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	This Interracial historical romance contains very adult themes.

	So please be prepared for that. Guidelines to follow on the next few pages, so please read them.
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	Please Note: 

	“If you are looking for Bridgerton…”

	This “is Not It”; the main female characters are WOC, and this is “their” story.

	This Book as well as this series “Barely” has a plot. 

	When I wrote this collection many years ago, 2007…it was simply to satisfy my…fantasy of what I imagined it would be like in my writing world. There is no great angst, no war to fight, no temptation to break away from…It is simply the ramblings of my mind, and my love for historical fiction.
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		On Pg. “Not Totally” Sexual Situations 

		 vernacular from the 17th & 18th century. 

		On Page Colloquial ethnic Speech

		ON PG. Violence

		On PG Historical Facts

		On PG. Some Harmful Venacular of the time period

		Ill Treatment of people of color

		On PG. Pregnancy



	please adhere to Advisement.
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	This Book is Rated R

	Reader Discretions is Advised 18+. 

	And don’t forget to check the information in the back of the book, about other genres, as well as pertinent information about the author.

	 

	 

	 


We Hope you Enjoy this book!
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	Chapter One
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	Fredericksburg Virginia

	July 2, 1863

	I  squinted …

	[image: Image] against the pelting rain as I stood under the dimly lit lamppost. 

	I peered up at the sky, then grimaced. As if through some cruel jest, it suddenly opened up and began to pour down upon me. I continued to peer around but saw no one. This surprised me for the reason that troops were always under foot. 

	In September of last year after the Union’s victory at Antietam, Lincoln issued a preliminary decree stating unless the rebellious states returned to the Union by January 1st, freedom would be granted to slaves within those states. The decree also left room for a plan of compensated emancipation. 

	No Confederate states took the offer, and on January 1st, Lincoln presented the Emancipation Proclamation. The proclamation declared, “All persons held as slaves within any States, or designated part of the State, the people whereof shall be in rebellion against the United States, shall be then, thenceforward, and forever free.” I was not so sure I believed it, for the reason that so far no one had come to set me free. 

	I pulled the shawl tighter around me straining to protect my body from the freezing rain. I knew must concoct some kind of diagram and be quick about it. Equally, I knew I musts flee somehow, and now. There was no muddle about that, for the reason that if I did not there would be hell to pay. 

	As I stood bewildered in the rain, the scene I had just fled occupy itself repeatedly through my mind. I had not meant to slay the man. I swear I had not! Nevertheless, it seemed as if the very idea of causing me pain seemed pleasurable to him. I was a slave, true, but no woman deserved to be treated akin to that. 

	Slave or free. 

	No man had touched me the way in which he sought after too, and the evil affection he offered I wanted no part of. 

	I had noticed him watching me for some time now, and the very thought of it sent a chill down my spine. I could see the evil behind the stare. We had knowledge of how some soldiers felt about coloreds; but what surprised me most, was that many of them had just as much, or more contempt for us as the Confederate soldiers did. 

	This confused me. 

	The man smelled of stale coffee, tobacco, and urine. He would sometimes paw at me when I would bring the trays of food out for the soldiers, and I loathed him. 

	Every fiber of my being did! 

	The Missus usually kept him at bay, which often gave me a respite. This soldier had even been ordered by his Lieutenant to stay as far away from the slave women as possible, nonetheless he ignored it. Tonight, he was in a stupor, and I surveyed him as he approached. However, I was not quick enough this time, when caught me around the waist and dragged me into the wooded area near the back of the plantation house. He whispered in my ear that if I yelled out, he would murder me. 

	I shuddered from head to foot now as I recollected his rancid breath.

	I remembered pleading for my life as he struck me, but he would only laugh and strike me even more. He called me every filthy name one could imagine. 

	I nearly welcomed death, simply for the reason that it may cause him to go on his way. 

	I had fumbled around for something on the ground. 

	Anything that I might be able to strike him with, to remove him from me. I felt the blood seeping from the gash in my temple, and at that very moment, the man was ripping my dress.

	I knew I had to do something quick. 

	My jaw felt as if it were broken, my head pounding. Finally, after what seemed an eternity, my hand encountered the stone. I seized it, and with all the force I could muster, I struck the man on the side of the head. He groaned, his eyes rolled back into his head, when he collapsed on top of me. 

	I remained still for several moments listening to the night sounds. I listened to see if the man was breathing, but it was inflexible to disclose. I pushed with what was left of my strength and rolled the man from me, as I crawled onto my knees and took a long deep breath. 

	I peered at the man and noticed that his eyes were open, and a startled gasp left my lips. I poked him, but he did not move. Alarmed now, I scrambled to my feet. I peered around and thought, thank God, no one was about. The Missus sent me out to wash the chamber pots, so no one had knowledge that I was out here. The river was in the opposite direction. 

	As I stood gazing down on the man, I realized he was dead. A fear almost as formidable as God himself overtook me. 

	What would I endeavor now? 

	Where would I traverse to? 

	I would indeed hang for certain! 

	A slave slaying a white man was death. If I did not flee now, I would indeed swing from a tree by sunup! I listened once more, as I endeavored to calm my erratic breathing. 

	Nothing. 

	No scuttling feet, no call to alarm, no resonance at all. Merely the crickets and their night song.

	I turned and fled. 

	What are you traversing towards? 

	I demanded of myself; however, I continued to flee. I had to be elsewhere before someone found that man’s dead body, for the reason that as surely as God sat his throne, I would indeed be swinging from the tallest tree in those same woods when they found him. 

	I stumbled, rose, then continued to sprint, even though my chest felt as if it would burst any minute now. 

	 


Business district

	Fredericksburg…
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	After what …

	[image: Image] seemed like epochs of walking I finally reached the municipality. 

	How on earth had I gotten here? 

	I wondered as I peered around once more. Moreover, how the devil was I going to remove myself from this forsaken township? A slave without a Master or Missus was sure to be halted. 

	I had no papers, no master, nothing. 

	I veered close to the stores as I peered about. I saw that Mister Peep’s mercantile was padlocked, therefore no venture of partaking apparel, for this mishap. I heard a noise, then turned sharply towards it. I saw the old man seated in the alleyway with bottle in his hand head slumped. I could not distinguish his face, therefore I timidly walked closer. He must have felt my stare for the reason that he peered up at me at that very moment. 

	“Zayla? That you gal?” He called, peering through his stupor and the rain. 

	I immediately recognized the voice. 

	It was Mr. Wilson, the township’s drunkard. I had witnessed his stupors on many occasions, and as usual, he was at that very moment well into his cups. I crouched down beside him then. 

	“Yes Mr. Wilson, tis me, Zayla.” I whispered, then realized he expected slave speech. 

	“Gal, what you doing out so late, and round?” He asked, peering up at me, when my brow knitted as I sought an answer from my mind. 

	“I be on a run fo the Missus.” I sent back.

	“But so late, gal?” He questioned, when I swallowed hard.

	“Yuh suh, now I bess git gone afo she come lookin fo me.” I said as I pivoted for the opening of the alleyway once more.

	“Certainly gal. Ye bes be careful, no tellin what could come about to ye out here alone. All them damned Yankees still under foot. They don’t take too kindly to none of us southern folks, especially pretty lil colored gals.” I grinned at his slurred speech. 

	I knew him to be right. 

	Although they fought for us, many acted as though they had no choice in the matter.

	“I will’s.” I said, then sprinted towards the opening of the alleyway once more, however, paused as I realized that I as of yet had no plan to remove myself from this current predicament. Now, here I stood once more squinting against the rain. I had no notions once more as what to do. I observed the huge ships from where I stood, and a plan began to formulate in my mind. 

	All I necessitated was secure myself on one of those monstrous ships, and I would be free. 

	I pivoted, then walked back up the alleyway; saw Mr. Wilson lying on his side, a union soldier kicking him attempting to force him to rise. I clung to the wall of the dressmaker’s shop and watched. 

	After several moments, the soldier realized Mr. Wilson was not budging, so he took his leave. I peered from my hiding place as the soldier walked in the other direction. When he rounded the corner, I quickly approached Mr. Wilson. I stripped him of his wardrobe as I whispered my apologies. I rolled him onto his stomach, took off his topcoat, then his shirt and trousers. 

	I wrapped him in my skirts and shawl, then stepped behind the building, leaving my chemise on. I donned his topcoat, trousers, and shirt, then rolled my hair neatly on top of my head. I placed his cap as I heard the hum of a carriage passing by. I walked back to Mr. Wilson, kissed him on the cheek, whispered thank you, then sprinted up the alleyway once more towards the big ships. 

	“You be safe, gal.” Mr. Wilson called, I paused surprised, but did not turn as I took off once more towards the ships. 

	The ships loomed ominous and mysterious before me. Now, if I could only secure a way to board without drawing attention to myself. When I drew closer to a particular ship, I saw it was nearly deserted. There was no one about, which was peculiar to me. 

	As I stood peering about, it suddenly brought to mind the stories the old slaves use to impart to us children of our ancestors. 

	As I recalled the death and sickness, it  gave me pause. 

	Did I really wish to board a death contraption? 

	I shook myself mentally scowling. 

	I had no other selection.

	“Lord, give me the strength to accomplish this,” I whispered, eyes tightly shut. I kept reciting that one prayer repeatedly.

	“You there!” Someone suddenly shouted and I nearly leaped from my skin at the sound of the booming voice.

	“What are ye doing?” He called, when I tilted my head back to peer up at him as he walked the gangplank. Terror gripped me, I turned to flee, but something snagged the back of my coattails. 

	“I said, what mischief are ye up to boy?” He snapped, when I peered up at him once more from under the brim of my cap then. This man was a colossus, nevertheless he was not wearing a uniform. I breathed a silent sigh, however when he spoke, the fear returned.

	“Speak boy. I inquired as to what ye were doing dawdling about my ship?” He solicited once more, when I swallow the lump in my throat.

	“I’s… I’s…I’s,” was all I managed to squeak out.

	“Ye what, boy?” He snapped once more, and I peered up for a third time.

	“I’s searching fo work, suh.” I squeaked.

	“What do ye mean, searching for work? Where are yer owners?” He asked peering down on me. I noticed the soft accent, and knew he was not from Virginia. Most people round our township spoke with a slight slur. I placed my head down and feigned shyness.

	“Suh, my mammy and pappy be dead, and the union soldiers raided my Massa’s plantation, so’s we alls jus run.” I said quietly.

	“Are ye a slave, boy?” He asked scowling, when I peered up at him once more.

	 

	*

	 

	Wooldridge grimace past the words he knew he must utter, whether he fancied it or not, for in most of these southern states, it was decreed as law. He knew last month, Lincoln had addressed the nation on the abolishment of slavery, but nothing was permanent yet.

	Despite its expansive wording, the Emancipation Proclamation was limited in many ways. It applied only to states, which had seceded from the Union, leaving slavery untouched in the loyal Border States, akin to this one. It also expressly exempted parts of the Confederacy, which had already come under Northern control. Most important, the freedom it promised depended upon Union military victory. Wooldridge exhaled deeply then. That was the premise of the reason they were there. 

	Even though he and Stone had done their duty, they endeavored to supply armory for the union soldiers.

	Although the Emancipation Proclamation did not end slavery in the nation, it captured the hearts and imagination of millions of Americans, and fundamentally transformed the character of the war. Nevertheless, even with this proclamation, the slaves in this region yet remained slaves. 

	A runaway slave was to be returned as lost property, or stolen property. Yet he did not comprehend this concept. However, he would have to do it regardless. 

	Moreover, who steals themselves? 

	Wooldridge surmised 

	 

	*

	 

	“I spose I wuz suh, but now I ain’t got nobody round to be a slave ta. So meybe I ain’t no mo. Ma Massa and his Missus, and the chilren too done left ebery thang they’s had. Eben the slaves, so’s we all jus left too. Wudn’t nobody round, no way.” I exhaled, when he nodded as I peeked up at him from under the cap.

	“Yet ye have not answered my initial question to ye lad that I have solicited nearly thrice now. What has brought ye here, to be near my ship, boy?” He asked for a second time, when I swallowed hard probing my brain for an answer.

	“I wuz searching fo sumptin to eat, suh.” I said, when the man merely gazed at me. I bent my head even further then. I nearly felt my chin abreast with my chest, as I felt his stare upon my bent head. After several long moments, he finally spoke.

	“Here’s a fancy notion for ye lad; I have need of a cabin boy on that immense ship there. Is this something ye may wish to obtain?” He solicited, when I peered up at him once more, my eyes peered at the ship, then once more at the man.

	“Oh yah, suh, I wud be mighty proud to work on yo ship.” I cheered.

	“Then it is settled. We shall have to make do with what ye have, and tidy ye up a bit, however I imagine ye shall fair just fine for the night.” He stated, when I nodded as he continued to study me.

	 

	*

	 

	Wooldridge studied the lad for several moments, something plaguing at the hindmost part of his mind. Despite the fact that the lad was a complete and utter mess. 

	His shirt appeared as if it were in all actuality a dressing gown on him, the trousers and coat vastly too immense, and the stench of him was god-awful; he smelled akin to a brewery. Equally, the blasted cap concealed any view of his face, which may have given Wooldridge some insight as to what this lad was truly about. Wooldridge exhaled noisily.

	“May hap we can even find ye suitable clothing more suited to yerself on the morrow. Spit-spot, hurry about lad,” Wooldridge said as he motioned for the lad to follow after him, as he turned towards the ship.

	 

	*

	 

	As the man pivoted towards the ship, I exhaled deeply, as well as soundlessly. He motioned for me to follow him, and I swallowed hard, giving thanks to the merciful lord. 

	“We set sail within the hour.” The man said and I nodded.

	“Thank you, Lord.” I whispered.

	“How’s that, boy?” The man asked as he turned to peer at me. 

	“Oooh, I’s jus speakin ta God suh.” I feigned, when he nodded.

	 

	*

	 

	Wooldridge smiled, when his brow furrowed as he peered down upon the lad, now that they were in the light of the harbored ships. He was finally able to catch a glimpse of the lad’s full face, when that uneasiness struck his mind once more. He was indeed missing something akin to this lad! 

	“Ye know boy, ye give the impression of a lad, yet I can honestly state; yer quite nearly a dam site too appealing to be a boy.” He mussed out loud, when I held my breath as he continued to peer at me, praying he could not see my face well in the dark. 

	“Ye had better guard yerself on board this ship lad; these men rarely acquire the company of a woman.”  He said, when my mouth separated. His admission halted me abruptly in my pathway. I stared up at the tall stranger in fear. The man gave me another reassuring smile, then spoke.

	“My apologies lad, however, tis part of ship life. Many of them are of the notion that a comely lad is just as excellent as a woman. Colored or not.” He stated, and the look on my face must have spoken volumes, for the reason that the man amended his words. 

	“We shall not concern ourselves much though, lad. I am quite sure Stone will see to it that ye are unmolested round him. It is when ye are not in his sight that ye should be disquieted and anxious. It would behoove ye to find yerself something sharp, and keep on the ready for use.” He instructed, when I nodded, mouth still agape. 

	We walked the few yards to the ship in silence. When we reached it, I paused. It gave the impression of being even more ominous than it did before. I stumbled, then nearly fell off the walkway, when the man caught me by the arm before sailed into the water.

	“Good lawd lad, when was the last time ye partook supper?” He asked frowning as he continued to hold onto my arm.

	“Two day ago, suh,” I lied, when he nodded scowling.

	 

	*

	 

	As Wooldridge peered down at the boy the expression on the boy’s face was quite comical, so he chuckled, then motioned towards the ship once more, the lad following behind him silently.

	 

	*

	 

	We boarded the ship, then walked down a small corridor. After passing several portals, the man paused to peer down on me once more. 

	“This is the Captain’s quarters and ye shall abide here. A few factors I shall make privy to ye lad; one, the Captain’s word is law on this ship. Ye must do everything he requests of ye no matter what it is. It is sort of like the Massa’s word. 

	“Ye shall slumber as ye are this night, yet I shall try to muster up something more suitable on the morrow after daybreak.” He stated, I nodded, when he reached out to open the portal in front of us, but my words caused him to pause.

	“You mean you ain’t da boss man?” I whispered, when he chuckled at my words. 

	“No, I ain’t da boss man,” he said as he opened the door completely, then stepped into the compartment. The figure lying in the huge divan shot up as if he had been struck by lightning and I took a step back. The man squeezed my shoulders, then  gave me a slight nudge forward. 

	“Tis me, Stone. I have acquired ye a new cabin boy.” The man in the divan peered from the man to me, then back at the man. 

	“And do tell lad, what is yer name?” The man asked, when I gaped up at him once more. I opened my mouth to speak but found no words there, as my lips flapped as if I were a fish out of water. My brain screamed for me to riposte him, nevertheless it was as if my vocal cords had ceased to function. I peered up suddenly, then blurted out my response.

	“Zachariah!” I cried, remembering my old friend from childhood.

	“My word, I daresay that is a mouthful for one as wee as yerself. This Stone, is yer new cabin lad, Zachariah.” The man said, when the one in the divan peered sleepily at the both of us. He peered at me once more, yet I was sure that he could not see much of me for the clothes, and the fact that I inched myself behind the man I arrived with.

	“This is where ye shall sleep,” the man said as he brushed aside a curtain to reveal a small cot. I immediately thought of the Missus’ daughter, Amanda. That would not even be enough wardrobe space, let alone her divan. The man in the divan finally spoke and startled me. It was a deep baritone voice, which seemed to rumble its way up from the pit of his stomach.

	“If yer quite finished with the how too’s of navigation, and the perils of acquiring a position as a cabin boy, send the lad to bed Wooldridge, so I may rest myself,” he snapped, then threw himself back onto the divan. The man I now knew as Wooldridge steered me toward the cot once more, then turned to depart. 

	“Night Stone, see ye at first light,” he threw over his shoulder as he left the compartment.

	“Mmmm,” was all the man said. I sat on the small cot pondering what kind of plight I had indeed gotten myself into. I placed my head in my hands and endeavored my best not to sob. The man in the divan suddenly threw back the coverlets, then rose from the bed. My breath caught as he did. 

	My lawd, he was undeniably naked! 

	I immediately fastened my eyes. I had seen a sufficient quantity of naked men; equally I had bathed a few as well. However, it still did not fashion me used to the naked flesh of a man.

	“Here,” he said, and the voice sounded quite close to me now.  It sounded as though he were standing directly in front of me. “Here,” he said for a second time, and I preoccupied myself with the misgiving of my immediate calamity.  “Ye might have need of these.” He stated as he extended the coverlets. I opened one eye at the sound of his voice and stifled a gasp. 

	He was… indeed naked! 

	I kept my eyes focused on the bottom portion of his legs. 

	I did not dare look up. 

	I was a moral young woman.

	I had heard the misfortunes of involving oneself in unadulterated fornication. 

	At the angle in which he stood; I would have gotten the inner working of his manly state, and I was ashen just from the notion that my mind had even conceived of it.

	“Thank you, suh,” I whispered barely audibly and quickly fastened my eyes yet again. I kept them tightly padlocked until I heard the squeak of the divan from his weight. I continued to sit holding the coverlets when he spoke.

	“What the devil is wrong with ye lad, do not simply tarry there. We’ve an early commencement tomorrow, we set sail.” He snapped, I swallowed hard, then nodded. I wrapped myself in the mantle of my latent security, then nestled down into the cot. 

	My joy was immense, to imagine that I may well be secure, for however long that may be. 

	Yet…was I truly no longer in harm's way? 

	Had I sincerely succeeded? 

	I had not realized how exhausted I was as I sighed closing my eyes. I felt that my lip and eye were beginning to swell, and knew well that it would be a poor sight in the morning. 

	These were my last deliberations as sleep claimed me.

	 


Chapter Two
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	Topside…

	“And may …

	[image: Image] I inquire as to where ye procured the urchin?” Stone asked with a slight grimace.

	“I happened upon him last eve on the docks.” Wooldridge sent back sighing.

	“Is he a slave? Should he not be on someone’s plantation? Despite the atrocity of it, and the ills of perceiving to own another man, we are yet subject to the law regardless Art; we are not in Barbados. This is not home, Art.” Stone countered.

	“From what I was able to gather in the few moments I actually sought speech with him, he was a slave, however, is no more. His parents were slain, something or other, and the people who maintained him deserted everything in fear of our boys.” Art countered, when Stone nodded pensively.

	“What came about of his face, Wooldridge?” Stone inquired.

	“That I do not have knowledge of; it was as such when we assembled last evening. Nevertheless, I did not truly retained a worthy gaze at him.” Wooldridge stated.

	“Someone struck the lad depravedly, Art. He both eye and lip are bruised. The jaw is swollen as well; let us hope that it is not broken. Mayhap when he wakes, ye can have Pap take a gander at his face.” Stone grunted, as he stood at the helm peering out over the water.

	“As ye wish Cap,” Wooldridge threw over his shoulder as he went in search of the ship’s doctor.

	 

	***

	 

	I woke with a start. The lurching of my stomach caused me to take a deep breath. It seemed as though my stomach wrenched with each swell of the ship. I sat up slowly, then peered around the chamber. 

	I was disoriented momentarily, when I recalled where I was. I attempted to rise, yet my body felt inflexible all over, and I ached in places I had no notion one could ache. As I rose from the divan, my head began to pound. 

	The color immediately drained from my appearance, when I clutched at my abdomen. I once more felt unwell, then hurried for the basin atop the bureau. I was in the midst of returning last night’s supper when Mr. Wooldridge sauntered into the room.

	“It appears as if someone is not accustomed to the rock of the ship yet.” He chuckled. I merely waved him off in my embarrassment. 

	“There is no need to be discomfited pup, it has happened to the best of us at one time or another. Many a man has been just where ye are now lad.” This he said with a warm laugh. He handed me a cloth to wipe my mouth with, with a smile. 

	“I acquired clean attire. I am not at all sure if it will suit, nevertheless it shall have to suffice for now.” He stated, when I managed to nod, and just that small amount of movement caused my stomach to protest.

	“I imagine it best if ye were to tarry inside today.” He stated exhaling noisily.

	“But suh, I aim’s to make ma keep,” I protested.

	“Ye may earn yer keep tomorrow, nonetheless today ye will settle yerself here. We cannot have ye ill all over the ship. Ye would merely serve to make everyone else sick. Now, attire yerself in these, and I shall see ye directly.” He instructed, I nodded, when he removed himself from the chamber. 

	I hurried to attire myself in the fresh clothing on, however wishing I had the privilege of the creek’s deep waters. 

	Even slaves were allowed to bathe themselves in the creek, I grumbled. 

	I perceived footsteps up the corridor, which caused me to hurry my movements. I had just assumed that it was indeed Mr. Wooldridge once more returning with some other guidelines. As I positioned the chemise under the flimsy cot’s mattress, he entered the room. However, it was not the man christened Wooldridge.  It seemed my only reaction to this man was to gape at him dimwittedly. Speechless and breathless at the same instant. 

	If ever I observed a behemoth of a man, it would indeed be he. 

	He was nearly as darkened skin as I, and the piercing grey eyes reminded me of the worst of storms. His shoulders were broad, and his physique was well endowed with muscular tissue. I instantly surmised from his life aboard ship. 

	His hair reached somewhere mid-way to his shoulders, dark brown in color, however kissed lightly by the sun’s rays, for the reason that it appeared golden in some areas. Equally, he was without tailor I assumed, for he appeared to have at least two days’ growth on his face. Nevertheless, the eyes were what caused me to stare at him, and at present, those eyes were pinned on me. 

	I imagined it was those very eyes, which earned him the name Stone; for they were indeed akin. They were equally the wintriest eyes I had ever had the misfortune to see. I strained to still the small shudder that went through me. I observed he would be extremely dangerous if trifled with.

	“I see the dead has risen,” he grunted as he sauntered to his desk. I swallowed hard, at present for the reason that I was certain he perceived my heart slam against my ribs. A grimace clouded his features as he peered at me once more. “Wooldridge informs me ye will not be joining us this day.” He solicited, when I shook my head no. “Haven’t ye a tongue boy?” He snapped.

	“Yuh suh, but I’s jus be listening real quiet like.” I sent back. At my words, he rolled his eyes.

	“It is not yuh suh, but Yes Sir, I was simply listening. The first thing we shall learn to do is to speak proper English.” He snapped for a second time, when I stifled the sigh. This was the language whites were most comfortable with, so I could not fathom his anger.

	“Ya suh.” I nodded meekly.

	“Not ya suh but yes sir. Now ye attempt it.” He commanded frowning.

	“Yes sir,” I whispered solely to pacify him. I had been able to read as well as write from an early age. My Missus stated that she could not abide dumb darkies, and stupid niggers. 

	Nevertheless, I knew this was the speech most expected from slaves, and to speak otherwise in Virginia was to draw attention to oneself. He retrieved documents and maps from his writing table, then walked to the ingress. Once there he paused.

	“Dwell inside this day, and we shall see if ye fare better on the morrow. I cannot maintain an under-par cabin boy at present. Ye will merely serve to make those around ye unwell.” He commanded, when I nodded.

	“It is as milord wishes.” I responded, then lowered my head. 

	Heavens me! 

	I whispered wide-eyed to myself at my blunder. For as he began to exit the cabin, he paused at my words turning sharply to peer at me. He studied me intently for several long moments, then spoke. 

	“What say ye?” He inquired scowling at me now.  I recognized that he had indeed caught my slip, swallowed hard, then spoke as was expected. 

	“I’s seys yah suh. I’s understands you.” I coughed blinking rapidly, then lowered my head once more. He continued to stare at my bent head with narrowed eyes. 

	He pivoted, then ventured out the door, sparing me one final look before he closed the entry. 

	“My word.” I whispered. I had nearly ruined myself. 

	How long would it be before he established, that I was indeed female? 

	Moreover, what would he complete when he did? 

	It was as if he were able to see right through my guise. I walked to the water basin then. I would arrange to be more mindful in the future. I took the other basin to the writing desk, speckled water on my face, then returned to the cot. 

	How would I attempt to keep up this farce? 

	How was I ever going to execute this ruse without his discovery? 

	I laid my weary bones down on the cot at present. As I ruminated on my state of affairs, sleep claimed me for the second time that day.

	 

	*

	 

	Once outside the entry, Stone paused. 

	Something was amiss here.

	He supposed, glanced at the entry once more, then walked up the corridor scowling. 

	 


Top Deck
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	“So… 
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	what of the lad, Stone? What do ye reason of him?” Wooldridge asked smiling.

	“He is a peculiar lad. One minute he speaks as if he is a slave, and the very next he speaks as well as you or I. There is something amiss Art, I tell ye this true.” Stone scowled.

	“I see nothing iniquitous with him, except that he may well be a bit weather-beaten and tender.” Art shrugged.

	“And did he inform ye as to who struck him as such, Art?” Stone sent back scowling.

	“No, he only implied that he was a slave, and our boys scurried off his people, therefore he fled with the rest of the slaves. However, I made mention of this last evening.” Art chuckled.

	“Where is his family? Did he say he had any?” Stone asked absently. The boy had struck something in him.

	“I daresay ye obviously paid no mind to my explanation this morn, for the reason that if ye had ye would know these things at present. From what I gathered last evening; he doesn’t have any. His parents are deceased, and he did not refer to any other family.” Art stated as he exhaled noisily. Stone felt for the lad. 

	He knew what it was like to lose someone you loved.

	“Fine, have McNalley give him something for his stomach.” Stone commanded, when Wooldridge smiled. Stone endeavored to be as rigid as his dubbed name, however Art knew better.

	“Right away, Cap,” Wooldridge, replied as he went in search of the ships doctor. Stone gazed at the ocean as he steered his massive ship. Even after eight years, he still felt the effects of Teresa’s death. It had been right after Teresa’s death that he had taken to the open seas. The sea welcomed anyone who was brave enough to conquer her. 

	It still astounded him they had only been married for one year. She perished attempting to give birth to their first child. However, what pained him most was the fact that not only did she perish, but the child perished as well. 

	The doctor informed him sometime later that the child had been a boy. It was only now that he was even able to speak of their deaths. Stone surmised long ago; the sea was an escape for him. Stone felt the sea was the respite he needed from everything and all sundries. In the previous eight years, he had only ventured home thrice; and for him it was thrice too many.

	Nevertheless, as he stood peering out over the ocean, he recognized exactly how great he neglected his home. His spirit necessitated he traverse home, not to tarry, but at least to visit with his siblings. Thoughts of home livened his spirits so; that he turned to his crew, then and shouted; 

	“Chart a course for home, boys.” At his words, a loud cheer went up from the men. 

	“Ah wus wonderin’ when we’d be gettin thar!” Someone on deck yelled, and this brought another round of cheers.

	“We should arrive in six and a half weeks. Is that to yer fancy McGinley?” Stone yelled back as he gave the wheel over to Sam. 

	It would be good to go home he thought once more. He missed Lucy’s nagging. The thought of Lucy cheered him so, that it brought a smile to his lips. This was exactly how Wooldridge found him sometime later.

	“What has you smiling so?” Wooldridge asked as he walked upon Stone.

	“Art, I just set a course for home.” Stone stated smiling slightly.

	“Ye don’t say?” Wooldridge cried happily.

	“I do say.” Stone answered back with a chuckle. 

	“I reckoned it was time I put long-standing ghosts behind.” Stone sighed.

	“Well I imagine that is very admirable of ye Chris. I daresay I cannot delay seeing Cindy.” Wooldridge remarked with a snicker. 

	 


Below

	Decks…
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	I woke …

	[image: Image] hours later to someone pounding on the quarter’s entry. I bolted from the divan in a rush to open it before it flew off its hinges. 

	Before me stood a very tall, very ugly man glaring down upon me. He thrust a salver of food at me, then sneered,

	“Here, I ain’t no bleeding cabin boy ye gawd damned little shite! So ye’d bess get over what ails quick or ya won’t be eatin’ nuthin.” The man hissed, then turned on his heel as he left me standing there. I closed the entry and sat the salver on the writing desk. I peered at the fare, however, for the life of me, I had not a clue as to what it was meant to be. 

	Equally, if Christ himself were to inquire of me, I would have even less knowledge. I tasted a very small bit, felt my stomach lurch once more, then commenced to retch. 

	Why it was worse than the slop they fed the pigs on the plantation. 

	My stomach protested its refusal once more. 

	Nevertheless, I must eat something. 

	At least the notion of my stomach supposed so. As I swallowed the food, I felt it immediately rising, then quickly sprinted for the basin. I should have had the knowledge within, for it reeked so much so, that simply the smell turned my stomach. I sat the salver aside, then traversed to my cot once more. 

	I indeed felt frail. 

	Soon sleep reclaimed me.

	As Stone entered the cabin, he scanned the room for the boy, noticed the uneaten food, then shook his head. He observed sleeping on the cot, then entered the cabin fully and walked to the cot to peer down on him. 

	He was exceedingly slight for a lad, Stone supposed. 

	He imagined the lad could be no more than ten-and-two. 

	The hands were small as well, and this struck him as peculiar. Stone’s eyes were drawn to his lip and swollen eye. He felt tightness in his chest. 

	How could anyone mistreat a child akin to this? 

	It made no never mind that the lad was colored, for he was a child foremost! Stone was stunned at his petiteness even still. So, small in fact, he prompted Stone’s mind to compare the lad to a lass. He endeavored to recall some of the plantation lads back home, and for the life of him he could not recall which were this slight at the lad’s age. 

	He would make it a point to ask Art when he spoke to him; mayhap he could recall at least one. As Stone pivoted to exit the chamber, he noticed the lad had washed his face. Stone’s brows drew together then in complete and utter confusion. 

	Now, that was indeed quite odd to him. 

	Most lads his age detested water, particularly when it came to bathing. Shrugging, Stone assumed mayhap this one was different. In his life, he’d seen many colored children, and this one was reminiscent of home. However, never in his life had he witnessed one who voluntarily bathed. 

	This he chuckled at, for the reason that it instantly conjured an image him at the same age, and Lucy’s endeavor to force him to do just that. Imagining her mahogany brown face, gladdened Stone’s heart. She had kept him from many a whipping, this causing him to chuckle once more. 

	Equally, she was literally the sole person on the earth who could demand of him, and he jump to the ready to perform it. His father had of course re-wed after the passing of his mother, however the witch in which his farther had determined to wed, would never be akin to any kind of mother to him. 

	Exhaling noisily Stone pivoted towards the entrance then to exit the compartment, away from the lad, however paused due to the fact that the boy spoke. It was a soft whisper, barely audible.

	“It is me, mamma. Please do not die. Please! Stay with me.” He whispered, when Stone’s brows drew together in confusion. The child did not sound as if he were at all a slave. 

	Perhaps he was someone’s complimentary slave. 

	He spoke perfect English, uniformly, as if he had indeed been educated. Equally, as refined as if he had indeed been taught by the likes of Douglas or Jacobs. Stone reached for the entrance, then peered at the lad once more. 

	The lad quieted; therefore, Stone exited the compartment, brows once more drawn in confusion. He would indeed state once more, there was something amiss with the lad, this he vowed. then. 

	 

	***

	 

	Over the next week, I acquired my ship legs, as I had heard the men say. I was finally accustomed to the rock of the ship, and likewise did as the lower-class men who indeed accomplished labors not much different from what I had performed previously on the plantation. As a slave, I had emptied chamber pots, swept up, and cleaned as I did now, with the exception of swabbing the decks. I furthermore constructed to be certain that the captain had everything he necessitated. 

	The captain was an eccentric man to be sure. Never in my life had I witnessed a white man who was this sympathetic to people of color, even if he did raise his voice far too often. 

	On one occasion while I advanced towards the captain’s camber with his afternoon tea, I noticed the disgusting man who had thrown the tray at me ambling up the passageway. Attempting to keep away from him at all costs, I unintentionally collided with him knocking the bucket from his hand. He jostled me with such force, that it dispatched me reeling undiluted into the partition. My head collided with the interior of the ship, and my vision blurred from the impact of the partition. 
He then seized me by the front of my shirt, hoisting me from my feet. He spoke directly into my face, when I retched at the rancid smell of his breath.

	“Ya bess watch yerself boy. I’d hate ta see a purtty lil thang such as yerself be shark enticement.” He leered, and I ceased to breathe. 

	He smelled worse than I recalled. 

	There was a clamor in the passageway, when the captain’s voice rang out.

	“Release him, Hobbs!” The Captain hissed.

	“But its es’ fault Capin. E ought to watch where e’s goin’.” Hobbs sneered.

	“I said, discharge him Hobbs…and I denote, now.” The Captain spat, Hobbs continued to grasp me by the front of my shirt, with no intention of liberating me. “I said now, Hobbs! Tis an order!” The captain charged for a second time, when Hobbs pitched me to the floor, saluted then stormed off down the passageway sputtering concerning senseless darkies, and them not observing where the bleeding hell they were progressing.

	“I’ll speak with ye momentarily, Hobbs,” the captain called after the disgruntled man.

	“Aye, Sir.” Hobbs snapped back and stormed off.

	“Come here, boy.” The captain instructed peering down on me, however, I made no attempt to relocate myself. “I instructed ye to come here, boy.” He called for a second time, I swallowed hard, then merely stared up the passageway. 

	It was as if my limbs wished not to labor for me. 

	“I am not going to injure ye, now come here boy.” He snapped. I heaved myself up off the base of the ship at his words, then took two timid steps towards him. He motioned for me to enter the compartment, and once I did, he gestured to the seat in front of him. I kept my head low as I took seat.

	“What was it I just witnessed?” He solicited, when my breath ceased.

	“Well suh, I wuz walkin’ real quiet like when…” I began, when he growled.

	“Cease,” he snapped throwing his hands up. “Ye and I both recognize that ye do not speak as such, so cry off with the slave natter.” He snapped for a second time, when my eyes widened. 

	This would indeed be much firmer than I had imagined.

	I simply gazed at him, then swallowed hard for a second time, as my body began to tremble then. 

	And thereafter? 

	I contemplated as he continued to stare at me as well, awaiting my response.

	I would indeed necessitate to be extremely watchful thereabout him; he was indeed clever. 

	I swallowed once more, however the protuberance in my throat continued to rise. My pulse beat loudly in my ears, and imagined he too he could as well. I clutched the chair tighter, then spoke.

	“Well sir, I was conveying you the noon tea as you solicited when I inadvertently hampered the gentleman. The next thing I knew, he heaved me into the wall, then took hold of me by my shirtfront. My head swam, and next you were demanding
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