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The morning broke gently over the green hills and patchwork fields of Bergen County, New Jersey. The rising sun set the Hudson River aflame with ribbons of light, and the cries of roosters carried across distant farms. The Lockwood estate, a sturdy clapboard house with whitewashed walls and dark shutters, stood proud among sloping acres of cornfields that swayed in the early breeze. Though the land was rich, the soil had grown weary, and the weight of debt pressed heavy on the family who lived there.

Inside, a tall grandfather clock chimed six, echoing through the hallway, and Amanda pushed open the door of her mistress’s chamber.

Diana Lockwood lay curled beneath linen sheets, her golden hair spilling across the pillow. She stirred only faintly when the curtains were drawn wide, allowing a rush of sun to pour into the room and dance upon her pale face.

“Miss Diana,” Amanda said gently, her voice low but firm. “It is morning, and the sun’s been up longer than you.”

Diana groaned and buried her face in the pillow. “Too early,” she muttered. “Can’t I rest a little longer?”

Amanda shook her head, her dark eyes alive with humor. She was tall and slender, with deep brown skin that caught the light and thick, coiled hair hidden beneath a neat kerchief. Though bound by slavery, Amanda carried herself with quiet dignity, her spirit unbroken. Diana, with her rebellious nature, had never been able to treat Amanda or Naomi as anything but companions.

“You promised Naomi and me you’d ride with us to the market,” Amanda reminded her. “And sunrise waits for no one.”

Diana opened one striking blue eye and glared. “You are relentless, Amanda.” She yawned and pushed herself upright, her hair falling like a golden river down her back.

“I try,” Amanda said with a small smile.

Diana swung her legs over the bed, stretching. “Very well, I’ll rise. Let me draw a bath and—”

Amanda stepped forward quickly, shaking her head. “That is not wise, miss. Master Lockwood forbids you from such chores.”

Diana’s lips curved with defiance. “My father’s spiteful nature need not frighten you. As long as I live, no harm shall come to you or Naomi. I swear it.” She reached out, taking Amanda’s hand. “Come let us draw it together, and laugh at his rules.”

Amanda’s mouth trembled between a smile and worry. “You put too much faith in promises, miss. But... very well.”

The two women left the chamber, laughter trailing softly as they slipped into the bathing room. The air filled with the sound of splashing water, and by the time Diana was dressed, the morning had bloomed into golden warmth.
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BY MID MORNING, THE Lockwood women gathered in the courtyard. Diana’s gown was white, tied neatly at the waist with a pale blue sash. A linen cap covered her hair, though a rebellious braid of gold still fell against her back. Amanda wore a plain cotton dress, patched yet tidy, her apron tied tight. Naomi, waiting with the horses, looked up as they approached.

Naomi was a woman of strength, her frame fuller than Amanda’s, her eyes dark and steady as riverstone. Her long hair was bound in a wrap, and sweat glistened on her brow from the work of saddling.

“The horses are ready,” Naomi said, wiping her hands. “Best we ride swiftly before the market grows too crowded.”

The three mounted their horses Diana with elegance, Amanda and Naomi with the practiced ease of women long used to labor. They set off down the dirt road that wound through rolling farmland and patches of woodland.
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BERGEN COUNTY IN THOSE years was a place of contrasts. Dutch farmhouses with steep roofs dotted the countryside, fields stretched wide with corn and wheat, and orchards bore fruit in abundance. Yet soldiers of the Continental Army still marched the roads, and whispers of Loyalists hiding in the hills hung in the air. The war for independence was far from distant; it pressed into the lives of every family, rich and poor, free and enslaved.
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THE MARKET LAY AT THE edge of Hackensack town, a sprawl of stalls and wagons gathered upon trampled earth. The smell of fresh bread mingled with smoke from roasting meat, and voices rose in barter and gossip. Merchants sold bolts of cloth, kettles, and tools; farmers offered baskets of apples, butter, and eggs. But among the common goods stood another trade far darker, the trade of flesh.

As Diana, Amanda, and Naomi entered the square, a commotion drew their eyes. A crowd had gathered near a wagon, jeering and laughing. Diana frowned, urging her horse closer.

At the center stood Daniel Harper, a stocky man with a cruel smile and eyes like cold steel. In front of him, trembling and bare, was a girl no more than twelve. Her limbs were thin, her face streaked with tears. Daniel had stripped her naked, forcing her shame before all.

“See here, fine gents!” Daniel shouted. “Strong bones, young enough to serve for years. Who’ll make me an offer?”

A murmur of interest rolled through the men, some leering openly.

Diana’s blood boiled. With a sharp tug of the reins, she pressed through the crowd and threw a blanket from her saddle over the girl’s shoulders. The child collapsed into the covering, sobbing.

“What devilry is this?” Diana cried. Her blue eyes blazed as she faced Daniel. “How dare you disgrace a child so?”

The crowd hushed, sensing the clash. Daniel sneered.

“I’m making a sale, Miss Lockwood. If you’ve no coins to spend, step aside.”

“You reduce her to an animal!” Diana snapped. “Would you do the same to your own sister?”

A roar of laughter broke from the men. Daniel spat at the ground. “This wench is no kin of mine. It’s soft-hearted fools like you, whispering about equality, who put dangerous notions into these creatures’ heads.”

The crowd cheered in agreement, some shouting for Diana to be silent.

“You are mad,” she hissed. Sliding from her horse, she moved to lead the child away.

But Daniel’s hand shot out, gripping the girl’s hair. With his other, he drew a knife and pressed it against her throat.

“Another step and I’ll spill her blood,” he growled, eyes gleaming.

Gasps broke through the gathering. Amanda clutched Naomi’s arm, frozen with fear.

Diana’s heart pounded, yet her voice rang steady. “You would not dare. She is worth profit to you.”

Daniel barked a laugh, echoed by his men. “Profit means naught to me when pride’s on the line. Test me, and she dies.”

Time seemed to slow. Diana advanced a pace, but before she could move further, Daniel slashed the girl's throat. Her life cut short, her body crumpling to the dirt, blood soaking the earth.

A scream tore from Diana’s lips, joined by Naomi’s and Amanda’s. The crowd erupted in cheers, hailing Daniel as though he had proven his manhood.

Naomi seized Diana’s arm. “We must go. Please, Diana.” Her voice shook with grief.

Diana mounted again, her hands trembling. As she turned to leave, Daniel swaggered forward, his knife still wet.

“Next time you meddle in my trade,” he whispered near her ear, “I’ll have my men take your pretty slaves and kill them. Mind yourself, Miss Lockwood.”

He tipped his hat mockingly
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