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High Sabbath



ELEAZAR HOLLIS WATCHED the dust motes floating in the bright glow of the noon sunlight. Sunlight which shone through the warped glass windows and onto the four rows of wooden pews that sat on the uneven wood floor.

If they could be called pews. More like badly constructed wooden benches, stumps for legs and two planks for a seat, without even a back to speak of, liable to leave splinters in the rear of anyone unfortunate enough to sit in them.

Not that anyone ever sat in them.

Two columns of empty pews, an empty aisle, in a raggedy church so badly built there were gaps between the wooden planks of the walls and even a few holes in the shingled roof. 

Sunlight streamed through those gaps too, illuminating the motes and making the place look unintentionally divine. 

Hollis stood behind the tall stump of wood that passed for a pulpit, the bark having been roughly stripped from it and one side mostly chopped away so that the minister could stand before the large, heavy Bible that sat atop it and boom out his words to his flock.

Hollis wasn’t much of a boomer though.

But then he didn’t have a flock to boom at, so it really wasn’t a problem.

He stood in his black frock coat and waistcoat, grateful that today he was getting the first taste of fall’s cool change, though he was still sweating profusely in his coat. He was extremely tempted to peel off the infernal clothes, but he kept to his post in case some drunkard or sudden religious convert decided to stumble off the dirt street outside and come through the wide, open doorway.

But that was extremely unlikely.

Which was why Eleazar Hollis had chosen this town, in the middle of lawless nowhere, populated by people too drunk or too lawless themselves to care about the provenance of their local minister.

Devil’s Springs was nothing more than a dot on a map, situated on a crossroads, with a smattering of gold mines in the hills to the north and west and stretches of cattle ranches to the east and south.

No one traveled these roads much, only the locals coming to town for necessities.

The last minister to grace this town, a young Lutheran with great devoutness but little knowledge of sound building methods, had constructed the church on the seldom-used east road out of town, just across from an abandoned warehouse of sorts, and then promptly died of dysentery. 

The town—made up of two competing saloons, a general store, a bank, and a smattering of other stores as well as a few houses—had not gone to a great deal of trouble to replace him. And so when Hollis, having read about the minister’s demise, entered Devil’s Springs dressed in his frock coat and matching wide-brimmed hat, looking for all the world like a replacement, the townspeople hadn’t blinked an eye. 

He’d settled into the small room off the back of the church—in it a small bed, a wood-burning stove, and a beat-up nightstand with a cracked bowl and jug for washing—and had kept himself to himself.

He performed funerals mostly. Last rites for the suddenly faithful. A wedding now and then, though around these parts most men hadn’t a need for a wife, since there were girls aplenty in the saloon for a price. 

And he stood each Sunday, for the whole of Sunday, at his pulpit, giving the impression to anyone who might happen by that he was himself a devout man waiting for someone to listen to his sermon.

When in reality he didn’t know his Old Testament from his New.

No parishioners meant no donations towards his upkeep or that of the church. But that didn’t worry Hollis. 

Whenever he was in need, he made a point of calling on the wealthy of the population, making a nuisance of himself proclaiming the sad state of the church and gathering the coins tossed in his direction to get him to go away. 

Those coins kept him in food and private liquor. 

And so he stayed in the calm and quiet of the dilapidated church. Claiming to be spending his time in study and meditation when in actual fact he slept most of his days away. And enjoyed it. 

No expectations. 

No judgments. 

At least not from the people who passed through town. People who didn’t know him and so thought nothing of him.

Sometimes he whittled. Sometimes he composed letters to Henrietta. 

Letters he would never send, of course. 

Letters he would write, screw up, and then burn, just to see his words turn to smoke and drift away. 

Perhaps somehow that smoke would reach her one day. 

Not that it would matter. She was likely married by now. To a war hero, no doubt. Some Union solider who made it back unscathed and admired.

He knew the boredom of these empty days would get to him soon. He was counting on it. When those jitters set in it was well and truly time to move on to the next town. Perhaps there he would try being a cowboy or maybe a miner, or even work on the railroad.

He was on the edge of the boredom now, he could feel it. The irritation at the smallest things. The jitters at sudden sounds he knew weren’t there. The onset of nightmarish nights followed by bleary days. The call of the bottle stronger and stronger. 

Not that the townspeople noticed when their minister slurred his words or smelled of whiskey. They only cared about his existence when someone died, and even then most people weren’t listening to the service he so painstakingly attempted to draw from his past memories of similar services performed in far, far grander places than this.

Hollis shifted his weight from one foot to the other, wishing he could lie down on one of the pews and sleep. Perhaps he could catch up on some of what he’d lost the night before, when he’d sweat and shook and wailed his way through the night. 

But this was Sunday. The one day he couldn’t spend asleep. The one day he had to look the part, just in case a visitor to town attended. 

His last Sunday. 

He had to move on. He had to outrun the nightmares.

His eyes were just drooping, almost closed, when he heard the thump of feet on the three wooden steps that lead into the church.

His eyes shot open, and he saw the two Chinamen from the town’s laundry stumbling in, their long braided ponytails swinging in their haste to enter. They were dressed in their usual loose black trousers and long-sleeved black shirts which almost reached their knees. Their cloth shoes did nothing to muffle the thuds of their feet as they hurried down the aisle towards him.

John John One and John John Two the townspeople called them, finding them impossible to tell apart. But Hollis knew enough to distinguish them by a small mole on One’s upper lip. Not that he interacted with them enough to require the distinction. 

They washed his clothes for free, as they did many people in town, especially the miners. Most thought the two Chinamen too stupid for words, and yet they had run the laundry for years now and hadn’t yet caught a clue that people would pay for their services.

The two of them had always treated him with respect, and yet had never shown the least interest in the church. They had a small altar of sorts in their shop, upon which they burnt incense and left small fruits or other foods before a red piece of paper with strange black markings on it. 

So why they were now entering his church, especially on a Sunday, was a mystery to him.

“Please,” spluttered John John One, gasping for breath as he reached the end of the aisle and stood before the pulpit, looking up at Hollis. “Please.”

John John Two stood a step behind One and kept his head down. 

“What is it you want?” Hollis said, stepping out from behind the pulpit, noticing the strong smell of lye that came off the two of them.

“Safe. Safe here? Can?” John John One said.

Hollis frowned. “Of course it is safe here. I’m not going to hurt you.”

John John One looked up at the large cross nailed to the back wall of the church. He pointed to the cross and then to himself. “No. Us no. But still safe?”

Hollis sighed. The Chinamen were known for speaking almost no English, their usual cry from their shop front being “Wantee washee?” to people who passed. And there was really very little need for communication when dealing with the subject of laundry, especially when money was not usually exchanged. 

John John One spoke just enough to get by. Two never spoke at all.

“I’m sorry,” Hollis said, speaking slowly and loudly. “I don’t understand you.”

From outside, coming down the street, Hollis heard the faint hubbub of people. 

Angry people by the sounds of it.

People coming this way.

“Please,” John John One said, turning to look at the doorway in fear. “Please. Safe.”

“I don’t understand you,” Hollis said again.

The people were definitely drawing closer. All men by the sounds. Hunting for something.

Or someone.

Two someones?

John John Two suddenly lifted his head and looked Hollis directly in the eye. His features were just as Chinese as One’s, but now that Hollis could actually see him so close, he noticed they were finer, the eyelashes a little longer, the eyes a little softer. “Please,” said John John Two, his voice like that of a boy’s even though he was about the same height as John John One. “We ask for asylum in your church.”

His English was accented, but clearly spoken. 

“Asylum,” whispered Hollis, the enormity of what was being asked suddenly hitting him. Was such a thing possible? He knew so little of church practices. 

The voices were growing louder, surely only a few shop fronts away now. 

It did not matter whether it was possible or not, they had asked and he could not refuse them. 

“Quickly,” he said, pointing to the small door set in the back wall that led through to his bedroom of sorts. 

He thought about darting in there himself and rummaging in the lining of his travel case for the Colt revolver he kept there. 

He should have kept it under his mattress, but he was too worried that he would grab at it in one of his nightmares and literally shoot at the ghosts of his memories in the middle of the night.

Now he wished he’d whittled a cubbyhole in the stump of the makeshift pulpit and kept it there.

But he was a runner, not a fighter. 

Never a fighter. 

That had always been his problem.

John Johns One and Two darted into the back room and there was just enough time for them to close the door behind them before the owners of the impending voices reached the church.

Hollis rushed to the front door, anxious to meet them on the threshold and deny them entry if at all possible.

There were five of them—thankfully not quite the mob Hollis had envisioned—all miners, smelling of dirt, sweat, and gin. Two had long tatty beards, two sported stubble, and the fifth had a long mustache which reached down the sides of his mouth almost to his chin. All were dressed in their ‘Sunday best,’ battered narrow-brimmed hats, ragged trousers, marked white shirts, and a few had waistcoats.

They were unarmed, thankfully, paying attention to town law, though there were probably several knives among them if things did get ugly.

“Where’s them coolies that come this way?” one of the bearded men asked. 

“What’s it to you?” said Hollis, planting his feet in the doorway and doing his best to muster his strong voice.

“They stole from us,” the man replied. 

Hollis shifted slightly, not sure how to proceed. Did asylum within a church apply if a crime had been committed?

“Well then that’s a matter for the sheriff, isn’t it gentlemen?” said Hollis. He looked down the street behind the men, wondering if perhaps the sheriff himself would be riding down here any minute, having heard about the disturbance. 

The sheriff’s office was at the other end of town, though that wasn’t very far away. 

Close enough to hear the racket this lot had been making, surely.

“He’s out of town, dealing with another matter,” said the man with the mustache, stepping forward and taking charge. “This ain’t a big deal. We just want what’s rightfully ours.”

“Oh?” said Hollis. “And what is rightfully yours?”

“Them coolies taken our gold,” said the mustached man. “We seen them with it this morning. We gone to get our clean clothes and one of them John Johns leaned over to pick something up and a bag of gold dust, size of your fist, fell out.”

Hollis raised an eyebrow, finding so many aspects of the story hard to believe. “A bag of gold dust?”

“That’s
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