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Prologue: Introduction
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Virgil Kane is my name, and I was born and raised right here in the bosom of the South.

The year is 1890, a good quarter-century since that infernal War of Northern Aggression ripped apart my state, my whole darn country, and destroyed more good lives than I care to count. I reckon it's high time I unspooled my yarn for y'all, laid it out straight as this old heart can recollect it. It's my life's story and how it got woven into God's grand tapestry, whether I wanted it that way or not.

So gather 'round and listen close to a tale that shook me to my core and twisted my path like a lightnin'-struck oak. Got a bit of the highfalutin' and a heap of the homespun, just like this Tennessee dirt where my roots run deeper than a well.

Folks always said I could spin a yarn so vivid it'd shame a rainbow. Mama swore I got that gift from Aunt Frances, bless her soul—woman could make a trip to the outhouse sound like Odysseus sailin' home to Ithaca. So settle in, friend. Let me walk you through the years—the good, the bad, and the downright ugly—all painted up with the colors of memory wrapped around a storyteller's heart.

Back in the early 1860s, our little patch of Tennessee was flourishin' in its own modest way. Weren't one of them grand plantations with white columns reachin' toward heaven and acres bought by other folks' sweat and sorrow—no sir. Ours was a humble spread, built on our own calluses and the backs of kinfolk workin' the land till it yielded.

Fields rolled out like a patchwork quilt stitched with corn, cotton, tobacco, and enough tomatoes to make even a preacher blush. Spring would come waltzin' in with honeysuckle perfume thick as molasses, summer hit hard as a blacksmith's hammer, but even then there was a raw beauty to it—somethin' fierce and stubborn, just like the folks who called it home.

The farmhouse was plain as a plow horse, whitewash peelin' here and there, porch saggin' just a mite on the south corner, but it was the perfect spot for sweet tea and Pa's fiddle playin' while the crickets joined in chorus.

Pa—Otis Kane—wasn't a man of many words. His hands told his story better than his mouth ever could: rough and gnarled as old oak roots, but gentle when they touched Ma's cheek or tousled Samuel's hair. His eyes, though, they were somethin' special—deep, clear blue like the sky after a good rain, holdin' a lifetime of grit and love and hard-won wisdom.

Ma—Sarah Harris before she hitched herself to Pa—was Savannah born and bred, magnolia-sweet with a temper like a summer storm when riled. Her laugh was warmin' as fresh biscuits pulled from the oven, her fried chicken still talked about in three counties, and her love was the rock foundation we all clung to. Small woman, gentle as a hummingbird most times, with a smile that could chase the blues away faster than you could say "Jack Robinson."

Then there was my little brother Samuel—my shadow, my partner in every kind of mischief. Couldn't separate us with a crowbar and a team of oxen. Dreamer, that boy, head always full of stories, heart overflowin' with hope and goodness. Pure soul, right down to his toes. Looked up to me like I hung the moon, which made what happened later cut all the deeper.

And me, Virgil, the eldest, expected to inherit Pa's fields and Pa's calluses someday. Had his sweat-of-the-brow nature bred into me, but carried a sliver of Ma's wanderlust too—a hankerin' for somethin' beyond them fence posts, though I couldn't rightly name what.

Come winter, Ma and I would pack up and ride the train down to Savannah so she could visit her sister Frances. For me it meant three or four months of schoolin' under Aunt Frances's sharp eye—woman who could outsmart a fox in a henhouse and knew more Southern literature than most preachers knew scripture. I grumbled plenty about them lessons, but truth is I loved it. That slow Savannah drawl got under my skin like a sweet song, and them books opened doors I never knew existed. Showed me worlds beyond tobacco fields and Sunday sermons.

Life was simple then, but good in the way simple things are. We worked till our backs ached, laughed till our sides split, and loved each other harder than any storm could shake.

But even then, somethin' was brewin' on the horizon, somethin' big and ugly.

War.

You could hear it comin' in the rumble of the trains that passed the edge of our land, in the heated arguments at church socials, in the way men's voices dropped low when they gathered at the general store. Like the ground itself was holdin' its breath, waitin' for the storm to break loose and reshape everything we knew.

That's the story I aim to tell—the one about a boy who rode away chasin' glory and come limpin' home a man, scarred and half-broke, only to find that grace was waitin' on the other side of hell. About loss and findin', about the long road home, and about discoverin' that sometimes the promised land ain't where you thought it'd be.

So pull up a chair. Coffee's hot, night's gentle, and I reckon I've got a lifetime of livin' to pour out before the moon climbs too high in that Tennessee sky.
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Chapter 1: The Last Summer Before
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The first time Cousin George came down from Boston was the summer of 1858, when I was fourteen years old and Samuel thirteen and still missin' two front teeth. After that, every June like clockwork, that northbound train would whistle into Danville station and out would step our Boston dandy—shoes shined bright enough to see your reflection, straw hat tilted just so, trousers pressed with a crease sharp enough to slice Sunday ham—ready to spend a whole month turnin' our quiet farm life upside down and inside out.

By the summer of 1861 we'd done it four years runnin', and I reckon every soul on the place figured it would go on forever, same as the corn growin' and the sun risin'. Shows how much any of us knew about the way the world can crack clean in two.

George was Ma's sister Martha's boy—first cousin on the Harris side—and Lord have mercy, when that train slowed and the conductor hollered "Danville!" and George stepped down onto the platform, Samuel and me near bust a gut laughin' every single time. There he'd stand, blinkin' in the Tennessee sun like a mole come aboveground, valise in one hand, a box of Boston chocolates in the other, lookin' for all the world like a city peacock dropped straight into a henhouse full of plain brown chickens.

Pa would shake his head slow, spit a stream of tobacco juice into the dust, and mutter somethin' low about Yankees and foolishness and city boys who wouldn't know a plow handle from a parasol. Ma, though—she lit up like Christmas mornin', eyes sparklin' behind the tears she always swore was just dust, and hugged George so hard his stiff collar popped loose and his hat went crooked. Samuel, bein' sixteen that last summer and full of pure hero worship for this exotic creature from the North, trailed after him like a faithful hound pup, beggin' to carry the fancy leather valise or the parcel tied with real string instead of binder twine.

Me, I was seventeen and thought I knew everything worth knowin' about the world and a fair piece besides. Took one look at George's soft, pink, unblistered hands and declared him about as useful as teats on a boar hog. Took him less than a week to prove me dead wrong.

First full day, I dragged him fishin' down at the creek, figurin' I'd show this city boy how we did things proper in Tennessee. Handed him a cane pole I'd cut myself, a rusty Maxwell House coffee can full of nightcrawlers me and Samuel had dug at dawn, and my smuggest grin. Ten minutes later George was squealin' higher than a stuck pig because a big ol' crawdad had latched onto his big toe like it meant to take it home for supper. Samuel laughed so hard he fell clean into the water, splashin' like a hound after a stick, and I laughed harder watchin' George hop around on one foot in them shiny shoes, hollerin' in that clipped Boston accent that sounded like he had a mouthful of marbles, "Good heavens, Virgil! The wildlife here is positively insurrectionary!"

I about died laughin' at "insurrectionary." Still don't know to this day if he meant it as a joke or if that was just how Boston boys talked when somethin' pinched 'em.

We laid there on the creek bank half the afternoon after that, shirts off, feet danglin' in the cool water, too wore out from laughin' to move. Sun speckled down through the sycamores and painted gold patches on Samuel's freckled back. George just stared up at the sky like he'd never seen it before—blue so deep it hurt to look at.

"Y'all got a different sky down here," he said finally, voice soft with wonder.

Samuel giggled, kickin' water. "Sky's the same everywhere, silly."

"No sir," George answered, serious as Sunday. "Up north it's hemmed in by buildings and factory smoke and church steeples. Here it just rolls on forever, like God left the gate open and forgot to close it."

I didn't say nothin', just felt the truth of it settle in my chest like a hand squeezin' gentle. That was the first time I ever thought maybe leavin' Tennessee would feel like leavin' part of my own skin behind.

That was how every June went, year after year. George would show up smellin' of train smoke and city soap and peppermint sticks, and within a day the three of us were inseparable—runnin' wild from dawn till the whippoorwills started callin', gettin' into just enough trouble to keep life interestin' but not quite enough for Pa to reach for the razor strop. We built forts in the hayloft that could withstand Indian attacks, swam naked in the creek when Ma wasn't lookin', and once even tried smokin' rabbit tobacco rolled in newspaper behind the barn till Samuel turned green as a gourd and puked for a solid hour straight. George swore us to secrecy on that one, said his Boston aunts would faint dead away if they knew their precious nephew had turned into a tobacco fiend. We swore on a stack of Bibles and a jar of lightning bugs, and we kept that secret till the day we died.

Those summers felt golden and endless, like the sun had decided to stay parked right over our farm forever and never move on.

Evenings on the porch were the best part of George's visits. After chores were done and the cows milked and the chickens shut up safe from foxes, when the fireflies started their twilight dancin' and the air hung heavy with honeysuckle and Pa's pipe tobacco driftin' lazy, George would spin tales of Boston that made my jaw hang loose as an old barn door.

Streets paved smooth as a billiard table, he'd say. Gas lamps that came on by themselves when the sun went down. Ships with masts taller than our church steeple, sails like clouds captured and tamed. And the library—Lord, the library—this part always got me—a whole building bigger than the Danville courthouse, stuffed floor to ceiling with nothin' but books. Thousands of 'em. Tens of thousands. More books than a man could read in ten lifetimes.

Samuel's eyes would get round as supper plates. "You mean folks can just walk right in and read any book they want? For free?"

George would laugh, pushin' his spectacles up his nose. "Well, you have to be quiet as church mice, or the librarians will shush you clear into next Sunday. Fearsome creatures, librarians. Worse than any bear you've got in these woods."

I tried to act like it was no big thing, but truth is I felt a tug in my chest every time he talked about that library. Aunt Frances had already planted the love of words in me down in Savannah, but George made it sound like there was a whole world of 'em waitin' just past the mountains—stories and poems and ideas bigger than tobacco crops and Sunday sermons and the same hills we'd always known.

'Course, we had to return the favor and educate him proper in the ways of Tennessee. Took him out to the back forty and taught him how to swing a scythe without cuttin' his own fool leg off. Made him milk old Bessie, and he squealed worse than he had with the crawdad when she switched him hard across the backside with her tail. Samuel and I even snuck him out one midnight to go coon huntin' with the Crawley boys, dogs bayin' up a storm. George spent half the night trippin' over roots in the dark and whisperin' in that Boston voice, "Are you certain these creatures are worth the considerable risk to life and limb?"

But the real trouble—the kind that changes everything and don't ever let you go back—started when talk turned to politics.

It was late June of that last summer, heat so thick and heavy you could wring it out like a dishrag and mop the porch with it. We was lyin' out under the stars on account of it bein' too hot to sleep inside, even with all the windows flung wide and the doors standin' open. Samuel had already dropped off, snorin' soft like a little steam engine, but George and I were still awake, watchin' the Milky Way sprawl across that black velvet sky like God had spilled a sack of diamonds.

George rolled onto his elbow and asked real quiet, like he was afraid of the answer, "Virgil... how come y'all still keep slaves down here? I mean... how's that sit right with folks who go to church same as we do?"

The question hit me square as a slap across the face, even though I'd known it was comin' someday.

"We don't," I said, sharper than I meant to. "Not on our place, anyway. Pa won't have it—says no man ought to own another, says it's a sin against God and nature both."

George nodded slow, thoughtful, moonlight catchin' on his spectacles. "That's good. Real good. Your pa's a righteous man, Virgil. But... most folks around here do. And the newspapers up north, they say the whole war everybody's talkin' about is gonna be about that one thing—slavery and whether it spreads west."

I sat up, heart poundin' harder than it should. "Ain't just about that, though. It's about Washington politicians who never set foot in Tennessee decidin' what's best for us. It's about tariffs that choke our farmers and taxes that bleed us dry. It's about states' rights and whether we got any say in our own affairs anymore."

George didn't argue like some fire-breathin' abolitionist preacher. He just sounded sad, world-weary for someone only eighteen. "I reckon both sides got their reasons, and both sides think they're in the right. But Virgil... if it does come to fightin', whose side you gonna choose?"

I didn't answer right away. Couldn't. The crickets filled the quiet between us, and somewhere out past the barn an owl called low and mournful. Finally I said, "The side that leaves my family alone. The side that lets us live our lives without interference."

He was quiet a long spell, then reached over and squeezed my shoulder, fingers tight. "I hope it never comes to choosin', cousin. I truly do. But if it does..." He trailed off, couldn't finish.

"If it does, what?" I pressed.

"If it does, I hope we both remember we're family first. Before we're Yankee or Rebel, North or South. We're blood, Virgil."

"Blood don't choose sides," I said, echoin' what Ma would say later when the choice got forced on us all.

"Sometimes it has to," George whispered into the dark. "And that's the tragedy of it."

Neither of us spoke after that. Just lay there listenin' to the night breathe—crickets, a hoot owl, the far-off low of a cow wantin' her calf. I could hear Samuel's little snores beside me and feel the hard ground under my shoulder blades, and I remember thinkin' this was the most perfect moment I'd ever live, and I hadn't even known it till it started slippin' away.

George's last night with us, Ma made a feast fit for the Second Comin'—fried chicken crispy as autumn leaves, biscuits swimmin' in sausage gravy, fresh corn cut off the cob, green beans cooked with fatback till they melted on your tongue, and her famous peach cobbler that could make even a circuit preacher forget his sermon.

After supper the grown-ups argued in low, tense voices in the parlor while us young'uns pretended to sleep on pallets out on the porch. But I heard every word through the open window.

Pa's voice, tight and angry: "Martha's boy is welcome here any time, Sarah, blood's blood. But I won't have him fillin' Virgil's head with Yankee notions and abolitionist poison."

Ma's reply came soft but firm as iron: "He ain't fillin' nobody's head with nothin', Otis. He's just tellin' his truth same as you tell yours. And blood don't choose sides—I won't have it, not in this house."

"Blood's gonna have to choose real soon," Pa said quiet, and that scared me worse than the yellin' would've. "And when it does, we'll see who stands where."

Later, when the house had finally gone quiet and the arguments died down to uneasy silence, George slipped out onto the porch and sat down beside me in the dark. Moon was full and fat, silverin' the fields till they looked almost peaceful.

He pulled somethin' from his coat pocket—a little leather-bound book, pages edged in gold.

"For you," he whispered, pressin' it into my hands. "Longfellow's poems. So you remember there's more than one way to be brave. And so maybe... maybe you'll think of me sometimes, and remember we were friends before we were anythin' else."

I took it, throat so tight I could barely swallow. The leather was soft and warm from bein' next to his heart. "You come back next summer, hear? Promise me, George."

He tried to smile, but his eyes were wet and shinin' in the moonlight. "If the trains are still runnin', cousin. If the world ain't gone completely mad by then. If..." He couldn't finish. Just pulled me into a quick, fierce hug and then disappeared back into the house before I could say anythin' more.

The next mornin', early enough that dew still hung heavy on the grass, he boarded the northbound train with his trunk and his city clothes and his broken promises. Samuel and me stood on the platform wavin' till the train rounded the far bend and even the smoke was gone. Samuel kept his arm up long after, wavin' at nothin', tears streamin' down his cheeks.

"He's comin' back, ain't he, Virgil?" he asked, voice small and scared. "Next summer, he'll come back, right?"

I wanted to say yes. Wanted to believe it myself. But I just pulled him close and said nothin', because I knew—somewhere deep in my bones—that the world George was ridin' back to and the world we were standin' in were already different countries, already dividin' into enemy camps.

I never saw George in peacetime again until many years after the war.

Not until years later, after everythin' had burned and bled and broken, did our paths cross once more. And by then we were different men entirely, scarred and haunted and carryin' ghosts neither of us could shake.

But that was the summer the world cracked open like a rotten egg. The summer laughter still rang clear in our house, but underneath it you could hear the low, steady drumbeat of what was comin'. Like thunder rollin' slow and mean across distant hills, gettin' closer every single day.

And me, seventeen years old with a book of poems tucked in my shirt and a fire kindlin' in my chest, I didn't know yet that the choice George asked about was gonna cost me everything I loved most in this world.

But that's a story for the next episode.
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Chapter 2: The Night We Rode Away
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By the fall of 1861, the whole South had gone plumb crazy with war fever, and Tennessee was caught in it worse than most.

The state finally seceded in June after months of bitter wranglin', and after that you couldn't spit without hittin' a recruiting sergeant or a secession flag or some fool boy braggin' about how he'd personally whip a dozen Yankees before breakfast and be home by suppertime. Boys who'd never been ten miles from home in their whole lives—boys who couldn't find Virginia on a map if you spotted 'em Richmond—were struttin' around town in gray jackets two sizes too big, talkin' loud about how they'd end this war before Christmas and be home in time for Ma's peach cobbler and Christmas ham.

The fever was everywhere. You could feel it in the air, thick and electric like the charge before a thunderstorm. At church socials, the old men who'd fought in Mexico would hold court by the punch bowl, tellin' war stories that got grander with each tellin'. At the general store, farmers who'd never raised a hand in anger were suddenly experts on military tactics, drawin' battle plans in the dirt with sticks. Even Preacher Matthews, who'd spent twenty years preachin' about turnin' the other cheek, delivered a sermon comparing Lincoln to Pharaoh and Jefferson Davis to Moses leadin' his people to freedom.

Ma stopped goin' to church after that. Said she couldn't stomach hearin' the Prince of Peace invoked to bless boys marchin' off to kill other boys. Pa didn't argue with her, which told me how troubled he was about the whole thing.

But Samuel—Lord have mercy, Samuel was the worst of 'em all.

He'd turned sixteen that August, all long legs and big dreams and not near enough sense to fill a thimble. Every single night after supper he'd corner me out by the barn, away from Ma's hearin', with stars shinin' in his eyes and wild notions spillin' from his mouth like water from a busted dam.

"Virgil, they're formin' up a cavalry troop right over in Knoxville—the Tennessee Rangers, they're callin' themselves. Real cavalry, with sabers and everythin'! Captain Miller fought with Bedford Forrest's scouts, and he says they're gonna be the finest mounted regiment in the whole Confederate Army. Reckon they'd take us if we showed up ready to fight?"

I'd laugh and ruffle his hair, still tryin' to treat him like he was still a boy. "You can't even sit a horse proper without fallin' off when it trots faster than a Sunday walk, little brother. They'd take one look at you bouncin' around like a sack of potatoes and send you straight home to Mama with a note pinned to your shirt."

"I can too ride!" he'd protest, pushin' my hand away and standin' up straighter, tryin' to look taller. "Been ridin' since I was six! And I can shoot better'n half the boys signin' up—you seen me hit that crow at fifty yards last week."

"That was forty yards at most, and the crow was already half-dead from eatin' fermented corn."

But he wouldn't let it go, wouldn't let it rest even for a day. Kept leavin' crumpled-up recruitment broadsides on my pillow at night—colorful lithographs of brave cavalrymen wavin' sabers high, capes flyin' behind them like eagles' wings, horses rearin' up in glory against painted sunsets. Found 'em stuffed in my boots, tucked in my Bible, even wrapped around my breakfast biscuit one mornin'. Kept hummin' "The Bonnie Blue Flag" while he milked the cows and mucked out the stalls and did every other chore, hummin' it loud and defiant till Pa finally threatened to tan his hide for turnin' honest work into a political statement.

"Boy's got war fever," Pa said to me one night after Samuel had gone to bed. We were sittin' on the porch, him smokin' his pipe, me whittlin' a new handle for Ma's favorite stirrin' spoon. "Seen it before, in '46 when Mexico was happenin'. Young men get it in their blood like a sickness, and there ain't no cure but time or disappointment."

"What'd you do about it then?" I asked.

Pa was quiet a long spell, smokin' and starin' out at the dark fields. Finally he said, "Wasn't my problem then. I was already married with you on the way, so I stayed home like a man with responsibilities ought to. But I had friends who went. Some came back missin' pieces. Some didn't come back at all. And the ones who did come back whole on the outside... well, they wasn't quite the same boys who left." He looked at me hard then, firelight catchin' in his eyes. "You thinkin' about it too, ain't you?"

I didn't answer right away. Kept my eyes on the wood shavin's curlin' off my knife, watchin' them fall soft on the porch boards. "Maybe," I finally admitted. "Sometimes. When I'm in town and see the boys signin' up, hear the drums playin' and the speeches about honor and defendin' our homes..."

"They always make it sound glorious," Pa said quiet. "That's how they get you. But war ain't glorious, son. War's just organized dyin', and the glory part's mostly a story they tell afterwards to make sense of the waste."

"But if everybody else is goin', and Samuel's set on it..." I trailed off, not sure how to finish the thought.

Pa reached over and gripped my shoulder hard. "You're the eldest. Your job is to keep that boy safe, whether that means goin' with him or keepin' him home. You understand me?"

I nodded, but I didn't understand. Not really. How was I supposed to keep Samuel safe when I could barely keep myself from gettin' swept up in the same fever?

Truth was, though, the fever had got me too. Got me deep, right down in my bones where sense couldn't reach it and Pa's wisdom couldn't cure it. Every time I passed the train depot in town and saw fellas my own age climbin' aboard with new rifles and new gray uniforms and new names pinned to their chests—names like "Danville Tigers" and "Tennessee Volunteers" and "Smoky Mountain Rangers"—somethin' fierce and proud and stupid stirred in my chest. Pride, anger, fear, excitement—I couldn't hardly tell 'em apart anymore. They all mixed together into one hot, restless feelin' that wouldn't let me sleep right or think straight or be satisfied with plowin' fields and mendin' fences while other boys were off makin' history.

Emma noticed. She always noticed everything about me, seemed like.

We'd been courtin' steady since that church picnic back in '59, though "courtin'" might be too fancy a word for what we did. Mostly it was walkin' together after church, sittin' together at singings, stealin' kisses behind the smokehouse when nobody was lookin'. She was seventeen now, same as me, caught in that strange place between girl and woman where everything's changin' so fast you can't hardly keep track.

One Sunday in late September, after services let out and we'd walked down to the creek away from pryin' eyes, she confronted me about it.

"You're thinkin' about goin', ain't you?" she said, not a question but a statement of fact.

I tried to deny it. "I don't know what you're—"

"Don't lie to me, Virgil Kane." Her eyes flashed, part anger and part fear. "I seen how you look at them boys in uniform. I seen how you stand up straighter when the band plays. And I know your brother's been pesterin' you every single day about joinin' up."

I couldn't meet her eyes. Stared down at the creek water instead, watchin' it slide over the smooth rocks. "Samuel's gonna go with or without me," I said finally. "You know he will. Boy's stubborn as a mule and twice as foolish."

"So you're gonna be foolish too? That's your plan?" Her voice cracked on the last word, and when I looked up I saw tears standin' in her eyes. "Let me tell you somethin', Virgil. War ain't some grand adventure like in the books your Aunt Frances gave you. My cousin James went off to fight in Mexico, and you know what happened? He came home missin' his left arm and half his mind. Wakes up screamin' most nights, seein' things that ain't there. His wife left him, took the children. Now he lives in a shack by himself and drinks corn liquor till he can't remember his own name. That's war, Virgil. That's the truth of it."

"This is different," I protested weakly. "We're fightin' for our homes, our rights—"

"You're fightin' because a bunch of old men in Richmond told you to, and you're too young and proud to see you're bein' used." She grabbed my hand hard, squeezin' till it hurt. "Promise me you won't go. Promise me right now."

But I couldn't promise. The words stuck in my throat like bones. Because I knew—even if I wouldn't admit it out loud—that Samuel was gonna go with or without my permission, and if he went alone he'd be dead in a ditch before spring thaw. That's what eldest brothers do, ain't it? They keep the younger ones safe, even if it means walkin' into hell together.

Emma saw the answer in my silence. She pulled her hand away like I'd burned her, and fresh tears spilled down her cheeks. "You're a fool, Virgil Kane. And I'm a fool for lovin' you."

Then she turned and ran back toward the church, skirts flyin', leavin' me standin' by the creek alone with nothin' but the sound of water and my own cowardice for company.

That was the last time we spoke before I left. I've regretted that every day since.

One October night when the air had finally turned cool enough to smell woodsmoke and fallen apples, when the first frost had painted the fields silver in the mornin', Samuel came barrelin' into my room without even knockin', face lit up like he'd swallowed a lantern whole.

"They're takin' recruits tomorrow mornin', Virgil! Last call before winter sets in and everythin' freezes up. Captain Miller says boys sixteen and up can join if their kin signs for 'em." He was practically bouncin' on his toes, vibrating' with excitement. "I'm gonna ask Pa first thing at breakfast. He'll sign for us. I know he will. He's proud of Tennessee same as anybody, and he knows we got to defend our home."

I sat up in bed, heart hammerin' against my ribs like it was tryin' to escape. "You been plannin' this?"

"Been thinkin' about it every day since June!" He grabbed my arm, eyes blazin'. "This is our chance, Virgil. Our chance to be part of somethin' bigger than plowin' fields and sloppin' hogs. Our chance to matter!"

"We already matter," I said, but even to my own ears it sounded weak.

"Not like this. Not like bein' a hero." He lowered his voice, goin' serious in that way he did when he really meant somethin'. "I'm goin', Virgil. With or without you. But... I'd rather it be with you. Brothers, side by side. Like them stories you used to read me from King Arthur."

And there it was. The hook, baited and set. Because Samuel was right—he was gonna go with or without me, and I couldn't let my baby brother ride off to war alone. Couldn't let Ma lose both her boys when I might could keep at least one of us alive.

I wanted to laugh it off again, wanted to tell him he was bein' a fool, but the laugh stuck in my throat and wouldn't come out. Because I saw it clear as moonlight through my window: this was happenin', whether I wanted it to or not. The only choice left was whether I'd be there to watch his back.

So I made the decision that changed everything—the decision that's haunted me every day and night since, through all the years of blood and guilt and grief that followed.

"Alright," I said, keepin' my voice low so the walls wouldn't hear and carry tales. "But we don't ask Pa. You know what he'll say."

Samuel's grin faltered. "But we need—"

"We forge his signature. You know how to write his name—I've seen you practice it for school papers. And we don't leave tomorrow after they say no. We leave tonight, right now, before they can stop us. Before Ma can cry hard enough to drown us both and Pa can lock us in the root cellar till the recruitin' wagon's gone."

I watched his face change as the reality hit him—we were really doin' this. Really runnin' away from home to join the army like we were in some dime novel. His grin came back, bigger and wilder than before, and then he flung his skinny arms around me so hard we both near toppled off the bed onto the floor.

"We're really doin' it," he whispered into my shoulder. "We're really gonna be soldiers."

"God help us," I muttered, but he didn't hear.

We waited till the house was breathin' slow and steady, till the night had settled deep and dark outside. Had to wait near two hours, listenin' to the sounds of the house settin' down for sleep—Pa's heavy footsteps goin' up the stairs, Ma's softer ones followin', the creak of their bed takin' their weight, the murmur of nighttime prayers I couldn't quite make out through the walls.

Pa's snores started up maybe twenty minutes later, rumblin' through the house like distant thunder—that man could wake the dead when he really got goin'. Ma took longer. I could hear her movin' around their room, openin' and closin' drawers, probably puttin' things away for the night. Then silence, blessed silence, except for the old house settlin' and the wind in the eaves.

I pulled on my Sunday britches, the good ones Ma had made me for Easter, and the boots I'd saved all year to buy from the cobbler in town—paid four dollars for 'em, which was more than I'd ever spent on anything in my life. My hands shook as I tied the laces. Samuel was movin' quiet as a ghost around his room, which shared a wall with mine. I could hear him bumpin' into things in the dark, probably stuffin' his flour sack with treasures.

When he slipped through my door, he had that old sack clutched in both hands. I could see the shapes of things inside—Ma's spare Bible she'd given him for his confirmation, a clay marble, probably that wooden horse Pa carved him when he was five. Practical things for war, I thought with bitter humor.

"Ready?" he whispered.

I wasn't. Might not ever be. But I nodded anyway.

We crept down the hallway toward the stairs, movin' on our toes, barely breathin'. Had to pass Ma and Pa's room to get there. The door was open a crack, and moonlight from their window spilled out into the hall like a silver tongue.

I couldn't help myself—had to look in one last time. Had to see.

The moonlight painted everything in shades of gray and silver. The weddin' ring quilt Ma had stitched herself before she married, each ring a different scrap of fabric with its own memory attached. The old dresser that had been Pa's grandmother's, still smellin' faintly of the cedar sachets Ma kept in the drawers. And them—Ma and Pa, lyin' there peaceful, not knowin' their boys were about to break their hearts.

Ma was curled on her side, one hand stretched out across Pa's pillow like she was reachin' for somethin' in her dreams. Maybe reachin' for us, already feelin' us slip away. Her hair was loose, spread across the white pillowcase like dark water, and her face looked younger in sleep, the worry lines smoothed away.

Pa lay on his back, mouth open, gray showin' heavy in his beard—when did he get so gray? When did he start lookin' old? His hands, those hard, work-gnarled hands that had built this house and plowed these fields and held me when I was small enough to cradle, lay loose on the quilt. Hands that would wake up tomorrow and find their sons gone.

My throat closed up so tight I thought I might choke on all the words I couldn't say. All the goodbyes I wouldn't get to give. All the apologies that would have to wait for a letter I didn't know how to write.

Samuel tugged hard on my sleeve. "Come on, Virgil. We gotta go now or we'll lose our nerve."

He was right. Another minute and I'd wake 'em up myself just to keep from havin' to do this.

I followed him down the stairs, careful-like where the third step creaked—counted from the top, always the third one, had been creakin' since I was old enough to sneak out—and the seventh one groaned if you put your weight wrong. We'd learned these stairs better than any catechism, learned which boards talked and which ones kept secrets.

Out on the porch the dogs raised their heads from where they slept, old Blue and young Rufus, and whined soft in their throats. But they didn't bark—recognized our scent, recognized we belonged even as we were leavin'. Blue thumped his tail once against the boards and laid his head back down. Somehow that hurt worse than if he'd raised an alarm.

The barn was darker than the inside of a cow, and we had to feel our way to the stalls. Firefoot nickered soft when he smelled me, pressin' his soft nose into my palm lookin' for treats. I didn't have none to give him. Samuel's little mare Daisy stamped nervous, sensin' somethin' wrong in the middle-of-the-night activity.

We saddled 'em quiet as thieves—and that's what we were, wasn't it? Thieves stealin' ourselves away from the folks who loved us most. My hands fumbled with Firefoot's girth, fingers gone clumsy with guilt and fear and excitement all mixed up together.

"You sure about this?" I whispered to Samuel in the dark.

His voice came back steady, surer than mine. "Never been more sure of anything, Virgil. This is what we're meant to do. I can feel it."

I wished I felt it too. All I felt was like I was makin' the biggest mistake of my life, and draggin' my baby brother into it with me.

We led the horses quiet down the lane by their bridles till we were far enough from the house that the hoofbeats wouldn't carry back and wake everyone. Past the gate, past the old oak where we'd buried three dogs and a cat and a clutch of baby birds Samuel tried to save one spring. Past the property line and onto the main road where our land ended and the wider world began.

Only then did we swing up into the saddles. Firefoot danced sideways, feelin' my nervousness through the reins. Daisy tossed her head and snorted, blowin' clouds in the cold air.

"Well," Samuel said, grinnin' wide in the moonlight. "Guess there's no turnin' back now."

That's when I heard the screen door slap shut behind us.

My heart stopped dead. Froze solid in my chest. I turned in the saddle, hand already reachin' for excuses and explanations that wouldn't come, wouldn't matter anyway.

Ma stood on the porch in her nightgown, hair loose down her back like a young girl's instead of a farm wife pushin' forty with two nearly-grown sons. She didn't holler or scream or carry on like I'd half-expected. Didn't call Pa or try to stop us or beg us to come back.

Just stood there quiet in the moonlight and lifted one hand, slow and deliberate, like she was blessin' us or sayin' goodbye or maybe both at once—I couldn't tell which and still can't to this day.

The gesture near broke me. I'd expected anger, expected tears and pleadin'. The quiet dignity of it was worse than any amount of yellin' could've been.

Samuel waved back, big and brave, already playin' the soldier. "We'll be home by Christmas, Ma!" he called out. "I promise!"

I couldn't lift my arm. Couldn't wave. Felt heavy as stone, frozen in place by the weight of what we were doin' to her.

Then another figure stepped out from the shadows beside Ma—smaller, slighter, white nightgown bright in the darkness.

Emma.

Sweet Emma Morris, my girl since we was twelve years old, who I'd loved in my clumsy boy way without ever knowin' how to say it proper.

She must've been visitin' her cousin Rachel down the road earlier and come back late. Must've been inside when she heard the horses, must've run down to see who was stirrin' in the middle of the night. Now she stood there beside Ma, both of them watchin' us go, and the moonlight caught the tears on Emma's cheeks and turned 'em to silver streams runnin' down her face.

She ran then. Ran barefoot across the yard, white nightgown flutterin' around her like she was some kind of ghost or angel come to stop me from doin' this terrible thing. Ran so fast I thought she might trip and fall, thought she might hurt herself.

When she reached Firefoot she grabbed my boot in the stirrup with both hands and pressed somethin' small and soft into my palm, forcin' my fingers closed around it.

A lavender sachet, stitched careful with tiny blue flowers in the corners. Smelled like summer and home and everything I was leavin' behind.

"Come back to me, Virgil Kane," she whispered fierce, voice breakin' on every word. "You promise me right now. You look me in the eye and promise me you'll come home."

I looked down at her—at her wild hair tanglin' around her shoulders, at her bare feet in the cold dirt, at her face all twisted up with cryin' and anger and love all mixed together. Tried to memorize every detail, tried to burn it into my mind like a brand.

"I promise," I finally managed, my own voice thick and strange. "I swear it, Emma. I'll come back. We both will."

"Don't you dare get yourself killed!" She was cryin' harder now, holdin' onto my boot like it was the only thing keepin' her from flyin' apart. "Don't you dare leave me here waitin' for news that ain't never gonna come!"

"I won't. I'll be careful. I'll—"

But Samuel kicked Daisy hard and the mare leaped forward, and Firefoot, not wantin' to be left behind, surged after her. Emma had to let go or be dragged, and I felt her fingers slip away from my boot like she was slippin' away from my whole life.

I looked back once more, had to see even though it hurt worse than any bullet would. Ma and Emma stood together on that saggin' porch—Ma with her hand still raised in that terrible, dignified goodbye, Emma with both hands pressed to her mouth like she was tryin' to hold in screams. Two women watchin' their men ride away, just like women had done in every war since time began, left behind to wait and worry and wonder if their boys would come back whole or come back at all.

Then Samuel and I were movin', really movin', and I had to turn forward or risk fallin' off. Hooves drummin' on the dirt lane, then louder and harder as we hit the main road and let the horses stretch into a canter. The sound echoed in the night, loud as thunder, loud as drums callin' boys to war.

We rode all night without stoppin' and half the next day. Sun came up red as fresh blood over the Smoky Mountains, turnin' the mist in the valleys to fire. My backside was numb and my eyes burned from no sleep, but we kept pushin' on. Stopped once to water the horses and piss in the bushes and eat the cornbread Samuel had thought to steal from the kitchen. Tasted like ashes in my mouth.

"You scared?" Samuel asked me, chewin' slow.

"Terrified," I admitted.

He grinned. "Me too. But it's the good kind of scared, ain't it? Like before a race or a fight. The kind that makes you feel alive."

I didn't answer. Didn't feel much alive at all. Felt like I'd left part of myself back on that porch with Ma and Emma, and the part that was ridin' toward Knoxville was just goin' through the motions.

By noon we found the recruiting tent outside town, set up in a field that yesterday had been growin' corn and today was growin' soldiers. Confederate flag snappin' sharp in the October wind, drums beatin' steady like some giant's heart. Everywhere you looked—boys. Hundreds of 'em, seemed like. Farm boys in homespun, town boys in store-bought, all of 'em talkin' loud and laughin' louder, actin' brave because that's what you do when you're scared senseless.

Captain Miller sat at a rough table outside the tent, hat pushed back, registerin' recruits with a clerk beside him scratchin' names in a ledger. He was maybe thirty-five, lean as a whip, with a scar runnin' down his left cheek that made him look dangerous and exciting all at once.

He looked us over when we stepped up, eyes sharp as a hawk's. "Names?"

"Virgil Kane. Samuel Kane. Brothers."

"Ages?"

Samuel jumped in before I could speak, lyin' smooth as butter meltin' on hot cornbread: "I'm seventeen, near eighteen. He's nineteen, almost twenty." 

I backed him up with a nod, prayin' my face didn't give us away. We were both too young, and we both knew it, but Miller didn't seem inclined to look too close. Probably figured any boy willin' to lie was old enough to die.

"Your pa sign for you?"

"Yes sir," Samuel said, pullin' out the paper we'd prepared—Pa's name written in Samuel's best hand, which was pretty good since he'd been practicin' in secret for weeks. My hand too, signin' as a witness. Forgery, pure and simple, and we were both shakin' so hard I thought the pen might tear right through.

Miller glanced at it, barely, and nodded. "Good enough. You boys know how to ride?"

"Born in the saddle, sir," Samuel said, which was pure exaggeration but not quite a lie.

"Shoot?"

"Yes sir."

"Own your horses?"

"These two, sir. Firefoot and Daisy. Good animals, both."

Miller actually smiled at that. "Regiment's short on horses. You bring your own, you get to keep 'em, and you get an extra dollar a month for their upkeep. Fair?"

"More'n fair, sir."

And just like that, simple as signin' our names and tellin' our lies, we were soldiers in the Confederate States Army, Tennessee Rangers, Company B.

They gave us gray wool jackets that smelled of dye and starch and other boys' sweat—handed 'em out from a big pile in the supply wagon like they were handouts at church. Mine was too big in the shoulders, Samuel's too long in the sleeves. Gave us each a saber that felt heavier than anything I'd ever held, the blade etched with words I couldn't quite read in the afternoon light. Gave us tin cups and plates, a blanket each, a cartridge box.

Then they lined us all up in the field, maybe two hundred of us now, and swore us in proper. A chaplain said some words about God and duty and honor that I didn't really hear over the poundin' of my heart. We raised our right hands and repeated after him, voices minglin' together into one sound—boys from all over Tennessee, speakin' the same oath, bindin' ourselves to the same cause.

A fife player, skinny kid with pockmarked cheeks who couldn't have been more'n fourteen, played "The Girl I Left Behind Me" while we swore. I tried not to think about Emma standin' in her nightgown in the moonlight, tried not to feel the weight of that lavender sachet burnin' a hole in my pocket.

Samuel was grinnin' ear to ear when it was done, eyes shinin' with glory and adventure and all the things boys think war is before they learn different. He looked at me like he expected me to be grinnin' too, to be as excited as he was about this grand thing we'd just done.

I tried. Tried to match his grin, tried to feel what he was feelin'. But my mouth wouldn't work right. Kept seein' Ma's hand raised in that terrible goodbye. Kept feelin' Emma's fingers slip away from my boot. Kept hearin' Pa's voice sayin' "Your job is to keep that boy safe."

How was I supposed to do that here? How was I supposed to keep anybody safe in a war?

That night we camped in the field with the rest of the new recruits, a hundred campfires burnin' like fallen stars. The old soldiers—the ones who'd already seen action up in Virginia and come back to train us green boys—moved among us, tellin' stories and givin' advice and generally tryin' to separate the ones who'd last from the ones who'd run at the first cannon.

Samuel fell asleep almost immediate, wrapped in his new blanket, smilin' in his dreams. Probably dreamin' of charges and glory and comin' home a hero.

I couldn't sleep. Sat up by our little fire, pokin' at the coals with a stick, watchin' the sparks fly up toward the stars.

That's when Samuel stirred, not quite asleep as I'd thought. He pulled out a scrap of paper and a pencil stub from his pocket—must've stolen 'em from the house—and started scratchin' out a letter by firelight.

"What're you tellin' 'em?" I asked
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