ah. You should be more careful. Come to breakfast, Jefferson." Isaac stood and turned for the door.

"Is everyone waiting?" Jefferson asked.

Isaac stopped. "What?" he asked with his back still to Jefferson.

"Is everyone there?" Jefferson's voice cracked despite his attempts to sound casual.

Isaac turned back to Jefferson. "Everyone, but you, me, and Swift," he said in an even tone.

"Oh?" his voice cracked again.

Isaac nodded and walked out of the room.

"He knows!" Swift said, as Jefferson left his bed. "I'd tell you to be careful what you say, but it's already too late! He knows!"

Jefferson followed behind Isaac in silence. As they walked together to breakfast, Isaac said, "When we get to the Family, say nothing unless I ask you."

Jefferson choked on air and coughed, trying to compose himself. "Why?"

"Because you're bad at whatever game you're playing, and I think I might have to save your life. Now, shut up."

They approached the group in silence. A chorus of "Jeff, you okay?" and "What's wrong?" grew among the diners upon seeing Jefferson's dour look.

"How you gonna keep it from them?" Swift asked. He stood among The Family that approached Jefferson. "They're all gonna watch you swing. I'm gonna watch it too! Try playing 'Good Little Nigger' at the end of a rope, boy!"

Isaac calmed everyone. He held up his hands and blocked their approach to Jefferson. "He's all right. He's just not feeling well today. Got a stomach problem, so don't get mad if he don't eat much, Mother."

Mother Mabel's dark, round figure stepped from behind a table, wiping her hands on a worn apron as she went. She walked past Isaac's blockage without a pause and straight to Jefferson. "Oh, you got it bad," she said after a brief study of his face. "Never mind about that bug. Ah'll fix some soup that'll set him straight." As fast as she could move, she was back in the cooking area, fussing among the pots.

Isaac took charge again. "Thank you, Mabel. Let us pray and eat, everyone. We've got work to get to today." The Family sat and stood as still as possible and bowed their heads. "God," Isaac began, "please bless this food and have it make us strong and healthy. May
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