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CHAPTER ONE
Fireflies

1870 — SKULLYVILLE, ARKANSAS

There was something about the sparkle of sunlight on water. Something nostalgic. Something familiar. Even though these weren’t the waters of his childhood, the sparkles were the same, and they brought with them a sense of peace that John had found hard to come by since he’d last come this way. 

He leaned on the rail of the topmost deck of the steamboat, listening to the creak and groan of the great paddle-wheels at the stern, looking out at the bank of the Arkansas River. There were ruins on the bank, ruins that shouldn’t have been there. The last time he’d been here, those ruins had been a decommissioned fort and a thriving town. Fort Coffee had housed a school for Choctaw boys, and there was a sister school, an hour ride further down the river in Choctaw Agency. The people here lived in peace with the Choctaw tribes that made their homes on the far side of the river. 

That had been before the war, though. How much else had changed? His destination was some three hours ride south of the fort — would the dugout still be there? He hadn’t considered that it might be gone. He hadn’t realized the fighting had come this far west. What would he do if the place was gone? Where would he go then?

“Now, if you keep staring like that, son, you’re liable to break something.” 

The voice was slightly accented, very pleasant, and entirely unexpected; John jumped, reaching for the gun that he wasn’t wearing. It took him a moment to remember that the war was over. That he wasn’t under attack. The old man who had startled him raised his empty hands. “Easy, son. I apologize. I gave you a fright. I should have realized you were a soldier, and I shouldn’t have snuck up on you like that.”

John swallowed, trying to slow his heartbeat. He forced a smile. “Old habits die hard. I’m sorry, sir—”

“No, it was entirely my fault,” the old man protested. “You have nothing to apologize for. Now, you’re over here scowling like you’re mad at the world.” He leaned on the rail next to John. “I’ve been watching you. And thinking that’s a fine-looking young man. A nice young fellow like him certainly should have no reason to be looking so fierce that we should be praying for the fish down there.” 

John chuckled. “The fish are perfectly safe from me. Until I get back to my nets. Then they’re in trouble.”

“Oh, you’re a fisherman?”

John nodded. “Once. Maybe I will be so again.”

“Maybe so, maybe so.” The old man spat into the water, then smiled. “Going home, then? Not many other reasons to be coming out here.”

“In a manner of speaking, yes,” John answered. “My father had a place out here, near Fort Coffee and Choctaw Agency. He left it to me, and I’m hoping it’s still there.”

“Because you have no place else to go?”

“And a long time to get there,” John added. “A very long time.”

The old man nodded. “Those of us who travel the river have seen a lot of that since the fighting ended. Plenty of young men with that same fierce look. They can’t settle, can’t be still. They’ve seen too much. Done too much. Or had too much done to them. They come this way, looking for a place with no memories. Someplace entirely new. And you can’t get more new than Skullyville.”

“Skullyville?”

“What used to be Choctaw Agency,” the man answered. “They changed the name of the town, back in ‘60.”

John nodded. “Did they? Well, then, it is new.” He turned and offered his hand. “John. John Zebedee.”

The old man chuckled and shook John’s hand. “Nice meeting you, Zebedee. I’m Ben Parsons.” He pulled a flask from an inside pocket of his coat and offered it to John. “Now, let me make that fright up to you. Have a nip of something that’s good for what ails you.” 

John shook his head. “Thank you, but no. I don’t drink.”

Parson’s brows rose. “And you a soldier?” he asked. “I’m an old man, and I’ve never once met a soldier who didn’t drink.” He pulled the cork out of the flask and took a swallow. 

“Now you have,” John said, leaning back on the rail. They’d be arriving in Choctaw Agency... no. Skullyville. They’d be docking soon. Would anyone still be there who would remember him? 

He hoped not. That could be awkward. And that was something he should have thought of before he set out. What would happen if someone recognized him? 

“Do you smoke?” Parsons asked. “I don’t, usually. But I carry some, for trading.”

“No I don’t.” John smiled. “Or chew.”

Parsons snorted. “You don’t drink or smoke? You must be trying hard to get into Heaven, son. You’ve got no vices!”

The words stabbed John through the heart, feeling like rough iron nails being hammered home. He forced a laugh. “Well, I’m trying hard.”

“I can’t imagine why,” Parsons muttered, taking another pull from his flask. “From what I hear, it’s a boring place. No drink, no chew, no horizontal refreshment—”

John burst out laughing. “What?”

“You know!” Parsons insisted. “As young as you are, and looking like you do? You probably have the public women paying you for the privilege.” 

John shook his head. “I prefer to sleep alone. Less disease that way.”

“Definitely heading for Heaven, then,” Parsons declared. “One foot there already.”

John swallowed and watched the docks coming closer. “Eventually, maybe I’ll get the other foot in.”

***
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JOHN EXCUSED HIMSELF to return to his cabin and pack, leaving Parsons to wonder about the rarity of a soldier who neither drank nor whored. In truth, John had packed his few belongings before going on deck, but the lie gave him a completely plausible reason to leave the conversation. He let himself into the cabin, closed the door, then leaned on it and sighed. 

“This was a mistake,” he muttered. “Coming back here was a mistake. It hasn’t been long enough. They’ll know me.” He crossed to the plush couch, where his hat, his rucksack and the long case that held his clothes and his rifle were waiting. The price of the steamship cabin had been more than what he’d gotten for selling his horse, but it was only money, and he’d wanted his privacy. He wanted to be sure no one would be able to sneak up on him, and startle him into reacting without thinking, the way that Parsons had at the rail. He didn’t regret the choice, but now he was wondering what it would have been like to make the trip by train. Or to have kept going. “I should have gone to the frontier. No one would know me there. I could have spent years alone...”

His voice trailed off. That was it. That was what had made him decide to come back here. He knew this place. He’d been as close to happy as he ever got here. He’d lived in the little dugout near the floodplains of Deadman’s Slough for years — long enough that the people in Fort Coffee and Choctaw Agency had started looking curiously at him when he came into town for supplies. So in 1845, he’d regretfully made the decision to leave, starting the rumor that he was leaving to go east and marry. He had no intentions of ever returning. 

Then the war happened. And Camp Sumter had happened.

Now, he desperately needed the peace he had found at Deadman’s Slough. He needed to escape the horrors he’d seen in the war, and the memories that followed him like locusts. He’d tried to find escape at the bottom of a bottle, and when that failed, he’d tried to find it in a bullet. Only to be reminded yet again of words said in love so long ago, words that cursed him to walk the world. Words that bid him to wait until the first man he had ever loved came back for him. 

No matter what Parsons said, there was no Heaven for him. Nor Hell neither. 

There was nothing but the waiting. 

He sighed, and swung the rucksack onto his back. He picked the case up, put on his hat, and looked around the cabin. There was nothing left here. It was time to move on. Time to go back to Deadman’s Slough and see if he could find something there that he couldn’t find anywhere else.

And besides, he reasoned, twenty-five years was a long enough time that if anyone did find him familiar, he should be able to convince them that they were mistaken. That he wasn’t the man they thought he was — that the John Zebedee who was arriving in Deadman’s Slough was the twenty-year-old son of the John Zebedee who they remembered, and who had left to go east and marry. 

At least, that was what he kept telling himself. 

He let himself out of the cabin, and followed the line of other passengers who were disembarking in Skullyville. He made his way down to the lower deck, and watched as the ship drew up to the landing. The town looked as if it had fared only a little better than Fort Coffee — it wasn’t a ruin, but there were few buildings standing that were undamaged. Several looked abandoned, and for a moment, John was tempted to just stay on board. To keep going west. 

No. If he was going to head west, he needed more planning. Supplies. He needed things he simply didn’t have, and that he would have no chance to obtain. He’d consider it, if he didn’t find what he was looking for at Deadman’s Slough. He resettled the rucksack on his shoulders, and waited for the planks to be laid so that passengers and cargo could go ashore.

***
[image: ]


WALKING THROUGH THE streets of Skullyville reminded John painfully of walking through the streets of other towns, following in the wake of troops that had gone through like the plagues of Egypt. Windows were boarded up and broken, and the people peering out from behind them were equally as broken. He could feel eyes on him as he walked down the middle of the street, making a show of looking at the buildings on each side as if he didn’t know exactly where he was going already. He stopped, turned to look around, then started toward the building that had been his destination the entire time — the mercantile.

A bell chimed merrily as he opened the door, and he stepped into the cool shop and let the door close behind him. He heard a familiar muffled voice from somewhere behind a closed door, calling, “Just a moment!”

The inner door opened, and an older man came out of what John knew was a stockroom. He saw John standing there and stared, his face gone stark white. 

“Excuse me,” John said, trying to sound hesitant. “I’m looking for Nathaniel Miller. Might you be him?”

“I... I am,” Miller stammered. “And I think I should know you. You’re very familiar.”

“I’m told I look very much like my father,” John said. “It was he who told me that if I came this way, I was to look for you. His name—”

“Zebedee?” Miller interrupted. “John Zebedee?”

“Yes, sir. I’m John Zebedee as well, after my father.” 

“And you’re the very image of him,” Miller said. He came around the counter and held his hand out. “Good to meet you, son. What brings you here? Last I heard from your father, he was heading to... Baltimore, was it?”

“New York,” John corrected. “And I came...” he paused, looking around. “Looking for something new. Someplace to settle. He used to tell me about his claim out on Deadman’s Slough. I was hoping it might still be there.”

“I haven’t been out that way in ten years or more,” Miller said slowly. “Not since before those blasted Yanks came through. Might not be anything there but ashes.”

John nodded slowly, trying to hide his disappointment. Damn it. He hadn’t been sure which side of the war Skullyville would have taken, but he’d hoped... now he needed to make sure no one figured out that he’d been a Union soldier, not a Johnny Reb. “I’ll have to see. Which means I might be back in town looking for a place to sleep tomorrow.”

Miller chuckled. “If you end up coming back, you come spend the night with me and Mrs. Miller. We can spare a place for the son of John Zebedee. How is he?”

“Gone to his rest, I’m afraid,” John said. “Before the war started.”

Miller’s face crumpled, and he shook his head. “I’m very sorry to hear that. He was a good man,” he said slowly. “Now, you’re just in off the Cavalier?”

“Yes, sir,” John answered. “And I’m in need of some supplies, and a horse. Is there a livery, or someone who has a horse to sell?”

Miller frowned slightly, then nodded. “Maybe. Maybe. Judge Hoskins might have something. You need a rig, too?”

“I hadn’t hoped to be that lucky,” John answered, being completely honest. “I thought I might have to order something from a wainwright.”

“You’d have to send to Fort Gibson for something like that. We haven’t had a wainwright for years now. But the one out in Fort Gibson is a good one, does good work. The Judge, he might be willing to part with his, though. I’ll take you over, introduce you. He came here around the same time your father left. Not sure they ever met, but I’ll vouch for you.”

“I appreciate that,” John said. “Your kindness... I appreciate it more than you can understand.”

Miller looked oddly at John for a moment. Then his brows rose. “You got a haunted look to you, son. You fought in the war?”

John nodded. “I did. That’s why I’m here.” He tapped his temple. “Up here, I’m still fighting. I need to be alone. I need the quiet. I need to stop jumping at shadows.”

Miller nodded slowly. Then he frowned. “What side?”

“Excuse me?”

Miller’s frown deepened. “What side did you fight for?” he asked. “You fight for the South, or did you fight for the Yanks?”

John nodded slowly. “Mister Miller, I can honestly say that I fought on the side of the angels.”

The non-answer seemed to satisfy Miller. He nodded once. “Come on, then. Tuck your case back behind the counter. No one will touch it. I’ll introduce you to the Judge. Then we can come back and see what I have in stock.”

John followed Miller out of the shop and down the street. He was fairly certain he knew who Judge Hoskins was — he remembered a young lawyer by the name of Hoskins who had come to town not long before he left. Surprising that Hoskins stayed on. There had never seemed to be much need for a lawyer in Choctaw Agency — there hadn’t been much here when he’d left. Maybe in Fort Coffee, but not Choctaw Agency. But then again, John had never spent much time in either place. He’d come in to town — first making the longer ride out to Fort Coffee, then coming to Choctaw Agency — once every other month or so to buy supplies and sell dried fish. Occasionally he would make the long drive west to Fort Gibson. Perhaps there had been more legal goings-on than he’d been aware of.

“Good morning, Mister Miller!”

The voice sounded pleasant enough, but something about it still set John’s nerves on edge. He turned, seeing a tall, thin man dressed all in black coming toward them. As he got closer, John saw the clerical collar around the man’s throat. 

“Reverend Kerry, good morning!” Miller called back. “Reverend, this is John Zebedee. His father used to live in the area, and young John has just arrived.”

The Reverend stopped and bowed his head. He arched a brow. “Zebedee. An interesting name. Where is your family from?”

John forced a smile. “I’m just in from New York. But I think you mean originally? A place called Kinneret. It’s about a hundred miles north of Jerusalem, on the Sea of Galilee. I don’t expect you to have heard of it. No one ever has. And the name was Zavdi, once. There were too many misspellings and mispronunciations.”

“Well, then,” Reverend Kerry said, apparently satisfied. Which only reaffirmed what side of the War Skullyville had favored. John might have darker skin, but he wasn’t a former slave, nor was he a freed one. Therefore, they would be somewhat polite to him. “Welcome to Skullyville, Mister Zebedee.”

“Thank you,” John answered. He forced himself not to fidget. He’d met many a man of God in his years walking the world. He had never met one before who made him want to run. But this man... there was something about him. John wasn’t sure what, and he didn’t want to know. “My father used to speak fondly of the Reverend here in town. Reverend Black, I think?”

“My predecessor,” Reverend Kerry replied. “He was a dear man, but he died in his sleep a few months ago. I took on his duties a month back, and we’ve had a time of it. Haven’t we, Miller?”

Miller chuckled. “Been a job of work. Reverend Black had only just reopened the school.”

Reverend Kerry nodded and looked at John. “Did you know about the school here?”

“The school for Choctaw girls?” John asked. “Yes. And the one in Fort Coffee for boys. My father said they did good work at these schools. I saw the ruins of the Fort as we came down river. What happened there?”

“The Yanks happened,” Miller grumbled. “Never mind the school, nor the people who lived there. Blue-jacketed vultures—”

“Now, Mister Miller,” Reverend Kerry chided. “Mind your language.” He turned and smiled at John. “Thank you. It’s good to know that our work is known outside of Skullyville. There was good work done at the schools, yes. And we’ll continue to do good work, now that we’re reopened. For the girls, at least.” Reverend Kerry nodded, then cleared his throat. “Now tell me, Mister Zebedee. What’s your business here in Skullyville?”

“Passing through,” John answered. “Going to go out and see if the place my father left me is still standing. If it is, then I’ll be setting up housekeeping. If it isn’t...” He let his voice trail off, then snorted. “Well, I don’t know yet what I’ll do if the place is gone.”

The Reverend nodded. Then he looked up. “We’ve been having some odd weather recently. Terrible storms. It might be best if you stayed the night in town. The Zebedee place... that’s a fair distance out of town, isn’t it?.”

“It is. You know my father’s land?” John asked. 

“When I first arrived, I studied the old maps of the area. It’s labeled on them.” He looked up again. “As I said, we’ve had frightful weather recently, and those storms start rolling in at midday, or a little after. You won’t be anywhere near shelter if you don’t set out now.”

“Which you won’t be doing, seeing as you need supplies,” Miller said. “Maybe you should stay in town tonight? You’d be welcome with us. We’ll get things ready, and you can head out tomorrow morning early.” 

“Or you’d be welcome to spend the night at the school,” Kerry added. “We’ve a guest house. It’s small, but comfortable.”

John looked up at the clear sky. “Thank you. Thank you both. But I’d like to be on my way.” He looked around. “Being around too many people... it’s unsettling.” He gave an uneasy laugh, wondering if either man would see through his pantomime. “I’ve not had an easy time of it, since the war. I prefer to be away from others.”

Miller made soft, consoling noises. “We’ll get you squared away, John. Get you set up right. Let’s get you over to see the Judge.” He smiled at Kerry. “Reverend, you’ll come for coffee? Mrs. Miller always appreciates your visits.”

“I’ll be happy to come and sit a spell,” Kerry answered. “Mister Zebedee, will I see you on Sunday?”

“No, sir,” John answered. “Thank you, but I’m not of your creed.”

Kerry looked startled. “Is that so?” he asked. “And what—?”

Miller started laughing. “Forgot about that!” he said. “Your father was the first Jew I ever knew! The only one I ever knew, I think.” 

“Ah, I see. Of course,” Kerry murmured. “Well, if you feel the need to talk, Mister Zebedee, I’d be happy to listen. And perhaps you might come to see things from a different perspective. After all, you do tend to find the most interesting things when you’re not looking for them.” He nodded to them, then continued on down the street. John watched him go.

“That was odd,” he murmured softly.

“He is a touch strange at times,” Miller agreed. “But he preaches a good sermon. And he’s good with the children. Come on, now. Let’s go see the Judge.”

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​CHAPTER TWO

Lightning

Judge Hoskins was indeed willing to sell his wagon, along with the harness, a saddle and bridle, and a horse that was both harness and saddle trained. He insisted on more than twice what they were worth, pointing out that there wasn’t another wagon for sale anywhere in the town, let alone anywhere outside of Fort Gibson. John gave him the pleasure of dickering, reminded of the markets he’d passed through in his travels. They both came away satisfied — John because of the well-built wagon that would hold up well, and the Judge because he clearly thought he’d gotten the better of the deal. 

“You know he cheated you?” Miller whispered as they harnessed the horse to the wagon.

“He didn’t,” John answered, keeping his voice low. “Because I’m well aware that I paid more than I should have. But I have the money to spare, and I need the horse. I wasn’t expecting him to offer the wagon, too, or the tack. I need both, so I let him have what he wanted.” He looked up and smiled. “It’s worth it to me. And it made him happy.”

“You’re an odd man, Zebedee,” Miller said.

John laughed, remembering Nathaniel telling him much the same thing as a young man, so many years before. “My father used to say that people said the same thing about him.”

“Honestly, I think I did. Often.” Miller laughed. “To be completely honest, I think your entire family tree is odd, Zebedee. It’s in your blood!”

John smiled. He had no idea. “This is ready. Want a ride?”

He drove the wagon back to the mercantile, and went inside with Miller, taking a list from his pocket. They went through the store and the storeroom, and John started transporting supplies out to the wagon. A barrel of flour. Another of oats, and a third of rice. Bags of barley, dried beans, and dried fruit. Plenty of salt. Coffee, tea and sugar. A few packets of spices. A crock of honey and another of butter. Seed corn, and other seeds for a garden. A basket of eggs, and did anyone by chance have laying hens to sell? Or perhaps a goat? 

“Check the livery when you go past. They might know, and you need feed for the horse. And I’ll put the word out that you’re looking for livestock,” Miller said. “We’ll see what we can find for you. Bacon? No... wait. Your father didn’t eat bacon. You don’t either, I suppose?”

“Not if I have a choice, no.”

“Right. We’ll leave it alone. I’ve got some dried beef. Yes? Good. Now, what else?”

Tools and hardware. Pots and pans. A coffee grinder. Cloth, needles and thread. Blankets, both for John and for his horse. Soap. Buckets.

“You wouldn’t happen to have towels you’d like to sell?” John asked. “Or bed-sheets? It will take me time to make them, and I’d like to sleep in a bed tonight.”

“I’ll ask my wife,” Miller said. “Anything else?”

“Cord, if you have it?” John suggested. “I’ll be making nets.”

“Going to fish, like your father did?” Miller asked. “I’ve got cord. Come back to the storeroom.” He led the way, and took out several balls of heavy cord out of a box. “This is the stuff, if I remember correctly. Now, let me see...I wonder...” He looked around, then went to a corner and opened a box. “I thought they might still be here,” he declared, and took out a bundle of candles. “You’ll want a lamp, and oil, but I seem to remember your father also wanting candles, for whatever it is you do on Fridays instead of church.”

John stared at him. “You remember that?”

Miller nodded. “Your father was a good man. Never did spend much time in town, but when he did, I enjoyed his company. I was fond of him, and I valued his friendship, for all that he never really let anyone get close enough that I think he’d call them a friend. And I missed him when he went east. So yes, I remember.”

John swallowed, feeling a lump in his throat. He honestly had no idea that Nathaniel had felt so. “My father spoke very fondly of you. He did consider you a friend. The closest he’d had for a long time. I don’t think he knew that you felt the same. Thank you.”

Miller passed him a bundle of candles, slender ones that John remembered vividly from another life. Nathaniel’s father had special ordered them for John, bringing them in monthly so that John would have them for the Sabbath. 

“I’m surprised that you still have these,” he said, following Miller back out to the counter. He turned the bundle over in his hands. “There can’t have been much call for them once... once Father was gone.”

“There wasn’t,” Miller admitted. “That bundle might just have been there since your father’s day. I’ll start ordering them again.”

John smiled. “Thank you. I appreciate that you remembered that you had them. It’s been a long time since I last had a chance to light them.”

“Since before the War, I warrant? I don’t imagine the other soldiers were all that welcoming to a Jew?” 

“Not at all,” John agreed, but didn’t explain further. Explaining would have revealed the lie – Grant had outlawed Jews from serving the Union at first, until he was overruled. But it had made John a bit more circumspect than he usually would have been.

Miller didn’t seem to notice. “It’s Friday. Are you going to be able to light them tonight?”

“Not tonight, no,” John answered. “I doubt I’ll be finished unloading before sunset. Next week will be soon enough. God understands.”

“He does. Now, when you do, say a word for me and Mrs. Miller? It’s always a good thing to have someone thinking of you.” The shopkeeper turned around, studying the shelves behind the counter. Then he looked at John. “You’ve got a rifle?”

“Yes.”

“You need powder? Lead?”

John shook his head. “I have a Henry. It uses cartridges.”

Miller’s brows rose. “A Henry? One of the fancy ones, like I’ve read about? Load it on Sunday and fire all week?”

John grinned. “Yes, that one.”

Miller whistled. “You must have spent a pretty penny on that,” he said.

“Actually, I won it in a game of cards,” John admitted. “From a Yank who thought I looked too innocent to be cheating.”

Miller burst out laughing. “Good for you! What sorts of cartridges?”

“.44 caliber. I have some—”

“Probably not nearly enough. I’ll see what I can order for you. I’ll have to send to Fort Gibson.” Miller scrawled a note. 

“They’re made by New Haven Arms, from Connecticut,” John offered. “I’ll prepay you for them, if you like.”

Miller nodded. “Half down, for the special order,” he said as he started to tally the list of supplies.

John walked out to the wagon to tuck the candles in with the rest of the supplies. He looked up at the clear blue sky then shook his head. Storms? He doubted it. He walked back inside. “Mister Miller, what do I owe you?”

“Let me add this up again,” Miller said. “I want to be sure I have my sums right.” He went over the column of numbers again, then nodded and looked up. “Do you want to take a look?”

“I trust you, Mister Miller,” John said. “What do I owe you?”

“Fifty-seven dollars and eighty-six cents.”

John blinked. “Mister Miller, are you joking?”

Miller looked up. “I’m sorry?”

“The supplies I loaded into that wagon must be worth at least twice what you just quoted me. At the very least. So I think you missed carrying a number in your addition.” John looked out the window at the loaded wagon. “I figure... a hundred and fifty? At least? Not counting the half down for the cartridges?”

“John, I am not going to let the first thing you do in Skullyville be beggar yourself,” Miller said. “You paid far too much for the wagon and horse—”

John sighed. “Nathaniel, please. I appreciate your kindness, but you can’t give me these supplies at your cost! Your wife wouldn’t thank you for taking food off your table.”

Miller looked shocked. “You even sound like John. Like your father.” He frowned slightly. “It’s frightening how much like him you are.”

John looked down. Damn it! He should have gone to Fort Gibson for supplies! And he never should have called Nathaniel by his name! He shook his head. “No. I pay my way, Mister Miller. So please, what do I really owe you?”

Miller came out from around the counter. He leaned on it and folded his arms over his chest. “John, your father would know not to argue with me when I’ve set a price.”

“I’m not him,” John protested. He looked up. “Mister Miller —”

“Call it one hundred dollars even, then,” Miller said, and held out his hand. “And that includes the deposit on the cartridges. Is that enough to satisfy you?”

“No,” John grumbled. “But I don’t think you’ll let me give you more.” He took Miller’s hand and shook it, then let his hand fall and looked around. “May I step into your storeroom? I’ve a money-belt—”

“Of course,” Miller said. He led John back to the storeroom and opened the door. John stepped inside and closed the door, then took off his coat and waistcoat. He tossed down his braces and opened his shirt, shifting the money-belt that he wore around so that he could unbutton it. He took out a small stack of banknotes, counted out two hundred dollars, and put the rest away. He put his clothes back to rights, and slipped one hundred dollars into the inner pocket of his coat. He looked around, smiled, and tucked the second hundred dollars into a basket of eggs. Then he walked back out into the shop. Miller was standing near the counter, talking to a handsome older woman. 

“Ah, here he is,” Miller said, looking over at John. “John Zebedee, I’d like to introduce you to my wife, Abigail.”

John came toward them, and bowed over Abigail Miller’s hand. “Mrs. Miller, it’s a pleasure.”

“My, he does have lovely manners,” she said with a laugh. She had a light, lilting accent that he couldn’t place. “Did his father have such lovely manners?”

Miller laughed. “John Zebedee was as proper as the day is long,” he declared. “Except for when he wasn’t.”

John blinked. “Are we talking about the same John Zebedee?” he asked. “My father? When was he ever not proper?”

“Nothing I’d be willing to say in front of a lady,” Miller said. Then he winked at John. “But I’ll walk you out to the wagon.”

Abigail laughed. “Nathaniel, you’re likely to frighten him. Now, Nathaniel says you’re looking for bedding and towels. I have some that are a mite threadbare, but still serviceable. Will that suit?”

“That will be perfect,” John answered. “Until I have time to make my own.”

“You sew, as well? My, you’re well-rounded,” Abigail said with a smile. “Now, John, the next time you’re in town, I expect you to stay for supper.”

“It would be an honor, Mrs. Miller,” John said. “Thank you.”

“Goodness,” she murmured. “Do you think we can have him give Jeremiah etiquette lessons?” She smiled and turned away, leaving through the door that John knew led to the house behind the shop. She came back with a neatly folded pile of linens, which she laid on the counter. Then she went back into the house.

“Jeremiah?” John asked.

“Our son,” Miller answered. “Fourteen and incorrigible. But then, we were all incorrigible at fourteen.”

“I certainly was,” John agreed. He took the money from his coat pocket. “One hundred dollars. Not a penny less.”

Miller took the money and went behind the counter, tucking the money into a cash-box before coming back around, picking up the linens as he passed them. “I’ll walk you out to the wagon,” he said. “Don’t forget your things.”

“Will you tell me that story, too?” John asked, retrieving his case and rucksack from behind the counter. He could not, for the undying life of him, remember just what Miller was talking about! 

They walked outside, and John put his case and rucksack into the wagon. He took the linens from Miller, tucked them away, and tugged the canvas up to cover them. Then he turned to face Miller.

Miller looked up and down the street before pitching his voice low. “Your father was a good man. A fine man. One of the finest I think I’ve ever known. He was true to the bone. And... if he had a little too much to drink, he didn’t mind the company of a lady...” He paused, then shook his head. “Or a gentleman. Preferably the gentleman. Your father... had more than a small streak of lavender when it suited him.”

“Mister Miller,” John said, his voice equally low. “Are you saying that you and my father...?” He let his voice trail off, uncertain of how the question would be taken. There had been a certain number of men he’d served with during the war who weren’t fussy about their bed partners. Soldiers always seemed to be more pragmatic that way. But Miller wasn’t a soldier, and in civilian life, men loving men was a capital offense. John’s mind raced. What was the penalty for sodomy in Arkansas? He wasn’t sure. It was a capital offense in almost every other state where he’d spent time. It was overlooked in the army, but he wasn’t a soldier anymore. 

Miller just smiled. “Never so far as that, John. Never so far as that. But there was a trip to Fort Gibson, and a bottle of whiskey, and... well, there might have been a bit of spooning. But then, we were young, and incorrigible, searching for excitement. The pair of us calmed down and grew up.” He winked, then laughed again. “You should see your face, son!”

“I’m not sure if I’m more surprised at the story, or at the admission,” John said. “I’m not surprised about my father. I knew. He told me. But really, this is not the sort of thing that a man speaks of openly.”

“Considering that if you’re caught, you face hanging? You’d be right. Better to keep things quiet. But you’re a soldier. You understand a man’s needs. And, you’re John’s son. As I said, I was more than a little fond of him,” Miller said. He slipped his hands into his pockets. “That was part of why I was so shocked when you walked into the store. You’re the image of him. Shocked me to the core.”

“I apologize for that—”

“Don’t be ridiculous, John,” Miller scoffed. “You can’t help what you look like.” He looked oddly at John. “He actually told you?”

“When I came to him with questions,” John answered, and let the words hang. Let Miller assume what he would. He probably wouldn’t be wrong.

Miller nodded. “I see. Like father, like son, I suppose. I wish he was still alive, so I could send a letter to him. But I lost track of him when he went east. I’d have liked to speak to him one more time. Introduce him to Abigail. She would like him, I think.”

“I think he would have liked her. And I can honestly say he remembered you fondly, Nathaniel,” John said. He looked up. “Not a cloud in the sky,” he added. “Storms? Really?”

“Every day for nearly a month now,” Miller answered. “It’s been the oddest thing. It’s not the season for them, but they’ve been rolling in every afternoon.” He looked up. “John, you’re more than welcome here tonight. We’ve a spare room, and we’ll leave you be if you want... and you even have his sour look!” Miller laughed and shook his head. “He’d look at me the same way when I pushed too hard. If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were him!” He smiled. “If you were staying, I’d want to hear all about your mother. Any woman who could make that man settle and marry must have been extraordinary.”

John nodded. “She was that, Mister Miller. Her name was Mary.”

“And it was just you?” 

“You mean children?” John shook his head. “No. I had an older brother. Jacob. He’s gone now, too.”

Miller looked surprised. “So young? Was it in the war?”

John swallowed and looked up. “No,” he said. “Jacob had... something of a temper. He died in a fight.”

“Oh, that’s horrible,” Miller murmured. “And here I am, bringing up old wounds. John, I am sorry.” He looked up again. “And I’m keeping you. You’re determined to ride out?”

“Yes, I am.” 

“If the old place is gone, then you come back here,” Miller said. “I don’t care how late it is. You’re always welcome. And if by some chance it’s still standing... then you come to supper next week.”

“No promises,” John said. He checked the canvas covering his purchases, then swung into the driver’s seat and unwound the reins from the brake. “I will try, though.”

Miller nodded. “That’s all I can ask. Good luck. Remember, you come back here if anything is amiss.”

“I will do that,” John said. 

Miller turned back to the door, then stopped. “So, where did you hide the rest of the money I wouldn’t take from you?”

John laughed aloud. “It’s in the eggs,” he admitted.

“Thought it might be. Your father would do the same thing if he thought my father was undercharging him. See you at supper in a week.”

John clucked to the horse and snapped the reins, still laughing as he drove away. He stopped briefly at the livery stable to buy feed and hay for the horse, straw to stuff his mattress, and to ask about livestock, but it wasn’t long before he’d left Skullyville behind him. And before he was alone with his thoughts.

He hadn’t gone to Fort Gibson with Nathaniel Miller more than two or three times. He’d owed a debt to Miller’s father, who loaned him the money to buy materials to build a barn after his own burned down from a lightning strike. They’d agreed that he could work the loan off in dried fish, in manual labor, and occasionally, in transporting goods. If there had been a bottle of whiskey... that had to have been the last time they went...

“Oh,” he breathed. “Oh, yes.” It had been years since he’d last thought of that night. He remembered buying the whiskey to celebrate the debt being paid. He remembered them stopping because of a summer storm, taking shelter under the wagon. He’d opened the bottle and they’d passed it back and forth. He remembered lying huddled underneath the wagon, sharing a blanket with Nathaniel. Talking about girls. Then, talking about boys. John was drunk enough to admit that he’d once had a lover, and Nathaniel to admit to being curious. 

That tryst had ended with considerably more than just spooning. Afterward, Nathaniel had turned cold toward him. Which didn’t make sense with him saying how fond he’d been of John now. Or of bringing that one night up in the first place. Granted, he hadn’t said much. Nathaniel must not have wanted to shock him too much. Which completely discounted the shock of him sharing even that much information! John shook his head. “It doesn’t make much sense,” he told the horse. “But things stopped making sense for me a long time ago.” He watched the horse’s ears flick back toward him. “You’re going to have to get used to me talking to you, you know,” he added. “If there’s no one around, I talk to my animals. And there’s never anyone around.” The horse snorted, making John smile. “I’m certain that you’ll have a much higher opinion of my conversational skills once you know me better. Now, I never did find out what he named you. Or if he named you. So I’ll have to give you a name.” He considered the question — the horse was a dark bay with one white sock, and a jagged, narrow stripe that zigzagged from his forehead to the tip of his nose. “Hrm... Barak. I think I’ll call you Barak. It means Lightning.”

As if on cue, he heard a distant rumble of thunder. Turning in his seat, he studied the clear, blue sky. Then he turned back and considered the horse.

“Maybe I should name you Blaze, instead?” he called. There was another rumble of thunder, and he shook his head. “Fine. Barak it is. Let’s see how soon you can get us out of the weather, Barak.”​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​

​​​CHAPTER THREE

Embers

The thunder grew louder the further they got from town. John could feel the rumbling in his bones, like enough to the rumble of artillery to set his nerves on edge. The sky above him was still clear, but he could see the clouds building on the horizon, dark and seething with occasional flashes of fire. He snapped the reins, urging Barak on faster. They’d be caught in it, and a storm like this meant twisters. He wanted to be safe under cover if that happened.

Another rumble, this one loud enough that Barak shied and danced, and John had to struggle to keep him under control. 

“It’s all right,” he called. “It’s all right. It’s just a noise. It’s not going to eat you.” Ears swiveled back at the sound of his voice, and the horse shivered, the harness jingling wildly. “It’s all right. We’re almost there.” He glanced up, then fished his pocket-watch out and looked at it. The old place was two hours south and east of Skullyville. They still had just over an hour to go. He tucked the watch away and snapped the reins again. “We’re almost there,” he repeated.

The skies overhead darkened, casting the day into an artificial gloaming punctuated by flares of lightning that arched and crackled above them like Yahweh’s own fury. The rain started as they forded the stream, the landmark for the final stretch of trail, and John cursed in Aramaic, tugging the collar of his coat up higher. The rain was cold, heavy fat drops that felt like thrown pebbles when they hit skin. But they were almost there. John could see the standing stones that marked the edge of the land he once called his own. Which meant he needed to stop. He drew back on the reins, and jumped down, going forward and taking hold of Barak’s harness, leading the horse forward. 

He rested his hand on the rock. As old as he was, he’d learned more than a few things over the years. Some of them occasionally came in useful. This, for example. Magic like this wasn’t supposed to exist, and if it did, it wasn’t something that any religion known hereabouts would ever have sanctioned. But John reasoned that his very existence wasn’t something that any religion hereabouts would sanction, and he could think of several that would remove it from him completely if they could, so he didn’t worry overly much about the two bits of magic that he knew. And besides, what he was about to do was something that had been taught to him by an archbishop. He was fairly certain that the person who taught him this hadn’t actually been an Archbishop. He had been a very holy man, a very old acquaintance, a mage, and the only other immortal being that John had ever come across. The last time John had seen him, it had been in France. John wasn’t even sure how many years it had been. Five hundred? More? Was he even still walking the world, the way that John was? He wasn’t sure. But one night in France, over many flagons of wine, Turpin had taught John a few things. Not a lot — John hadn’t been capable of learning much. He just didn’t have the knack for it. But what little he’d learned, he’d learned well. 

Like how to set a barrier to keep the curious away. He usually took the barriers down when he left an area. He was never really sure why he’d left this one standing. Perhaps that was why he’d decided on coming back here — he knew it would be safe for him, at least for a little while. He rested his hand on the rock and closed his eyes, trying not to shiver as the rain soaked into his clothes.

“It’s me,” he whispered. “I’ve come back. Let me in.” He felt a tingle, as the old barrier tested him. Tasted him, it felt like. It recognized him, and parted to let him pass. John walked the horse forward, through the opening, then went back and touched the rock again. “Thank you. Close up.”

The barrier closed with unusual alacrity and an almost audible snap, which took John by surprise. That had never happened before, not any time he’d used this particular trick. 

Was something out there? 

He turned, squinting out into the rain trying to make sense of the gray shapes and shadows that might be rocks and trees. Or might be soldiers in Confederate gray. Nothing moved, but just to be on the safe side, he went to the wagon and reached under the canvas, opening his case and sliding out the Henry. Working by touch, he opened the magazine and loaded a dozen cartridges, then slid the cartridge-follower back into place. He climbed carefully back into the driver’s seat and slid the rifle down behind him on the seat. He’d learned the hard way that if he dropped the loaded rifle, the impact would fire the gun. Thankfully, no one had been hurt when he’d learned that lesson, but it was a serious flaw in the design, and one about which he’d written to the New Haven Arms Company. It was the reason that he kept the rifle unloaded most of the time. As for the rest of the time? Well, he tried damned hard not to be in a position where he would need to shoot something. Or someone. 

He’d had enough of that for several lifetimes.

He peered into the gloom, then shook his head, scattering water off his hat. He still couldn’t see if there was anything moving out there. Best to keep moving. There shouldn’t be anyone inside the barrier, anyway, he told himself. The barrier would have warned him otherwise. 

At least, it was supposed to warn him, if he was inside of it. He’d never tested it from outside.

He snapped the reins, and the wagon lurched forward. 

He knew this not-quite-a-road, knew where to turn, and finally drew the wagon to a stop. The dugout cabin was still there, and he could see the dark bulk of the barn. He’d offload quickly, then see to Barak; he wound the reins around the brake and jumped down, splashing through the mud to the door set into the side of the hill. There was a second barrier on this door, but it was the work of a moment to have it recognize him and unlock. He opened the door and whispered the other spell he’d mastered — the one to call light. A small lamp that hung from the ceiling started to glow, revealing surfaces thick with dust and dirt that had been untouched for a quarter of a century.

John grimaced as he looked at the furry surface of the table. From the looks of things, he’d be spending the first week here just cleaning! He took a sodden handkerchief from his coat pocket, wiped down the table, then went back out into the rain. He lost count of the trips, carrying supplies from the wagon into the house, then making trips from the pump to the house with a bucket, refilling the water barrel. But finally, he was done. He set the bucket down and looked around. The Henry was laying on the worktable, so he picked that up, unloaded it, and set the empty rifle on the pegs over the door, dropping the cartridges into an empty bowl. Then he stood for a moment, hearing the steady dripping of water as it ran off his clothes. What next? Oh, yes. He had to see to Barak and offload the supplies that needed to be in the barn. Then he could come back and light a fire in the stove. Undress. Dry off. 

Figure out what he might want to do with the rest of his immortal life.

But first, the horse. He headed back out into the rain, taking hold of Barak’s bridle. “Come on. Let’s see you dry and fed.” He had to raise his voice to be heard over the rain. Barak let him lead him to the barn, only to shy away as John swung the door open. 

“What is it?” John asked. “There’s nothing here. Nothing inside.” He repeated the spell to bring light, and another lantern started to glow inside the barn. 

The light reflected off of the wet imprints of someone’s bare feet. John stared for a minute, then cursed softly. 

“Whoever is in there, I’m not going to hurt you,” he called. “So... ah... no hurting me. Do we have a deal?” He heard nothing, so he led Barak in out of the rain. The barn and the hayloft both looked empty. There wasn’t even any hay left. That wasn’t a surprise — there hadn’t been a barrier set on the barn, so every mouse, squirrel and crow in the area had been well supplied with bedding for generations. He’d have to mow the grass in the paddock tomorrow, once it was dry. For now, he took a bale of hay from the livery and spread it around in one of the stalls, adding more to the manger. Then he went back to the wagon and started unfastening buckles, releasing the horse from its harness. He heard no one moving, but he was certain he could feel eyes on him. “If you can be patient, I’ll offer a hot meal,” he said. “I’ve only just come home, and it’ll take a while to fire the stove.”

Still, no answer. John carefully brushed Barak down, and threw the new horse-blanket over him before leading him into a stall. He tried not to look around as he worked, the better to show he wasn’t a threat to whoever was in the barn with him. He fetched a bucket of water, filled another with grain, and left both where Barak could reach them. He cleaned and dried the harness, hanging it neatly, then leaned into the wagon to move it out of the way. Then, and only then, did he start to search the barn. The only other living thing he found on the first level was a cat, nursing her kittens in the back of the last stall. He smiled down at her. 

“Well, you’re welcome to stay as long as you like,” he murmured to the young mother. “I don’t have any milk at the moment, but I can offer you a steady diet of fish once I get the nets made.” 

The cat studied him for a moment, then turned back to her babies; John smiled and looked up. Whoever was still watching him must be up in the hayloft.

“I’m coming up,” he called. “Remember. Don’t hurt me, and I won’t hurt you.” 

He climbed slowly up the ladder, expecting at any minute for someone to attack. But there was no one — the hayloft was empty. At least, it appeared empty. But John could still feel someone watching him. And he thought he could hear a faint clink of chain. 

“Well,” he said, coming the rest of the way up the ladder and kneeling on the boards. “You’re better at hiding than I am at finding. So I’ll leave you be. You can stay as long as you like. I’ll leave the light. But no stealing my horse.” He climbed slowly back down the ladder and went to check on Barak. The horse was nose-first in the grain, and ignored John completely. John smiled as he reached out to scratch the horse behind the ear. 

“You stay put, Barak,” he said. “I’ll be back.”

He left the barn, closing the door behind him, and trudged back through the rain to the house. He hung his sodden coat and hat on pegs to dry, and turned to look around. There had never been much to the dugout — it was a large space divided into two “rooms” by a canvas curtain, and he could walk from one side to the other in about ten steps. The dirt walls had been plastered with a mix of crushed gyprock and water to keep the dirt down, and John had set river stone into the rear wall to reflect heat from the stove. The smaller room held a rope-frame bed, which at the moment was draped with a large canvas bag that would soon be a mattress. Besides the pot-bellied stove, the larger room boasted a large table, and a collection of goods-boxes placed on their sides to form shelves which still held dust-covered pots, pans, and other cooking implements. There was a painstakingly-laid wooden floor, two windows that looked out the front, and a solid door. It was warm in the winter, cool in the summer, and comfortable in ways that had never made any real sense to John. He’d lived in fancier places, and in larger ones — he’d gone from this dugout to a comparatively palatial townhouse in New York. But this place...

It was home. In a way that he had never expected when he’d settled here. He hadn’t really had a home in more years than he cared to think about. He took a deep breath, let it out, and turned to the stove to start a fire. Once there was a blaze going in the pot-bellied stove, he filled a pot with water so that he could make something to eat and wash up. He properly washed down the table, then started to unpack his supplies. Casks and baskets went on top of the goods boxes, while bags were hung from the ceiling. By the time everything was cleared away, and ingredients for a pottage were measured, the water was steaming. John filled the water pitcher by the door with warm water, then poured the bowl of ingredients into the rest of the water to cook. Then he dragged one of the bales of straw to the smaller room, and started the messy, dusty process of stuffing the mattress. Better to do it now, before he cleaned the rest of the dugout. Three bales of straw later, the mattress was lumpy, but full, and roughly stitched closed. John wrestled it into place on the ropes, draped threadbare sheets and a blanket over the top, and took a long breath.

Finally, finally, he had time to stop and think. The footprints in the barn. They had to be recent — perhaps only a quarter of an hour old when he’d seen them. If even that much. And he could have sworn he was being watched. But there hadn’t been anyone else in the barn... unless the reason they were better at hiding was that they could hide themselves completely, something that he knew was possible, even though he couldn’t do it. 

John frowned as he went to fetch his case, bringing it to the bedroom side of the curtain. There wasn’t much in the case – he’d cut all ties in New York, left behind anything he couldn’t sell, so what he had left was here. He opened the case, looking at the few things he’d brought with him. He took out the box of cartridges. Two clean shirts. A second pair of trousers. Clean socks. A nightshirt. A rucksack that contained his medical supplies — some simples, bandages and salve. And at the very bottom, wrapped in oilcloth... 

He sat down on the lumpy mattress and considered the rifle-green kepi. It marked him as one of Berdan’s Sharpshooters – two regiments of elite marksmen who had served under the command of a brilliant Colonel. In the early years of the war, they had become the stuff of legend. Then came the Battle of Cold Harbor. The disaster at Cold Harbor — John had been wounded and taken prisoner. He’d been charged as an enemy combatant, and sent to Camp Sumter. Sent to Hell was more like it. The only reason he’d survived was that when he died, he wouldn’t stay dead, and there had been many miserable nights when he roundly cursed the man who had unknowingly cursed him. Cursed him, only to beg forgiveness with the dawn — Joshua, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it. Any of it. Please come back. Don’t leave me here alone.

The hat was the only piece of his uniform he’d managed to save, stubbornly hiding it, stealing it back from thieves, and once, killing a man for it. It had made him both a target to the Confederate jailers, and a touchstone to the other Union prisoners. He’d been their hope — one of their own, one of the best of them. And he’d survived, and he kept on surviving. He’d sat by so many of them as they’d died. Too many to remember all their names. There was a list, he knew. The lonely graves were marked, finally, and the dead were being remembered. But he’d never gone back to see. 

He couldn’t go back. 

He swallowed and put the hat back into his case. He slid the case under the bed, then got up and went to check on the pottage. He stirred it, tasted it, added a touch more salt. Then he wrapped the pot handle in a rag and carried it to the table. He scooped some of the thick stew into a bowl, then stopped and looked at the door.

How many nights in Camp Sumter would he have killed someone for a meal like this? For a meal, or for a blanket? Was that why he’d promised the phantom in the barn a hot meal?

He swallowed again, and reached over to pick up a spoon. He dropped it into the bowl, and went to fetch the second blanket and his coat and hat. He managed to make it to the barn without getting too much rain in the bowl, and without the blanket getting too wet. He set both down on the back of the wagon.

“A hot meal, as I promised. And a blanket,” he called. He turned, and nearly fell backwards in shock.

The man was a few inches shorter than he was, skeletally thin, and pale enough to be a ghost. For a moment, John thought he might actually be seeing the ghost of one of the poor souls from Camp Sumter, one who’d been drawn here by John’s memories. But no, this man was real, real and barely standing on his feet in front of John. He’d clearly been someone’s prisoner — there were fading bruises on his face and neck, and the jingling sound that John was hearing came from the chain that connected the manacles on his wrists. He looked exhausted, sick and terrified, his brilliant green eyes wide and frightened. There was something strange about his eyes....

John held his hands out to the sides. “I won’t hurt you,” he said softly. “Let me help.” He took a step forward, and the man flinched away, raising his chained wrists to defend himself as he turned. The flinch became a fall, and he collapsed into a motionless heap at John’s feet.​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​
​CHAPTER FOUR

Sunbeams

John stared for a moment. Then he lunged forward, dropping to his knees next to the man. He was still breathing, and the pulse at his throat hammered against John’s fingertips like the heartbeat of a bird. John examined him quickly, hissing at the raw skin beneath the manacles. How long had this man been a prisoner? And... a prisoner of who? Someone had beaten him and starved him, and they had to be somewhere close. There was no way this man could have gone far on foot, not in this condition.

John looked further, brushing back long, filthy hair to check for head wounds. He didn’t see any blood, but... 

Pointed ears?

The something strange about his eyes finally became clear — they’d been slitted like a cat’s eyes. Pointed ears, and cat’s eyes... something teased at the edges of John’s mind. A story, perhaps? A song? He wasn’t sure. It didn’t matter. What mattered was that he had to do something now. He had an injured man to care for. Perhaps sick as well. He got up, grabbed the blanket off the wagon, and bundled the man up in it. He left the bowl — the cat would appreciate the meal, and it might convince her to stay. He headed back out into the rain, carrying his patient back to the dugout. He kicked the door closed behind him, and laid his burden down on the floor near the stove before stripping off his sodden coat and hat. But the floor was no place for a sick man. He needed to put him to bed. He scooped the unconscious man back up, marveling for a moment at how little he weighed. He shoved the thought to the side and carried him past the curtain to the bed, calling the light spell out to the lamp that hung from the ceiling so that it started to glow. The new-stuffed mattress hadn’t settled yet — John had been planning to jump on it to break up the fresh straw. But there wasn’t time for that. He laid his guest down, covering him with the dry blanket. Then he frowned. Now what?

The chains needed to come off. And then he needed to get some food into this starving bastard. He turned away, heading back to the other side of the curtain, hunting for the toolbox he could have sworn he’d left here. All the while his mind was racing — what had they fed to the survivors at Camp Sumter? Some of those poor souls hadn’t been strong enough to even eat, and had died while the nurses had spooned gruel into their mouths. He didn’t think this fellow was that far gone, but what could he feed him? The stew was too heavy for a starving man. 

He found the tool chest in a corner, and hauled it up onto the table, looking through it. What did he have? And what did he have, among his supplies? Rice? That was easy. Light. He could make rice. And what else?

Unbidden, he suddenly remembered a bit of lore. Saint John of the Cross, kidnapped and starved. He’d been nursed back to health by nuns, who’d fed him warm pears and cinnamon. John looked around, then grabbed another pot. Water. Rice. Dried pears cut small. Cinnamon. Honey. He set the mixture to boil, and went back to the tools. Hammer. Chisel. And for a hard surface, a box. 

When he went back through the curtain, his guest was awake, struggling to sit up. 

“No,” John said. “It’s all right. You’re safe.” There was terror in those green eyes, as plain as day. And he hadn’t been wrong — they weren’t human eyes. But it didn’t matter. John put the box down and held his hands up. “It’s all right,” he repeated. He held his hand out. “Let me help.” He stepped forward, then realized something. “Do you understand me?”

The young man frowned. When he spoke, his voice was weak and raspy, and he spoke in a language that John didn’t recognize. It was something liquid and musical, and completely strange. 

“I don’t understand,” John said. He repeated himself in Spanish. In French. In German. In Hebrew, in Latin, in broken Choctaw, and finally, in Aramaic. Each was met by a headshake. Finally, John huffed. 

“Well, we’ll start from the beginning,” he said. He tapped himself on the chest. “John. I’m John.” He held his hand out to the man in his bed. 

The man frowned slightly. Then he raised one hand, the chain jingling as he pointed at John. “John,” he repeated. He pointed to himself. “Ethriel.”

John smiled. His guest had a name. An odd name, but a name. “Ethriel. Well, it’s very nice to meet you.” He stepped closer, and reached out to tap one of the manacles. Then he stooped and picked up the hammer, showing it to Ethriel. 

Ethriel looked puzzled. Then he touched the manacle, and made a gesture like he was throwing it away. 

John smiled and nodded. “Yes.” He repeated the gesture. “Off with them.”

Ethriel nodded. He held his hand out, biting his lip. John laid the hammer aside, helped him to sit up, then examined the manacle. It was like nothing he’d ever seen before — some kind of light metal, and the keyhole was
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