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BROTHERS DIVIDED

April 18, 1861

Dear Jonathan,

By now, you’ll have heard of the siege at Fort Sumter and our boys’ valiant struggle at the misguided hands of our Southern brothers.

I had hoped to return soon from the Academy, but my services will be needed here. I can no longer stand idly by while the severing of ties throughout this nation continues. West Point has prepared me well. Please tell Father, Mother and Beth that though I’m young, they needn’t worry on my behalf — I’ll be home soon enough. Take heart in my belief that all will be set right, maybe even before you receive this letter. A show of force should end this conflict before it becomes a war.

Your loving brother,

Daniel

Carefully folding the letter, Jonathan slid it to the bottom of the small stack on his dresser. It was the first his elder brother had sent over the past 16 months. He looked out his bedroom window at the peaceful scene that lay before him, the stillness only slightly broken by the faint chirping of crickets.

It was late August and the mountains of northern Pennsylvania were still lush and green. The air was crisp and clear as evening approached. It was a far cry from what Daniel was surely faced with that night, yet Jonathan longed to be just like his brother. His thoughts turned toward glorious victory; a fearless charge into the face of danger as he waved his sword above his head urging his men forward. The deafening roar of battle or smoke thick enough to choke his breath was not a part of his fantasy.

“Jonathan!” his mother called out to him. “Your father is going to want his supper. You know how grumpy he gets when you’re late.”

Jonathan dipped his head and sighed, brought back to earth by his mother’s voice. He was already 15 but his parents often acted like he was too young to handle himself. He left his bedroom, and went downstairs to the kitchen where his mother packed up the food. “Are there extra rolls in there for Robert?” he asked.

“Of course. How could I forget Robert?” she said. “That young man needs to find himself a wife.”

Jonathan watched his mother knot the cloth. The look of her hands caught his eye, the thinning skin revealing the bones of her knuckles in detail. He had never thought of her as getting older until just then.

Jonathan took the package his mother had thoughtfully wrapped for his father, noting the extra rolls for the plant foreman. The foundry was a mile and a half down the road, and it would probably be dark by the time he got there. As he walked along the dirt road, he kicked at stones and waved to neighbors as he passed by. He imagined himself a secret courier, delivering an important package to the Union headquarters. He tried to appear casual and unassuming so that no one would suspect who he was or what he carried.

Robert was standing outside the front of the foundry when he arrived. They walked inside together so Jonathan could set down the food and find the rolls his mother had wrapped in a napkin for him.

“You’re in luck tonight,” Jonathan said.

“Your mother is a saint,” said Robert, gleefully jamming a roll in his mouth.

“She thinks it’s time you found a wife.”

“The women around here are too smart for that,” Robert said through a mouthful. He turned on his crutch to head back to the foundry, carrying the napkin full of rolls under his free arm. “Your father is in his office, and I’d say you’re just in time.”

Jonathan knew what that meant. He grabbed up the rest of the food and went to find his father.

Mr. Parker was poring over paperwork at his desk. He had removed his jacket and the sleeves of his shirt were rolled up. His coarse, black beard was peppered more with grey. In contrast, Jonathan’s blond hair and the features he’d inherited from his mother accentuated his youth. As he stepped closer to the desk, he could see the lines on his father’s forehead, exaggerated by the lamp’s dim light. The foundry had been contracted to aid in the construction of rifles for the army. His father kept operations going day and night to meet the demands.

“I got here as soon as I could. I hope I’m not too late,” Jonathan said, setting the package down in front of his father.

His father looked up and his face brightened. “Right on time. What wondrous feast has your mother made this evening?”

“Roasted turkey, potatoes and fresh rolls.”

“She’ll have to start sewing me new clothes,” his father chuckled. “I really shouldn’t be eating this late at night.”

“How much longer will you be?”

“Tell your mother another two hours. I’m sending Robert out with a shipment tomorrow morning and have to finalize all the paperwork. I’ve sent everyone else home.”

On the walk back to the house, Jonathan thought again about Daniel. They hadn’t received word from him for weeks, and gaps between letters always raised concern. They followed the war through articles in the paper, but mainly they rehashed what people had already heard. Jonathan hated the engravings that accompanied the articles, images of young men marching, probably to their death. He shuddered to think of his brother lying in a field, his body disfigured by unforgiving bullets or worse. He knew better than to harbor such thoughts, but the darkness of the night seemed to welcome them, and he dared not share them with his family, not even Beth.

Jonathan could tell his sister Beth just about anything. She always listened intently, smiling, nodding, and rarely interjecting. She was 18 and though considered plain by some, her vivacity had attracted many suitors. Beth was no stranger to speaking her mind, but she had fallen ill of late. She was tired all the time and bruised easily. Over the past few months, her condition had worsened and now her eager young escorts were nowhere to be found. She was melancholy at times, and Jonathan tried to speak with her only of lighthearted matters.

He arrived at home to find his mother and Beth sitting near the fire. Beth was engrossed in her book while his mother repaired a tear in one of his father’s shirts. He was constantly snagging his clothes down at the foundry.

“How late tonight?” his mother asked.

“Another two hours,” Jonathan responded. “Robert leaves in the morning with the next shipment.” He watched as his mother forced a smile, but he knew that she was scared, scared for Daniel, scared for Beth and scared that her husband would work himself to illness. Hopefully his efforts would help bring a welcome end to this war and hasten Daniel’s return.

They all tried to keep busy, his mother in particular. Jonathan noticed that she’d taken to sewing every night instead of leaving it for the weekends, as had been her custom. He watched as she pushed strands of her blond hair away from her face. She continued sewing without looking up, but was unable to forestall the inevitable prick of her finger. Jonathan saw her wince each time she missed a stitch.

“She never had such trouble in the past,” he thought. He remembered how she looked when he was younger and they would play together in the yard. Her hazel eyes sparkled in the sun. She was slender and always had a wink and nod for him. But time and age had slowed her down, and while she was still thin, Jonathan thought she looked frail in the firelight. Her soft, green dress hung from her frame.

Jonathan turned his attention to Beth. She was seated awfully close to the fire. Maybe she was cold or the lamp was not enough to brighten the page she was reading. He noticed that she looked worn out as if she’d worked all day in the garden. But her skin wasn’t reddened. It was pale; an odd grayish white he’d never seen before. And the shadows cast by the dancing flames made the circles under her eyes look that much darker.

“Still reading the same book?” Jonathan teased. “You don’t have to read all the lines to understand the story.”

“Then, how can you claim to have read the book?” Beth countered. “I’ve more important thoughts than to fill my head with everything I read.”

“Truly, it’s a mystery why you read at all.” Beth smiled, and rolled her eyes, turning her attention back to her book.

“It’s been a long day,” her mother interjected before the frivolity could continue. “Jonathan, would you please help your sister to her room?”

“Please, just a little while longer?” Beth pleaded. “I’m almost done with this chapter.”

“The book will still be there for you tomorrow,” his mother said.

Beth looked to Jonathan to come to her rescue, but he knew better than to get in the middle of this argument. She sighed and closed the book. Jonathan walked to her side, giving her his hand, steadying her to her feet. She struggled to maintain her balance but covered her embarrassment, dropping his hand and winking at him.

“It seems we’ll make a proper gentleman out of you yet,” Beth said.

“Jonathan? Jonathan!”

His father’s voice rose sharply behind the door. “Your mother has asked you to get up twice now. Do you hear me in there? Jonathan!”

“Yes, sir! I’m almost dressed,” he lied, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. He sighed and forced himself out of bed. The blankets seemed to hold him against his will. He bumbled around the room looking for clothes and stubbed his big toe twice before finally making his way down to the breakfast table, bleary and disheveled.

“You can’t make a living out of sleeping just because you’re good at it,” his father said angrily.

Jonathan tried to smooth out his shirt and smarten up his appearance, much to Beth’s amusement.

“Your mother is counting on you to accompany her into town,” his father reminded him. “Will you conduct yourself in a timelier manner on her behalf?”

“Yes, Father,” Jonathan replied, glancing over at Beth, who was having trouble containing her laughter. He shook his head and made a face at her. He didn’t know why she was so tickled; it was like every other morning at the house.

Breakfast ended far more peacefully than it began, and as Beth cleared the table and his father set off for the foundry, Jonathan headed to the stable to prepare the horse and cart for a trip into town. He knew they would be gone all morning, maybe even part of the afternoon. His mother didn’t like leaving the house those days, as it meant leaving Beth alone too long or being out when news from Daniel could be on its way. Shopping was only a priority when all their resources had been exhausted.

As they rode along, his mother chatted about which stores she wanted to visit and what she would buy. Jonathan almost drove past the first one, and his mother had to clear her throat, causing him to call abruptly for the horse to stop.

He helped her down and waited by the cart while she went into the store. Across the street, Jonathan noticed his friend Joshua and smiled and waved as Joshua lumbered over to greet him. He was a year older than Jonathan and taller than the other boys their age. He was husky and imposing with thick, brown hair to the bottom of his neck. He intimidated most of the boys, but Jonathan only ever saw his big heart. They shook hands robustly, excited to see each other.

“Helping your mother?” Joshua asked.

“Yes, we’re picking up some supplies,” Jonathan replied, eager for conversation. “And you, helping your father out?” Jonathan looked around, expecting to see him.

“We’re ordering paint. The barn needs repair.”

“So, will you be coming to school next week?”

“Not this year,” Joshua replied. “Father wants me to help run the farm. He won’t let me out of his sight. I think he’s afraid that I’ll run off and join Daniel.”

“I know just what you mean,” Jonathan sighed. “We’d put an end to it, though, wouldn’t we?”

“They wouldn’t know what’d hit them.”

Jonathan looked back across the street and noticed Joshua’s little brother, Benjamin, had emerged from the store and was waiting patiently on the sidewalk. He was dressed in one of Joshua’s old shirts. The oversized garment swallowed him. His suspenders were barely able to contain the billowing material, which spilled out over the top of his pants.

Joshua followed Jonathan’s gaze, and the smile fell from his face. “Will you do me a favor, Jonathan? Will you look after Benjamin at school? The boys will probably pick on him in my absence.”

“He’s going to have to stand up for himself one day. You know that.” “I know. He’s just...” Joshua looked back at his brother, and Benjamin smiled and waved.

Jonathan wondered if that’s how his own face looked when Daniel was around. “Don’t worry. I’ll keep an eye on him.”

“Have you heard from Daniel?” Joshua asked, as if breaking into his thoughts.

“No, but you know how slow letters can be.”

“And the army is constantly moving. Who knows how much time he gets to himself these days?” Joshua said.

Jonathan nodded.

“Well, I best be going,” Joshua said sheepishly.

“See you soon, I hope,” Jonathan answered.

His friend’s father was a harsh taskmaster, intolerant of frivolity. He would probably lay into Joshua for his brief absence. He watched as Joshua retrieved Benjamin and went into the store.

“Jonathan?! Will you help me with this?” his mother called out behind him.

He turned, red-faced with embarrassment, and ran to the store. The errands progressed as expected, and by mid-afternoon, Jonathan was unloading the supplies back at home. Beth had started to prepare dinner, and his mother joined in as he went to return the horse to its stable. He unhooked the cart and freed the mare from her collar and leads, then diligently wiped down her glistening, brown coat before leaving her in the stall with food and water.

After dinner, Jonathan completed his chores just in time to rest briefly before walking to the foundry with his father’s meal. Jonathan’s days had become monotonous — the next repeating the last with no end in sight. Keeping busy was no longer enough to temper his frustrations, and as he walked Beth back to her room for the evening, she could sense his distance.

“You don’t have to go just yet,” Beth said as she sat down on her bed. “Tell me about your day.”

“I shouldn’t keep you up,” Jonathan said, still moving toward the door.

“Please stay,” Beth pleaded. He stopped and looked back at her. “Did you see anyone in town?” she pushed.

“Josh was there with Benjamin,” he said as he stepped back into the room.

“Well, you’ll be seeing lots of them with school starting.”

“No,” Jonathan said, dropping his head. “Joshua won’t be coming back this year; his father wants him to help run the farm.”

“I see,” Beth said. She tried to further the conversation. “Well, did you see anything new at the store?”

“No, same as before — nothing new really.” Jonathan placed his hand on the back of his neck and began to fidget.

“Why won’t you talk to me anymore?” Beth blurted out. “You used to tell me everything.”

Jonathan looked back with surprise.

“I know you’re worried about Daniel,” she pressed. “It’s all right to tell me, you know. I’m worried too.”

“But you’re...” Jonathan stopped himself.

“I’m what?! I’m sick? No one ever wants to say that word around me.” Her voice faltered. “As if I don’t know, as if not talking about it will make it go away.” She immediately regretted putting Jonathan on the spot as she watched his lower lip quiver and his eyes well up.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean...”

“I don’t want you to die!” Jonathan couldn’t hold back. “I don’t want Daniel to die either.”

Beth stood from the bed and stopped just short of him. “Daniel would never leave us.”

“How do you know that?” Jonathan’s hand began to shake. “Though he’s courageous, he’s also very cautious. I believe he’s too smart to take unnecessary risks.” She reached out and grabbed his hand. “I don’t want you to give it another thought,” she said. “Mother and Father are counting on you now more than ever.”

“It feels at times as though they don’t trust me.” His voice cracked. Beth reached out for her little brother. She held him as his body heaved, holding back the rush of tears.

“It’s not that. It’s not that at all. They simply aren’t ready to let go just yet,” she said in a comforting tone. Jonathan wrapped his arms around his sister as if holding on for dear life.

“Promise that you won’t leave me,” he said. Beth closed her eyes tightly, summoning the courage to answer him.

“What will become of my dear, sweet Jonathan?” she said with a steady voice. “You are far too kind for your own good. Someone’s got to keep an eye on you. How could I possibly leave?” She pushed him slightly back so he could see the smile on her face.

“You won’t tell Father or Mother about this, will you?” he sighed. “Not a word,” she assured him with a wink. “But you must promise not to hold out on me anymore. Agreed?”

“Agreed,” he answered as he led her back to her bed.
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ANTIETAM

Daniel stood outside his tent, overseeing his men as they set up camp. His full beard hid his youthful features well. His eyes, closed by the burn of gunpowder from battle, were like slits, but his lean frame was steady and unyielding. The soldiers’ movements were slow, weary from two days of fighting and burdened by the blood and dirt now caked to their shoes. There was no shock or horror on their faces, only solemn resignation. Some had been fighting now for more than a year; some were new to the effort; and some would not see the sunrise the following day. They were silent as they went about their duties, yet several raised their eyes to him and nodded, grateful for another day, grateful they were still alive.

Daniel heaved a sigh as he retreated to his tent. He sat down on the narrow cot, reached for a lamp on the ground, placed it on a small wooden table, and lit the wick. Dusk had already begun to darken the tent. He turned away from the entrance and stretched out his legs, but he had only a moment’s peace before a sergeant entered his tent.

“Sergeant?” Daniel’s voice was like gravel.

“You sent for me, Major Parker,” the sergeant replied.

“How many, Sergeant?” Daniel asked, still turned away.

“Almost half, sir, dead or wounded,” the sergeant replied. Daniel’s shoulders heaved in disgust.

“Make sure Captain Barnes has those numbers. That will be all. You are dismissed.”

“Thank you, sir.” The sergeant turned to leave the tent, making way for Captain Gerald Duffy who waited at the entrance. The tall, handsome, young officer was barely recognizable, his strawberry-blond hair matted with sweat, his face and mustache painted with soot. His clothes were spattered with blood.

“We have new orders, Major Parker,” Duffy said as he stepped inside the tent. Daniel remained motionless as if he did not hear him.

“Orders, sir,” Duffy pressed. Daniel continued to stare down at his blood-soaked boots, his eyes barely blinking, even though they still stung from gunpowder.

“Daniel...” Duffy’s voice had softened.

Still dumbfounded by battle, he turned to look at his friend. “I’m sorry. Did you say something?” Daniel asked.

“You can’t think on it so much,” Duffy said.

“This isn’t at all what I expected when we left the Academy.” 

“What do you mean?” Duffy asked. “You made captain and then major in record time.”

“Because I have a talent for getting boys slaughtered?”

“You were following orders, and you led them out when the call came. What more were you supposed to do?”

“We owe them more than that,” Daniel replied. “Duff, those boys trust us. Did you see how they fought? Not one under my command ran, even as they watched the men beside them get cut down.” Daniel’s cheeks began to flush. “And now I’m supposed to go before them with new orders?!”

Duff pulled his gaze away from Daniel. “You are far too taken with these events so early in this conflict.”

“Conflict?! We are at war and have been so for nearly 14 months now. I’m afraid I do not share your enthusiasm for the fighting.”

“It is not enthusiasm,” Duff replied. “It is simply what we do; what we were trained to do.” He paused to wipe the blackened sweat from his brow.

“I worry that your compassion will one day get the better of you.” 

“I always thought my brother Jonathan was the sensitive one,” Daniel sighed. “Where will they have us now?”

“We are to move into Maryland and join forces with the Army of the Potomac.”

“Make the arrangements to move the wounded to a safe haven,” Daniel said. “The rest of the boys will continue north.”

“Yes, sir, Major Parker.” Duff saluted.

Daniel simply waved him out of the tent. He stood up, listening to the boys as they finished setting up camp, and could smell the fires that had just been lit. He was an eternity away from the whir of bullets and screams of stricken soldiers that buzzed around him only hours earlier. He stepped forward out of the tent and stopped. He looked back and forth across the encampment, marveling at the bustle of men, the clanking of tin cups, the utter normalcy of it all.

The afternoon sun brightened the tent as Daniel removed his jacket and laid it across the cot before sitting down. His lips tightened, then loosened around the pipe in his mouth. The whiskers on his chin danced in symphony with each movement, and the pungent odor of tobacco filled the air as he composed another letter to Jonathan.

 September 15, 1862

Dear Jonathan,

My days of endless drills and training seem so far removed from me now. We’ve moved north and once again prepare for battle. The boys are ripe for a fight, and I marvel at their strength. I’ve earned their trust and respect, and know that they would follow me to hell itself, but I would much rather lead them safely back to their homes. They give so much without complaint or want for any reward.

I think of you, Beth, Mother and Father often. I will be home for Christmas, as it is only a few months away. Foul weather will probably slow the fighting if it even still rages then. I’ve been told our numbers far outweigh the Confederate forces. Their resources are few, and they’ll probably give up soon. I look forward to sharing stories with you by the fireside.

Please give my love to everyone, and tell Mother not to worry.

Your brother,

Daniel

Duff entered Daniel’s tent with a wide smile on his lips. He reached into his jacket and pulled out a small bottle of whiskey.

“You are a true gentleman,” Daniel said as he motioned Duff to take a seat. The bottle was passed back and forth between the two in silence at first.

“How long are we to sit here?” Duff finally asked. “We know where Lee is. Why are we waiting?”

“You would question the leader of our nation’s greatest force?” 

“I would call him a fool, if he were not in earshot,” Duff laughed. “Are you that eager for battle, my friend?” Daniel took another swig from the bottle and stared silently at the pipe in his hand.

“What’s wrong?” Duff asked.

“This is different,” Daniel replied. “Something powerful is about to happen here. You can see it in the boys’ faces, and hear it in their voices. I approve of the caution McClellan is taking.”

“I’d say you’ve had enough,” Duff declared as he snatched the bottle out of his hand.

Daniel placed the pipe back in his mouth and began puffing away again. He could see Duff’s eyes dart down toward the letter.

“Writing to your brother again?” Duff asked, quickly turning the conversation around.

“I’m glad he’s still home. I fear one day I will turn and see him lined up amongst the troops.”

“You said he never liked guns; never liked to go hunting.”

“He’s far too eager to impress me,” Daniel said. “I’m worried he’ll run off any day now.”

“I doubt your father would let that happen.”

“I can only hope you’re right.”

Duff took another swig and swirled what was left of the whiskey around in the bottle thoughtfully. “What would you do if Jonathan did come in with a band of new recruits?”

“What are you getting at?” Daniel asked, taken aback.

“What would you do?”

“There’s no need to think on it because it’s not going to happen.” “You really don’t have the stomach for any of this, do you?”

“And how is it that you do?” Daniel shot back. “What’s so appealing about the things we’ve witnessed, about the things we’ve done? We were trained to protect people and save lives, not to take them needlessly.”

“Actually, we were trained for all of those things.”

“I swear it’s as if the devil himself has sent you here to torment me,” Daniel said. He shook his head, then reached for the bottle once more.

“Does your mother know you swear?” Duff handed over the bottle, flashing a wicked grin.

Daniel tucked his letter to Jonathan inside his jacket pocket. He walked a short distance past the other officers’ quarters, picking up Duff along the way. They were convening for final orders. The air inside the major general’s tent was thick and stifling. Several of the officers smoked furiously in an attempt to calm their nerves. The stench of sweat and tobacco permeated the small area, adding to the tension. Once the assignments were handed down, Duff and Daniel moved out of earshot of those who remained behind. They had been glancing back and forth at one another as the battle plan was laid out.

“Looks like we’ll be attacking from the East Woods.” Duff stroked his mustache.

“That cornfield concerns me,” Daniel replied, tapping his finger on the map in front of them. “No cover there.” He stared back at Duff. “Do you believe the scouting report is accurate?”

“They definitely have artillery along the West Woods as well as the fence line to the South, but the wooded area is thick and the count is uncertain.”

“A swift approach might afford us the upper hand,” Daniel said. “That’s up to Hooker now. We’re under his command.” 

“Indeed.”

Daniel excused himself and slowly walked to the back of the camp. He wished to deliver his letter to the private who handled the post. The men would march at first light the following morning, and he noticed he wasn’t the only one in camp looking for a diversion. Some played cards or similar games of chance while others wrote letters with the hope of sending them off that afternoon. Still others had taken to reading their bibles, flipping to the dog-eared pages that held comforting passages.

Daniel stopped to watch a battalion drilling in the midday sun. They marched in unison, row after row of thick, blue uniforms set to purpose and moving in harmony. The air was still, and for a brief moment, there was silence as if the world had stopped to take notice of the scene that lay before him. The pale-blue sky stretched out like a banner in their honor as the sun gleamed off their well-polished rifles; both beautiful and daunting, never had he seen such a sight. He wondered if he ever would again.

He retreated to his tent and tried to get some rest, but his cot always felt harder and unwelcoming before a battle, causing him to toss and turn. Sleep was not on the agenda. Soon the bustle of men preparing to fight would be impossible to ignore. He sat up from the cot and pulled his boots on before stepping over to the stand and lighting the lamp. It was still very early, barely hours past midnight. His coat was draped across one of the stools, and Daniel reached into the left breast pocket and pulled out a small picture of his family.

“Whatever happens this day, I pray you look back on me with pride,” he thought. He gazed at the photo and found a smile before placing it back in his coat pocket. It was his ritual before battle and the last thing he’d do before leaving his tent to attend to orders.

Darkness blanketed the camp, protecting the soldiers as long it could. Death would have its say in the morning. Daniel walked among his men as they prepared for the fight. His nod and occasional pat on the shoulder told the boys of his concern for their well-being. He made sure to check on each man in his company before taking his position.

First light brought cannon fire along with an endless spray of bullets; the battle had begun. Daniel and Duff moved up and down the lines, keeping the boys calm and urging them forward. Men fell in rows where they had stood only seconds earlier, but the tremendous loss of life was not enough to deter either side. Their courage never wavering, the men pushed forward over the backs of their fallen brothers. Wave after wave — first Union, then Confederate soldiers — pushed forward, then fell back within the cornfield, the moans of dying men and cries for help drowned out by the cacophony. When a bullet passed through his thigh, Daniel felt as though his leg had been set on fire. It knocked him down, but it was merely a flesh wound, a minor annoyance. He pushed himself off the ground and continued limping up and down the lines of men, keeping order where he could. His voice was hoarse from shouting.

Amidst the confusion and thunderous roar of battle, he noticed a soldier walking aimlessly along the back line. The soldier’s gait stuttered as he walked sideways, and his left shoulder slouched forward, frozen in place by a bullet. He had a blank stare on his blood-smeared face and Daniel feared he would wander back into the thick of things. He hurried toward the soldier only to be beaten to him by a Union officer he’d never seen before. He held the rank of colonel and grabbed the soldier’s jacket shaking him fiercely.

“Pick up your rifle, boy! Back to the front with you!”

The soldier stared back at the colonel with no comprehension of the order.

“Did you hear me boy?!” the colonel shouted. “I said fight!”

Daniel intervened, forcing the colonel to release the young man. “He’s done with battle. Can’t you see it in his eyes?”

“No!” the colonel said, turning sharply, “but I can see it in yours.” He grabbed Daniel’s throat, then reached for the ten-inch knife secured upon his belt and viciously thrust it into Daniel’s chest.

Panic raced through Daniel as he heard his ribs snap and felt the breath leave his body. He struggled to free himself as the colonel twisted the knife. His bloodthirsty grin sent a cold shock of horror through Daniel, who watched helplessly as his assailant savored the anguish he inflicted. There was so much confusion around them that no one took notice of the deed. When Daniel was just at death’s door, the colonel dropped him to the ground, and his body joined the sea of corpses lying in that cornfield. Daniel gasped one last time before succumbing to the darkness.

Duff fought closer to the tree line and was unaware of his friend’s demise. He was rallying the troops for another surge when two bullets shredded through his right shoulder. He was thrown to the ground, as if tackled, and the blow to his head by the hard earth knocked him unconscious. The fighting continued, and even as more officers fell, the boys continued to charge to their deaths without having to be told. By the battle’s end, the bodies of the wounded and the dead left no span of ground uncovered.
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CALM BEFORE THE STORM

Jonathan walked along the road. Another school day had ended and it was time to return home. The weather had become considerably colder than the previous week, and he thrust his hands tightly into the pockets of his jacket, trying to keep it wrapped around him. He looked up and saw the postman turn to walk toward his house.

“Hey!” he called out as he rushed the older man. “Is that the mail?”  

“Why, yes. I was about to deliver it to your mother.” 

“I’ll take it in,” Jonathan said eagerly.

“Here you go.” The postman handed over the letters, and Jonathan rifled through them immediately. There was a letter from Daniel addressed to him, and he ripped it open, letting the other mail drop to the ground. His face brightened as he read through the brief note, then carefully folded it before scooping up the others and running to the house. Jonathan blew through the front door, letting it crash shut behind him. Mother winced at the sound.

“Jonathan!” she called out. “That door’s going to fall off its hinges one day!” She was in the kitchen when Jonathan came around the corner out of breath, his cheeks pink from the cold fall air.

He handed over the letters but hid Daniel’s from her view. “I can be quick about my chores if you have something more for me to do,” he said. He grabbed the teapot from her hand and placed it on the stove.

“Aren’t you the eager one today?” his mother replied as she rifled through the letters, not unlike Jonathan only moments earlier. “Come see me when you’ve finished your chores.”

“OK.” He rushed off to his room to change his clothes, then down to the woodpile. It was time to stock the house again. He checked on the mare, cleaned out her stall, and then left her with plenty of food and water. He was raking the front yard when Beth called him in to eat. He showed up at the table with his hair combed, his shirt neatly tucked in and his face and hands washed clean.

His mother and Beth glanced back and forth at Jonathan and then at each other in utter amazement.

“Did you make a new friend at school today?” his mother asked cautiously.

“No,” Jonathan answered as he reached for the potatoes. She shrugged her shoulders as she looked at Beth for help.

“Was there a particularly exciting lesson today?” she tried again. “No,” he answered as he reached for the biscuits and then the corn. 

“Who are you and what have you done with my little brother?” Beth said boldly.

Jonathan stopped filling his plate. He looked up to find them both staring at him. He realized his appearance was to blame. “It would be ungentlemanly of me to accompany such fine women in a state of disarray,” he said.

Beth’s jaw dropped and she found it difficult to contain herself. She was determined to find out why Jonathan was behaving so oddly. She looked back at her mother, who still seemed perplexed.

“I think he’s got a crush on his new teacher,” Beth proclaimed.

“Do not!” Jonathan shot back.

“What else could it be?” She tried to bait him into saying something but Jonathan was having none of it. He just kept eating, ignoring her comment, knowing full well it was driving her crazy. By the end of the meal, Beth could no longer stand the tension. She made her move as her mother began clearing the table.

“Let me get that,” Beth spoke up.

“Are you sure?” her mother hesitated.

“Jonathan will help me, won’t you?”

“Of course,” Jonathan replied cheerfully.

Beth waited for her mother to take her leave before getting to the point. “What’s going on with you?” she demanded.

“Nothing,” Jonathan grinned.

“Jonathan, you promised...”

“I’ve got a surprise for you,” Jonathan blurted out, almost unable to contain himself. “It will make everything better.”

“What surprise? What are you talking about? Is this why you’re acting so weird?”

“I can’t tell you just yet; please don’t make me. I don’t want to spoil it for you.” He ducked his head as if embarrassed.

“Well, it must be some surprise,” Beth conceded. “I haven’t seen you act this way since Daniel left.”

Jonathan turned quickly from her view as he tried to slink out of the kitchen.

“Where are you going?” Beth called out after him.

“You didn’t really need my help now, did you?” he said as he rushed out the door.

“Some things never change.” Beth rolled her eyes and shook her head, but there was a wide smile across her lips.

Daniel slowly became aware of his surroundings. The pain was gone and the thunderous battle silenced. A faint light caught his attention. He could see a young soldier wandering near a tree line. The sun shone brightly down on both of them, and he could feel its warmth upon his face. The soldier turned to look at Daniel; it was the boy who’d wandered amidst the fighting, but his eyes were full of hope rather than distant emptiness like before. He smiled as he moved ahead of Daniel, who tried to keep up but felt as if someone held him in place. Daniel struggled as the young man faded out of view, leaving only darkness and confusion.

“Daniel,” a voice began. “Your heart is pure, your soul wiped clean by the murderer’s knife. You are Beloved in the Father’s eyes.”

“Where did that soldier go? Why can’t I follow him?” Daniel began to panic.

“You may choose to follow that soldier or you may choose to follow a greater purpose,” the voice answered in a soothing tone.

“Greater purpose?” Daniel sighed. “Who are you and where are my men?”

“I am here on behalf of the Father, and you have not yet passed into his kingdom. Your service is required.”

“I don’t understand.”

“All of the men previously under your command have been killed. They are beyond your help now. You are a kind and gentle man, Daniel. Will you give now in death as you so often gave in life?”

“Death?” Daniel paused. The word shook him and he hesitated. His thoughts turned back to the young soldier and the peaceful look about him. He longed for that as well. “If I am truly dead, please allow me to join my men wherever they may be.”

“The Father has need of your attributes,” the voice pressed. “Will you not lend your kindness to those in great need?”

“If what you say is true and I am dead, how can I help anyone now?” Daniel replied. “I don’t know what this is about. Please, that boy, my men, why can’t I be with them?”

“There are many things in this world unknown to you. You must trust that the Father has a reason. You can only do what is in your heart, and your heart has always been filled with compassion.”

“My greatest downfall, according to Duff.” Daniel was caught off guard by his own words. “Where is Duff?”

“He waits for your return, along with Jonathan and Beth. They need you. Others need you as well.”

“They need me?” Daniel felt a tug from within as his heart swelled at the mention of their names.

“I can say no more. The choice is yours. There is no right or wrong answer.” The voice paused and heaved a great sigh. “I will ask again, but only this once more. Will you give now in death as you so often gave in life? Will you answer the call to service one more time?”

Daniel paused but only momentarily. “I believe I need them as well. Yes, I will answer the call.”

Weeks had passed since the Battle of Antietam, but if felt more like a fleeting moment for Daniel. His eyes began to open and focus on the ceiling of the church. His head was heavy and he struggled to turn it to one side. Duff sat by the bed. His right arm was in a sling, but a broad smile shone across his face.

“Duff...? Where am I?” Daniel asked in a scratchy voice.

“You son of a bitch!” Duff exclaimed. “I thought you’d left me behind.”

“I don’t understand.” Daniel was still groggy.

“You’re a hero, you wily bastard!”

Daniel just stared back at him.

“Don’t you remember?” Duff asked. “The boys said you went after that Confederate officer who was harassing one of our wounded.”

“Confederate officer?! That’s impossible. You’re wrong. How could a Confederate officer get so deep within our lines?” Daniel asked defiantly.

“Deep within our lines?” Duff asked, furrowing his brows. “You were leading the charge. Don’t you remember?”

“I don’t remember that,” Daniel responded, feeling confused.

“Well, that doesn’t surprise me. The boys said you had a crazed look in your eyes and then you really got mad when he stabbed you in the chest.” Daniel slowly raised his hand to his heart placing it on the thick bandage that was wrapped around him. “The vision... the voice… was it nothing more than a dream?”

“I’m telling you that’s not what happened. It was a Union colonel and we were at the back of the forces.” Daniel was agitated and struggled to lift himself from the bed.

Duff paid no attention to his odd comment. “Just where do you think you’re going?” he asked, trying to hold him down with his good arm. Daniel fought back and only stopped when he saw his friend wince.

“What happened to you?” Daniel let loose the tension in his body, and lay still.

“I was shot in the shoulder. It’s nothing compared to what you’ve been through.”

“You have no idea what I’ve been through.” Daniel shook his head in defeat.

“You should get some rest,” Duff said, and stood up from his chair. “I’ll let the doctors know that you’re awake.” 

Duff walked over to two gentlemen and began conversing with them. Daniel watched as all three turned to look at him. They chatted for a short time, glancing back at him every now and then. Duff returned to his bedside.

“We’re hoping you’ll be strong enough to make the journey home in a few weeks; beds are in short supply,” he explained.

Daniel lifted his head and could see other wounded filling the room. “You’re a free man; your papers will be processed immediately.” Daniel’s eyes got wide and he felt his breath catch. He was dumbstruck by the words. “That can’t be,” he said.

“You will get stronger, but the doctors say that you’ll never fully recover. The fight is done for you now — you’ve given enough.”

“You won’t be rid of me so easily,” Daniel shot back.

“I’ll be taking you back myself,” Duff replied. “Can’t have you getting lost along the way — you never did have much sense of direction.”

“Are you worried about me or just looking forward to my mother’s hospitality?”

“Your mother’s a fine woman.”

“And a finer cook, I’d wager.”

“That too,” Duff said enthusiastically. “In fact, I bet she can’t wait to see me.”

“Can’t wait to see you?” Daniel almost laughed.

“That’s right,” Duff said cockily. “She’ll be so grateful that I brought you home that she’ll surely invite me to stay through Christmas.

Someone’s got to keep an eye on you. Just look what happens when you run off to your own devices.”

“So now you’re my protector,” Daniel said, still amused.

“I never should have let you out of my sight.”

Daniel’s soft smile was all the answer Duff needed. He watched as Duff’s eyes dropped and he swallowed his next words.

“You get some rest now,” Duff said as he turned to leave. “I’ll make all the arrangements.”

Sitting in class was tortuous, even though it only took up half the day. Jonathan’s mind would wander as he stared at the front of the classroom, pretending to pay attention. He never minded when the younger children became unruly. They were always seated at the front of the small classroom so the teacher could restore order quickly and they couldn’t be distracted by the two windows on either side of the room.

Jonathan was more interested in planning his surprise. He wanted to share the news of Daniel’s return with his family, but he wanted it to be special. Beth’s birthday was in the middle of November, just a week away, and it seemed like the perfect time. He could wrap the letter and give it to her as a present; his mother would have to help him with the bow, though; he never could get that right. The thoughts so occupied him that he didn’t notice class had ended and that the other students had already filed out of the schoolhouse.

“If only I could hold your attention thus,” the teacher said as she touched Jonathan’s shoulder. He turned bright red, startled by her comment and the emptiness of the room. He bashfully turned his eyes toward her. She simply smiled and nodded toward the door. Jonathan gathered up his jacket and books and rushed out.

Outside, three older boys took turns pushing Joshua’s little brother Benjamin to the ground. Jonathan dropped everything in order to throw himself into the middle of the commotion, tackling one of the bullies along the way. He jumped to his feet and pulled another one off Benjamin. He then placed himself between the bullies and the boy.

“You’ve had your fun,” Jonathan said, out of breath. “Now leave him be.” 

“What’s it to you?” the first bully said with a cocky, self-assured swagger.

“He’s nothing but a freak,” the second one said. “It’s what he deserves.”

Jonathan reached out and punched the boy in the gut, causing him to double over. The other bullies became incensed and rushed Jonathan, wrestling him to the ground, punching and kicking him along the way. Jonathan fought back, and even though he was outnumbered and rapidly incurring injury upon injury, he dealt some damage of his own. He could feel blood running from his nose and the rush of pain to his knuckles every time he landed a blow. But he kicked and punched his way to the top of the pile and took on the biggest of the bullies one on one. Jonathan sent him to the ground with one blow to the jaw. The others ran off.

“Don’t you think you should leave too?” Jonathan, undeterred by the blood running from his mouth, asked the larger boy, who still lay on the ground.

The boy scrambled to his feet and ran away. Benjamin sat on the ground, frozen with fear and unable to move or call out for help. Jonathan reached down and pulled him up, and together they walked away from the schoolyard.

“I’m sorry,” Ben said as they walked along with their heads hung low. They were in no rush. It didn’t matter who started it; they would probably both be punished for their involvement.

“What happened?”

“They were making fun of you. They said they were going off to join the war soon and that you were too afraid to join them. I told them they should knock it off because Daniel would be home soon. I saw it last night.”

“Ben!” Jonathan scolded him. “You know your brother doesn’t want you talking about your dreams.”

“Yeah, well, they shouldn’t have called you a coward.”

“I appreciate you standing up for me, but next time you should just let it go. I think Josh would prefer that too.”

Jonathan started to tuck his shirt back in and straighten himself up. “You’re right, you know. Daniel said he’d be home for Christmas.”

“No.” Benjamin looked over. “He’ll be home sooner than that. I saw the horse stop in front of your house and everything. Another soldier has to help him down from the saddle but...”

“Is he hurt?” Jonathan interrupted.

“He just looked tired.”

Jonathan was relieved. “I’m sorry I snapped at you, Ben. You can’t tell anyone else about this, all right?”

Benjamin nodded as they came up to the cutoff where they parted ways. Jonathan stood there watching him walk away until he felt sure that none of the other boys had followed them and that Benjamin would be safe.

Even though he was excited at the prospect of seeing Daniel soon, Jonathan hesitated. Every step closer to his home was a step closer to explaining himself. He didn’t often get into fights. The mere sight of Joshua at his side intimidated anyone who had delusions of grandeur. But those days were gone now. And how would he explain why the fight started? All the stress his father was under left him less tolerant of horseplay. There was no longer time for boys to be boys. “But Daniel would understand,” he thought. “Daniel would have jumped right in just like I did.”

Jonathan dropped his head when he heard two riders coming up from behind. He moved to one side of the road, keeping his face hidden. If neighbors were to see him like this, it would make the situation that much worse.

“We’re looking for the Parker house,” said one of the riders. “Is it nearby?”

They pulled their horses next to Jonathan. He froze at the sound of the man’s voice. Jonathan swallowed hard as he began to cry. He looked up to find Daniel and Duff beaming back at him. Their uniforms looked new, as if not yet tested by battle, and Daniel sat tall in his saddle looking confident and determined. But their smiles quickly turned at the sight of Jonathan’s bruised face and bloodied shirt.

“Who did this to you?” Duff called out as he jumped down from his horse.

Jonathan just stood there, his eyes fixed on Daniel. His head shook slightly from side to side and his lower lip quivered. He couldn’t stop the tears from falling even though he didn’t want Daniel to see him like this. He watched as Daniel’s face softened.

“You must have put up quite a fight,” Daniel said.

“There were three of them.” Jonathan’s voice cracked.

“Three?!” Duff exclaimed as he walked up to Jonathan. “I thought your older brother was tough, but I may have to rethink that notion.” He looked Jonathan over until he was satisfied that the boy’s injuries were minor.

Jonathan’s gaze remained fixed on Daniel. His injuries and the shock of finally seeing his brother left him unable to formulate a thought.

“Can you ride?” Duff asked, patting Jonathan on the back.

“Yes.”

Duff took Jonathan back to his horse and helped him into the saddle. He took the reins in his hand and led the horse down the road. Daniel pulled his horse alongside Jonathan.

“Father’s words will probably sting more than that split lip,” Daniel said.

Jonathan sniffed and wiped his face with his sleeve. His cheeks began to flush as he swallowed hard again. He kept staring at Daniel. It was just like Benjamin said; he looked tired. His beard had filled in and he’d lost some weight. He didn’t look injured, just done; maybe done with being a soldier, Jonathan hoped.

“Don’t worry,” Daniel said, “My arrival will provide sufficient cover for your antics today.”

Jonathan finally found a smile.

“And where was Joshua during all of this?” Daniel asked.

“He’s not at school anymore. He’s needed on the farm all the time now.”

“I imagine you had a good reason,” Daniel said.

“Benjamin.”

“I see.” Daniel nodded. “Well, if you are to be Benjamin’s protector, I shall have to show you how to fight multiple opponents.”

“That’s really more my expertise,” Duff interjected.

“The benefactor of a few drunken brawls, I’d wager.” Daniel leaned in close to Jonathan so only he could hear. He reached over and rubbed Jonathan on his head.

Jonathan’s smile widened further, and his tears had stopped.

“If memory serves me well, I believe six men is my record,” Duff continued. 

“Six?” Daniel rolled his eyes so Jonathan could see. 

“You do realize that alcohol can affect your eyesight. Are you sure you weren’t seeing double?”

Duff stopped walking and turned toward the brothers with a wry smile. 

“That might very well explain how I was able to knock two down with each blow!”
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ALMOST HOME

Daniel rode in silence next to Jonathan as Duff regaled them with one of his many pugilistic adventures. Daniel had heard the story several times and chose to focus on the scenery. He had forgotten how beautiful northern Pennsylvania was in autumn colors. The vibrant reds and yellows painted amongst the greens of the pine trees; the clear, blue sky the perfect backdrop. Their laughter told him it was time to return to the conversation. He looked down the road and saw Beth rushing for them, her coat and long dress hampering her progress. She seemed only to notice Jonathan.

“How can I ever repay your kindness, good sirs?” She brushed past Duff to Jonathan’s side.

“There’s really no need to be so formal,” Daniel answered.

Beth’s head turned to her left. Her eyes met with Daniel’s and her mouth fell open slightly. He began to laugh at her surprise.

“No witty retort,” Duff said. “This can’t possibly be your sister Beth.”

She turned to look at him as well, still silent from the shock. His officer’s uniform made him look distinguished and she tried not to stare.

“Who knew it was this easy to halt her speech?” Jonathan joined in at Beth’s expense.

“How could I have mistaken you for gentlemen?” she responded, taking exception to the jabs.

“Why do I always hear those words from women?” Duff replied. “Clearly, you only converse with intelligent women. Why they bother with your company is beyond me, though.” Beth had found her sharp tongue. She stepped away from Jonathan and came alongside Daniel’s horse.

Daniel reached his left hand out to her, and she grabbed it tight in her own. He could see tears forming in her eyes and watched as she turned her attention back to Jonathan.

“Mother won’t be so easily confounded,” she said.

“But she won’t be expecting me,” Daniel said. “We’ll have to turn that to Jonathan’s advantage.”

Beth let go of his hand as they started toward the house once more. They were but a short walk away, and soon were in front of the house. Duff helped Jonathan down from his horse first and handed him the reins. He then reached for Daniel, gently guiding him down from the saddle. Beth and Jonathan both watched as Daniel reacted to the jolt of pain that shot through his body when his boot hit the ground. He stooped, unable to stand up straight or take deep breaths. He cut a weaker figure than before as he slowly moved to join them.

“Duff, will you look after the horses?” Daniel asked.

Duff nodded and proceeded to lead them to the small stable behind the house.

“Beth, take Jonathan upstairs straight away and get him cleaned up. I’ll speak with Mother,” Daniel said.

The three siblings entered the house and Jonathan let the door slam behind him as he hurried up to his bedroom with Beth in tow. Daniel stood by the door.

“Jonathan! How many times must I tell you not to slam the door?!” His mother called out from the kitchen. There was no response. “Jonathan?” she called out again. Still there was silence. His mother came around the corner as she wiped her hands with a towel. Daniel stared back at her.

They were both equally surprised. A look of recognition shot across her face and she began to cry. He pulled the hat from his head, clutching it tightly in both hands as his mother approached. She reached out and touched his beard momentarily before throwing her arms around him in a fond embrace. He gasped.

“You’re hurt!” She pulled back immediately.

“It’s nothing… really,” he tried to reassure her.

“A soldier would not leave his post were it nothing.”

“But a son would hasten his return to feel the warmth of his mother’s love.”

“How you have grown!” she said, stepping back to take a good look at him.

Daniel pulled his gaze away from hers almost immediately, not wanting to further her concern. He couldn’t hide the distance he felt.

She linked her arm with his and gave a tug. “You must be tired and hungry. What can I get for you?” They walked together back to the kitchen.

“Duff is here as well,” Daniel said finally.

“There’s more than enough dinner for you both,” she said as she reached for the kettle to fill it with water. “Jonathan will be excited to see you. He’s been so lost since you’ve been gone.”

“Yes, he seemed very happy to see me,” he said, watching his mother set the kettle back down.

“Where is he?” she asked, slightly agitated.

“He’s upstairs with Beth,” Daniel said, remaining calm. “She’s helping him clean up.”

“What happened?” Her cheeks began to flush. “He got into a fight — just a scuffle, nothing more.”

“You know your father doesn’t approve of such behavior.” 

“He only did what he thought was right,” Daniel replied. 

“That’s not how we raised him,” his mother said, unconvinced. 

“He did what I would have done,” Daniel said with conviction. 

His mother paused at his words. “My little boy has turned into a man. I shall leave it to you to sway your father thus.”

Daniel bowed his head.

His mother directed him to have a seat at the kitchen table as she turned her attention to the kettle once more. She filled it with water and set it upon the stove for tea. Daniel watched as she’d start, then stop, hesitating before each move as if something other than the task at hand occupied her mind.

“How long will you be staying?” she asked.

“I’m afraid you’re stuck with this one, Mrs. Parker.” Duff entered the kitchen as if on cue. “The army has no use for him.”

She turned to find Gerald Duffy, now a young captain, grinning from ear to ear.

“Gerald, how good to see you.” She walked over and grabbed his hand, squeezing it tightly. “Thank you for bringing him home to us. Have a seat. Would you like a cup of tea?”

“Thank you, ma’am. That would be most welcome.”

She smiled as she let go of Duff’s hand, then opened the cupboard, retrieving a tea set that Daniel knew she rarely used. She filled the small bowl with sugar before setting the items before her guests.

“Something smells delicious, Mrs. Parker,” Duff piped up.

“Yes, you’re just in time. Dinner will be ready soon.” She moved about the kitchen joyfully as she poured the tea.

The discussion regarding Jonathan’s fight was long forgotten; her eldest son was home to stay. Daniel couldn’t help but notice the change in his mother’s demeanor. He was glad to see her happy, but he was uneasy with the situation. Something wasn’t right about all of this. The voice still haunted him, the vision of the young soldier still clear in his mind. His face began to drop at the thought.

“Are you tired?” his mother asked as she joined them at the table.

“I believe I am,” Daniel replied.

“You should lie down. Take some rest before we eat. I’ll send Jonathan to bring your father home to join us.”

“I can take care of that, Mrs. Parker,” Duff interjected. “There’s no need to trouble Jonathan.”

“Thank you, Gerald,” she said.

“My pleasure,” he replied. “As for you, Major, shall I help you to your room?”

“You’re enjoying all of this far too much, aren’t you?” Daniel answered, shaking his head as always at Duff.

They retreated to the stairs as Beth and Jonathan finally reappeared. Jonathan’s face had begun to bruise, but the blood had been washed away.

“Mother will not trouble you over this,” Daniel said.

“Thanks,” Jonathan replied.

“I’ll break the news to your father once I’ve put this one to bed.” Duff winked at Jonathan. “It’s best if you help your mother now.”

Jonathan shot him a look of gratitude before walking away.

“Are you not feeling well?” Beth asked.

“Just tired,” Daniel replied. “Don’t worry. I won’t miss one of Mother’s suppers.”

She smiled as she left them both.

Duff helped Daniel up the stairs and then to the end of the hall, back to his old room. “I’ll wake you for dinner,” he said before closing the door behind him.

Daniel sat on the bed and held his breath, listening as his friend walked down the hallway and then the stairs. He looked around the room and found that his mother had kept everything just as he remembered, even though he hadn’t been home in almost two years. He ducked his head and took a deep breath.

“Your wound is almost healed.”

He was startled by the voice behind him, and his eyes darted side to side, but he felt unable to move.

“One such as you should not be afraid,” the voice continued. Daniel turned sharply and found a young soldier with fiery red hair and piercing blue eyes standing behind him. “Who are you?” Daniel asked. His heart was beating out of his chest.

“My name is Bernard, and I am your guardian.”

Daniel stared in amazement at the soldier, unable to comprehend his presence.

“You are due an explanation of all that has occurred. That is why I am here. The Father has given you a great gift and I must show you how to use it wisely.”

Ignoring the pain in his chest, Daniel lunged for the door, pulling at the knob with all his might, but was unable to open it.

“Going somewhere?” Bernard asked.

“This is madness!” Daniel called out. “You are nothing more than a hallucination. Why won’t this damn door open?” He kept pulling at the knob but to no avail.

Bernard came up from behind and placed his hand on Daniel’s shoulder. A feeling of calm spread throughout his body.

“Maybe you should sit down,” Bernard said.

Daniel turned toward Bernard. His face was now flushed and there was sweat on his brow. He closed his eyes and let out a deep breath before letting go of the door.

“Please,” Bernard said as he led Daniel back to the bed. “You must have many questions. Take your time. No one can hear us.”

“How did you get in here?”

“I am an angel. We are free to move about your world, but we only show ourselves at the Father’s request.”

“And what does the Father request of me?” Daniel asked. His heart was no longer racing, and his face had returned to normal, yet his eyes were full of wonderment at the vision before him.

“In life, you were a soldier. In death, you will be His warrior,” Bernard said.

“I don’t feel dead.” Daniel looked down at himself.

“Nor do you look it,” Bernard replied. “We cannot have you frightening those you are meant to help,” he reassured, “but in this death, you will battle a great evil, a fight for which you are well equipped.”

Daniel could see the fervor in Bernard’s eyes, but he felt no such confidence in his heart. “Who must I fight?” Daniel asked hesitantly.

“You will cross through Heaven’s gate and walk the path of righteousness, expelling demons that torment and mislead men’s souls.”

Daniel stared at the ground. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Did you say demons?” His mouth went dry and his face lost all color.

“Yes. Demons, like the one who killed you.”

“That Union colonel was a demon?!” Daniel felt dizzy.

“Yes. They disguise themselves as humans to move about your world with ease.”

“Why was I the only one who saw the Union colonel?” Daniel shook his head, trying to combat the wooziness.

“That young soldier saw him too, but he is no longer here to tell his tale.”

“Then, why does Duff keep calling me a hero? Who is this Confederate officer he speaks of? Didn’t anyone else see what really happened?”

Bernard nodded. “What the others think they saw — what they believe happened — was given to them for their protection and yours as well. This demon cannot know of your existence, at least not yet.”

Daniel thought back to his encounter, remembering the strength of that colonel, how tightly his hand gripped around his neck, the vicious thrusts of the knife. He felt his heart pounding again.

“How do I fight such a force? How does anyone?”

“All in good time. There’s no need to work yourself up; I think you’ve heard enough for now. I will return when the wound has become a scar and the gate calls to you. Until then, you must gather your strength.”

Daniel watched as Bernard disappeared into thin air. He’d seen the horrors of war, seen men cut in two, and heard the bone-chilling cries of their agony, but never had he witnessed a man vanish into nothingness. He realized he was trembling like a little child afraid of a monster in the closet.

He placed his hands on his head, trying to hold back the thoughts that were crashing into each other. “Steady now, Daniel. There’s a reason for this; there’s always a reason.” He thought back to his training at the Academy; of ways to keep his head about him as everyone around lost theirs. He tried to talk himself down from the impending hysteria. A knock at the door caught him off guard.

Daniel pulled at the doorknob, half expecting it to be still stuck. It flew open with such force that it pulled his feet out from under him. His father caught him before he fell. When their eyes met, they were each taken aback at the other’s appearance. They stood across from each other, almost mirror images, with their thick, black hair and light-blue eyes. Time and war had taken their toll equally upon the two men.

His father reached out his hand and placed it across the back of his son’s neck. Daniel could feel the calluses against his skin.

“It’s good to have you home,” he said.

“Thank you, sir,” Daniel said, staring back at his father.

“Duff told me how you were injured. I’ve never heard of such bravery.”

“There are far braver men than me still upon the battlefield,” Daniel answered. “I’d rather you didn’t think so highly of it.”

“I can see the disappointment in your eyes,” his father said. “Don’t think yourself a coward because they sent you home.”

“I worry more about what you think than my own disappointment.” 

 “I think my son has grown to be a fine man,” his father said. “I hope you’re hungry. Though your mother will complain that you’re eating her out of house and home, she’ll be upset if you don’t finish everything she puts before you.”

“I was hoping you’d say that,” Daniel said. “I can’t tell you the last time I had real food.”

His father turned to walk away.

“About Jonathan…” Daniel began.

“Duff told me all about the fight,” he responded. “I’m not angry with Jonathan, but he doesn’t need to know that just yet.” His father looked back and shot Daniel a wink.

Downstairs, everyone sat in silence as his mother placed the food on the table. Daniel watched as Jonathan kept his eyes turned down, focusing on his empty plate. He saw Beth reach over and pat his knee in support. Jonathan glanced over at her with a look of panic, and she forced a smile. His father called for everyone to join hands before he offered up a prayer in thanks. He broke tradition that night and allowed Daniel to serve himself first. As he waited for the food to come his way, he started in on Jonathan.

“So, Jonathan, Duff tells me you had a misunderstanding at school today. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you’ve been in a fight.”

Jonathan continued to stare down at his plate.

“Well, it wasn’t much of a fight,” Daniel interjected. “He only faced down three boys.”

“Hardly worth mentioning if you ask me,” Duff played along. Daniel gently nudged Beth with his elbow before she could jump in on Jonathan’s behalf.

“I still think an explanation is in order,” his father pressed.

“It wasn’t my fault,” Jonathan stammered. “They were picking on Ben.”

“So you jumped right in, even though I’ve told you time and again that you should simply walk away,” his father said. He spoke more loudly now, and his tone was sharp.

“I couldn’t just leave him there,” Jonathan shot back. Everyone took a deep breath and watched his father’s face.

“Then, it looks as though we have two heroes in the family,” his father said as his face lifted. “Wouldn’t you agree, Duff?”

“It is an honor to share a table with such fine company,” Duff replied.

Jonathan began to beam.

“Don’t let it go to your head,” Daniel said, looking over at his brother. “He was referring to the ladies.”

“Clearly, there’s no one else of consequence,” Duff said, setting his gaze upon Beth, who blushed at his stare. “I dine with ruffians all the time.”

“Before or after you’ve met with their fists?” Daniel asked as he passed the ham to Duff.

“Now, Daniel,” his mother broke in, “Gerald is merely expressing his genteel side. You could learn something from him. Right, Beth?”

Daniel watched as his sister sat frozen under Duff’s gaze.

“I’m sure Captain Duffy never lacks for refined company,” Beth struggled to say. She reached nervously for the string beans and dropped the bowl.

“Brief though those moments are,” Daniel said as he handed the bowl back to Beth. He was surprised that she was actually trembling.

“The young women today are so well educated that I barely know how to begin a conversation.” Duff turned his gaze toward Beth once more.

Daniel noticed that she could barely breathe, let alone respond. He was intrigued by her discomfort and felt the need to come to her rescue.

“Lucky for them,” Daniel said. “Why don’t you ask Jonathan for advice? The young ladies must be chasing him around the schoolyard by now.”

“I... uh... um...” he stammered. It was Jonathan’s turn to fumble, then blush.

“See?” Duff replied. “He’s as befuddled as I am.”

Everyone broke out in laughter as they continued to pass the food around.

“Not to worry, boys,” their father said, joining the fray. “In the end, you’ll find it’s the women who make the choice, and thank goodness for that.” Visibly pleased with his proclamation, he reached over and patted his wife’s hand.
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HEAVEN’S GATE

November 25, 1860

Dear Daniel,

Thank you ever so much for the lovely cloth you had sent to the house. It shall make a beautiful dress and is by far the best birthday gift I have ever received. You spoil me as though I am a lady of importance who lives in a big city like New York. Maybe one day, should I have the good fortune of visiting such a place, I will wear that dress and all eyes will turn upon me. I do hope that you will be there to see such a spectacle.

There is nothing but the news of secession in the papers and on the lips of everyone in town. It’s as if we’ve all become gossips, relaying the latest information as it finds its way to the North. I know you are a fine soldier, but as your sister, I worry for my brother’s safety. I pray that this disagreement will not turn to bloodshed. Do not think that I call your courage into question. I only wish to see you return when your studies end in a few months.

Mother, Father and Jonathan extend their well wishes. We all look forward to seeing you at Christmas. And yes, even

Duff is welcome to stop by for a visit, although I’d rather you not let him know I said that. Do take care of yourself.

All my love,

Beth

Daniel placed the letter in his lap on top of the others. He was in the rocking chair near his bedroom window, gently pushing himself back and forth with the heel of his left foot. His pipe still hung from his mouth, even though the tobacco had burned down more than an hour earlier. He couldn’t sleep. A nervous energy raced through him, and he turned to the letters for comfort as he so often did in the past.

The house was dark and quiet. Daniel listened to Duff’s resonant snoring in the guest room down the hallway. He placed the pipe on the windowsill and began rolling up the sleeves of his shirt but a dull ache in his chest made him pause to catch his breath. He stood up from the chair, letting the letters fall to the floor, then grasped the scar with his right hand.

“The wound has become a scar, and now the gate calls to you,” Bernard said as he stepped out of the shadows.

“Confound it!” Daniel called out, frustrated that his guardian had caught him unaware once more. “Don’t you ever knock?”

“As your power grows, so will your skills,” the angel said. “I will not be so foreign to you in the coming days.”

“Why are you here?” Daniel asked as he composed himself.

“I promised you I would return when the gate opened. You are ready to cross.”

A bright light shone in front of Daniel, and then his bedroom door was replaced by a gate. Though frightened by its appearance, he was oddly drawn to it.

“Then what?” Daniel swallowed hard.

“Evil spurred the blade that took your life, so evil shall be taken by the mark it left behind,” Bernard explained. “The scar shall open as if by a reflex, and will take a demon’s power unto itself.” He pointed to the light.

Unnerved by Bernard’s proclamation, Daniel looked down at himself and then back at the gate. He slowly approached the wall of light. His heart began to race as he reached out to touch its brilliance, fully expecting his hand to hit the door. To his amazement, his arm passed through to his elbow. “Truly, I am in over my head,” he thought. He could feel the cold night air on the other side even as he still stood in his bedroom. Daniel looked back, hoping for encouragement from Bernard, but his guardian angel had already exited the room. “Dream or madness? There’s only one way to find out.”

He walked through the gate into a Union encampment. It was night and very few stirred, save the guards on patrol. Tents were lined up neatly across the camp. Daniel walked along a row at the front where the officers were usually stationed. He could see his breath in the chill of the air and feel its sting upon his skin, but he did not lament leaving his jacket behind. It struck him as odd, but only momentarily. He came upon a private clutching a bottle in his hands. He panicked at the sight of Daniel. Alcohol was forbidden to the lesser ranks.

“It’s but to keep me warm, sir,” the private fumbled.

Daniel motioned for the lad to hand over the bottle. He held it to his nose. The sickly pungent odor invaded his nostrils. There was no mistaking the latest batch of ‘Oh! Be joyful’. A wry smile crossed Daniel’s lips, and he took a generous swig. The concoction burned his tongue and throat as it passed through, and he couldn’t help but grimace. He handed the bottle back to the private, who stood dumbfounded as Daniel walked away without saying a word.

The dull ache to his chest had returned as he approached the infirmary. He heard coughs and moans from within. As he went to look inside, a tall, gangly soldier with a grizzled beard and scarcely any hair pushed past him, knocking him to the ground. The soldier walked out of one of his shoes, moving quickly away. His legs were bowed and he weaved to and fro as if his torso could barely be supported.

Daniel shot to his feet and chased after the soldier. He caught him up and spun him around. Daniel was aghast at what he saw. The man’s face was gaunt and his eyes were sunken. There looked to be nothing but bone beneath the sagging skin. Daniel thought it was like looking at death.

“Never have I seen such a wretched thing,” he said.

“I don’t like you either,” the soldier replied. He smiled wide and his eyes turned black as night, and his form looked more and more like that of a skeleton. He pushed Daniel to the ground once more with little effort and continued on his way. Daniel was stunned. He had seen that wicked turn upon the face of the colonel who took his life. He scrambled to his feet once more and rushed to the soldier, tackling him from behind. He pulled at the soldier’s coat, turning him over to face him once more.

“You are nothing but bone and flesh,” Daniel said in excitement. “How is it that you have the strength to push me around as though I weigh nothing?” 

“You trust your eyes far more than they deserve,” the demon laughed. The noise was so guttural that it seemed to emanate from hell itself. Daniel’s hands shook in terror, though he dared not release the demon. It struggled to free itself but Daniel tightened his grip. Instinct took over; instinct Daniel didn’t know he had; instinct he had only recently gained. His eyes closed, and his head tipped back as the scar on his chest opened. In a brilliant flash of blue light, the scar took the demon’s power unto itself. The jolt snapped Daniel back into awareness. He watched as the demon’s body slowly faded into nothingness before his eyes. He looked down at his empty hands. His body shook from the adrenaline coursing through his veins, and he struggled to catch his breath. Daniel’s mind was racing.

“What the blazes just happened?” he thought. He knelt on the ground as fever overtook his body. He was dizzy and nauseated, and without warning, began to vomit blood and bile uncontrollably. The waves of sickness came and went for nearly 30 minutes. After it passed, he lay upon the lush, cool grass, exhausted and soaked in sweat. The gate opened again no more than six feet away, but he could not rise to his feet. He had to crawl through. Once back in his room, he passed out on the floor near his bed.

The next day, Duff rose early and went to check on Daniel. He was amused to find his friend face down next to the undisturbed bed. 

“Why wasn’t I invited?” he chuckled. He pulled Daniel’s boots from his feet and hoisted him up on the bed. The faint odor of alcohol emanated from Daniel’s mouth as his head rolled backward. Duff saw the letters scattered across the floor, so he scooped them up and neatly placed them on the dresser. Daniel’s mother had thoughtfully left an extra blanket draped across the back of the rocking chair. Duff quickly threw it over his friend, covering the night’s escapades.

He left, closing the bedroom door behind him. He paused to formulate a plan. He would have to explain Daniel’s absence at the breakfast table. He went to shave and make himself presentable. Duff was a handsome man and he knew it. His thick, wavy, reddish-blond hair, soft-brown eyes and well-groomed mustache made him respectable to the men and desirable to the women.

As the family rose one by one, Duff initiated his plan. He distracted each in his own way, engaging Mr. Parker in conversation or helping Mrs. Parker in the kitchen as she prepared breakfast. Beth and Jonathan were the last to join the table. Duff kept them so entertained they almost forgot about Daniel.

“Where’s Daniel?” Mrs. Parker asked as she served the fried eggs. “Jonathan, would you please check on your brother?”

“There’s no need for that Mrs. Parker,” Duff said, working his magic. “I mean you wouldn’t want to embarrass him now, would you?”

“Embarrass him?” Mr. Parker asked.

“I looked in on him earlier and could barely rouse him. He’s far weaker than he wants any of you to know, and I believe our trip took quite a bit out of him as well,” Duff sighed. A thoughtful look washed over his face as he spoke. “The doctors told me there will be times when he’ll need extended periods of rest, particularly if he’s overexerted himself. He may never fully recover. He didn’t want to tell you because he didn’t want you to worry.” Then he reached over and patted Mrs. Parker’s hand.

As the day wore on, Duff increasingly clung to the excuse he’d made for Daniel’s continued unconscious state. The family had already begun deferring to him about Daniel’s condition, so when they asked, he’d smile and speak with confidence. “I’ve seen this before,” he’d say. “It’s just like the doctors said it would be.”

The night seemed to last forever. Duff could barely sleep. He tossed and turned so much that the bedclothes were a shambles by morning. He went to check on Daniel as he had done the day before. Daniel had not moved from the position Duff had placed him in. Duff grabbed Daniel’s shoulders and shook him soundly. The abrupt, jarring motion brought Daniel to his senses.

“Where’s the fire?” Daniel barked.

Duff released him, slightly embarrassed by his actions. 

“Thank goodness you’re awake,” Duff sighed, and fell back on the bed, facing Daniel.

“What’s all this about?” Daniel asked.

“You’ve been asleep for almost two days,” Duff replied. “The next time you have a drink, the least you can do is share it with me. Clearly, you can’t handle the indulgence just yet.”

Daniel paused before he answered. “You look terrible,” he said.

“I didn’t get much sleep.”

“You were worried about me.”

“That’s not true,” Duff said, clearly flustered. “My only concern is for your poor mother. She was beside herself with grief over your weakened state.”

“I see — ever the chivalrous gentleman.”

“Of course,” Duff said. But his inability to look Daniel in the eyes told him otherwise.

“Sorry to have troubled you,” Daniel replied.

“Well, you should be,” Duff said. He was exasperated, and his cheeks flushed with embarrassment.

“Go back to bed,” Daniel said. “I’ll see you in a few hours at breakfast.” 

Duff stood up and walked away sheepishly. He closed the door behind him as he left the room.

Daniel found a clean shirt and tried to straighten his appearance. The sweet smell of fresh biscuits wafted from downstairs; breakfast was almost ready. He felt Bernard enter the room this time. It was as if someone was watching.

“You are surrounded by love; a gift that not everyone has,” Bernard said, stepping out of the shadows.

“It really happened, didn’t it? What was that thing I faced?”

“It was a demon,” Bernard answered, “but one whose power was quite lacking. He was searching for a new persona to devour.”

“I don’t understand.”

“They hide themselves as if human,” Bernard continued. “Some merely kill their victims, then assume their identity. Others — more powerful demons like the one who killed you — consume and possess the body of their victim, dressing themselves in the skin.”

Daniel shuddered and his stomach turned. “Will I become violently ill every time I take their power?”

“There has always been distress and discomfort in the early stages of a Beloved’s development. Your body needs time to adapt as it assimilates the power.”

“And yet this demon had very little power to give,” Daniel replied.

“As your own power grows, so will your capacity,” Bernard answered. “You must learn to walk before you run.”

Daniel nodded, hesitant to pursue the line of questioning. He still struggled to take in the recent events.

“Duff thinks I was drunk. What does my family think?”

“They think that you overexerted yourself and were in need of rest. Your friend has quite the talent for stories.”

“He can be very charming when the occasion arises.” 

“And compassionate,” Bernard replied.

“Yes, he seems to have let his guard down of late,” Daniel agreed. 

“I will delay you no further,” Bernard said. “Your family is eager to have you in their company.” Then he turned to walk away.

“And the gate — will it open again?” Daniel swallowed the lump in his throat.

“The gate will call you when you are ready.” 

Bernard slipped back into the shadows and disappeared.

Jonathan was in the kitchen helping his mother pack his father’s supper. Daniel came in and joined them. It had been a week since his return, but Jonathan still beamed every time he saw his older brother.

“Heading down to the foundry?” he asked.

“Yes, Father will be waiting,” Jonathan answered.

“May I join you?”

“Do you think that’s wise?” his mother asked. “It’s a long walk. Won’t you get tired?”

“If I slow Jonathan down, he can run on ahead. Right?” 

“Sure,” Jonathan replied happily.

It was still light outside as they walked down the road. Daniel kept his pace slow and steady, never overtaking his brother.

They were silent at first, simply enjoying each other’s company, but halfway to the foundry, Jonathan found it difficult to remain silent.

“You must miss the excitement of battle,” he said.

“It’s really more chaos and terror than excitement,” Daniel answered.

“But you’re a hero! You saved men’s lives.”

“And many gave their lives along the way. I never felt pride or accomplishment after a battle, only relief that there were men left to count.” Then Daniel put his arm around Jonathan’s shoulders. “You don’t really want to hear about war, do you? Tell me — what are they teaching you these days at school? How to tackle bullies?”

“Nothing quite so useful, I’m afraid,” Jonathan answered. “Reading, writing and arithmetic, just like you learned, although my penmanship needs work, at least that’s what Miss Turner says.”

“I doubt she holds it against you.”

“She’s always been nice to me.”

“And the young ladies in class, are they nice to you too?” Daniel asked.

“I suppose,” Jonathan said, blushing.

“Well, if you want to impress them, you need to study hard and apply yourself.”

“That’s what Father always says.”

“Well, sometimes he’s actually right,” Daniel laughed.

When they reached the foundry, Robert rushed out to meet them. Jonathan watched them shake hands. Robert and Daniel had been childhood friends and hadn’t seen each other in years. When he turned 18, Robert had left town to find work, only returning home after being wounded in the war.

“It’s good to have you back,” Robert said as he pulled away. “I’ve not seen your father this cheerful in some time.”

“You look well, Robert,” Daniel replied.

“Well enough, I suppose.” Robert glanced down at his bum leg. 

Daniel felt suddenly self-conscious about his own promotions and triumphs. “You’ve been such a help to my father,” he said. “I can’t thank you enough. He wouldn’t have all this without you.”

“He’s been very generous to me,” Robert said.

“You’ve been there for him when I wasn’t. I won’t forget that.” Robert looked down at the ground as if he were embarrassed.

“Are you keeping my foreman from his appointed duties?” his father called out from the forge.

“By all means,” Daniel answered.

Jonathan rushed over to his father and handed him his supper. 

“Maybe we should head home,” he said, looking over at Daniel. 

“Would you like to ride back?” his father asked. “Please take the horse.” 

“There’s no need for that when I’ve got Jonathan to guide me,” he said, and motioned for his brother to come along. 

Daniel wished Robert and his father a good night, then returned with Jonathan down the road they had come. He slowed his pace more than on the trip to the foundry.

Jonathan became concerned. “Are you sure you want to walk?” he asked. “If you wait here, I’ll return with the horse.”

“I’ll make it just fine,” Daniel assured him. He was proud of his little brother; proud of how concerned he was for the welfare of others. “Do you look after Beth with such consideration?” he asked.

Jonathan hesitated. “You know she’s sick,” he said.

“Mother told me. She also told me you help her to bed each night.” 

“She gets tired, like you,” Jonathan said, looking down at his feet.

Daniel placed his arm around Jonathan’s neck. 

“Thank you, Jonathan. It’s good to know that we can count on you.”

When Jonathan looked up, Daniel was beaming at him.
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UNCHARTED TERRITORY

Daniel waited patiently for everyone to go to bed. He felt certain the gate would call on him that night, and the long walk he took with Jonathan earlier in the evening would be an honest excuse for  being lethargic the following day. Sure enough, it wasn’t long before he felt his chest tighten, signaling that the gate was about to open. He stood in his bedroom near the door when the light shone. He crossed through and found himself in a large city. There were people walking the streets, and the sky showed it was nearly dusk. Women who saw him nodded, and men tipped their hats to the young Union officer. He smiled and bowed his head accordingly. He noticed they were bundled up against the cold, even though it didn’t seem to bother him. The sights and sounds of the city were enough to warm his heart. Daniel walked past the local bakery and could smell the sweet odor of fresh baked goods wafting out of the door as it opened and closed for customers. And the lively cheers and conversations emanating from a nearby pub were clear invitations to share a pint.

He kept his eyes open for anything out of the ordinary and walked a fair distance along the streets before the dull ache in his chest returned.

He noticed a man walking briskly and tugging at a little girl; he was almost pulling her down the street.

“Sir, may I have a moment?” Daniel asked as he strode up beside them.

The little girl had tears running down her face as she tried to free her arm from the man’s grasp.

“Your daughter seems upset,” Daniel continued.

“She’s not my daughter,” the man replied. “I am trying to return her to her family.”

“And yet she seems hesitant to go with you,” Daniel replied. 

“Please, sir,” the girl cried out, “I don’t know this man and I don’t want to go with him.”

“Maybe you should leave her with me,” Daniel said.

“Maybe you should mind your own business,” the man answered. The ache in Daniel’s chest continued to annoy him, and he became more forceful.

“Let go of her now,” he commanded, “or I shall turn you over to the authorities.”

“As you wish,” the man said as he dropped the girl’s arm and hurried away.

Daniel knelt down beside the girl and brushed away her tears. “Are you far from home?” he asked.

“Just a few blocks away, I think,” she said, looking back at him with her tear-soaked, green eyes.

“He didn’t hurt you, did he?”

“My leg,” she said. “It’s hard to walk.”

“May I help you?” Daniel asked. Then he turned his back to the child so she could climb on.

She looked around and then back at him, as if cautious of her surroundings.

“I’ll not harm you, I promise,” Daniel reassured her.

She climbed upon his back, wrapping her legs around his chest, allowing him to carry her down the street.

“Do you recognize the area?” he asked. “Should I go further?”

She pulled herself tighter against his back and wrapped her arms around his neck. “Union officers are so gullible,” she whispered in his ear.

Daniel could feel her choking him with a strength far exceeding that of any child. He stumbled sideways along the street and down a darkened alley, furiously trying to escape her grasp. 

“You are no little girl,” he choked. 

“You trust your eyes far more than they deserve.” Daniel could hear the first demon’s words in his head as he struggled to remain conscious.

“And you are already dead,” she hissed.

Daniel wedged his hand between her arms and his neck. He threw himself up against a building, hoping to weaken her grip. After several blows, the demon finally let go. He fell to the ground and tried to catch his breath. Her lip curled around a vicious smile as her eyes turned the color of brilliant sapphires. She rushed him with murderous intent. Daniel’s head tipped back and his eyes closed. The scar opened; the flash of blue light like lightning. Her body disappeared just before it would have slammed into Daniel.

He tried to shake off the encounter, still laboring to breathe. He could feel the fever overtake him and began to vomit. This time, the episode only lasted for a short while. Daniel could feel the beads of sweat dripping from his forehead as he pushed himself upright. The gate reopened and he was able to walk through into his bedroom this time. He was weary and light-headed. He threw his coat onto the rocking chair and left his boots and pants strewn across the floor before crawling under the covers.

None at the breakfast table were surprised at Daniel’s absence. All were convinced that his trip to the foundry was to blame. Mrs. Parker waited to give voice to her thoughts until only she and Mr. Parker remained in the kitchen.

“I worry for Daniel’s health,” she said as she pulled a chair next to Mr. Parker at the table and took a seat. “Maybe we shouldn’t allow him to exert himself.”

“I know what you’re getting at,” Mr. Parker replied. “It’s hard to watch our boy struggle. But I admire how he tries to overcome this obstacle.” He looked lovingly at his wife. “Where’s the harm in a few more hours of sleep?”

“I’m not questioning his resolve,” she answered. “I just feel that a slower approach now would speed his recovery.”

“Dare we run the risk of dampening his spirit?” Mr. Parker asked. “Let him push. He’s a man now, and I believe he knows his limitations. I don’t want to be the one to tell him ‘No’.”

“And what if he can’t keep up with his expectations? Couldn’t that also lead to disappointment? He used to be more cautious than this. It’s that caution that has always stayed my concerns.”

“Mother, you would find concern if he stayed a fixture in that rocking chair in his room.”

“As would you, Father,” she replied.

Beth and Duff walked along the streets of town. The sun escorted them as they enjoyed the pleasant fall day. No need for scarves or gloves, Beth’s long, wool coat was more than enough to keep her warm, and Duff looked dapper in his uniform. They took their time, peering through the windows on occasion. Duff would be leaving for Philadelphia soon, where he would be reassigned to a new regiment. He was hoping to leave while the weather was still favorable, before snow could hamper his travels.

“Tell me again how you met Daniel,” Beth said.

“We were studying military tactics and found ourselves on opposite sides of the discussion,” he said.

“And were you right?” Beth asked.

“We were both right, but I felt that I was more right. Your brother’s fists convinced me otherwise later that day,” Duff laughed.

She smiled as they continued down the street, catching the attention of onlookers and those who walked by.

“This all must seem so provincial to you,” Beth said. “Nothing like the big-city life you are used to.”

“Not at all,” Duff answered. “I rather fancy a life in a smaller town such as this.”

“Really,” Beth said, unconvinced. “And what would that life be?” 

“Daniel and I could help your father down at the foundry. I’d build a house just outside of town and fill it with children, of course.” He stopped walking and turned to look at Beth. “But none of that could happen without a fine woman at my side.”

Beth sighed, and for a brief moment, she thought of just such a life with Duff as her husband. She could see their children happily playing on the front porch as she worked on a quilt spread out across her lap. Duff would come out, sleeves rolled up, set to mend the fence, only to be diverted to frivolity at the merry cries of the young ones. But she let it pass from her mind as quickly as it came.

“My brother has warned me about you,” she said.

“And I was warned as well,” Duff said, beginning to blush.

Beth started to walk again, knowing full well that the entertainment was about to begin.

“And what would a gentleman such as you do with something ordinary at your side?” she teased. “I would think that you’d prefer a shinier bauble hanging from your arm.”

“The shine would only last so long, and I would probably tire of its luster anyway.”

“You are quite adept at this game,” Beth replied. “It’s as if you’ve played it before.”

“But rarely do I meet such a skilled opponent.”

“Skilled opponent? Is this the part where I become overwhelmed by your charms and swoon?”

“Know that I would catch you and keep you from harm’s way.” 

“And how many others have you caught?” Beth chided. 

“Not so many as you think.” Duff swallowed hard.

“Captain Duffy, if I didn’t know better, I’d say you’re sincere.” Beth blushed. “Is the prize you cannot have that much more attractive?”

“Please, call me Gerald.” He stumbled over the words, causing Beth to hold her response. “Your brother must think that I’m a cad and has told you so as well.”

“You are my brother’s most trusted friend,” Beth said. She stopped walking, placed her hand upon Duff’s arm and looked him straight in the eyes. “He cares for you like no other. But his love for his sister compels his protective nature.”

“My frivolous behavior sets him on edge,” Duff said, and smiled. “Do you think a man can change?”

“I think we can continue this conversation when the war has ended, and you are more of a mind to such an earnest distraction.” Beth tugged at his arm, encouraging him to continue their stroll.
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STAY THE COURSE

December 1, 1862

Dear Daniel,

I’m sure you are as shocked to receive this letter as I am to write it. We both know writing was never my strong suit. I hope it does not contribute to your already-weakened state. They have deemed me fit to return to duty, yet are holding my reassignment for the time being. Apparently, they hesitate to place me somewhere without your watchful eye upon me. Or so it seems to me.

Please thank your mother once again for her fine hospitality. The memories will not soon fade and will give me something to look forward to when next I return.

With that in mind, I must ask you something. Were I more of a man, I would have approached you before I left. I wish permission to write to your sister, Beth.

You’re well aware of my history with women, and I admit that my behavior in the past could be labeled as scandalous, but I’ve no intention of playing such games with your sister. I know that you are protective of her and rightfully so. But she is a woman capable of putting me in my place. Never have I seen such strength in the fairer sex. I assure you that there is nothing but honor in my heart. It would mean the world to me if you would let her know this as well.

I hope that she is willing to receive my correspondence and will look to your next letter for approval.

Your brother in arms,

Duff

Daniel folded the letter and tucked it into his left shirt pocket. He was sitting near the fire downstairs, waiting for Jonathan. He had promised to show him some fighting techniques and that day was as good a day as any. A light snow had dusted the ground, catching the sunlight on occasion like brilliant crystals spread across the lawn. The early winter brought serenity, and the home front seemed finally at peace. Even Beth’s health appeared to improve with Daniel in the house. His father held fast to his diligence at the foundry. There were other sons yet to return, and he found reason to stick to his efforts so other fathers could know his own joy. And his mother couldn’t have been happier to have her boys eating her out of house and home.

There was no school that day, and Jonathan could not contain his excitement. He skipped a few steps coming down the stairs, practically jumping from the top. There was no missing his entrance into the foyer with all the commotion he caused. Daniel could only smile at his little brother’s enthusiasm. He stood up from the couch and threw on his jacket as he met Jonathan in the foyer. They’d have to find a reasonable excuse to wander off that day. His mother had become overly protective, and escaping her watchful eye was no easy task. They almost made it out the back door.

“Not enough trouble around the house this morning for you two?” his mother asked, catching them by surprise. Jonathan stopped and his shoulders hunched. He was afraid to turn and face her.

“Jonathan is convinced that he has found the perfect Christmas tree,” Daniel answered, without missing a beat. “He wishes to show it to me.”

Jonathan shot a sideways glance at his brother, amazed at how calmly he covered for them.

“I promise we won’t be gone long.”

“And do you promise that neither one of you will get hurt?” she asked.

Daniel smiled, not surprised that the little ruse had failed. He placed his hand on Jonathan’s back, pushing him out the door before his mother could protest any further.

“You think she knows?” Jonathan asked as they walked away. 

“I think we needn’t bother trying to fool her,” Daniel laughed. 

They went a short distance from the property, far enough to escape a concerned onlooker. There was a small clearing about 100 yards from the house where they often played as children and it was the perfect arena for the pugilistic display. The snow was not so thick as to slow their motions, and the brothers were energized by the crisp December air.

“Show me your stance,” Daniel said.

Jonathan faced his brother with his feet slightly apart and both arms up in front of him, his hands rolled into fists. Daniel turned Jonathan slightly to the side and motioned for him to widen his stance and bend his knees so his left foot was leading his right. He pulled Jonathan’s right fist down and his left fist higher to form his guard.

“You’ll want your weight more on the right foot,” Daniel said. “That way, you can lean into the punch with your right hand. Lay your thumb across your fingers, not along the side, or else you risk breaking your hand. Like this.” Daniel made a proper fist with his hand showing it to Jonathan.

He nodded and then took his stance. Jonathan looked down at his position and then back at Daniel, who was holding out his left hand with his palm facing forward.

“Punch my hand as hard as you can,” Daniel said.

Jonathan hesitated.

“Come on,” he encouraged. “You won’t hurt me.”

Jonathan bit his lip, then lunged with all his might. Daniel grabbed the sleeve of Jonathan’s coat and using his own momentum against him, threw him into the snow. Jonathan rolled over and looked back at his brother.

“Never underestimate your opponent,” Daniel smiled, “or think you know his next move.” He motioned for Jonathan to rise and try again. “I’ll fight fair this time.”

Jonathan took his stance, and focusing on his brother’s hand, struck it as hard as he could. Daniel’s hand never wavered or even flinched, which caught them both by surprise.

“I’m not as strong as you,” Jonathan said in disappointment. Daniel didn’t know what to say. The punch was indeed hard, yet he couldn’t explain why it failed to move his hand; at least, he couldn’t explain it to Jonathan.

“Don’t get discouraged,” Daniel answered. “Try again. Use your weight; don’t just hit with your arm.”

Jonathan took a deep breath and paused. He thought about where to aim his fist and how to move his body in one fluid motion. He took his stance, then tried to step into the blow as he moved his right arm forward. He slipped in the snow and landed his punch on Daniel’s chest. Jonathan pulled his arm back immediately as the pain radiated to his shoulder. It was as though he struck a wall. But even more curious was that Daniel never moved or winced at the blow.

“Are you hurt?” Daniel asked.

Jonathan shook out his hand, his eyes full of disbelief.

“I think that’s enough for today,” Daniel said. He reached for Jonathan’s hand. He looked it over and thought it would probably bruise but could not see any signs of a break. He bent down and scooped up some snow to hold against his brother’s knuckles. He could see that Jonathan was still shaken.

Daniel kept silent as he continued to hold his little brother’s hand. He could feel Jonathan’s apprehension and his fear. Jonathan just stared at him, barely seeming to breathe. 

“Should I tell him?” Daniel thought. “How can I? Look at him. He’s already frightened beyond words. What would he think of me if he knew?”

He motioned for them to return to the house and said nothing on their way back. He stopped Jonathan just before they went in.

“There is no greater strength or courage than to throw yourself into danger on another’s behalf,” Daniel said, and placed his hand against the back of his brother’s neck.

Jonathan looked up at Daniel with such gratitude. No finer a compliment had ever been paid to him. It meant that much more coming from his older brother.

Later that evening, Daniel paced anxiously back and forth behind his bedroom door. It had been weeks since his last encounter with the demon that disguised itself as a little girl, and he longed to test his newfound strength. He found it harder and harder to feign injury. The power coursing through him was undeniable. He stopped just short of his bedroom door and stood before it clenching and unclenching his fists, the desire for battle his only thought. Patience and caution were long gone. His heart was racing with anticipation, and when the gate finally opened, Daniel felt as though he had willed it.

He crossed through and was standing among a short row of trees lining an open field where a battle raged. The air was thick with smoke and the stench of death. The midday sun shone down upon the scene. It was clear that the armies had been fighting since early morning, and Daniel could tell they were running short of ammo. The men were now engaged in hand-to-hand combat, using their rifles as bludgeoning weapons.

Daniel’s chest tightened. He knew the signal; there was a demon nearby. More precisely, there were demons on both sides of the field. He jumped into the fray, pulling a hatchet from the back of a fallen soldier that lay on the ground. He could sense the overwhelming terror in the men as they hacked and clawed at each other. The demons were side by side with the men, feeding on the chaos, inciting frenzy, and they were intoxicated by it. Daniel pushed past the men, swinging the hatchet above his head and into the reach of an unsuspecting demon. Before it could react, Daniel’s scar opened and closed, taking the demon’s power. Daniel felt no ill effects and continued to move amid the battle. He was barely noticed by those around him fighting for their survival. He came upon two more demons and quickly dispatched them without arousing suspicion. The power fed his ego, causing him to lose focus temporarily and ignore the danger closing in on him.

He was knocked to the ground from behind; it was a blow unlike any other. Daniel saw stars as he pushed himself up from the indentation his body had left in the earth. He turned to find a demon in the guise of a muscular Confederate soldier foaming at the mouth with rage.

“Not very popular with the ladies, are you?” Daniel quipped. “No manners whatsoever.” He rose to his feet. His cocky comment was unwelcome.

The demon fiercely struck him with the butt of his rifle and Daniel doubled over.

“You insolent worm,” the demon growled. “Do you have any idea who I am?”

“I’m sure you won’t let me leave without telling me,” Daniel shot back as he tried to straighten up.

The demon swung his rifle again, this time hitting Daniel’s jaw. Blood shot from his mouth as his head snapped to one side. Daniel fell to one knee. He swayed back and forth as if about to pass out, drawing the demon in closer. Then he lunged at the Confederate soldier’s legs, knocking him to the ground. He jumped on the demon’s chest and began beating him about the head and neck with his fists. Daniel could feel the demon’s chest bounce as it began to laugh.

“I am Benedict’s personal bodyguard, and I’ve never had the pleasure of killing a Beloved,” the demon said, throwing Daniel ten feet to one side with little effort. He then rose to his feet and rushed Daniel before he could even lift his head. He yanked him from the dirt by his hair and tossed him once again.

Daniel could barely see straight as the demon reached down and grabbed him by the throat. It was just like before; the demon’s eyes turned black as night and a wicked grin flashed across his face. Daniel couldn’t breathe, let alone think.

“No clever last words?” the demon asked with a smirk.

Daniel choked. He was nearly unconscious. His eyes closed as the scar opened, taking the demon’s power. His body shook from the encounter before he crashed to the ground. He fought to keep his wits about him as he crawled away from the battle. Struggling over the bodies of dead soldiers, he slowly moved back to the line of trees where he had first made his entrance. The gate was waiting, but it did not lead him to his bedroom. He found himself upon the floor near the front door of the house.

Daniel was battered far worse than any previous encounter, and there would be no explanation for his sudden injuries. His mind clouded over as he struggled to his feet. He quietly and carefully made his way up the stairs only to pass out upon reaching the top. He tumbled backwards down the stairs and into the front foyer, unaware of the racket he caused. The family awoke to the horror of his body bloodied and seemingly broken.

Days later, Daniel came to as Beth placed a cold cloth across his forehead. She smiled as his eyes focused on her.

“What happened?” he asked in a low, muted tone.

“You fell down the stairs,” she said. “The town doctor assured us that you only suffered bruises. No bones were broken.” She smiled again. “How do you feel?”

“Woozy and very confused.” Daniel played along as if he had no idea how it had all transpired.

“You should rest,” she answered. “I’ll get Mother. She’s been so worried.”

“Wait,” Daniel replied. He felt he could confide in Beth; tell her the truth. “Will she believe me?” he thought. “Or will she think my mind has been scrambled by the fall?” He could see her coaxing him with an accepting look. Her eyes were so comforting, ready to take on his burdens. “I...” Daniel began.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Thank you for looking after me.” He let it go, not wanting to trouble her. Now was not the time. He worried his tale would frighten her.

Beth squeezed his hand supportively, then left. He wasn’t looking forward to what was coming next. His mother was in the room before he knew it. She nervously fussed with her dress, then her hair, before even looking at Daniel.

“Must you continue to worry my poor heart so?” she began. 

“I assure you it was not my intention.” Daniel kept his calm. 

“Then, what were your intentions wandering about the house at that hour? What were you thinking?”

“I couldn’t sleep,” he replied. “I only wished to take a short walk in the cool night air to still my mind. I misjudged the stairs and lost my balance.”

“For every step you take to recovery, why must you insist on taking two steps back?!” Her face was flushed with frustration.

He could see her right hand trembling, and in that moment, knew that a simple apology wouldn’t be enough.

“My life as a soldier is not easily left behind. Please be patient with me. Those habits are hard to break.”

“I would ask one more thing of you,” his mother said. “Will you at least stay where I can keep a watchful eye upon you?”

“Yes, Mother.” Daniel had a bashful look upon his face and he felt like he was 10 years old again.

“I’ve washed your clothes,” she said with renewed spirit, “although I’m not sure I should return them to you just yet. You must be starving. I’ll bring something up right away.”

“Please don’t trouble yourself over it. I’ve caused enough distraction.”

“Now, now. That hour has passed, and we shall give it no more thought. I’ll be back shortly.”

She left the room at a brisk pace but Daniel barely noticed what she said, nor did he let his eyes follow her as she left. The air in the room had shifted, disturbed momentarily when Bernard entered, and Daniel picked up on it immediately. It was like a soft breeze upon his cheek, and he wondered how he had missed it all those times before.

“Who is Benedict?” he asked.

“He is an ancient and powerful demon whose name is well known within the realm of evil. He is the demon that killed you,” Bernard answered as he stepped into view.

It set Daniel on edge, even though he was aware of his guardian.

“And does he know that I am responsible for the fall of his bodyguard?”

“No. He is not yet aware of your existence, and it would be to your advantage to keep it thus for now,” Bernard replied.

“Why?” Daniel shot back. “My power grows with each passing moment. I can feel it coursing through me, driving me to challenge myself. I barely took notice of the first three demons I eliminated. My body was unaffected.”

“You still have not learned to walk,” Bernard cautioned. “You can’t even navigate a flight of stairs.”

“Thank goodness for that!” Daniel exclaimed. “It was the perfect explanation for my injuries, was it not?”

“You are not immortal. You could die at the hands of one of these demons as easily as you did before.” Bernard’s shoulders heaved as he breathed a great sigh. “Convenience will not always be at your disposal. The power can be most seductive, and you have not yet learned its purpose or how to control it.”

Daniel’s shoulders heaved as well. He hadn’t considered dying again or what that would mean to his family or how it would probably crush Jonathan. He had no idea that the consequences of his rash behavior could be so severe. He was lost in thought and fidgeted with the edge of the blanket, running it through his fingers as if seeking comfort.

“You have the ability to help those in great need,” Bernard continued, “even heal the most deadly of wounds. It’s not all about dispatching demons. There may come a time when you are asked for forgiveness.”

“Forgiveness?” The word caught Daniel’s attention. “A demon would ask for my forgiveness?”

“Not your forgiveness; the Father’s forgiveness. You may take a demon’s power with the intent of turning it over to the Father. You are His facilitator in that capacity; nothing more.”

Daniel sat in silence. He turned his eyes away from Bernard as if unable to look at him. This conversation was far more troubling than battling with a demon.

“You are doing quite well, all things considered.” Bernard walked over to the bedside as if responding to Daniel’s pensive mood swing. “Does living with your family still concern you?”

“They are a welcome blessing,” Daniel lied. He loved his family dearly, but knew he could not keep this up. He was unsure about sharing his secret and knew he would be unable to continue the ruse regarding his condition.

He paused, pondering his next words carefully. “I’m worried about Beth. She’s far sicker than they have told me, isn’t she?” he asked. “At times, I’ve seen a young man walking with her. She doesn’t know he’s there, but I watched as he steadied her when she faltered. He had the gentlest face I have ever seen. Is he an angel sent to lend strength to the ill?”

“He is by far the Father’s most compassionate servant,” Bernard replied.

“I’m very grateful for these considerations,” Daniel said, “though I doubt that I deserve them.”

“And do you doubt that you deserve the love of your family?” Bernard asked.

“Families are built on love,” Daniel replied.

“And are you not a part of the Father’s family as well?” Bernard asked.

Daniel was caught off guard.

“It’s not a matter of what you deserve or what you have earned,” Bernard continued. “The Father’s love knows no bounds. Use the gifts you’ve been given wisely. Your power, which grows with each passing moment, allows you to vanquish evil. And your family keeps you grounded; gives you purpose. You cannot hope to fulfill your service to the Father on your own.”

“I want to tell Beth about what’s happened to me,” Daniel said, nodding, “but I’m afraid of how it will affect her condition.”

“Ever the protective older brother.” Bernard smiled. “There is another who holds such love for her.”

“You can’t possibly mean Duff.”

“He told you himself, did he not?”

“He wrote me that letter, but... Beth has no interest in him.”

“Do you know that for sure?” Bernard asked. “Have you ever asked her?”

Daniel seemed amused by the question. “Duff with Beth? She’d keep him in line, that’s for sure.” A curious look crossed his face as Bernard departed, one he could not hide from Beth as she entered with a plate of food.

“Can I get you something else?” she asked, setting the plate on the nightstand.

“Please stay,” Daniel said after a moment’s hesitation. “I welcome your company.”

Beth pulled the rocking chair closer to the bed and took a seat.

“I dare say there are several young men in this town who would welcome your company.”

“Trying to marry me off,” Beth laughed. “Really, Daniel. You sound just like Father.”

“I was merely suggesting...”

“That a prize such as me should not go unclaimed,” she interrupted.

“You are no prize,” Daniel shot back in frustration. 

“So you worry that a hefty dowry is my only salvation.”

“That’s not what I said!” Daniel’s face was flushed. “Truly, you are as exasperating as Duff. Maybe you are the perfect match for each other.”

“Captain Duffy’s tastes are far more refined,” she countered. 

“Indeed. He aspires to only the finest, which is why he has asked permission to write to you.”

Beth’s eyes widened as she let out a small gasp.

“I only want your happiness,” Daniel continued. “Should I tell him that you look forward to his correspondence?”

“Yes.” Beth swallowed hard. “Thank you, Daniel.” 

“Don’t thank me yet. You haven’t seen how he writes.”
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December 21, 1862

Dear Beth,

I have been allowed to return to my family for the holidays. Boston is so lovely at this time of year. I wish you could see it. There are beautiful ribbons decorating trees and candles placed on windowsills waiting to be lit on Christmas Eve.

I’m sure your days are filled with looking after that brother of yours. I think of him often and miss his company. It would be best not to share such thoughts with him as his head would probably swell that much more. Still, I have him to thank for this opportunity. I promise not to let either of you down, and swear to you that the honor in my heart is second only to the fondness I feel for you. You are an amazing young woman and I shall strive to be the man that you deserve.

I wish that I had something witty to say to make you smile. Apparently, I lack inspiration without Daniel in earshot. Or maybe I’ve grown selfish and only wish you to smile when I am there to see it. Please save a few for me upon my return, whenever that may be.

Give my love to your family, and may peace and happiness find their way into your hearts this holiday season.

Yours truly,

Gerald

Jonathan, Joshua and Benjamin ducked in and out of the trees, pelting each other with snowballs and enjoying freedom from the confines of their homes for a while. The day was cold and clear, and the reflection of sunlight off the snow was blinding. The steam of their breath swirled from their mouths as they huffed and puffed with laughter.

Jonathan raised his hands in surrender as the brothers pummeled him into submission, Benjamin’s throws even deadlier than Joshua’s.

“I give up,” Jonathan called out. Between the dodging and laughing, he could barely breathe.

“Watch him, Ben,” Joshua called out to his little brother. “He’s playing possum.”

“No. Really,” Jonathan laughed.

“I’d say he’s had enough,” Benjamin said confidently. He dropped the snowball he had in his hand as a show of good faith.

“Thanks, Ben.” Jonathan was still trying to catch his breath. He moved away from the cover of the tree he was hiding behind, showing his empty hands.

The boys settled down, slightly bent over with their hands on their knees. They were still smiling and their cheeks were red as cherries.

“So, what did you get for Christmas?” Jonathan asked.

“I got a new suit!” Benjamin called out, all excited. “Momma sewed it for me, and she said I could wear it to church.”

“I got a rifle,” Joshua said. His tone was less emphatic but full of pride. “I’d take you home and show you, but I know you don’t like those things.”

Jonathan conceded, dropping his eyes to the ground.

“Father says I can go hunting with the men this spring now that I’ve got my own gun.”

“I’m sure you’ll put them all to shame,” said Jonathan. “I can’t wait to hear the stories.”

“What’d you get, Jonathan?” asked Benjamin.

“Daniel gave me his Academy class ring. As a man of honor, I’ve earned it; at least, that’s what Daniel said.” Jonathan beamed.

The brothers were wowed by the prospect of seeing Jonathan’s gift, maybe even holding it. They agreed that the ring was far more impressive than their presents.

“It must be nice having Daniel home again,” Benjamin said. Jonathan’s face lit up, but nothing he could say would describe how he felt about having his brother home for the past two months.

Weeks had passed since Daniel’s last fight with a demon, but that beating was not enough to deter him. He excused himself as he stood up from the couch and moved cautiously from the living room to the foyer under the watchful eye of his mother. He crept up the stairs at a pace that would not cause concern. But his mind was on the gate and the power that lay on the other side. He had never felt this alive; never felt so strong; never longed to throw himself headlong into danger like he did at that moment. The wounded-soldier façade was tiresome and frustrating.

It didn’t matter that it was the middle of the day. It didn’t matter that he would have no excuse for his injuries, should he return beaten to a pulp. And at that moment it didn’t matter to Daniel if he never returned at all. It was as if Bernard’s warning had never reached his ears.

His bedroom door clicked closed behind him, and as the gate opened, he again felt the rush he’d been waiting for. There would be a demon on the other side. Its power called to him, causing his chest to tighten and ache. Daniel crossed through the gate into one of the older lecture halls at West Point.

The wooden floorboards were polished to a brilliant sheen, seemingly unaffected by the footsteps of eager, young cadets. And the desks were lined up in rows, side by side, touching, crowded and cramped. The colonel stood at the front with his back turned. His uniform looked new, clean and pressed, with a sash about his middle and polished sword at his side. It was just the two of them.

“Class is in session,” the colonel said, “but I do not tolerate tardiness, Major.” The colonel now pivoted on one foot with a graceful, dance-like movement.

Daniel’s chest became heavier, and that made him uneasy. His body was trying to warn him of the danger he faced.

“You are Benedict, are you not?” Daniel asked.

“Well, at least your guardian is well informed,” Benedict said, unimpressed. “And may I ask who is misguiding your feeble efforts?” “Bernard is my guardian,” Daniel answered with resolve. “And you will find that there is nothing feeble about me.” 

The power was talking, making him even cockier than he had been in the past. 

“Bernard?” Benedict said, tipping his head from side to side as if amused by the sound of the name. “Bernard has always been so shortsighted.”

“But I assure you I am not!” Daniel responded. Benedict’s mere presence enraged him.

“You are no more ready to face me today than the day I killed you on that battlefield. Still, you dispatched my bodyguard with little effort. I feel that there is something ominous about this meeting.”

“Surprised that I found you?” Daniel asked, still full of confidence. 

“I wouldn’t call it surprise,” Benedict replied. “Fortunate perhaps.

Fortuitous — yes, that’s the word I prefer.” 

He paused as he ran the fingers of his left hand over the handle of the sword he carried. 

“Can you help me, Major? 

I tire of all the blood and anger. You of all people should be able to understand that.”

Daniel stopped in his tracks. “What is this? Who is this demon?” he thought as he become leery of his situation. “The murderous lust is gone from his eyes.”

“You seem different from the one who took my life.”

“I am different,” Benedict replied. “I once marveled at the beauty of destruction. The brilliance of the Father is beyond compare. The hate that drives the human existence is most compelling. It is relentless, and I once  found it as intoxicating as the power that drives you even now.”

He closed his eyes and dropped his head. 

“But my time here is shortened by your presence. Though you cannot defeat me today, in time, your power will exceed mine. My days are numbered.” 

Daniel initiated a slow approach. His tightened chest kept him from taking a full breath. But his curiosity exceeded the pain of warning.

“What are you suggesting?” he asked.

“Release me from this curse,” Benedict said. “I wish to take the path of redemption.”

“A lifetime of evil is not so easily forgiven.”

“All is possible with the Father,” Benedict said, and stretched out his arms as if willing to embrace Daniel.

“I am not the Father and you will find no quarter here.”

“You cannot deny me the opportunity for forgiveness. Surely, Bernard told you.”

“There may come a time when you are asked for forgiveness.” Daniel remembered Bernard’s words as if he had just heard them.

“I doubt he was speaking of you,” Daniel said, and shook it off. 

“Anger does not suit you. Compassion is your virtue. It is the key to who you are now. It is the one common thread that links all Beloved past, present and future.”

“You lack sincerity,” Daniel replied.

“I lack a great many things,” Benedict said, “but foresight is not one of them. Repeatedly trading barbs will not forestall the inevitable. Take my power and be done with it. Let the Father decide my worth.”

Daniel was at a loss. He didn’t know what to do. “Isn’t this why I was brought here? Isn’t this what they want me to do?” He looked around the room as if expecting Bernard to appear and give his blessing.

“You don’t know your own purpose,” Benedict said. “How lost you must feel.”

“Take your advantage elsewhere. I will not let you inside my head,” Daniel snarled. 

“If I simply wanted your head, dear boy, I would have taken it already,” Benedict said, and stretched out his arms again.

Daniel lunged at him, striking him square in the jaw, sending him to the ground. He stood above him, looking down, almost gloating. He didn’t stop to think how easy Benedict was making it. His thirst for power was clouding his judgment.

“As you wish,” Daniel said. Then his head tipped back and his eyes closed as the scar opened. Benedict did not struggle or move; he freely let Daniel take all that was his; his very being poured into the Beloved, unnoticed and indefensible.

The power was immense and Daniel’s body was hit by extreme euphoria. No pleasure imaginable ever felt like this. The rush was the very intoxication he craved. When the scar finally closed, Daniel fell back. He instinctively extended his arms to brace himself and broke his left wrist upon landing but felt no pain. His body was trembling with excitement; his mind empty of thought or reason.

Hours went by before he realized where he was. Daniel went to push himself off the ground and winced at the now throbbing pain in his wrist. He was feverish and dizzy, and the floor itself felt as if it moved below his feet like a rough ride upon an angry sea. His body wobbled back and forth with each unsure step he took toward the open gate, and as he fell through, Bernard was there to catch him.

“Are you mad?!” Bernard shouted, pulling Daniel in tight. “You fool. Do you know what you’ve done?” He grabbed Daniel’s jaw. “Look at me!” he said. Bernard stared him down, looking deep into Daniel’s eyes, searching for something new, something different from before. But there was nothing new. There was only Daniel, so Bernard backed off. “If this doesn’t kill you, your mother surely will.” He helped Daniel to the bed and got him settled in as Daniel faded in and out of consciousness. Bernard hastily left the room. He had to act swiftly. There wasn’t much time, and the family would soon become suspicious of Daniel’s absence.

The gate suddenly opened, and a young man slightly older than Daniel crossed into the bedroom and walked up to his bed. The flash of the gate closing behind the visitor woke Daniel at last, and he was dumbfounded to be back at the house and to see a stranger standing over him. The man was rugged and muscular with thick, brown hair and dark eyes. A wooden cross hung from a leather string tied around his neck, the remnant of a family heirloom handed down for centuries. He placed one hand upon Daniel’s head and one upon his wrist, then stood in silence. Bernard returned to the bedroom as well, waiting patiently at the end of Daniel’s bed. The young man pulled his hands away from Daniel and nodded to Bernard. He slowly turned and exited through the gate with a soft smile upon his lips.

Daniel opened his eyes and began looking around the room. 

“What do you remember?” Bernard asked. 

He looked as though he hadn’t slept in days, the bags under his eyes evident.

“I took Benedict’s power,” Daniel answered slowly as he tried to stretch and move his body upright. He felt heavy and sluggish.

“Why did you go there? Why did you choose to face him so soon?” Bernard’s soft gaze turned into a burning glare.

Daniel was confused by the question. “I went where the gate took me,” he answered.

“The gate only opens when you ask it to. It bends to your will alone,” Bernard scolded.

Daniel remained quiet. He wasn’t willing to admit what was rolling through his head right before he crossed into the gate. 

Bernard closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He started again.

“Did he put up a fight?”

“No. He asked for redemption, but I doubted his sincerity.”

“You took his power anyway?” Bernard asked. He was exasperated, his voice elevated.

“Isn’t that what the Father asks me to do?” Daniel fired back. He wasn’t sure what Bernard was insinuating.

“Yes... No.” Bernard managed, fumbling his words. He dropped his head and ran his hand through his hair. “You weren’t ready.”

“Then, how is it that I am still here?” Daniel asked, indignant.

“I bent the rules on your behalf,” Bernard said. “I called upon another Beloved to heal you; to speed your recovery. It is not allowed. If a Beloved cannot recover from his own injuries, his time is over and his service is complete.”

“Why did you save me?” Daniel asked, his tone softened.

“It seems I am a greater fool than even you.” 

“I don’t understand,” Daniel replied.

“Nor do I.” Bernard was flustered. “Why would Benedict so freely give such power away? He would sooner lie prostrate before me than ask the Father for forgiveness.”

“He said that my presence meant his days were numbered.”

“He thrived on inflicting pain. Never have I seen such a fondness for cruelty. Yet you barely have a scratch on you.” Bernard began pacing back and forth. “He often left his victims barely recognizable, mutilated, tortured and always dead. He once tore the wings from an angel’s back, and then threw him from a cliff, daring him to fly. You were no match for him, at least not yet.”

“But he’s gone, right?” Daniel asked.

Bernard closed his eyes and thought on what Daniel had just said. There was no reason to believe otherwise, was there? There was no sense of Benedict in this or any other dimension, as far as Bernard could tell. 

“Yes,” he finally conceded, “it appears that you have defeated him.”

“I’m sorry,” Daniel answered. “I was reckless. It won’t happen again.”

“I hope not.” Bernard seemed to drift off in his own thoughts as he looked out the window.

Daniel became concerned by his distance. “We did what was right,” he said.

“Doing what is right,” Bernard answered, “is not always right.” “You regret saving me.”

“I regret all that has passed between Benedict and me. We have a common history. He brutalized and killed three Beloved who were under my guard. There was nothing left of Hagen, the last one he viciously murdered. He tore the boy to pieces.” Bernard’s heart was breaking. “I couldn’t let him take you.”

Daniel’s eyes moistened as he looked his guardian up and down. “It’s over,” Daniel replied.

“I want to believe that.”
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GOODBYE

Daniel walked down the hallway to the stairs. The sun had just come up, but he seemed to be the last of the family to rise that morning. He noticed Beth’s bedroom door was open, so he stopped and looked inside. She was seated at her desk, which was up against the right wall of her room. Her hair was pulled back and she mouthed the words as she wrote. Daniel could see the smile on her face.

January 3, 1863

Dear Gerald,

I hope that you enjoyed the holidays with your family. I must apologize for doubting the sincerity of your appeals to my heart. Maybe I lack confidence and believe that I’m incapable of holding your attention. Or maybe I’m simply afraid of how capable I truly am, that I’ll let down my guard and you will see what’s behind the sarcasm. If you’re willing to try, I’m willing to wait.

I would dearly love to see your hometown. Philadelphia is the farthest I’ve ever been from here. It is a beautiful city but not as magnificent as Boston, I imagine. Would you take me to the harbor? To see the tall ships as they sail into port and smell the sea upon the wind must be a grand experience indeed. And it wouldn’t be complete until you showed me all your favorite parts of the city, even with Daniel looking over our shoulders. My parents would probably insist that he accompany us on our travels. That you two would leave me behind for other adventures has certainly crossed my mind as well.

Please keep yourself from harm’s way until we meet again. I should have been kinder to you when you were here. Daniel says I’m infuriating at times. Holding my tongue is not among my finer talents, a fact with which you are well acquainted. I suppose that is to my advantage, or maybe it’s to yours.

Please write as soon as you can. I look forward to your next letter.

Until then,

Beth

“Good morning,” Daniel said, clearing his throat.

Beth turned sharply toward him, startled by his voice. She looked to him to be a girl of 10 years again who had just snuck a taste of one of her mother’s freshly-made tarts. Her face was flushed with embarrassment and excitement.

“Good morning,” she replied. Her eyes darted to the letter as she tried to compose herself.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to intrude,” he said.

“Not at all. Gerald... I mean Duff... I,” Beth stuttered. “I only wished to inquire about his holidays at home.” She let out a deep breath and brought her left hand to her forehead.

“I’m sure your letter will be a welcome surprise,” he said. Beth raised her eyes and looked over at Daniel. “Thanks.”

He bowed his head, then continued down the hallway to the top of the stairs. The soft light in the foyer brought a gentle welcome to the new day. Daniel stood looking down at his little brother’s tangled, blond locks. “No comb could tame that mess,” he thought. 

Jonathan sat at the bottom tying his bootlaces. His coat was crumpled on the floor near his feet along with the care package his mother had wrapped neatly with cloth.

“Where are you headed at this hour?” he called down to Jonathan.

“The foundry — Robert has a delivery to make.”

“Could you use some company?” Daniel asked as he walked down the stairs.

“Sure!” Jonathan said, smiling.

Daniel bent down and picked up the package before leaving through the front door. They walked down the road together side by side as the snow crunched beneath their feet, giving way to their weight. The heavy, frigid air refused to yield to the steam from their mouths and noses. It filled their lungs that much more with every breath they took.

“How long is Robert usually gone?” Daniel asked.

“A couple of weeks, I guess. It depends on where he’s going.” “And how does Father manage without his foreman?”

“I think the better question is how the workers manage.” Jonathan ducked his head and shot Daniel a playful look.

“An honest answer,” Daniel replied, smiling and raising his eyebrows. They could see Robert up ahead loading some personal items into the cart. It looked as though he was just about to leave. Daniel was taken with how deftly he maneuvered his crutches in the snow. Robert’s mangled right leg was useless, but it didn’t impede his efforts.

He thought back to the days he lay in a hospital bed with other young men around him; men like Robert who would never be the same again, who gave more than their fair share and still felt ashamed that they couldn’t give more. He felt like he owed them something.

Jonathan rushed up to the cart as Daniel continued at his own pace, still carrying his mother’s care package. Robert turned their way when he saw them coming.

“You didn’t come all this way for me, did you?” Robert called out. 

“We couldn’t let you leave without a proper goodbye,” Daniel replied.

“Mother thought you could use a few more supplies,” Jonathan jumped in.

Daniel held up the package to show it to Robert before loading it up on the driver’s seat of the cart.

Robert reddened. “You tell Mrs. Parker how grateful I am for her thoughtfulness. And of course I can’t thank you two enough either. The Parker family always makes me feel like I’m one of their own.”

“May I?” Daniel took Robert’s crutches and handed them to Jonathan. He then helped Robert up into the driver’s seat. Without a thought, he practically lifted Robert the whole way. Daniel could see the shock on Robert’s face, but neither one of them commented on it. He quickly motioned for Jonathan to load the crutches behind the seat.

“You be safe now,” Daniel said. “I don’t know what Father would do without you.”

Robert grinned before snapping the reins and sending the horses on their way. He looked back over his shoulder at the two brothers waving him goodbye.

They made their way back to the house as a light snow began to fall. It slowly filled in the footsteps they left behind. Jonathan couldn’t help but notice how quiet Daniel was.

“Do you feel sorry for Robert?” Jonathan asked.

“Do you?” Daniel replied.

“I don’t think it’s fair, that’s all.”

“And how would you feel if I hadn’t come back?” Daniel asked. Jonathan swallowed hard and then looked over at Daniel. “We’d be lost without you.”

“And how would Mother and Father feel if you went off to war and never came back?”

Jonathan stopped walking. He was confused by his brother’s comments. Daniel stopped as well.

“I don’t know how they’d feel,” Jonathan said at last.

“They’d be devastated, Jonathan. We all would,” Daniel said. He put his hands on his little brother’s shoulders, squeezing down as if her were going to throttle him. He had no idea how tight and menacing his grip was. “Promise me right now that no matter what happens, you will not run away and join the fighting.”

Jonathan had never been afraid of Daniel, but something about the way his brother held him at that moment made the hair on his neck stand on end. The shot of adrenaline that rushed through his body begged him to break free and run.

“I promise,” he said, almost shaking.

“Good lad,” Daniel said before releasing his grip.

They started walking again with Jonathan hanging back a step. He couldn’t figure out why he was so frightened. The way Daniel had grabbed him made his words seem more like a threat than a brotherly warning. But wasn’t Daniel only looking out for him, playing the part of protective older brother? He looked at his brother, and Daniel reached over and tousled his hair.

“How do you get a comb through this thicket?” He laughed, and Jonathan let it go.

By afternoon, Daniel had retired to his room. He had not crossed the gate since his encounter with Benedict, and he wished to test his powers, but not like before. Bernard had told him he had the ability to help those in great need, and to heal even the deadliest of wounds. Demons were not on the agenda as he walked through the gate this time.

The cold night air was still, not even a whisper of a breeze could be felt. Daniel walked within the Union encampment, shrouded by darkness, searching for the makeshift hospital and the wounded who lay inside. The only noticeable sound was an occasional cough coming from one of the tents. The men had all retired for the night, and he went about his business unnoticed.

Two carts parked near a large tent caught his eye, and he walked past them and into the tent. The cots formed two long rows and there was barely any room to move between them. The boys appeared asleep, yet some still moaned from their injuries. Daniel moved among them quietly so as not to wake or panic them. He spent a moment with each one, touching the head of a soldier with tousled black hair and holding the hand of another who wore a simple, silver wedding band. He closed his eyes and thought of Robert; of the sacrifice he made; of the sacrifices each of these men was making even now. He could feel the power move into their bodies.

He was taken with one of the boys; his abdomen was wrapped in blood-soaked bandages. His skin was pale and clammy, and his body near death. He trembled as if sleep were not enough to release him from the pain. Daniel stayed with this soldier for some time, placing both hands upon the lad’s stomach. He watched as the color returned to the boy’s face and his breathing seemed to settle.

Though he had spent a good amount of time with the men, he was only slightly worn by his good deed. Feeling like it was time to return, he left the tent and crossed the gate immediately, only to find Beth knocking on his door and softly calling his name.

“Daniel, dinner is ready. Are you awake?”

He opened the door with a gentle smile on his face. Beth looked very tired from her short walk to his room. The angel that Daniel had seen before stood next to her, holding her up, and supporting Beth in her weakened state. He bowed his head to Daniel as he handed her to him. Daniel took her right hand in his and turned her around. He placed his left arm around her waist as the angel stepped away and disappeared without Beth knowing he was there.

“May I?” he asked, wanting to guide her down the hall and then the stairs.

“Thank you,” she said, slightly winded.

He walked with her slowly while all the while his power moved through to her. He had every intention of healing her of this mystery illness the doctors could not define. He escorted her all the way to the table, even pulling out her chair and seating her before taking his own. Her cheeks had a vibrant, rosy glow about them that struck his father immediately.

“I’d say Daniel is the very tonic that you needed. He’s washed away the weariness of your soul.”

Daniel froze momentarily as if his secret had been revealed. His own face flushed with embarrassment.

“His company does warm my heart,” Beth answered.

“By the looks of it, he benefits as well,” his mother added.

Without warning, Daniel began to feel uneasy; the benign comments were rapidly making him feel nervous, even threatened.

“And his strength has returned,” Jonathan proudly piped in. “You should have seen him helping Robert this morning.”

“Now, Jonathan,” Daniel began. He was agitated and unable to control the aggravation. “Don’t make up stories.”

“I’m not making up stories,” Jonathan said defensively. “You lifted him right into the cart. I saw the whole thing.”

“Then, your eyes have deceived you,” he barked. “I did no such thing.” Daniel felt he was being backed into a corner and the rage was building from within. His heart was pounding violently against his ribs and his face had turned dark pink.

“Boys,” their father interrupted, “maybe it’s time to take a deep breath.” 

“Are you calling me a liar?” Jonathan said, his voice rising.

“Fool would be a better word,” Daniel shot back as a snarl formed on his lips. As he clenched his jaw, the hair on his chin seemed to stand at attention.

“Daniel!” Beth grabbed his arm. She could see the veins in his neck bulging. “Why are you getting so upset?”

He pulled his arm away. All eyes were on him. He looked back at each of them like a cornered animal ready to strike. He could sense their fear.

“Enough!” He threw back his chair and stormed out the back door.

“I didn’t mean anything by it,” Jonathan sighed.

They all just stared at each other in disbelief, befuddled at his odd behavior. By the time the family had regained their composure, Daniel had run deep into the woods.

“What was that about?” Bernard grabbed Daniel’s sleeve and spun him around.

Daniel yanked his arm free. “They know!”

“They know nothing. Try to calm down.”

“Their accusations were quite pointed,” Daniel growled. “Accusations?” Bernard squinted at him, then rushed at Daniel, grabbed him by his coat and threw him violently to the ground.

The utter shock angered Daniel further. He scrambled to his feet as his eyes flashed black as night. He lunged at Bernard with the intent of tackling him. Bernard’s swift sidestep sent Daniel headlong into a tree. The blow left an impression in the trunk and the pain made Daniel stop and think. He slowly returned to his senses.

“What was that about?” Bernard repeated.

“I don’t know,” Daniel replied. “I felt like they were attacking me.” He rubbed his forehead with his hand to keep the blood from running into his eyes.

“You could have hurt someone.” Bernard shook his head in disgust. “You could have hurt all of them.”

“I know. The way they looked at me. I could feel their fear and see the terror in their eyes.”

“And that was not enough to stop your rage?” Bernard asked. He had relaxed his shoulders and no longer took a defensive stance above Daniel.

“It was as if I didn’t recognize them; as if I didn’t know them, but only for a moment.”

“The power is toying with you. You’ve got to get a handle on it. This behavior cannot continue.”

“Maybe I should leave,” Daniel sighed. “Maybe I don’t belong here anymore. I’m no good at hiding this. I practically threw Robert up into his seat.”

“I think you’re being hasty.”

“This arrangement benefits no one,” Daniel said. “One day they are going to have to come to grips with the knowledge that I am dead. How could either one of us think otherwise?”

Bernard extended his hand, reached down and helped Daniel to his feet. He pulled at his shirt until part of it ripped free and held the cloth to Daniel’s head. They looked at each other as if trying to discern one another’s thoughts. Daniel moved his hand back to his forehead and began holding the cloth himself.

“You hit me,” Daniel said with an odd smile.

“I did what I had to do,” Bernard answered.

“Are all angels as brash?”

“The color of my hair should have been your first clue.”

“Indeed,” Daniel replied. He looked up at the grey sky, then around at the trees, trying to remember happier times when he played in the woods as a child.

“What will you tell your family when you leave?” Bernard asked. 

“I’m not sure, but at least, I’ll be able to say goodbye.” Daniel started walking back to the house.

Bernard nervously fussed with his torn shirt as he watched Daniel disappear into the trees.

Dinner was long over when Daniel retreated to his bedroom. It was the only room in the house where he felt welcome. He knew he had crossed the line and now feared for his family’s safety. He was a loose cannon, liable to cut any one of them off at the knees without warning.

“Why did I get so angry? Why couldn’t I stop myself? There was something spurring me on, such a visceral need to defend myself. Poor Jonathan — he must hate me. Maybe Bernard is right. I was a fool to have taken such power.”

“You are no fool. The power called to you, and you took it as expected...” Daniel felt a cold chill run up his spine. The last thought was his but not his at all. He looked around the room, waiting for Bernard to appear and continue the conversation. He was alone. “I’m so upset I must be hearing things,” he thought.

He grabbed up his pipe and filled it with the tobacco Duff had given him. He sat down in the rocking chair as he lit the dried leaves, puffing away. He stared out the window at the dark, winter night sky. The stars looked almost painted upon the black backdrop. There were so many. They would be impossible to count even if he were so inclined. Daniel felt horrible about the way he had behaved earlier. He owed his family a huge apology. “Maybe they’ll be grateful when I leave.”

He was at a loss for what he’d say to them. There were no words to explain such anger. He clenched his teeth around the pipe, drawing the smoke into his lungs. It didn’t seem to calm him like before. “Apparently, there’s no solace for me tonight.” He tried rocking the chair as he finished his pipe, almost begging it to draw out a fond memory.

“It’s what’s best for them. The longer you stay, the more pain you’ll cause.”

The next morning, Daniel rose early. He hadn’t had much sleep anyway. He washed his face, put on his uniform and began gathering his belongings. He rolled up his clothes and stuffed them in a small cloth sack. There wasn’t much to pack — extra socks, a shirt and some undergarments. Living with the army had taught him the difference between necessity and luxury. He left his pipe on the dresser.

The family was downstairs. He had heard each of them rise and file into the kitchen. There were lowered voices, whispers really, but he knew the topic of conversation. He appeared in the doorway with the sack draped across his shoulder.

“I don’t deserve your forgiveness,” he began. “I’m not sure I even have the right to ask for it. My behavior yesterday was unacceptable, and I do not belong under the warmth of your kindness.”

The family looked stunned.

“I must return and finish what I’ve started. I’m not worthy of this gentle life just yet.”

“You have done all that was asked of you,” his mother said with tears in her eyes.

“I wish to do more,” Daniel answered.

“It’s all my fault!” Jonathan blurted out. “I never should have said anything. Don’t leave because of me.”

“It’s no one’s fault, Jonathan,” Daniel said. “And there is nothing you could ever do to make me leave. You are the finest brother anyone could ever ask for, and I only wish to make you proud.”

Jonathan’s chest began to heave, and Daniel could see him fighting the tears. Beth wasn’t interested in holding back her emotions.

“Running away won’t solve anything!” she said. Tears rolled down her cheeks. “You’ve more than earned you place under this roof. I beg you —give it more time.”

Daniel could only smile. “I hope you never lose that passion,” he said.

His father stood by, watching everyone make their pleas. He wanted to stop his son from walking out that door one more time. He walked up to Daniel, placed his hand on his shoulder, and nodded in silence before leaving the room.

Beth rushed to him next. She threw her arms around him and held him tight. Her strength had returned, and Daniel was grateful to be there to see it.

He kissed her on the cheek and whispered in her ear, “Duff is the luckiest man I know.”

She pushed back and tried to smile, thanking him with her eyes. Jonathan jumped in, practically knocking Daniel over with his embrace. He was too choked up to say anything.

“No more than three bullies at a time, OK?” Daniel said, and hugged him back, dropping the sack on the floor.

Beth took Jonathan’s hand and pulled him away. His mother just stood there looking at Daniel in disbelief.

“You will always be my child,” she said, “the baby that I nursed, the little boy whose skinned knee I bandaged. I don’t know how to let go of you.”

“Then, I’ll take comfort in the knowledge that I will always be in your heart.” He stepped forward and threw his arms around her.

She trembled as she began to sob. He held her for as long as he could bear it.

“Duff will return one day for Beth,” he said softly. “Welcome him into the family as if he were me.”

“Gerald and Beth?” his mother brushed away her tears. “How many more surprises do you have in that sack of yours?” She tried to smile.

“I had my doubts at first, but it seems she’ll make an honest man of him yet.”

“I’ll make room for one more at the table,” she replied.
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INSIDE OUT

Jonathan burst out the front door when he saw the postman. He nearly ran the poor man over. It had only been a few weeks since Daniel left, but Jonathan was hungry for even a brief note from his older brother.

“My, aren’t you the eager one today,” the postman said as his eyes widened.

“I was hoping for a letter from my brother, sir,” Jonathan said, and blushed.

“Not today, I’m afraid.” He handed over the mail before continuing his walk down the road.

“Thank you, sir,” Jonathan said as he watched the postman walk away. He noticed Joshua coming up the road with a basket in his hand.

“When did you become the delivery boy?” Jonathan teased as Joshua approached.

“Ben’s not feeling well today,” Joshua said, turning his eyes away from Jonathan.

“I see.” Jonathan could tell by his friend’s demeanor that Ben had probably tasted the sting of his father’s wrath. He tried to brush over it.

“Thanks for bringing the order. I’ll take these to Mother right away.” He reached for the basket.

“Wait,” Joshua said, pulling back, “I need to tell you something.” Joshua’s abrupt behavior caught Jonathan’s attention. He was rarely so matter of fact.

“What?”

“Look, I know you’re upset that Daniel went back to the war, but maybe it’s for the best.”

“How can you say that?” Jonathan’s posture straightened, and he threw his shoulders back as if readying for a fight.

“Ben had a dream last night. It was very bad. I’ve never seen him like that. He didn’t recognize anyone when he first woke up. It was like he was still dreaming.” Joshua stared at the ground as he grabbed the back of his head. “He wouldn’t tell me what happened, he just kept saying ‘Daniel’s not Daniel.’”

“What do you mean ‘Daniel’s not Daniel’?” Jonathan’s heart began to pound.

“I don’t know.” Joshua looked up, his eyes watering. “Ben’s dreams are always about events, things that are about to happen, things that come to pass, but he’s never done this before. I just thought you should know.” Jonathan took a step back. He could see how shaken his friend was. “Maybe he just had a nightmare. Maybe it doesn’t mean anything at all,” Jonathan said as if trying to convince himself as well. But his face went pale and a cold chill ran up his spine when he remembered how Daniel behaved the night before he left.

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

Jonathan stood there, trying to gather himself as his thoughts flashed in and out. Benjamin’s dreams were always very specific with vivid details. How could something so vague actually mean anything? Everyone has dreams and nightmares. Why would Benjamin be any different? The sheer lack of information made it easy for Jonathan to dismiss the notion that something was wrong. He didn’t want to believe it anyway.

“Don’t apologize for being a good friend. I know how much you like Daniel,” Jonathan said with a sigh. “I think that Ben is just worried that the war will change Daniel. How could it not? I’m telling you when he comes back for good, Daniel will be Daniel again.”

“I hope you’re right,” Joshua said as he handed the basket of eggs over to Jonathan.

“Why don’t you take them inside?” Jonathan said, trying to smile. “Mother will be happy to see you.”

It was the winter of 1862-63, yet the Northern base camps still bustled with activity. Duff stood inside the quartermaster’s office looking out the window at the courtyard of the camp. He could see the drill sergeant lining up the new recruits and laying down the discipline that might one day save their lives. Some of the boys looked half his age, some looked scared and others looked defiant, welcoming the fight. But they would all look the same by the time they marched out the front gate and on to their assignments, at least that was the objective of the training camps.

Duff was a master marksman and could load a rifle quicker than most, particularly under duress. He was in charge of drilling the men once they received their guns. They wouldn’t be allowed to fire their rifles excessively; bullets and powder were too valuable. It made his job that much harder but it was exactly why they had him in charge. The boys in the courtyard were weeks away from his tutelage but he studied them at a distance.

“Do you see one out there?” a lieutenant asked from behind a desk. “They will have a look about them, you know,” Duff answered, “an air of confidence.”

“And you can tell just by their demeanor?”

“How they carry themselves, how they look at the other men, sizing up the competition, how they react to the sergeant barking in their face.” Duff kept staring out the window.

“Well,” the lieutenant said, seeming annoyed, “is there one out there?” “There’s no marksman in this group,” Duff answered solemnly, and turned to look at the lieutenant, “but they’ll be damn fine with a rifle by the time I’m done with them.”

The lieutenant seemed pleased with Duff’s response.

“You have a good day, Captain,” he said, and saluted.

“That is the plan.” Duff returned the salute with a wink.

He walked out the door and passed the recruits, barely giving them notice. Duff didn’t know how long he’d be stationed there. The camp in Columbus, Ohio, was fast becoming a prison for captured Confederate soldiers. Part of him ached for battle, but most of him knew the longer he remained, the more likely he was to return to a life after the war, maybe even a life with Beth. Meanwhile, he did his part. Training these boys properly would aid their return to their families. He took great pride in that.

Daniel pulled his shirt back on and buttoned it up. He had spent a good part of the day under the watchful eyes of the camp doctors who checked him over from head to toe on several occasions. He had relayed the events that led to his wound and discharge multiple times. They were stunned at his miraculous recovery. They could find no plausible reason to deny his request to return to service. A well-trained officer could not go to waste in times like these.

The training camp was just north of Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. It bustled with eager, new recruits. He would be assigned to the next regiment ready for battle, but until then, he was given quarters in the officer’s barracks and told to await orders.

The small room he occupied was half the size of his bedroom at home; barely enough for a cot and small stand on which a lamp had been placed. There were no windows and very little ventilation. It suited Daniel just fine. He was alone and away from prying eyes. And the gate provided him with the opportunity to slip away from the doldrums of the camp. He wanted to show Bernard that he was capable of controlling the power he’d consumed; that he wouldn’t let it toy with him anymore.

He called for the gate and crossed into the parlor of a beautiful Victorian home where a party was being held. The rooms were filled with ornate and expensive furnishings, gold the overwhelming color of choice. It seemed a bit overdone and grotesque to Daniel’s eye. A senator was hosting several Union officers and their wives for an evening of entertainment. Daniel was welcomed by all as if he had been invited. They didn’t seem to notice nor care that he wasn’t wearing his dress attire. The simple, blue field uniform garnered just as much admiration. The alcohol had been flowing freely for some time.

“How lovely to see you again,” said one of the wives dressed in a lavish ball gown, grabbing his arm and leading him through the crowd as if they were close acquaintances. He didn’t correct her when she introduced him several times as Thomas. She moved from one couple to the next with Daniel at her side, taking every opportunity to embellish his exploits when the single ladies were in earshot. He was courteous and played along. All seemed entertained by her tales.

But Daniel’s chest tightened when he noticed a major who stood away from the crowd watching the festivities. There was no doubt in his mind that it was a demon, but before he could react, dizziness overtook him. His body halted, holding still as his face dropped and his eyes went blank momentarily. Then the makings of a snarl curled across his lips; his back straightened and his chest puffed slightly as he cocked his head to one side. The change in his demeanor was instantaneous and unnoticed by the lady who had been leading him around the room. He politely removed her from his presence.

“You are most gracious. Thank you for the introductions. It’s always a pleasure.” He kissed her hand. She blushed and walked away.

“It’s been a long time,” he said as he walked up to the major.

“Do I know you?” the major asked.

“Perhaps we should take this conversation elsewhere.”

There was a staircase to their right and the two slipped up the stairs, unnoticed by the party. They closed the door behind them and stood in a vacant room. It was an odd juxtaposition to the rest of the house; no furniture, only a few scattered boxes on the floor.

“The mistress has yet to work her magic with this space,” the major said with a sniff.

“There is nothing magical about her taste in decorations. In fact, misguided seems more appropriate. Right up your alley, I’d say.” Daniel’s voice was low and dripping with sarcasm.

“I’m terribly sorry. I don’t mean to offend, but who are you?” 

“How disappointing, Raphael, that this boy’s image should so easily disguise my intent. Your betrayal did not go unnoticed. Did you really think I would just let you walk away?”

“You are quite mad, whoever you are.” Raphael felt a cold shot of fear. “Do you know who this boy is? Do you know what I’ve become?” 

“It won’t matter once I’ve finished with you!” Raphael conjured a glowing orb and hurled it at his accuser, who caught it with one hand and crushed it with little effort.

“You always did miss to the right.”

“Benedict?!” Raphael gasped.

“Benedict, the Beloved. It has a quality to it, wouldn’t you say?” 

Raphael stared back at him, at first in disbelief. “If what you say is true, then you have pulled off the greatest coup of all time.” Raphael was backpedaling, and his mouth became dry. “How did you do it?” he choked.

“Why would I share such a feat with you?” Benedict scoffed. “You left me to the wolves that day, and I have scarcely thought of anything but this moment ever since.” Benedict stepped forward and placed his hand fondly upon the side of Raphael’s face.

Raphael turned stark white as the blood rushed from his cheeks. “You had such potential,” Benedict said. His head tipped back and the scar opened wide, taking Raphael’s power in an instant.

Benedict gave up control of Daniel’s consciousness, pulling his power and persona back into the darkest recesses of Daniel’s mind where Benedict could wait and watch without being noticed. As he did this, Daniel’s body slumped unconscious to the floor.

Daniel awoke and was confounded by his surroundings. He remembered crossing the gate and being led around the room for introductions, then it all went blank. Now he sat upon the floor in an empty, darkened room. He could hear the party downstairs, the laughter and clinking glasses. He called the gate to take him back to his quarters. When he emerged in his empty room, he took a seat on his cot and desperately tried to piece the evening together.

“I can feel power coursing through me, but who did it come from? Why can’t I remember?” For the first time, he became truly frightened of being a Beloved and began to understand why Bernard was so harsh with him the day he lost control.

“Do not fear what we can become.” Daniel shot to his feet and looked around the room. He heard the voice in his head, yet it seemed to come from another, just like the time in his bedroom. He was alone and terrified. “This power is driving me to madness,” he thought. “There is freedom in madness.”

“Who are you?!” Daniel cried out. He began to sweat and felt nauseated. He looked around the tiny room once more, as if he had missed something the first time.

“Bernard?! Bernard, what’s happening? Where are you?!” Daniel shouted. The door to his room flew open and a very confused corporal was staring back at him. Daniel had a half-crazed look on his face, causing the corporal to swallow hard and step back.

“Sir, is everything all right?” the corporal said, his voice cracking. “Can I get you something?”

“Nightmares — nothing more,” Daniel answered as he regained his composure. “I sometimes have nightmares.”

“I’ve heard that battle can trigger those.” But the corporal stopped himself. “I’m sorry, sir; it’s really not my place.”

“Thank you for your concern, corporal,” Daniel said. “That will be all.” 

“Sir.” The corporal bowed his head and shut the door.

Daniel looked around the room once more. He even got down on his hands and knees, peering under the cot, though it made him feel silly.

“Did you lose something?” Bernard asked.

Daniel’s head shot straight up into the cot, the blow almost rendering him unconscious. He was grumbling and sputtering as he cautiously pulled his body away from the bed, then pushed off the floor.

“Something is very wrong,” Daniel answered as he gingerly rubbed the back of his head.

“What troubles you?”

“I’m hearing voices. They’re in my head but they’re not my thoughts.” Bernard stepped up to Daniel, looking at him eye to eye. He peered deeply into Daniel’s soul, but Benedict’s power had so fully mingled with Daniel’s that they were indistinguishable.

“There’s no one here but you and me,” Bernard sighed as he stepped away. He’d never heard of a Beloved going insane before, nor did he wish to witness it. “Maybe you should refrain from crossing the gate for now. You have enough power to survive for quite some time.”

“And the voice will go away?” Daniel said desperately.

“You came upon your power far too quickly and easily,” Bernard replied. “Maybe your body hasn’t had the proper time to adjust. Maybe the voice is simply your mind reconciling things, not unlike the groans of a house as it settles. In time, it will go away.”

Daniel nodded. “I don’t think I will ever be comfortable with who I’ve become.”

“All heroes are reluctant,” Bernard replied, “at least, the ones who are actually remembered as heroes.”

“You think I’m a hero?” Daniel asked, expressing surprise.

“Very few have accepted the mantle you now carry, and most would run from the things you have seen and done. There is no shame in being extraordinary. Shame only follows those who misuse what they’ve been given.”

“And how will I know to be ashamed if I can’t remember what I’ve done?”

“What?” This caught Bernard’s attention.

“I took a demon’s power just before I called out for you, but I don’t know who or even how for that matter.” Daniel had to look away. “I remember walking through the gate into a lavish home where there was a party and then nothing.”

“Think hard. You’re sure there’s nothing else?”

Daniel hesitated before closing his eyes and running the events over and over in his mind. Bernard drew closer to Daniel who shook his head. He was almost in tears.

“I think this only confirms my suspicion that you are overextending yourself.” Bernard placed his hand on Daniel’s shoulder. “No more gate until I return. Understood?”

“Agreed.”
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LOST AND FOUND

Foul winter weather had stalled the fighting in the early months of 1863, and there was no chance that Daniel and his men would be sent out any time soon. Drilling and preparation took place as the weather allowed, but mostly the men were held up in the barracks with little to do. Days turned into weeks as the men looked for distraction.

Daniel was no exception; the tedium was crushing his soul. He paced back and forth in the tiny area that was now his own. “There are many who need your help. You cannot just stay here.” The voice had returned, but Daniel didn’t notice it this time. It sounded too much like what he was feeling; too much like what the boredom was pushing forth.

“I’ve made a promise. I cannot disappoint Bernard any further.” He tried to shake the thoughts from his head, and turn them around. His pace continued and the floorboards creaked beneath his feet.

“You also made a promise to spare others from suffering. And which promise takes precedence — the promise to the Father or the one to my guardian? Your guardian answers to the Father, as do you, as do all. Wouldn’t Bernard be proud to know that you faced your fears head on?

Someone might be dying. And yet you remain holed up in this confined space. My choices have not worked well for me of late. Choose to do nothing and see how well that works.”

The makings of a snarl curled across his lips. His back straightened and his chest puffed slightly. When he crossed through the gate, he looked arrogant, superior. Benedict, using Daniel’s body, found himself in a darkened alley near a hotel. He could hear the guests as they congregated near the front. He walked around the corner and politely pushed his way into the establishment. There was a bar to his right, and Benedict thought it looked like a good start.

He ordered a gin and threw it back as his eyes circled the room. There had to be a reason the gate had brought him there; there was always a reason, always a demon. A young lady sidled up to him from his right, and Benedict felt a jolt to his side as she brushed past his shoulder. He was not yet used to using a Beloved’s body and was startled by the warning.

“Did I scare you?” she asked, noticing the look on his face.

“I’ve not seen such beauty for quite some time,” Benedict said in a smooth tone. He looked her up and down, smiling. She had long, black hair and porcelain skin, light-brown eyes and soft-pink lips. The burgundy dress she wore accentuated her curvy, feminine form.

“Then, how could I possibly deny you my company this evening?” she purred as she placed her hand on his forearm.

“May I buy you a drink?” he asked, waving the barkeep back his way.

“A gentleman as well.” She looked at him through lowered lashes. 

Benedict played along, and after two hours of chatting and drinking at the bar, he feigned inebriation, much to her delight. When he thought she was taken in, he got up as if to leave.

“Won’t you at least walk me back to my room?” she pleaded.

“Of course, Miss... Miss... ?”

“Noel,” she answered.

“Of course, Miss Noel. Please, lead the way.”

She locked her arm with his, and they wobbled, giddy and drunk, to the other side of the hotel, then down a corridor to her room. She pulled the key from her purse, unlocked the door, then pushed it slightly ajar before turning back.

“It was a lovely evening,” Benedict said, slurring his words.

“It doesn’t have to end,” she said, and placed her hand on his cheek. She leaned in and kissed him on the lips.

Benedict returned the kiss, then pushed her body against his, moving them both through the door. He pushed it closed behind him with his foot while still kissing her passionately. She could barely catch her breath as she pulled him further into the room. She excused herself briefly to light the lamp near the bed. As the glow illuminated the room, she turned back to find Benedict smiling at her.

“How many witless men do you actually ensnare with that act?” he asked in a condescending tone.

Her face dropped at the question. “It’s never failed until now,” she replied. “But then again, you are not what you seem, are you?”

“The night is still young,” he said. “Tell me where I may find Donovan, and I will leave you to your next victim.”

“I don’t know who you’re talking about.” Noel’s ire found its way to the surface as her eyes flashed to a brilliant blue, like sapphires blazing in the sun.

“There’s no need for posturing,” Benedict replied. “I have some unfinished business that I need to attend to.”

“I’m afraid I cannot help you.”

“Fear will be the least of your problems.” Benedict charged at Noel, and before she could react, he snapped her left wrist, leaving her hand bent backwards. He leaned in close to her face and whispered, “Where’s Donovan?”

He could see her fighting off the pain, refusing to react. She remained silent. He moved away as if he was about to leave. She reached with her nails for the back of his neck. Benedict dodged her blow and separated her arm from its socket with a strike of his own. It dangled and twisted like a dead leaf caught in the wind refusing to let go of its branch.

She stood before him, mangled and terrified. He placed his face near her neck and breathed in the fear that was wafting from her pores and a deep, euphoric sigh left his lips.

“You have been his lover for centuries,” Benedict said. “I admire your courage, but do you really want to endure the torture I’m about to unleash upon you? Tell me where I can find him, and I shall make your end swift.”

“Who are you?” she demanded. Though the pain was excruciating, she was not yet ready to cave in.

He thrust the butt of his palm into her chest. Noel lurched forward and to her left. Her breathing became shallow. Two of her ribs jutted forward against her skin.

She looked up at him as he reveled in her misfortune and a shock of recognition fell across her face. “Benedict.” The name crept from her mouth. “How could I have let you get this close?”

He placed his face near hers once more and whispered in her ear. “Where’s Donovan? Where is that worthless, poor excuse who betrayed me to that band of angels? Where is the demon who left me to die?”

Noel’s body began to sway back and forth. She was nearly unconscious. Benedict grabbed her jaw and held her out at arm’s length. He was angered by her insolence and unwillingness to cooperate. The scar on Daniel’s chest opened and closed, taking what was left of her power.

Benedict had gained no satisfaction from the night’s endeavors, and now he would have to cover his tracks. He found a washbasin near a pitcher of water in Noel’s room. He freshened up before opening the gate and returning to the barracks. He took off his boots and lay down on the bed, allowing Daniel to awake back in his room. When Daniel awoke, he couldn’t remember wanting to take a nap, or needing one for that matter. There was new power coursing through him, but now he couldn’t even remember opening the gate or leaving the room. Things were getting out of hand quickly, and he had no idea how to stop what was happening. 

“Think, Daniel!” he told himself. “How could you leave the room and take a demon’s power without remembering? I was arguing with myself. It was a game. It was the voice.” Daniel’s heart sank when he realized the voice had returned.

“Who are you?” he asked. Daniel spoke in a low tone. “Show yourself. Speak to me.”

“Do not fear what you can become.”

“I am already afraid of what I’ve become,” Daniel answered. His eyes moistened, and he began to regret everything that had passed since his death.

“Now is not the time for doubt.”

“Then, what time is it, may I ask?” he said out loud, but there was no answer.

January 25, 1863

My dear Beth,

I cannot begin to tell you how overjoyed I was to receive your letter. I will make good on my promise and return to your side as the man you deserve. Rest assured that your brother will hold me to it should I falter, but I have no intention of failing you now. The chance to be a part of your life is all the motivation I need.

I will be stationed at Camp Chase in Ohio. They wish me to oversee weapons training for the new recruits. At the risk of sounding like a coward, I am not at all disappointed with this assignment. Proper training provides for their success as much as guidance on the battlefield. I am most proud to serve in this capacity.

I think of you often and hope that you are well. The stroll we took along the streets of your town is a welcome memory that I look to constantly. Your lovely smile always warms my heart. You are not as plain as you would have the world believe. The beauty you hold comes from your heart as well, making it more precious to me. You are gentle, kind and thoughtful, and I miss you dearly. I hope that you consider me in your thoughts if only briefly.

Please give my love to your family, and tell Daniel that I am glad he is safely away from the heartache of war.

Yours in fondness,

Gerald

“Please join us downstairs once you’re dressed,” the doctor said to Beth as he closed the door to her room. He stood in the hallway, plowing through his notes on her case. He’d never seen anything like this and was so flabbergasted that he could barely write down his thoughts for that day’s examination. He walked down the hallway to the stairs so distractedly that he seemed surprised to find himself standing in the front foyer.

“Are you all right, Doctor?” Mrs. Parker asked, concerned by the look on his face.

“Yes. I... well... of course.” He paged through his notes without looking up. “I asked Beth to join us. She should be here shortly.”

“Would you like a chair?” Mrs. Parker motioned to the sitting room where Mr. Parker and Jonathan were already anxiously waiting.

The doctor joined them, still engrossed in his notes. The family didn’t know what to make of his behavior. All eyes turned to Beth as she rounded the corner of the room.

“Ah, Beth,” the doctor started, “please sit down.”

Beth found a spot next to Jonathan, who fidgeted anxiously on the couch.

“I’m not sure how to say any of this,” the doctor said.

The hearts in the room sank to the floor as the color collectively drained from the family’s faces. His pause was excruciating.

“I believe Beth’s disease has completely regressed. I’ve never seen anything quite like it. She shows no signs of illness whatsoever.”

The family looked at each other, then back at the doctor, as if they had heard wrong.

“What did you just say?” Mr. Parker asked hesitantly. He wasn’t sure he should give the doctor another chance to speak.

“Whatever it was, it has run its course, and I can find no signs of the disease. She is the picture of health.”

Mrs. Parker’s eyes welled up as she grabbed her husband’s hand. Beth smiled and jammed her shoulder into Jonathan’s.

“Looks like you’re stuck with me,” Beth said.

“It works both ways, you know,” he replied, smiling back at her.

“I hadn’t thought of that,” she said, feigning disappointment.

“Well,” the doctor said, and stood up, “I will come back in a month to follow her progress, but if all is well, I see no reason to continue my visits.”

“Thank you, Doctor.” Mr. Parker stood and shook his hand.

“Yes, thank you,” Mrs. Parker repeated gratefully.

“I’ll find my way out.” The doctor smiled as he left the room.

No one said anything. They just sat looking at each other.

“I told you all not to worry,” Beth said, smiling at her mother.

Mrs. Parker rushed to Beth and pulled her up into a hug. Her eyes closed and she breathed a sigh of relief. Beth’s eyes also welled up.

Mr. Parker stood and took his daughter’s hand in his. Beth was taken aback; she could feel her father’s hand trembling in hers. He rarely showed emotion around her, but now his warm smile spoke volumes.

“Who would like some pie?” her mother asked as she wiped away her tears.

“That sounds like a wonderful idea,” her father replied.

They walked out of the room, and Beth was about to join them until she noticed Jonathan staying put. He was overjoyed to hear that Beth was well, but he couldn’t help but keep his distance. He wanted Daniel to be a part of this. He didn’t even know where Daniel was; none of them did. Since leaving, he hadn’t written.

Jonathan stared down at his feet. He looked a bit unkempt as part of his shirt was hanging out of his pants. Beth knew what was happening.

“You wish Daniel was here, don’t you?” she said.

He began fidgeting with his suspenders and still couldn’t look at her.

“I thought you promised to talk to me about anything,” she pressed. “I’m not leaving until you tell me what’s going on in that head of yours.”

“We don’t even know where he is. Why hasn’t he written?” 

“Maybe he can’t just yet,” she said. 

“Or maybe he won’t,” Jonathan replied.

“Jonathan,” Beth said, now concerned, “Daniel would never abandon us.”

“Then, why does it feel like he did?” Jonathan said, and finally turned to look at Beth.

She stepped up and placed her hand on his shoulder. “He only did what he thought was right. We can’t make his choices for him just like he can’t make them for us. Please don’t be angry with him.”

“I’m not angry with him,” Jonathan answered. “I just want him here. How can he feel like he hasn’t done enough?”

“I don’t know.” Beth shook her head. “You’ll have to ask him that yourself.”

“But he’s a hero! Heroes don’t have to go back. Heroes get to come home.”

Beth sat down next to her little brother and put her arm around his shoulders.

“Maybe that’s exactly why he feels that he should do more,” she said softly, “so that others will get to come home too.”

Jonathan put his arm around Beth and pulled in close. They sat together, side by side.

“I’m happy you’re not sick anymore,” he said.

“So you do enjoy my company.”

“There are moments, I suppose,” he said slyly.

“I know what you mean,” she said as she squeezed his arm.
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DEVIL INSIDE

Skirmishes broke out in mid-March, signaling that the war would soon start again in earnest. Daniel and his men were sent to Virginia along with other regiments. Though the railways were a boon to the Union army, helping them swiftly move troops into position, the latter portion of the trip would include a long march, and they would need to be ready to fight upon arrival.

Daniel was enjoying the journey. The countryside was beautiful and reminded him of home. He loved the rolling hills filled with trees. The dark evergreens took him back to his days as a child roaming the woods near the house. It was peaceful now, and he tried to soak it all in. The voice had retreated, maybe for good, and the roar of battle would certainly drown it out. But questions still gnawed at him. Why couldn’t he remember what he had done or whose power he had taken? Although he had promised Bernard that he would not cross the gate, there might be answers on the other side. And the power still called to him; the temptation was overwhelming.

The men were setting up camp and would be allowed a short rest before continuing. He felt he could slip away without notice. He left his tent and walked to the outer perimeter of the camp and looked from side to side, as if assessing the safety of their location. He spotted an abandoned shack to the south and casually walked to it. Once inside, Daniel opened the gate and found his way to a street-corner pub.

The last of the patrons were stumbling out as he walked in. Clearly, the place was about to close. He noticed a young man leaning on the end of the bar. He was short in stature, clean-shaven, with thick, well-groomed, brown hair. He couldn’t have been older than Daniel, but he wore a beautiful three-piece suit complete with a white-gold pocket watch and bob. He played with an ebony walking stick that had an embossed silver knob at the end.

“I knew you would come,” the young man said. “It was only a matter of time.”

“How could I not?” Daniel replied, not wanting to give himself away. He had no idea who he was speaking to.

“Yes. How could you not?” the young man repeated. “There are rules to this game you play.”

“Why let rules get in the way?” Daniel continued cautiously, hoping to find answers.

“Unseating a demon such as Donovan does not come without a price.” 

“Donovan?” Daniel asked.

“It is well known that you’ve been searching for him of late. And very effectively cleaning up after yourself, I might add.” The young man smiled.

“My apologies, but I feel you are mistaken.” Daniel looked down at his left hand as if inspecting his nails. He desperately wanted to know where this was going, but the ache in his chest told him he was playing a very dangerous game.

“There’s no need for worry. In fact, I find this entire situation utterly fascinating.”

“I dare say that ‘amusing’ is the better word.” Daniel cocked his head to the right and looked back at the young man.

“Well, it’s not every day that one of my minions possesses a Beloved.” 

“Minion? Is that all I am to you?” Daniel said, pressing his luck. “I tire of this game, Benedict. Do not take me for a fool.”

Daniel swallowed hard and tried to maintain his composure. He felt sick to his stomach but knew he could not reveal himself. “The voice — it was Benedict the whole time.” It suddenly all made sense; the willingness of Benedict to surrender, the ease with which he took the power.

“And what if I did take the body of a Beloved?” Daniel said, hoping to cover up his surprise. “What’s it to you?”

“Arrogance will be your downfall.” The young man twirled his cane in amusement as he laughed. “Still, I will allow this.” He left the bar and walked up to Daniel, stopping beside him. “Do what you must with Donovan, but when you are done, you will share with me all that you have learned of those bastards the Father so favors.” The young man moved away as a wicked grin flashed across his lips. He walked out the front and disappeared into the midnight air.

Daniel began to panic, and he became angry at his own arrogance. He let this happen, he knew that. Deep down there was no denying his willingness to be taken in. But he also garnered resentment for Bernard. Why wasn’t he told that this could happen? “Shouldn’t he have protected me?” he thought. Daniel was fit to be tied when he crossed the gate back into his tent.

“I thought we had an agreement,” Bernard said, greeting him. 

“Keeping an eye on me now?” Daniel replied, irritated to find Bernard waiting for him in his tent.

“I was merely worried about you. Our last conversation was a bit unsettling.”

“Am I Beloved or am I not?” Daniel said defiantly. 

“You have a mind of your own. You have proven that.”

“Is that why you didn’t tell me what I was facing?” Daniel’s breath quickened. “You could have warned me but you didn’t. He’s taken...” Daniel paused as the dizziness stopped him in his tracks. His body halted, staying put as his face dropped and his eyes went blank momentarily.

“Too much knowledge can be a danger to a Beloved,” Bernard replied, seemingly unaware of Daniel’s change in demeanor.

“You always were so short sighted, Bernard,” Benedict said. His eyes flashed black as night, and he turned elegantly on one foot to face the angel.

Bernard was taken aback by the words. He had heard them before, knew exactly who had said them years earlier.

“The boy is mine,” Benedict continued. “It was so easy. I still can’t believe how easy it was. And now that I have Nick’s blessing, I see no reason to hide anymore.”

Bernard’s cheeks flashed a red that rivaled his own hair, his steely eyes piercing Benedict’s very being. “Give him back, Benedict!” he demanded.

“Don’t you want to know how I did it? Aren’t you even going to ask?” 

“I should kill you where you stand!” Bernard shouted, and grabbed hold of Benedict’s coat.

“If only you could,” Benedict said, smiling. “But we both know that only a Beloved can take the power of another Beloved.”

 “How is it that you have come by that knowledge?” Bernard growled. 

“I have come by much knowledge. Hagen was so helpful in his last moments,” Benedict replied. “I must tell you how impressed I was with how long he held out.”

Bernard was at his boiling point and Benedict found his pain delicious.

“Bit by bit, I slowly ripped him to shreds. His agony was so delightful. I thought he would die long before telling me anything useful. I can see why he was your favorite.”

Bernard’s eyes closed tight as he thought back to the day that he found what was left of Hagen. A single tear rolled down his cheek.

“How many Beloved have I stolen from you now?” Benedict teased. “I believe this one makes four.”

“I should have finished you off that day,” Bernard roared.

“Why didn’t you?” Benedict asked. “Were you frightened by what you had done, by what you had become; nothing more than a common thug?”

Bernard only grit his teeth and said nothing.

“I will deal with Donovan. He will pay dearly for his betrayal. And you have given me the tools to exact my revenge upon him. How ironic, don’t you think?”

Bernard released Benedict’s coat.

“Oh, and don’t worry.” This was Benedict’s final barb. “I have every intention of taking very good care of Daniel. He’s been so helpful, unwittingly sharing his thoughts, teaching me everything I needed to know about being a Beloved. Such a good boy — you should be proud. I dare say that I’ve become quite fond of him; I see no reason to keep him in the dark anymore. He knows he is mine, and I can feel his regret right now, such an exquisite pain.”

Bernard closed his eyes tightly, and his face winced with pain.

“If only someone had shown him how to use his own power more effectively,” Benedict said, fixing his icy gaze on Bernard. “He resents you, you know. He feels like you abandoned him, like you left him to the wolves. He and I have so much in common.”

At that moment, Bernard’s heart broke. His private war with Benedict had waged for hundreds of years, and the Beloved under his care had become nothing more than fodder in its wake. He had used those boys, and they had paid a dear price.

It was unusually warm for a spring day, and Jonathan meant to take full advantage of it. He set to his chores early in the morning so as not to waste a minute of the bright sun and clear sky. It must have been around 10:30 a.m. when he started chopping wood, his last chore of the day. His sleeves were rolled up, and tiny beads of sweat formed on his brow and face, making his skin glisten. He noticed his father standing near the house watching his progress. He set down the axe, and his father motioned for him, his brow furrowed. Jonathan could see that something was very wrong.

“There’s been an accident,” his father said, trying to stay calm. “Joshua is dead. He was out with his father’s hunting party and was fatally wounded.”

Jonathan stared back at him blankly. He had to be mistaken.

“Do you understand what I’m trying to tell you?”

“Are you sure it was Josh?” Jonathan asked slowly, trying to comprehend the words as they came out of his mouth.

“I’m sorry.”

Jonathan brushed past him with his head down. He barreled through the front door, letting it slam behind him. He rushed straight up the stairs to his room in a thunderous roar. His mother and Beth sat in the kitchen. His mother began to rise but Beth stopped her.

“Give him some time,” she said.

They sat together listening for his reaction.

Jonathan threw himself face down onto his bed. He clutched at the quilt, balling it up in his grasp. He tried to hold back his tears. Josh would have laughed at him for crying, he thought. His chest heaved and the bed jerked as he let out bursts of anguish. He didn’t want to believe that this was happening. And now, with Daniel no longer at home, he was alone.

The day dragged into night as Jonathan stayed locked away in his room. Even Beth’s gentle coaxing from outside the door would not sway him. He refused food or company for the next two days. He kept to himself, only leaving his room to do his chores.

On the third day, as the family dressed and readied themselves for the funeral, they barely recognized Jonathan when he appeared in the foyer. His skin was pale and his eyes dark and sunken. They could see how shaken he was. His mother threw her arms around him and held him tight, but he just stood there.

The service was small and was held at the local cemetery. The grey, cloudy sky set a somber mood. Only family and close friends were in attendance. But Joshua’s brother Benjamin was not present.

Jonathan tugged at Beth’s dress and whispered, “Why isn’t Ben here?”

“Maybe he was too upset and stayed at home,” she offered.

“Something’s wrong.” He pulled harder at her dress.

“Jonathan,” she tried to keep her voice down, “show some respect.” He looked around at everyone, watching their faces. Someone knew the truth. Benjamin loved Joshua far too much not to be here. Jonathan was visibly distracted and nervously fidgeted with his coat during the service.

As they left the cemetery, he overheard two women talking. They said that Benjamin had run off the night of Joshua’s death and hadn’t been seen since. Jonathan stopped in his tracks and burst into tears. Beth came up alongside him.

“What happened?”

“They said that Ben ran off,” he sobbed. “He would never do that — it’s not in his nature. He’s gone, Beth! He’s gone — just like Josh!”

“You don’t know that,” she said, trying to calm him down. “Stop and think. Where would he go? Maybe he’s just hiding. Maybe he’s too scared to come back.”

“No! He knew this would happen. He had to have seen it.” 

“Jonathan, what are you talking about?” Beth asked, and put her arm around her little brother. He was scaring her now.

Others began to look upon them with concern as they passed. He noticed their stares and pulled himself together.

“I don’t want to go to the wake,” he told Beth emphatically. 

“You don’t have to,” she said. “I’ll go home with you if you like.” He nodded, and they walked off together. Beth had never seen her brother so distraught and couldn’t see what was causing it. Once they were far enough away from prying eyes, she began to question Jonathan.

“What did you mean when you said Ben knew about this?” she asked.

“I promised Josh I’d never talk about it.”

“Jonathan, if you have any idea where Ben is, you have to tell me. He could need our help.”

Jonathan hesitated. He was sure that Beth wouldn’t believe him. He kicked at the rocks on the road, turning his face from hers. He shoved his hands deep into the pockets of his pants and rolled his shoulders. Finally, he broke the silence.

“Benjamin could see the future in his dreams,” he said, “and his father often beat him for it. He would have tried to stop Josh from going on that hunting trip, even though revealing his dream would put him at risk.”

“And you think his father took the beating too far?” she asked cautiously, stunned by the disclosure.

“I don’t know,” he replied.

Beth grabbed his arm.

“You must never speak of this. Without proof, you might very well be condemning an innocent man.”

“I knew you wouldn’t believe me.” He pulled away. 

“Jonathan, listen to yourself. Listen to how this sounds.”

“Josh never lied to me about anything! And he didn’t lie about this either!” His face became flushed as he yelled at her.

“I believe you,” she said. She could see how much this meant to him.

“What?”

“I believe you,” she repeated. “I believe you are telling the truth. I just don’t know what to do with it.”

“Neither do I,” he replied. “I guess that’s why I’m so upset.”

They started walking again but the mood had become tense and unsettled.

“You really think their father could have done something like that?” Beth asked.

“Josh told me that there were times he’d never seen someone so angry.” Jonathan looked at Beth with such desperation. He could see it was breaking her heart. Her lower lip quivered as she stared back at him. He knew she didn’t have an answer for anything he had just shared with her. He took her hand in his and gave it a squeeze. He didn’t have any answers either.

“I’m not trying to discount what you just told me,” she said, “but I hope that you are wrong about Benjamin.”

“I hope so too.” He let go of her hand.

They walked the rest of the way in silence, but neither one of them could quiet the thoughts in their heads.
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DESPERATE INTENT

February 18, 1863

Dear Gerald,

Your kind words have warmed my heart, and I scarcely know how to respond. I do think of you often and fondly. The walk we took is a constant reminder of your gentle nature. I look to the days when we shall take such strolls again.

I am most proud of your appointment to Camp Chase. Everyone here agrees with me as well. It is an affirmation of your skills and knowledge as a soldier. Who better to train our fine young men than the best we have to offer? It’s such an honor for you. Thank you for sharing it with me and letting me be a part of it.

I do not wish to bore you with the mundane passing of time that so often passes for news in our small town. You have far more important matters that demand your attention. There is one bit of news I hesitate to mention but think you should know. Daniel has decided to return to battle. We were unable to convince him otherwise. I wish you had been here. Maybe your words could have swayed his actions. He appeared to have fully recovered from his wound, something you told us would probably not happen. I think the weight of guilt drove him back to war.

Take care of yourself and know that you are constantly in my heart. I pray for your safe return and Daniel’s return as well.

Yours in fondness,

Beth

Two weeks had passed since Joshua’s death, and there was still no sign of Benjamin. His mother and father continued to insist that they had no idea of his whereabouts. Their farm would remain somber and silent as no one dared speak of what had passed.

Spring was beginning to show itself more often, but Jonathan found no joy in the bright, sunny days. He kept to himself and shared very few words with his family. He would sit for hours at a time in the rocking chair in Daniel’s bedroom, holding tight to the pipe Daniel had left behind and staring out the window.

“Robert’s set to make another delivery to Ohio tomorrow,” his father said, breaking the silence at the breakfast table.

Jonathan seemed not to hear him. He continued to push the eggs around his plate.

“He’s asked for some help this time. Jonathan, I think you should accompany him.”

“You want me to go?” Jonathan looked up, slightly confused.

“I can spare no one from the foundry right now,” his father answered, “and I think the trip would do you good.”

Jonathan could see Beth watching their mother. They both expected her to protest, but she kept to her meal without interjecting.

“Pack your things today. You’ll have to leave early in the morning. I don’t want to hold up Robert.”

“Yes, Father,” Jonathan replied. He didn’t put up a fight or get excited; he simply remained indifferent and went back to picking at his breakfast.

The next morning, his mother rose early and packed some canned goods and baked items she had prepared to make the journey more enjoyable. She hugged Jonathan goodbye and kissed him on the cheek. He surprised her by rushing forward with a hug of his own. She shot a knowing smile to her husband, who seemed pleased with Jonathan’s reaction as well.

Down at the foundry, Robert supervised the loading of the cart. He was excited that Jonathan would be joining him, and his face beamed brighter than the sun. He waved when he saw them approaching.

“I hope you brought some warm clothes along,” he said. “It can still get quite cold at this time of year.”

“Beth checked through my things last night,” Jonathan replied. “I believe she was thinking the same thing.” He grabbed his pack and the items his mother had given him and placed them in the cart alongside Robert’s belongings. He felt along the side of his pack, making sure that Daniel’s pipe was safe and sound. Bringing it along meant that Daniel would be with him at least in some small way. He then turned back to find his father staring wistfully at him.

“I want you to know that I appreciate you doing this for me,” his father said, shaking his son’s hand. Jonathan nodded, lingering in the moment. It was the first time his father had spoken to him man to man.

“Time to go,” Robert called out.

Jonathan jumped into the seat, and then helped Robert up as well. The cart pulled away and Jonathan looked back at his father standing on the road watching them leave. Robert kept the mood light, going on about the foolishness he engaged in when he was Jonathan’s age. He talked about fishing, skinny dipping and stealing kisses from pretty girls. Jonathan enjoyed the stories and appreciated that Robert had always treated him as an equal. He couldn’t believe how quickly the day passed. Soon they were pulling into a little town, and Robert told him this was where he always spent the night the first day of the trip. Robert stopped the cart in front of the inn.

“Get our things,” he said. “I’ll check in.” Then Robert slowly made his way to the front door.

The innkeeper greeted him as always. He was short, round and bald with a warm, friendly smile. His shirt, suspenders and trousers weren’t fancy, but they were clean and well kept.

“So nice to see you again, Robert,” he said. “The usual for you?” 

“I’ll need a bigger room,” Robert replied. “I’ve got some help this time.” The innkeeper waved Robert inside, and within a matter of moments the arrangements were made.

Robert turned away from the desk, key in hand.

“I’ll take the cart around the back and lock it up for you,” the innkeeper said.

Jonathan came up behind Robert with his head in the clouds. He looked around the lobby of the inn and was struck by how new everything looked.

“Just remodeled the place myself,” the innkeeper said, beaming.

“It’s a fine job,” Jonathan replied.

“Are you boys hungry?” the innkeeper asked. “I can have my wife prepare something for you and bring it up to the room.”

“That would be awfully kind of you, sir,” Jonathan said.

After dinner, the two went straight to bed and found a peaceful rest after a long day’s journey.

The next day, Robert rose before the sun. He roused Jonathan as well, and they got back in the cart at first light. They left the town right on schedule, and Robert told Jonathan they were making good time. The landscape was changing; more hills than mountains. The trees were still abundant, showing off their new green leaves. Wildflowers lined the road. The periwinkles reminded him of Beth. He often picked them for her when he was younger; they always made her face light up.

Later that morning, a small group of Union soldiers passed them on the road. They waved to the boys in support. Jonathan noticed the forlorn look on the wounded soldiers’ faces. He immediately thought of Daniel and then Joshua. He wondered if Joshua had suffered when he died and if that same fate awaited Daniel.

“What’s it feel like to be shot?” he asked Robert.

“Now, Jonathan, you don’t really want to hear about that, do you?” Robert replied.

Jonathan watched as Robert turned his way. He was visibly nervous at the question and his eyes begged for a reprieve, but Jonathan stared back with determination.

“It burns like a hot poker lodged in your muscles and you can smell your flesh cooking from the heat. I heard my leg bone crack when the second one hit me.” Robert didn’t hold back. “Some men say that they didn’t feel it at first; that the excitement of battle confounded their brain. But for me, the pain was intense and immediate and knocked me to the ground.”

“Did you pass out?” Jonathan asked, undeterred by the graphic description.

“I pulled myself to cover and kept loading and reloading my rifle until I ran out of shot. I was defenseless before the battle even ended — nothing but a sitting duck. Some of the boys pulled me to safety when the retreat was ordered.”

“What happened after that?”

“I lost my senses when the surgeon started cutting on me,” Robert said. “At that point, I guess my body had had enough.”

Jonathan refrained from his next question. He wanted to ask Robert if he felt like he would die and what that was like, but he lost his nerve.

“Thanks for being honest with me,” Jonathan said instead.

“I think you should keep this between us,” Robert answered. “I’ve never told anyone the story quite like that.”

Jonathan swallowed hard and nodded in agreement. He stared at the ground as he replayed Robert’s story over and over in his head.

They found their way to the next town before dark, just like the day before. The room was slightly larger than the first, and Jonathan wearily placed their belongings on a couch near the far wall. He felt beat.

“Let’s go down to the pub and get something to eat there,” Robert flashed a grin. “Your father gave me extra for the trip. I see no reason why we can’t splurge a little.”

Jonathan gladly accepted the offer, and suddenly, he wasn’t quite so tired from the journey as he had felt.

The bar was noisy and filled with all sorts of people. Some of the men were rough around the edges. Their faces were covered with scraggly beards and their skin thick and brown from working in the sun all day. The ladies who walked about seemed very friendly. Their faces were painted and their clothing looked a little too small, or so Jonathan thought.

He had never kept such company before. He knew this was another story he wouldn’t be sharing.

The man who brought their food presented Robert with a local newspaper. At first, Jonathan didn’t want to look at it. In particular, he feared the engravings. But by the end of their meal, Robert had finished perusing the publication and found nothing disturbing about the pictures or articles. He encouraged Jonathan to take a look while they stayed a while longer. Robert wished to enjoy another beer.

Most of the news referred to the skirmishes that had broken out in late March. That had been the only true fighting in the spring so far. Jonathan came across a piece about the regiments bound for Virginia to join the fighting. He looked over the faces of the boys. Their somber façades were testament to the serious nature of the job at hand. They stood in rows, both hands on the barrels of the rifles in front of them. There was no fear in their eyes. That’s what struck Jonathan the most — how willing they were to face danger; to face that bullet that would sear their flesh and shatter their bones.

He was just about ready to hand the paper back to Robert, but something made him stop and take a second look at those engravings. This time he paid closer attention to the officers who stood on either end of the men. He became convinced that Daniel was one of them. The officer appeared confident and self-assured, no hint of hesitation in his stance. There was pride; the pride for his men that Daniel so often spoke of in his letters. Jonathan stared at the engraving and thought back to the day Daniel left. He had shown the same willingness as he stood in the doorway to the kitchen saying goodbye.

Jonathan folded the paper and didn’t say a word. That night he couldn’t sleep. He lay still so as not to wake Robert, his gaze fixed upon a crack in the ceiling. He couldn’t bear to lose Daniel now that Joshua was gone. He had no idea how to find him or how to stop him. He just knew that it had to be done.

The rest of the trip was uneventful, and that pleased Robert. They delivered the parts to the manufacturer right on schedule. And once the cart was unloaded, he said that they could spend some time exploring Columbus. Robert was treated like royalty by the people they met. Many young soldiers roamed the streets, and all walked up to him, shaking his hand and asking him where he fought. They all could tell by the look of his leg that he had seen battle.

Jonathan didn’t say much. The young soldiers’ eagerness frightened him. He remembered Daniel telling him how devastated everyone would be if he ran off to war and never came back, but it was Jonathan who felt lost. He respected Joshua and Daniel; idolized them; wanted to be like them, and wanted the courage and strength they always displayed. They protected others and stood tall in the face of adversity, never backing down from the good fight. How could he just stand by while his brother put himself in danger again?

They walked past a recruiting office, and the flyer in the window caught Jonathan’s eye. The print was large and bold, emphasizing the town’s pride in their boys at Camp Chase. It welcomed those who passed by to step into the office and meet the brave young men who selflessly protected their great nation. Robert stopped as well, peering through the window at young soldiers speaking with volunteers who were even younger.

Jonathan couldn’t stop his mind from racing. “Camp Chase?! Duff is at Camp Chase.” The pieces were falling into place. This was good. This could work. Duff would undoubtedly understand the severity of the situation. “But how do I get there? How do I find Duff? We’re leaving tomorrow!” Jonathan’s head swung back and forth, looking up and down the street. His panic subsided as he looked over at Robert, who still peered through the window at the soldiers. He briefly gazed inside as well, and then furiously pounded on the glass.

“Is there a problem here, laddie?” The voice was a sergeant’s, who bolted out the door. And he was followed by several soldiers.

“Have you met my friend Robert?” Jonathan said, pointing to his right. “He’s a war hero, you know.”

Robert’s face flushed with embarrassment as he glanced over at Jonathan. The soldiers from the office surrounded Robert, interested in hearing his tale. He was flattered by all the attention and began humbly telling his story. He was too distracted to notice Jonathan slipping away.

Jonathan dashed down the street in the opposite direction, running up to two officers who were slowly riding horses out of town.

“Excuse me, sirs,” he called out. They stopped and turned his way.

“How can we help you?” the first young gentleman asked.

“Do you know Duff, err, Captain Duffy, sirs?” Jonathan said, out of breath.

The two soldiers looked at each other and grinned.

“Yes. Yes, we do,” the second officer said.

“Please, sirs, he’s a dear friend of my family, and I wish to speak to him before I leave town tomorrow. Are you heading back to camp?”

“We are, but civilians are not allowed,” the second officer answered. “How long have you known Captain Duffy?” the first officer asked. “A few years now, sir. He’s friends with my brother, Major Daniel Parker.”

“Daniel Parker, you say,” the second officer interjected. “You wouldn’t happen to have a sister named Beth, would you?”

“Yes, I would,” Jonathan responded, a bit perplexed.

The first officer seemed pleased with this discovery. He reached out his hand and pulled Jonathan up on the horse. “Well, I don’t see the harm in taking him back to camp,” he said, and winked at the second officer. “Duff would never forgive us if we left Beth’s brother behind.”

Jonathan felt lucky to be part of such a fortuitous circumstance. He felt his heart skip a beat when they dropped him off at the front gate and told the guards to let him in.

“The quartermaster’s office is that building to the left,” the first officer said, pointing toward the place. “He’ll find him for you.”

“Thank you for your kindness,” Jonathan replied, slightly bowing his head.

A line of new recruits formed in the courtyard, and their drill sergeant was laying into them already. He halted his tirade when he saw Jonathan, who seemed to be walking away from the group.

“You there!” he shouted. “Get back in line, boy. You can’t go running to Mama now!”

The recruits burst into laughter.

“I’m not — I didn’t...” Jonathan stammered. He felt trapped, and all eyes were on him.

“Don’t make me drag you by your ear, boy!” the sergeant barked.

The recruits roared with laughter again. Jonathan didn’t know what to do. He sheepishly joined the others with the hopes that he’d get to explain himself. The sergeant moved up and down the line, inspecting the boys and calling out as he went.

Duff burst out of the quartermaster’s office and walked right up to Jonathan, who was relieved to see him. The sergeant stopped his tirade. All turned to look at Captain Duffy.

“Is he the one?” the sergeant asked, taken aback by Duff’s choice. “Is he our sharpshooter?”

“No!” Duff said, annoyed. “He’s a 15-year-old whose older brother taught him better than this!” Duff grabbed Jonathan by the collar and hauled him back to the office.

The recruits burst into fits of hysterics.

“Stop your caterwauling, you bunch of lily asses!” the sergeant yelled. “In five more minutes, you’ll be wishing you were him!”

Once they were behind closed doors, Duff let Jonathan have it as well. “Have you lost your mind?” Duff chided. “Does your family know you’re here?!”

“It’s not what it looks like.” Jonathan threw up his hands in surrender. “I didn’t join the army. I came to see you.”

“Thank goodness!” Duff exclaimed, breathing a sigh of relief. Jonathan pulled out the folded newspaper he had tucked in the back of his pants. He showed the picture to Duff, whose eyes got wide at the sight of Daniel.

“Beth wrote to me that he had returned to service, but I thought for sure they would send him back home. He couldn’t have passed the physical.”

“That’s just it,” Jonathan replied. “When he went back, it was like he was never injured. He recovered fully from that wound. I’ve never seen him so strong.”

Duff stared back at Jonathan in amazement.

“That’s why I came,” Jonathan continued. “We have to stop him. We have to get him back.”

“Jonathan, it’s not that easy.” Duff shook his head. “How did you get here?”

“Father sent me along with Robert…” He stopped himself. He didn’t want to tell Duff about Joshua.

“Does Robert know you’re here?” Duff had a stern look on his face. 

“No, I snuck away… but that’s not the point!” Jonathan raised his voice to the surprise of both of them.

Duff smiled. He’d seen this sort of fire in Daniel.

“Calm down,” Duff said, putting his hand on Jonathan’s shoulder. “I’ll come upon a solution to all of this, but first we have to get you back to town and find Robert. He’s probably worried sick about you.”
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A BROTHER’S LOVE

It was April 1863. Major General Joseph Hooker commanded the Army of the Potomac which converged on Chancellorsville. Further south, Grant moved his army to Vicksburg; a second campaign that would lay siege to the city for months.

The war was ramping up and Bernard could only watch from a distance as Benedict continued his hunt for Donovan, unleashing his fury upon man and demon alike. He winced every time he felt the gate open and close. He stayed on the outskirts of the Union camp where Benedict was holed up amongst the unsuspecting soldiers.

Then, one day, Donovan appeared, walking out of the shadows. He had taken the form of a young man of medium build with thick, brown hair and a mustache to match. His clothing was neat and pressed — the marks of an impeccable gentleman.

“You promised me this would not happen,” Donovan said. 

“I had no business making that agreement,” Bernard replied. 

“You had no business doing the Father’s will?”

“Do not patronize me, Donovan!” Bernard growled. “It is not for me to decide what the Father wants.”

“That’s not what you said at the time,” Donovan replied. 

Donovan’s snide comment inflamed Bernard, and he turned to face him. 

“Were it not for that agreement, I’d end you right now,” Bernard said, grabbing Donovan and pulling him in tight.

“What agreement?” Donovan scoffed. “Benedict still roams the earth, even more powerful now than before. You were supposed to end his existence that night.”

“Have I not spent every waking moment since then moving against him?” Bernard said, clenching his teeth. “And how many lives have been lost in the process? How many Beloved have I sacrificed for this agreement?”

“You sound as though you’re blaming me for their misfortune.” Donovan was flippant.

Bernard closed his eyes tight, let go of Donovan, and exhaled a huge sigh.

“Why are you here?” Bernard asked.

“What are you going to do about Benedict?” Donovan replied, and brushed down his coat, as if wiping the angel’s stench from his being.

“Clearly, it is out of my hands,” Bernard replied, back in control once again.

“You made me a promise.”

“Have you not learned that my promises hold no weight?” 

“You are a guardian,” Donovan said.

“A guardian holds no power against a Beloved,” Bernard answered. “We protect, we guide; that is our place.”

“You seem to fall short on many levels,” Donovan said, cutting right to the quick.

“Why are you tormenting me?” Bernard replied, his voice rising. He was beginning to lose his temper once more.

“That... is my place.” Then the demon faded into the shadows with a wicked look upon his face.

Bernard stood there shaking his head. Donovan must have been terrified to risk such an encounter so close to Benedict, and rightfully so. Benedict was brutalizing and torturing demons just as he’d done with Donovan’s lover, Noel, and had no intention of stopping until Donovan was in his grasp.

“Well, it looks like Jonathan is right,” Duff said. “Daniel and his men left out of Harrisburg bound for Virginia.”  Duff sat with Robert and Jonathan in their hotel room. It was the morning after Jonathan had slipped away from Robert, and Duff had promised to meet them in an attempt to alleviate Jonathan’s dilemma.

“So, when are we going?” Jonathan asked. His eyes were filled with excitement.

“The only place you’ll be going is back to your home,” Duff replied. “I’ll get a message to Daniel about your concerns.”

“No!” Jonathan said, and slammed his fist on the table. “That’s not good enough. Don’t you see? I have to speak to him.”

“I often thought you were an orphan the Parker family took in,” Duff said. “Now I can’t decide if you’re more like your brother or your sister.” “We’re wasting time,” Jonathan said, brushing past the levity. “You can either take me there safely under your watchful eye, or I shall go alone. I’ve already proven that I can get past Robert.”

“Slow down,” Duff said sternly. “What’s the meaning of this?” 

“I think you should tell him the truth, Jonathan,” Robert interjected. He had been watching the volleys, waiting for the right moment to jump in with the white flag.

Jonathan crossed his arms and looked away from the other two. 

“Well, someone needs to speak up,” Duff said, now aggravated, “or I’ll send you both back to Pennsylvania with an armed escort.”

“His friend Joshua was killed in a hunting accident four weeks ago,” Robert explained, “and then Joshua’s little brother Benjamin ran away.”

“Benjamin? Is that the boy you were defending the day I brought Daniel home?”

Jonathan nodded but still refused to look back at anyone.

“You’re worried that Daniel is next,” Duff said knowingly, “that you’ll lose him as well.”

Jonathan finally looked up and locked his eyes on Duff.

Duff stared back at Jonathan. Something in the boy’s face tugged at his heart. He’d seen such passion in Daniel. The fire that had originally brought them to fisticuffs and then bonded them in friendship now raged within Jonathan. 

“There is a regiment bound for Virginia leaving here in two days. A small group of press corps along with the Governor’s nephew will accompany them. Apparently, he fancies himself as a war correspondent,” Duff said. He couldn’t believe he was telling them this. “The Governor has been most supportive of our needs, and we’re taking his nephew and a photographer along as a favor. I will allow Jonathan to join them, but there will be rules that must be obeyed.”

Jonathan’s face lit up with gratitude.

“Now, don’t go getting excited just yet,” Duff warned when he saw the look on the boy’s face. “You will stay with the soldiers at all times; no running off. And you will only be allowed at the base camp under escort. You’ll have two days before they bring you back. I can’t promise that you’ll find Daniel, but I promise you’ll be safe.”

“Thanks, Duff!” Jonathan exclaimed.

“Don’t thank me yet,” Duff warned again. “I’ll have to pull a few strings to make this happen, and I’ll be sending a wire to your family letting them know of your delay. If something happens to you, your parents will never forgive me.”

“He’s sticking his neck out for you,” Robert said, reaching over and patting Jonathan on the back. “You get that, right?”

Jonathan nodded.

“Don’t get your hopes up,” Duff said. “As passionate as you are about bringing Daniel back, know that he is equally passionate about doing his duty. And the army is unlikely to allow him to resign his position. Skilled officers are a valuable commodity right now.”

“He’ll listen to me,” Jonathan broke in, “and he’ll come back. I just know it.” He seemed more and more committed with each passing moment.

“Are you sure you really want to do this?” Duff asked, still concerned for Jonathan’s well-being. “It is one thing to play soldier in the woods behind your house, but it is another thing to be actually witnessing the horrors this war thrusts upon those boys. I can assure you that you are not prepared for what you might see.”

“Daniel would do it for me,” Jonathan answered with conviction.

“Yes, I suppose he would,” Duff agreed.

The task of finding Donovan was far more difficult than Benedict had anticipated. The demons were most protective of their kind, and found Benedict’s possession of a Beloved more a betrayal than a triumph. He was too eager to take the power of other demons, causing a rift among those who might have shown loyalty.

Benedict crossed the gate and came upon a group of Union soldiers fresh from battle. They were removing the wounded and lining up the dead. He paused as he recognized several of them.

“Daniel, I wish you to see something. It’s time for you to be a part of this. Come forward, dear boy, and I will allow you to watch.” And Benedict waited until he could feel Daniel’s consciousness awaken. Benedict kept him at a safe distance. He wasn’t about to relinquish control.

“Were those not the boys you saved earlier?” he asked, and stared down at a young man with blond hair. His body was ripped to pieces by mortar fire. “Never have I seen such cruelty,” he continued. “You healed their wounds so they could suffer a more brutal ending.” Benedict could feel Daniel’s remorse as the guilt sank in. It renewed Benedict’s motivation to inflict such hurt upon Donovan. “You see, Daniel, this is the Father’s true brilliance. There is nothing as beautiful as the creation that destruction brings; how blessed to be a part of that.”

Benedict moved past the dead, walking among the battle-weary soldiers. The heaviness in his chest made him pause at a Union captain overseeing the men.

“How could you let this happen?” Benedict berated the captain. 

“The men fought bravely, Major,” the demon responded, playing along, unaware of the peril he was in.

“Yet so few are dead,” Benedict answered. He pulled the captain away from prying eyes.

Those who saw the interaction assumed he was about to get a firm tongue-lashing from a superior officer.

“You really don’t want the kind of trouble I can bring you,” the demon rebuffed.

“And what type of trouble would that be?” Benedict asked.

The demon’s eyes flashed black as night, yet Benedict stood before him unimpressed.

“It’s just so predictable,” Benedict sighed. “You threaten me. I take your power. Daniel, how do you stand the tedium?”

The demon felt the sharp tinge of realization, and his mouth became dry. “I don’t know anything about Donovan, I swear.”

“Don’t flatter yourself,” Benedict replied with a yawn. “I am well aware of your ignorance.” He grabbed the demon’s face, and slowly crushed the bones of his skull. “But your power is something that I can never get enough of.”

The scar opened and Benedict’s fingers closed into a fist as the demon disappeared from his grasp. The rush of power coursed through him. It rivaled the pleasure he felt from inflicting pain.

Duff followed through and made all the arrangements allowing Jonathan to accompany the soldiers. He was a ‘gift’ to the photographer and would be helping him carry his equipment. It wasn’t completely unusual for civilians to intermingle with the soldiers in the camps, but once on campaigns, the military tightened down. Duff was sure this policy would keep Jonathan away from any of the action.

Jonathan was grateful to be on this journey. It all seemed like a dream. So many unbelievable things had happened recently that his head was spinning. This was his chance to say the things to Daniel that he hadn’t said the day he left; the things he couldn’t say that day. But he worried that Daniel would already be deployed by the time they arrived. That thought kept him quiet and pensive, and that didn’t go unnoticed by his traveling companion.

“I hear your brother’s a hero,” the photographer said as he handed Jonathan some bread with a piece of ham.

They were camped for the night, and Jonathan was sitting next to the fire, trying to stay warm. The air was quite cold.

“He was wounded while defending one of his soldiers,” Jonathan replied. He took a bite of his dinner and began to understand just how good a cook his mother was.

“He was at Antietam, wasn’t he?” the photographer continued. “Nasty battle that one.”

“He didn’t really talk about it,” Jonathan said.

“Can’t say I blame him,” the photographer continued. He didn’t notice that Jonathan wasn’t interested in sharing his family’s stories. “You must be brave yourself, heading out to find him and all. Have you ever seen a skirmish?”

“No.”

“Nor have I. I take mostly portraits of the soldiers for their families. Would you like to see some?”

Jonathan nodded in the affirmative, his mouth dry from the bread. The photographer pulled out a number of photos from a leather satchel he carried slung around his neck. He showed them one by one to Jonathan. Most of the soldiers posed with their guns in hand. Others stood tall in their neatly-pressed uniforms as if it were the first time they had tried them on. None of them smiled. They were just like the engraving of Daniel in the newspaper and the soldiers he accompanied; not one smile, only a look of determination and destiny.

“When we find your brother, I’ll take a photograph of the two of you together. How’s that sound? It’ll be my gift to you for helping carry my equipment.”

“Thank you,” Jonathan said, his eyes lighting up, “I’d really like that.” His mood softened. “I’m sorry. What did you say your name was?”

“Everyone just calls me Buck.”

“Buck?”

“Well, it sounds better than Francis, right?” he laughed. Jonathan wanted to laugh as well but thought it impolite because Buck really did look like his given name. He was gangly, wore glasses and his clothes were too big. It looked as though he was expecting to fill them out one day.

“I knew I could get a smile out of you,” Buck said as he nudged Jonathan with his elbow. “Your parents don’t know you’re here, do they?”

Jonathan tried to keep his poise as his heart skipped a beat, but the look on his face gave him away. Like the time he got caught tearing into one of mother’s apple pies before it had cooled, the evidence was hard to hide.

Buck kept talking as if he didn’t notice. “You must have been persuasive to talk a captain into letting you come along. That’s impressive. Ever think of going into politics when you grow up?”

Jonathan just let him talk. It seemed like Buck never gave anyone a chance to interrupt, and that was just fine. The rest of the 18-day journey continued on in this fashion. Buck rambled on about a myriad of topics, and Jonathan politely listened, rarely interjecting. Beth had taught him well. She always knew what was in his heart. He thought about her as he watched the countryside go by and wondered what she thought of his adventure. He’d probably never see the likes of it again once he got back home. His parents would definitely lock him away for this sort of stunt. But this wasn’t about acting out, and he hoped Duff had explained that to them. In fact, he wasn’t even sure what Duff had told them in the wire he sent. Maybe they didn’t have a clue.

“You still with me?” Buck asked, tapping Jonathan on the shoulder. 

“Tell me again about the horse and the goat,” Jonathan said, getting him started again.

“That’s one of my favorites too.”
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CAUGHT UNAWARE

When they reached Virginia, the base camp appeared empty. Jonathan’s heart sank, and he feared that Daniel was no longer there and his journey was a bust. Most of the troops had been moved out and were marching into position. Jonathan and Buck accompanied the Governor’s nephew as he interviewed several different soldiers who were tightlipped about the men who had left for battle. On Day 2, Jonathan’s mood became somber, though he dutifully carried Buck’s equipment as they went about their business capturing images of the soldiers’ lives.

“Where are you from?” Buck asked a young soldier, placing his hands on his shoulders and turning him toward the camera.

Jonathan peered through the lens, verifying the angle.

“New York, sir,” the soldier replied.

Buck stepped over to the camera and took a look, “Good job, Jonathan; that’s exactly what I wanted.” Jonathan perked up at the compliment.

“All right, son,” Buck said to the soldier, “just hold still for me.”

The soldier obliged and Jonathan stared back at him as he held the pose. Jonathan assumed this soldier had seen some of the fighting. He was underweight and his skin was tanned from days in the sun.

Once the exposure was over, Jonathan spoke up. “How long since you’ve seen your family?”

“It’s been almost a year since I’ve seen my wife and daughter. They wouldn’t let us leave during the holidays. Guess they were worried we wouldn’t come back.”

“If you give me their address, I’ll be sure they get this picture,” Buck said.

“That’s very kind of you, thank you.” The soldier’s face lifted.

“Say, you wouldn’t happen to know if there’s a Major Parker in this camp?” Buck said slyly.

Jonathan’s heart skipped a beat.

“We’re not supposed to talk about the officers or how many men we’ve got here.”

“Please, sir, he’s my brother,” Jonathan blurted out.

Buck didn’t protest. The soldier stared down at his shoes momentarily. 

“There is a Major Parker here. He fought at Antietam. Would that be your brother?”

Jonathan grinned from ear to ear. He couldn’t find the words.

“Can you take us to him?” Buck asked.

The soldier nodded, and Jonathan vibrated with excitement, almost knocking the camera stand over. He forgot himself and darted in the soldier’s direction as he started to move.

“I can’t take a picture of you and your brother if you don’t bring the camera,” Buck called to Jonathan.

“Sorry,” Jonathan responded. He slunk back and carefully scooped up the equipment.

They walked to the opposite side of the camp, past rows of tents and a multitude of soldiers. It was all a blur to Jonathan, who found it hard to keep pace behind the soldier. He would have rushed by if he knew where to go. They stopped outside one of the larger tents. The soldier insisted that they wait while he entered and announced them to the major. Jonathan burst into the tent as soon as the soldier exited.

When Jonathan saw his brother, he rushed to him and held on for a long time.

“I thought he was pulling my leg,” Benedict said in his best brotherly tone.

Jonathan felt him trying to pull away but just kept hanging on. “What are you doing here, little brother?” Benedict asked, and pushed Jonathan out at arm’s length and looked him over.

“I know why you came back,” Jonathan pleaded, “but you don’t have to prove anything. You don’t have to do this.”

“Do Mother and Father know you’re here?” Benedict’s tone was stern.

Jonathan watched as ‘his brother’ stepped back, separating himself even further from him.

“No, but... just listen to me, please.”

“This is neither the time nor the place for this,” Benedict said, feigning anger. “Didn’t we say goodbye when I left?”

“Joshua’s dead,” Jonathan blurted out. His eyes began to fill with tears, and he bit his lower lip as he felt it trembling. He felt unwelcome and was confused by Daniel’s anger and dismissive attitude.

“I’m sorry,” Benedict said. He seemed to choke on the words, as if he had never said them before.

“I can’t lose you too.”

“Is that what this is about?” Benedict replied.

Jonathan’s head cocked slightly, the condescending tone caught him off guard.

“I’m worried about you. I want you to come home. I want you to stay home. How much is enough? How much more must you give before you realize that we need you too?”

“There is much to be done before I can return,” Benedict said, turning on the charm, “but I promise, I will return.”

Jonathan wiped his sleeve across his face and mustered a smile. “How ‘bout that picture?” It was Buck, who poked his head into the tent.

Benedict rolled his eyes at the intrusion.

“Daniel, this is my friend Buck. He’s a photographer.”

“Do tell,” Benedict said, recoiling as Buck held his hand out to shake.

“He’d like to take our picture,” Jonathan announced, full of pride. “Wouldn’t that be great?”

“Just capital.”

Jonathan couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong. Daniel kept glancing at the door of his tent, and forced a smile as he looked back at Jonathan.

“Jonathan, grab that stool,” Buck ordered. “You take a seat there, and we’ll get your brother to stand slightly behind you and to your left.” Buck motioned to the area of the tent that suited his vision of the portrait. “Major, if you please.”

Benedict nodded, but rather than seeming happy at the novelty of getting his picture taken, it seemed to Jonathan that Daniel acquired an odd, violent twitch or tick. They waited as Buck positioned the camera.

“Hold it right there,” Buck called out. “Don’t move.”

The brothers maintained their positions as the exposure continued. Jonathan sat with his back straight, proud that his brother was at his side. Benedict took a deep breath and held his pose, right hand upon Jonathan’s shoulder. Neither one smiled, although Jonathan found it hard to fight back his enthusiasm.

“Got it. Thanks, fellas,” Buck said, and began tearing down the camera, hastily retreating.

Once he had left, Benedict turned to Jonathan. “I know you meant well,” Benedict said, keeping his composure, “but I’ll not have you pull another stunt like this. Do I make myself clear?” He held his hand out.

Jonathan grasped it firmly.

“OK.”

“Off with you now,” Benedict said, and motioned to the tent’s opening. “I’ll feel better once I know you’ve left for home.”

Jonathan walked away, at least convinced that he had made his point. Daniel had promised to return, and Daniel never broke a promise.

Benedict stood in the tent with his hand to his forehead. Only a trip through the gate could soothe the sickness that was overtaking him. “Still yourself, Daniel,” he said. “Your love for that boy is making my head pound. I can barely hear myself think.”

Later that afternoon, Buck and Jonathan packed up for their return home. As Jonathan went through his things, he came upon Daniel’s pipe. As much as he longed to keep that piece of Daniel with him, he thought maybe his brother might actually want it back.

“What’s that there?” Buck asked, always full of curiosity.

“It’s Daniel’s pipe,” Jonathan said, saddened by the moment. “I should give it back to him. He left it at home.”

“There’s still time. Why don’t you run it back to him before it gets any darker?”

Jonathan shot out of the tent without saying a word. He ran across the camp and back to Daniel. He didn’t think to announce himself he just pulled back the flap and entered. Benedict was crossing back through the gate. Benedict was as shocked to see Jonathan as Jonathan was to see his brother walking through the back wall of the tent. Jonathan’s eyes widened and fear stopped him in his tracks even though adrenaline was racing through him from head to toe.

Benedict’s anger carried him to the opposite side of the tent, and in one swift move, he pulled the knife from his belt and ran it through Jonathan’s heart. It all happened so quickly that Jonathan didn’t even cry out. There were gasps and a slight gurgle as blood ran from the corners of his mouth. Benedict’s eyes flashed black as night as he held the boy close, watching the light fade from his face, savoring the look of terror in his victim’s eyes. Jonathan’s hand let loose the pipe he was clutching. It fell to his side, bouncing twice upon the ground before settling. Benedict paused as a tear ran down his face.

“Daniel, you actually weep for one so weak?” Benedict said. His tone was callous. He left Jonathan’s body in a heap on the ground until night fall, then dragged the boy’s body down to the Rappahannock and dumped him there.

There was darkness unlike any Jonathan had ever experienced. He felt lost and confused. How was Daniel able to walk through the tent’s wall as if it didn’t exist? And the knife, his eyes, that look on his face? It all happened so quickly that Jonathan wasn’t aware he had died.

“Jonathan,” a voice began, “your heart is pure; your soul wiped clean by the murderer’s knife. You are Beloved in the Father’s eyes.”

“Who are you? Where are we? What just happened?” Jonathan stammered. He spit the words out so fast he hardly knew they came from him. He was still panicked by the overwhelming darkness. He felt like he was spinning, turning in every direction, looking for the tiniest hint of light.

“I am here on behalf of the Father, and you have not yet passed into his kingdom,” the voice continued. “Your service is required. Will you give now in death as you so often gave in life?”

“Death?!” Jonathan said, taken aback by the word.

“No!” said another voice, breaking into the conversation. “I will not allow this.”

Jonathan tried to look around to locate where the new voice was coming from. He could see nothing.

“Bernard, you are far too bold,” the first voice chided.

“That is my namesake, and I should live up to it, my only purpose,” said the voice called Bernard. “Tell the boy what he’s facing; of the sacrifice that you ask of him. Tell him how there’s nothing in it for him and how he will not survive.”

“I’m sorry,” Jonathan interjected. “What are you talking about? What is all this? Who are you people?!”

“I’m the one who’s sorry, Jonathan,” Bernard answered, “more than you will ever know. You were taken from the world by a demon who now holds your brother captive. We offer you the chance to save him, but we offer no more than that.”

“Am I dead?” Jonathan asked. He tried to calm himself, and to grasp what was happening. He still didn’t know who was speaking to him — the voices were unfamiliar.

“Yes, you are dead,” Bernard answered.

“Then, how can I save anyone?”

“You are Beloved of the Father,” the first voice said, “and as such, will be given the means to achieve your purpose.”

“To fight this demon and save my brother?”

“Yes,” Bernard said. “I would guide you through this task. I am Bernard, and I would be your guardian.”

“You speak of things that are impossible,” Jonathan replied. He felt as though he was caught up in a dream, and desperately wished to wake up.

“Your brother expressed those very same thoughts,” Bernard said.

“My brother... ?”

“Daniel died at Antietam,” Bernard replied. “The demon that now possesses him took his life just as he has taken yours. You were not to know of such things. Your brother agreed to the service that is now laid before you. I failed him, and I must ask you to right a wrong that has been committed.”

“You’re lying to me!” Jonathan shot back with such fury and passion. “Daniel’s not dead. He was wounded but he came back home.”

“And he was different, was he not?” Bernard said. “You felt it. At moments he even frightened you, didn’t he?”

Jonathan thought back to when he’d sparred with Daniel in the woods behind the house and how strong his brother was and how he didn’t flinch when Jonathan accidentally punched his chest. He thought about the walk to and from the foundry and how Daniel lifted Robert into the cart and how he struck fear in Jonathan’s heart on the way home. And the outburst at dinner...

“I don’t know what to believe,” Jonathan said after a long silence. 

“Believe that you have the courage to save your brother,” the first voice replied. “Believe that you have the strength to accept this mantle and complete the task now set at your feet.”

“And believe that I will be there every step of the way,” Bernard interjected. “I promise not to abandon you.”

“Your service is required, Jonathan,” the first voice continued, returning to its soothing tone. “Will you give now in death as you so often gave in life? Know that there is no right or wrong answer. But also know that I will not ask again.”

“Daniel said ‘Yes’ when you asked him this very question?” Jonathan asked, taking a deep breath.

“Yes, he did,” Bernard replied hopefully.

“No matter the price,” Jonathan said, “I will not abandon my brother. Yes, I will do what you ask.”

“You must rest now,” the first voice sighed.

At that point, all consciousness ceased for Jonathan, and the darkness was still again.

“Do you think this wise, Bernard?”

“Wisdom has never been my strong suit.”

Buck didn’t think it was odd that Jonathan didn’t return that night. He figured the boy had spent his last evening in camp with his brother. He only became concerned when Jonathan didn’t show up the next morning. He asked around camp, yet no one had seen the boy. Just when he was about to cry foul, he saw Major Parker coming toward him.

“You there,” he said as he strode up to Buck. “Weren’t you the one who took our photograph?”

“Where’s your brother, Major?” Buck asked, less friendly this time. “I sent him along hours ago under cover of darkness,” the major answered calmly. 

“Two of my best men accompany him. I will not trust his safety to just anyone. No offense.”

“None taken,” Buck replied. He wasn’t sure he trusted the situation but was in no position to question an officer. And he had no reason not to believe him.

“Will you see that his belongings reach our home?” Major Parker asked, extending his hand seemingly in gratitude.

“They’re accompanying him back to Pennsylvania?” Buck inquired, still a little suspicious.

“Of course.”

Buck reached out and shook his hand robustly.

“Consider it done, Major.”

“Good lad.” The major let go of Buck’s hand and strode away as quickly as he approached.

Buck couldn’t help but feel uneasy at the exchange, yet he couldn’t understand why.
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INNOCENCE LOST

March 10, 1863

Dearest Beth,

Thank you for your letter. The days here at Camp Chase are monotonous and the company brutish at times. Your kind words bring a smile to my face and remind me of the beauty of gentleness. I find it hard to remember what the world was like before this war. We must look to the future and the hope that peace will bring.

You needn’t worry for Daniel. He is a man of fine quality and an excellent tactician. Should he return to the battlefield, it will only hasten the end of this war. Even knowing this, I’m sure you found it hard to let him leave the safe haven of your home. As you no doubt have found, no words can sway him from his decision.

Please tell me everything about your days when you write again. Though you think it mundane or boring, it is a welcome glimpse into the future I hope to have, and I find it most pleasing. There is nothing routine about sharing time with you, nor will there ever be. These moments away from you are even harder than you will ever know. But they are only moments, which soon will pass and speed me to your arms.

Give my love to your family.

Faithfully yours,

Gerald

Beth folded the letter and placed it in the top drawer of her desk. Her cheeks had a touch of pink, and her eyes were bright, full of life. Her days were filled with boundless opportunities and so was her attitude. There were no more dark circles under her eyes, and the endless tiredness she had felt was gone.

Her mother no longer hovered over her, and the freedom and energy to venture out of the house were very welcome. Her love for sewing had found new life as her hands and fingers no longer ached from the tedious work. Daniel and Duff were doing their part for the war effort, and Beth wished to do hers as well. When not helping around the house, Beth began volunteering at the church, sewing and mending shirts to be sent to soldiers in need.

Beth straightened her dress before leaving her room. Her mother was waiting in the foyer as she came down the stairs.

“I’ve gathered some blankets that we can take, as well as the shirts you’ve finished,” her mother said.

“They’ll be grateful to get those,” Beth answered. “Are you sure you don’t mind walking down to the church?”

“It’s a lovely spring day. No need to waste it all inside the house.” 

Beth nodded in agreement, and they walked out the front door. The trees and plants were coming back to life, and Beth marveled at the delicate buds almost ready to bloom. She looked over at her mother, who seemed to be lost in her own thoughts.

“You haven’t spoken much about Jonathan since he left with Robert.” Beth couldn’t help herself. “You didn’t want him to go, did you?”

Her mother shook her head as if to say ‘No’. “I promised your father that I wouldn’t protest openly.”

“Why do men think they have all the answers?” Beth asked, agitated by her mother’s reply.

“It will not be so different when you are married,” her mother warned. “I would strive for a more open forum with my husband,” Beth said with resolve. “My opinion will not go unheard.”

“Gerald won’t know what hit him.” Her mother’s face softened.

“Mother!”

“Am I premature?” her mother laughed.

Beth blushed and lost her train of thought.

“Now, Beth, your father has always sought my council, always considered my opinion, and has never dismissed me. But he felt strongly about letting Jonathan see the world in a different light.”

“You disagree?” Beth was confused.

“Not in the least. Your father is absolutely right. But Jonathan is so young, so innocent, and he will always be that way to me no matter how old he gets.” Her mother’s eyes were full of love.

“He is very sensitive,” Beth agreed.

“At least, he has you to confide in,” her mother said knowingly.

Beth’s jaw fell slightly open, and she began to panic at the thought of betraying Jonathan.

“I’ve known for some time. How could I not?”

“Please, you can’t tell him. I promised...”

“I won’t,” her mother said, and reached over and squeezed Beth’s hand.

Jonathan returned to consciousness and became aware of his body. He knew that he was lying down, could feel clothing touching his skin and noticed the warmth of a blanket. He was weak and not ready to force open the heavy lids that covered his eyes. He focused on his breathing; on how effortlessly the air moved in and out of his lungs. There was no pain. He was alive and the voices he had heard nothing more than a dream.

He struggled to open his eyes and tried to focus on the young soldier who sat next to him, whose fiery red hair was a blur.

“I’ve been waiting for you,” Bernard said softly.

The sound of his voice jolted Jonathan into reality. He recognized it from his ‘dream’. Jonathan lifted his head and looked around. The room was lined with empty beds — no doubt he was in a hospital or infirmary of sorts. A blue Union uniform sat neatly folded at the end of his bed. He pushed himself further upright, only to be greeted by dizziness. Jonathan closed his eyes tightly, hoping to shake off the disorientation.

“Open your eyes,” Bernard said. “The dizziness will pass.”

“Are you Bernard?” Jonathan asked tentatively. His eyes were bright and clear as he stared at his guardian.

“I am.” Bernard smiled.

“And who am I?” He wasn’t sure he wanted this answer.

“You are Jonathan, the Beloved.”

“What does that mean?”

“Evil spurred the hand that took your life,” Bernard replied. “So evil shall be taken by the mark it left behind. The scar now upon your chest is the key to who you are.”

Jonathan slowly ran the fingers of his left hand down the center of his chest. He could feel the misshapen and grotesque scar beneath his shirt. He swallowed hard and was unable actually to bring himself to open his shirt to touch his own skin.

“Beth will never believe this.”

“You cannot show yourself to your family.”

“But Daniel came back, didn’t he?” Jonathan was confused.

“All Beloved have their own paths to follow, and no two are exactly the same, although you share similar experiences.” Bernard had a solemn look about him. “The scar upon your chest will open as if by a reflex, taking a demon’s power unto itself. Your body will assimilate that power and make it your own. Once your strength has increased, you will be able to save your brother.”

“Who are these demons?”

“The most powerful demons are fallen angels who have left the path of righteousness. You were taught to fear them when you were a child and rightfully so; they are very real and very dangerous, even the lesser ones who were conjured by the devil himself. The gate will take you to the demons you must face.”

“What gate?” Jonathan asked. He felt his head begin to spin again. “Heaven’s gate is a doorway that only you may cross through. It will lead you to the demons. It bends to your will and your will alone, which is why you may use it to check on your family if you wish. But you must not disturb them or reveal yourself. Knowledge of your existence could put them in danger.” Bernard paused. “Maybe we should stop,” he said. “I should let you rest a while longer.”

“No,” Jonathan said. He seemed to snap out of the fog. “These are things I need to know. These are things that I agreed to.” He could see Bernard stifling a smile. “Will it hurt when I take the demon’s power?” he asked.

“Your body must adjust to its new role,” Bernard said gently. “I’m afraid it’s not very pleasant at first. But the more power you attain, the easier it will be to recover. That power will also allow you to heal others.” 

Jonathan thought for a moment on Bernard’s words. His face lit up as the realization hit him. “As Daniel saved Beth!” he exclaimed.

“Yes. Your brother saved your sister’s life.” Bernard nodded. “You care a great deal for your family, an attribute that will serve you well when the time comes.”

The swell of love in Jonathan’s heart was only fleeting. He looked down at his hands, at his skin, at the scar across his right forearm — a reminder of the fall he took from a tree when he was 8 years old.

“Am I really dead?” he asked with childlike innocence.

“Yes, you are,” Bernard said, and reached out and touched his arm. “But you will not appear that way to yourself or to others. We cannot have you frightening those around you.”

Jonathan turned his gaze to the soldier’s uniform at the foot of his bed.

“Your place is with the army now,” Bernard said, trying to reassure him. “We will hide you in plain sight.”

Jonathan leaned forward and let his head fall into his hands. His elbows were perched upon his legs above his knees, and he could feel his fingers sinking into his thick hair as he stared at the grey blanket covering his lower body. “I don’t understand how any of this will save Daniel,” he said.

“If you really wish to know right now, I will tell you,” Bernard replied.

Neither of them could look the other in the eye.

“I guess you should just tell me.”

“The only way to defeat Benedict is to take his power and then return that power as well as your own back to the place it came from. Neither of you will survive this.” Bernard looked at Jonathan as if bracing himself for the reaction.

Jonathan never moved. He just sat staring at the blanket. “But my brother will be free of the demon’s grasp?”

“Yes.”

“May I ask you something?” Jonathan said, finally meeting Bernard’s piercing blue eyes with an icy stare of his own. “Why do you need me? Why can’t you vanquish this demon?”

“Only a Beloved may take the power of another Beloved,” Bernard said, looking ashamed. “Benedict has possessed Daniel, but he cannot eliminate him or his power. All that is Beloved belongs to Daniel; Benedict only borrows his attributes.”

“And what’s to stop him from taking me as well?”

“Their power, our power, all power comes from the Father. It is what one does with it that separates the two. That is why you must give the power — all the power — back to the Father.” Bernard noticed that through all this, Jonathan never flinched. In fact, he showed no emotion whatsoever.

“Why does all this talk of vanquishing demons not frighten you?” 

“I’ve learned not to fear things simply because I don’t understand them.” Jonathan’s face softened. “My friend Joshua and his brother Benjamin taught me that. Besides, you would not ask for my help if we were not able to accomplish all of this, right?”

“There are no guarantees, Jonathan,” Bernard swallowed hard, “only a good chance.”

Jonathan felt queasy at Bernard’s response, and for the first time since he awoke, he began to question his decision. As his confidence wavered, he understood why his choice to become a Beloved had to be his own.

“You are not alone in this,” Bernard said, looking compassionately into Jonathan’s face. “I will be with you every step of the way.” Bernard reached over and placed his hand upon Jonathan’s head. “Take some more rest now. I fear there won’t be much time for it in the coming days.”

Jonathan reclined and looked up at the ceiling above his head. The lumber looked new and untested, not unlike himself. He closed his eyes and fell back to sleep.

Jonathan’s eyes fluttered and he awoke again upon the same bed. The room seemed brighter, and as he looked around, he noticed that the beds were now full. He had no idea how long it had been since he had spoken with Bernard and since he... died. A young woman walked from one occupied bed to another. She came up to Jonathan and smiled. She was very beautiful, he thought, and he blushed at her attention.

“I see that you’re awake now,” she said. Her voice seemed full of joy. He suddenly became too shy to respond. She placed her hand across his forehead, and upon feeling his skin, her smile widened. He tried everything he could to keep his mouth from falling open.

“Your fever has broken!” she exclaimed. “Are you thirsty?” 

Jonathan was dumbstruck but able to muster a nod. She reached over to the stand where a pitcher and glass were waiting and poured a small amount of water into the glass. She placed her hand behind Jonathan’s neck, helping him lift his head to take a drink. He coughed immediately, choking on the liquid.

“I’m so sorry,” she said, fumbling with the glass and trying to help him sit up. “I’m not very good at this.”

“No,” he coughed. “That was entirely my fault.” He sat up further, trying to catch his breath. His face was red and his eyes were watering.

The young lady patted his back, trying to comfort him.

“And how is this one today?” a voice said.

The girl looked up and so did Jonathan. It was Bernard dressed as a young sergeant, his red hair and blue eyes blazing in the sunlight.

“It appears he’s come back to us,” the young woman replied.

“I should send you back to your mother,” the sergeant said to Jonathan with a wink, “getting sick in your first week of training camp. But we have need of you, so I’ll let you stay.” He turned his back on Jonathan and greeted a soldier who lay in the next bed.

“What’s your name?” the young lady asked.

“Jonathan,” he replied, full of courage.

“Well, Jonathan,” she said, “it looks as though you’ve made an impression.” She walked away to check on the next lad two beds away.

Jonathan watched as she spent time sitting next to the soldier. He could feel his heart racing.

“She’s right pretty,” a soldier called out from one bed over.

“I hadn’t noticed,” Jonathan replied, and turned his head.

“If you say so,” the soldier answered with a knowing smile.

Jonathan reclined in bed and tried to get the young lady out of his mind. He stared at the ceiling above him. It saddened him knowing that he would never have that future. It was the first time he thought he might want that future. Girls had never been that interesting until now.

He knew he shouldn’t have those thoughts, but it was hard not to. That demon had shattered his world, taken everything from him and from Daniel. Even if he and Bernard succeeded, that wouldn’t change. When he had finally pushed it from his mind, thoughts of his family filled the void. Daniel had told him they’d be devastated if anything happened to either one of them. But he knew he’d miss them even more, especially Beth. In truth, he already did.

Dinner came and went. Jonathan passed on his meal, offering it to the other soldiers, much to the dismay of the pretty young lady. He couldn’t sleep and didn’t dare get out of bed. Earlier attempts had not gone down well with the attending physician. And staring at the ceiling again was the last thing he wanted to do.

Jonathan slowly unbuttoned his shirt. He ran his fingertips over the scar for the first time, the bumps and indentations foreign to his touch. He wasn’t sure he wanted to see his chest. He bent his head forward to look at the twisted mark. His death came back to him in flashes, the pain of the blade, the snapping of bones, the blood in his mouth. He could feel Daniel’s pipe slipping from his hand before the darkness consumed him. “This scar is all I am now,” he thought.

“And what you will become,” Bernard said, taking a seat on the edge of the bed.

Jonathan was, surprisingly, not startled by his arrival. “I was hoping you would visit,” he said. He quickly buttoned up his shirt, embarrassed by his bare chest.

“The gate will open soon. Are you ready to take your first step?”

“I don’t know,” he replied. “So many thoughts are running through my head. I’m scared, I’m sad, I’m angry, and I want revenge more than anything. Why did that demon take so much from us?”

“Good things happen to bad people, and bad things happen to good people.” Bernard started twisting the button on his coat. “But that doesn’t make any of this easier to swallow. I only hope you can forgive me.”

“I don’t understand.” Jonathan’s gaze was fixed on the button that was sure to pop off at any moment.

Bernard closed his eyes and took a deep breath. It looked like he was summoning every bit of courage he had. Jonathan thought it odd — how could an angel know fear? Bernard straightened his back then fixed his gaze on Jonathan.

“There were four of us, brothers in arms,” Bernard began. “We protected the weak and vanquished evil. We played the part of guardian angel, and we played it well. Then came the deal. A demon named Donovan approached us. He told us when and where we could find Benedict. We’d been tracking him. He was powerful and ruthless, and was always one step ahead of us.” Bernard winced. “We agreed to leave Donovan to his own devices, and the hunt began. Benedict was exactly where Donovan said he would be, and none too happy to see us. He lashed out swiftly, violently taking the life of one of our party. We were incensed and threw our rage upon him with equal ferocity. We lost all reason, swept up in the act.” Bernard paused as he looked down at the button that had come off in his hand. “I was left behind to finish him, but in that moment I could not. I was frightened by what we had done; by what we had become. I left him to die, thinking he had only moments to live.”

“But he survived, and you’ve been chasing him ever since,” Jonathan blurted out.

“And the price has been high,” Bernard replied. “Four Beloved, including Daniel, have fallen to Benedict’s rage. Revenge is not enough; he delights in the suffering more than anything else.”

“Your suffering or theirs?”

“He does not distinguish,” Bernard said.

“Was all of this meant to happen?” Jonathan asked. 

“It was not my intention, but then again it never is.” 

“Did Daniel know about this?”

“No.” Bernard looked away. “I never got the chance to tell him. The power changed him, made him impetuous and I... I was too shortsighted.” He placed the button in his pocket while staring at his feet.

“Beth would know what to say right now,” Jonathan sighed. “I’m just not that good at this sort of thing.”

“She would try to comfort me even though I don’t deserve it?” Bernard asked, finally looking over at Jonathan.

“Yes.”

“Then, she is more an angel than I have been.”

“She always did try to convince me that she was heaven-sent,” Jonathan said sheepishly.

Bernard found a smile at the boy’s candid response.

“You are nothing like your brother,” Bernard said, “and yet you’re very much the same.”
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FIRST STEP

Buck was unsettled on the trip back to Camp Chase and everyone knew it. He barely said a word once they left Virginia. He unpacked and repacked Jonathan’s belongings on several occasions, making sure that everything was still there. He hoped to see his young friend again soon and looked forward to showing him the photograph he’d taken. But he couldn’t get over the uneasiness he’d felt during the conversation with Major Parker. Why send the boy ahead of the party? Surely, there was strength in numbers. And the caravan was primarily civilians, an unlikely target. It made no sense.

Once back in Columbus, Buck sought out Duff, who was equally perplexed by the news. Sending two soldiers to escort a boy home was a misallocation of assets and not Daniel’s style. He would never squander his resources like that. Duff could only hope that Jonathan was almost home and all of this would be put to rest. He’d been on pins and needles since he let the boy leave with the press group. He thanked Buck for relaying the information and wished him well.

“Captain, if I may,” Buck said as Duff was leaving. “You said you were friends with the major.”

“Good friends, actually,” Duff corrected him.

“Would you call him dismissive or short?”

“No, not in the least,” Duff replied. “Why do you ask?”

“I got the impression he was hiding something and that we were unwelcome.” Buck didn’t hold back. “Call it intuition or a by-product of my time spent with the press corps, but the major seemed unlike the man Jonathan described to me.”

“The battlefield will change a person,” Duff said. “Perhaps the brief nature of your visit was inadequate to judge his motives properly.”

“Perhaps...” Buck replied, and extended his hand in friendship. “Please take care of yourself, Captain. Godspeed in your endeavors.”

“And to you,” Duff said, and shook his hand robustly, even though his brow was furrowed.

Jonathan remained under the order of bed rest. He couldn’t understand why they wouldn’t let him leave the hospital. Most of the men who shared the beds had gone. He could hear the bustle the camp made during the day, the firing of guns, the shouts from the drill sergeant and the men calling back in unison. And the marching back and forth seemed endless. He remembered Daniel describing such things to him in the letters but it was different now. There was tension and fear, emotions Daniel’s words never conveyed. He was so lost in these feelings he never sensed the beautiful young lady approach him.

“I brought you something to eat,” she said, and handed him a small bowl of applesauce and a spoon. “Some ladies from town dropped by with canned goods earlier.”

Jonathan blushed as he took the bowl and then set it on the stand near his bed. “Thank you, but I’m not very hungry right now,” he said.

“You have to eat something. They won’t let you leave until you start eating again.”

“I know,” he answered.

“Is there anything I can get for you?” she asked, trying to cheer him up.

“May I write a letter to my family?”

“By all means! Wait right here. Oh dear, what am I saying? Of course, you’ll wait right here.” She was flustered with excitement.

Watching her fumbling, Jonathan felt a burst of confidence and began grinning from ear to ear. He was unable to curb his emotions before she returned, and he watched her blush with embarrassment as she handed him the pen and paper.

“Take your time,” she said. “I’ll make sure it goes out as soon as you’re done.”

Jonathan ducked his head, bowing to her. He was unable to control the shyness that overtook him as he noticed her more clearly now than before. It was as if the sun had gently kissed her skin, giving it a vibrancy that was accentuated by the soft pinks in her cheeks. Caught up in how her blond hair fell across the back of her neck, he watched her walk away. The dreamlike state lasted for minutes after she had left the room. The pen began to roll off the paper in his lap, and he quickly caught it, remembering himself.

He wanted to write to Beth, but couldn’t tell her what had happened. He’d have to concoct a fib; something that would make his family understand his absence; something that would exonerate Duff. He couldn’t have Beth or his parents thinking the less of Duff. “He’s a good man, with good intentions and he cares for Daniel like a brother,” he thought. Jonathan respected that. He took his time, carefully constructing the tale he was telling. But the emotions that poured out were real, even though they were interspersed with the lies he told to protect them. Once he had finished, he read it over several times and marveled at how adult it sounded. He folded it up and hid it beneath the thin mattress on his bed.

He became distracted by the tug at his heart as if it had skipped a beat. It wasn’t exactly painful but it startled him.

“The gate is calling you,” said Bernard’s voice. He appeared immediately, causing Jonathan’s heart to race.

He was caught off guard this time by his guardian’s arrival. He quickly recovered his senses and noticed a bright light shining from the doorway where the young lady had left earlier. He felt the pull of its presence as it beckoned him to cross.

“Put this on.” Bernard handed Jonathan his uniform.

“How will I know what to do?” Jonathan struggled to pull his pants on as the adrenaline heightened his nerves. He fumbled with the buttons on his jacket as well.

“The tug you felt in your chest when the gate opened will return when a demon is close to you. Keep your distance and stay alert. The scar will protect you as long as you are conscious.” Bernard motioned for Jonathan to follow him to the gate. “One more thing,” Bernard said as he pulled Daniel’s pipe from his pocket. “Keep this with you. It will remind you of why you agreed to this.”

Jonathan’s eyes grew wide at the sight of his brother’s pipe. “I thought it was lost,” he said as he took it from Bernard.

“I will find you once the demon is vanquished. I’m sorry but I cannot aid you in that endeavor. It is for you alone.”

Jonathan understood his words, but they weren’t enough to calm his fears. He was terrified standing before the blinding light of the gate. He gripped the pipe in both hands, took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and rushed into the light before he could change his mind.

“Watch yourself, son!” the driver of a horse-drawn cart called out, barely swerving in time to avoid hitting him.

Jonathan stood dumbfounded in the middle of a road in the center of a town he’d never seen before. He pulled the cap from his head and rushed to the sidewalk. He was still dazed as people walked by greeting him kindly. He fumbled with the cap and pipe, juggling them briefly before securing them both. He turned to see his reflection in the window behind him, more young man than boy now. The uniform seemed to broaden his shoulders and the collar accentuated his jaw.

“Are you lost?” an old woman asked. She was about to enter the shop where he stood.

“No, ma’am,” he replied. “Just grateful to be here.” He turned and opened the door for her.

“Such a nice young man,” she said as she entered.

Jonathan had barely closed the door behind her when a young private not much older than himself strode up behind him and thumped him on the back.

“Come on! Let’s get something to drink. We won’t be on leave forever.”

Jonathan lurched forward, stumbling from the impact. The tug at his heart returned immediately.

The private pulled him along the walk. “It’s just down the way,” he said. Jonathan felt the ache in his chest, and remembering Bernard’s words, tried to separate himself from the private. The soldier playfully ran his shoulder into Jonathan’s, keeping him well in reach. He shoved Jonathan down an alley out of view of the town’s people.

“I like the look of you,” the demon said as his eyes flashed black. “I think I’ll take on your persona after I’ve killed you.” He turned his head from side to side as his face contorted and changed.

Jonathan stood, mouth agape, looking back at his mirror image. “Oh, don’t worry,” the demon said, seeming pleased by Jonathan’s reaction. “I promise not to ruin your reputation much.”

“You’re a demon!” Jonathan blurted out. His heart raced and his palms began to sweat. The nervous energy was beyond his control.

The demon reacted with equal surprise. “Just who are you?” he demanded.

“Jonathan, the Beloved,” he proclaimed. At that moment, his eyes closed, his head tipped back, and his palms faced forward as the scar opened and took the demon’s power before it could react.

Jonathan’s doppelganger faded into nothingness right before his eyes. The jolt of power caught him off guard. He was out of breath as he bent over, placing his hands on his knees. Bernard came to his side and placed his hand on Jonathan’s back.

“How’d I do?” he asked, trying to catch his breath.

“Well, you don’t have to announce yourself,” Bernard chuckled, “but the look on that demon’s face was beyond value.”

“I don’t feel so good,” Jonathan replied as he dropped to his knees. “Try to relax,” Bernard said reassuringly. “It will be over soon.” With that, Jonathan began to vomit blood and bile. It felt like an eternity till it was over, and when it was, he was soaked in sweat. 

“What now?” he asked, furiously trying to keep his wits about him. He was totally spent and not in the mood for any more revelations that day.

“Cross through the gate and I will meet you there.” Bernard disappeared.

Jonathan looked around the alley. His vision was blurry and his throat was sore. He was still on his hands and knees and could feel the rocks on the ground digging into his skin. The gate opened behind him. He turned and crawled his way through and passed out at Bernard’s feet.

“Unorthodox but effective,” Bernard said. “Come now, lad, let’s get you cleaned up. We wouldn’t want to disappoint the pretty young lady.” 

Days later, when Jonathan awoke, the beautiful young lady was waiting by his side. He turned his head, trying to focus on her as he blinked wearily. His body felt heavy, and his mind was still fogged from the encounter.

“This is what happens when you don’t eat,” she said in a huff. She stood up and rushed away, but once she was off a fair distance, he saw her stop, close her eyes, and let out a huge sigh of relief.

“What just happened?” Jonathan wondered.

Daniel was lost. Trapped inside himself, he was unable to speak or signal for help. He was a spectator in his own death. It was like standing in the middle of an empty room, looking out a window and seeing the world from a distance. Voices and sounds echoed in the hollowness of his mind. He was isolated and alone. He couldn’t shake the vision of his little brother dying before his eyes. And with nothing but time before him, he had an eternity to relive the torture.

Benedict knew how to protect the power, keeping it just out of reach. Daniel wasn’t adept enough to circumvent him, so he watched and he waited, a tactician searching for a weakness in his opponent. Patience had always been his strong suit. Daniel lamented having discarded this tried and true approach so quickly when he became a Beloved.

“I must not dwell upon this misery if I am ever to take back what is mine,” he thought. Benedict was no fool. He had fended off his enemies for centuries and would not easily be overtaken. Daniel was well aware of his adversary’s prowess. He did not have access to all of Benedict’s knowledge, nor did Benedict have access to all of his.

Buck followed Duff’s instructions to the letter. He found the light-blue, two-story Victorian home with white trim and door. It could be seen from the road and was surrounded by trees on the sides and in the back. A small expanse of grass adorned the front of the property with a dirt drive leading to the stable. He could see its roof peering out from behind the house. He stepped up on the porch and nervously straightened his appearance before knocking.

A woman with dark circles under her eyes answered the door. It looked as though she hadn’t slept in days. “May I help you?” she asked.

“Francis Buckberry, ma’am. I’m here to see Jonathan.” He rocked back and forth, heel to toe.

“I’m afraid he’s not here,” she answered. “I’m his mother.” Her expression became strained and her eyes moistened.

“When might he be here?” Buck asked, oblivious to her reaction.

“I wish I knew,” Mrs. Parker said, choking on the words.

Buck’s eyes widened as he began to realize that Jonathan had yet to return.

“I don’t wish to trouble you, Mrs. Parker, but I was with him on his journey to Virginia. I brought back his belongings.”

At those words, Mrs. Parker broke down.

“You misunderstand,” Buck said, backpedaling. “He’s not dead. He just didn’t return with our party.” He reached his hand out and grabbed hers in reassurance. “I’m sure he’ll be home very soon.” He fumbled over himself, trying to put on a brave face for Mrs. Parker. It had been several weeks now since Daniel had sent him on his way.

“I’m so sorry. Won’t you come in?” Mrs. Parker tried to compose herself. She led Buck through the front door.

Beth stood near the stairway.

“Beth,” her mother said, “will you please take Mr. Buckberry to the kitchen and fix him something? I’ll be along shortly.”

“Don’t trouble yourself,” he said, trying to cover his concern. He cleared his throat and straightened his jacket. “And please call me Buck —all my friends do.”

“Right this way, Buck,” Beth said as she turned toward the kitchen. She showed him his seat and waited for him to settle in before asking what he wanted.

Buck placed his bag and Jonathan’s sack in the chair next to him.

“What can I get for you?” she asked.

“You must be Beth. Jonathan told me all about you,” he replied.

“How do you know Jonathan?”

“He traveled with us to an army camp in Virginia. I’m a photographer covering the war, and he helped me carry my equipment.” Buck paused and tried to take a deep breath without being too obvious. “Please sit down,” he continued. “There’s no need for you to get me anything.”

Beth pulled out the chair across the table from Buck and sat down. He could see her face drop, and that only added to his nerves.

“He just volunteered to help you out?” Beth asked, visibly confused. “He wanted to see Major Parker one more time. He thought he could somehow convince him to return. He was afraid of losing his brother; at least, that’s what Captain Duffy told me.”

Buck looked at Beth, who had blushed at the mention of Captain Duffy. He turned to his bag, reached in, and pulled out a large envelope. He placed it on the table as Mrs. Parker returned. Her tears were gone, and she looked as though she had straightened up her hair.

“Will you join us, Mrs. Parker?” Buck motioned to the seat next to Beth.

“Do you know where Jonathan is?” she asked as she sat down. “He left before us. Major Parker was concerned for his safety, so he sent him along with two of his finest men to accompany him back to Pennsylvania.”

“When was that?” Beth blurted out, beating her mother to the punch.

“Not long ago,” Buck lied. “I’m actually surprised that I made it here before him. Major Parker asked me that I would kindly return his belongings.”

Buck looked back at the chair to his right. He tried not to let on to the deception. But he knew the boys didn’t keep inviting him to play poker because he was good at lying.

“So you saw Daniel as well?” Mrs. Parker asked, seeming relieved. 

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, forcing a smile. “Actually, that’s the other reason I’m here.” He pushed the envelope over to Beth.

She took it in her hands and felt around the edges before reaching in and pulling out the photo. It was perfect, the two brothers side by side staring back at the camera with such confidence. Beth was taken aback at how mature Jonathan looked. There was barely a hint of a smile on his face. Both men shared their father’s strong jaw, the family resemblance unmistakable. She handed the picture over to her mother who put her hand to her mouth, holding back a gasp of joy.

“Thank you,” Beth said to Buck as the smile returned to her face. 

“It was my pleasure,” Buck replied with a smile of his own. He gathered up his bag and placed the strap over his head. “I’ve taken up enough of your time today, ladies. I hope you’ll forgive this brief interruption.” 

“Not at all,” Mrs. Parker said. “Are you sure you won’t stay for dinner?”

“I wish I could really.” Buck could feel his mouth getting dry. “I’m on assignment and must continue on my way,” he lied again convincingly. The boys at the poker table were in for it next time.
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VENOM AND VIRTUE

Nighttime spread its darkened hue across the camp. The men had settled in, and a sense of calm returned, placing the bustle of the day squarely behind them. It was well known that Major Parker preferred not to be disturbed after dark. He berated anyone who even dared approach his tent, barking at them before their hand even reached the flap. He didn’t fraternize with the other officers, and he barely spoke to his men. Murmurs — whispers of his bravery at Antietam — passed between the soldiers. Rumors began not long after. He was still heartbroken at the loss of his men and refused to let himself get close to anyone again; so went the tale.

Benedict didn’t care what they said about him around camp, as long as they left him alone. His obsession with finding Donovan kept him isolated and focused. He no longer cared for inflicting misery on men; his tastes were far less provincial now.

He was eager to cross the gate that night. He had knowledge of Donovan’s whereabouts and found it hard to control his excitement. “I get so emotional in these human bodies,” he thought. Benedict stepped through the blinding light and found a well-guarded, lavish estate waiting on the other side. The shrubbery and grass were manicured to perfection, and marble pillars adorned the entrance. It had the look of an ancient Greek temple, a fortress worthy of a god. “Ever the pompous ass,” Benedict thought, stowing his earlier emotions. He stood at the edge of the property, plotting his arrival. He wondered how many demons he’d get to devour before tasting Donovan’s blood. He thought about making a grand entrance, vanquishing demon after demon in a display of blazing light, but that approach would only scare away his prey.

He crept up on as many guards as he could. Grabbing them from behind, he held their mouths shut as the scar opened again and again. He skirted in and out of the shadows of the mansion until he found the door he was looking for. Two beasts of hellfire waited patiently outside their master’s room. They were demon dogs, loose cannons, monsters of a singular mind; their rage was unpredictable and unbridled. Benedict could feel the cold shot of fear run up his spine as Daniel got his first look at such creatures. The beasts’ musculature was grotesquely over-defined with every sinew pulsing beneath their shiny, black skin as they drew breath. Their eyes were the color of fire and seemed to flicker as if flame itself danced within their skulls. Their paws were as big as a man’s hand and had claws one would imagine a dragon to have.

“Really, Daniel?” Benedict was amused. “Those are mere pups, barely 300 years old, I’d say. Still, I suppose they are imposing upon first sight. It’s such a shame to kill them; they really are magnificent when fully grown.” Benedict’s empathy caught Daniel by surprise, but he didn’t let on that he’d noticed.

Benedict sized up the mongrels; he’d have to be swift. He brought his hands together in front of him, and closing his eyes, bowed, letting his thumbs touch his forehead. He conjured two deadly, sharp spikes four inches long. He opened his hands and the spikes began to hover over his palms. He blew a gentle puff of air behind the spikes, and the beasts dropped to the floor as if they had lain down to sleep. He paused, waiting to see if anyone had noticed, then he walked past the bodies and pushed the door open.

“I told you not to disturb me,” Donovan said. He was in a tall, leather chair facing the fire, sipping brandy of all things.

“You enjoy being human far too much,” Benedict said.

Donovan’s snifter crashed to the floor, shattering in all directions. Benedict locked the door behind him without turning around. Donovan rose from his seat, stepped forward, and placed his hand into the fire. He turned around as he played with the flame like a magician rolling a coin between his fingers. He kept his gaze focused on his hand.

“I trust you were swift and caused my pets no pain,” he said. 

“They were magnificent beasts,” Benedict replied, “and my quarrel was not with them.”

“That never stopped you before,” Donovan said. He kept playing with the flame as if he were bored.

“They were mindless and without choice.”

“It appears your affiliation with this Beloved has softened you,” Donovan proposed.

“You will beg for mercy all the same,” Benedict said coldly.

“A courtesy you offered Noel, no doubt.” The flame began to grow in Donovan’s hand. He was unable to disguise his emotions anymore.

“She remained oddly loyal through the entire tortuous process,” Benedict said, stroking his chin. “Her endurance exceeded even my expectations. But I’m intrigued by who between you will scream loudest.”

The flame shot forth from Donovan’s hand, creating a wall of fire blocking him from Benedict, scorching everything in its path. As the flames were extinguished, there was nothing but a thick, black line of destruction between him and the door.

“Rather anticlimactic for so many years of bitterness,” Donovan scoffed.

“Indeed,” Benedict whispered in Donovan’s ear, then ripped that ear from the side of his head. He stepped in front of Donovan, waving it around and then tossing it at his feet. “Perhaps you didn’t hear me the first time. I wish to hear you scream.”

Donovan winced when the cartilage and skin was torn free but did not cry out. He reached for his head and could feel the blood streaming down onto his neck. “You will get no such satisfaction.” He reached for Benedict’s throat to crush his windpipe but missed by a fraction.

This exposed him, if only briefly, allowing Benedict to land another blow. He snapped Donovan’s right forearm sideways and in two. The weight of the bones caused the skin to dangle and hang in an awkward direction. Donovan was unable to quell the reflexive scream.

“You can do better,” Benedict cajoled. “I have faith that you are capable of achieving greatness in this arena.”

Donovan was trapped between Benedict and the fireplace. The pain clouded his ability to think.

Benedict could see his eyes darting about the room looking for an escape. “You wish to leave?” Benedict asked. “Noel found my company amusing for hours.”

The jab caused Donovan’s back to stiffen. “Clearly, her patience was boundless,” Donovan said, and spun upon his right leg while extending his left. He was hoping to upend his tormentor.

Benedict caught Donovan’s left foot, steadying the leg before shattering the bones with a resonate blow from his elbow. He let loose and Donovan crashed to the floor in a broken mangled heap, screaming uncontrollably. Benedict closed his eyes and bit his lip in ecstasy; it was like listening to the dulcet tones of a beautiful symphony for the first time.

“Now we start,” Benedict announced as he gloated over Donovan. “I shall rip you to shreds and feed your flesh to the fire, sending you back to hell piece by piece.”

Donovan could not contain the look of horror that flashed across his brow.

“I shall start with your tongue, so that I don’t have to hear your pleas for mercy.”

“Leave him be,” he thought.

Benedict was taken aback. He paused at the notion brought forth by Daniel. “He deserves no such courtesy,” Benedict replied.

“Leave him be.”

“The very breath he draws insults me,” Benedict shot back as he walked away from Donovan. “Does his insolence not deserve retribution? Betrayers are the lowest sort of evil.” He waited for Daniel to respond but there was only silence. Benedict turned back to Donovan but the distraction proved costly. Donovan was gone. “You let him get away!” he called out in frustration. “No matter,” he continued. “The second time will be that much sweeter.”

Jonathan crouched down next to his bed and reached under his mattress, retrieving the letter he had written. He placed it in the pocket of his coat, which was neatly folded at the foot of his bed. He looked around the large room to see if anyone was paying attention, but everyone in view, patients and staff alike, seemed preoccupied. Jonathan breathed a sigh of relief.

He crawled back into the bed and pulled the blanket over his legs. It was hard to lie still and pretend to be sick. He could feel the power of the demon flowing through him, and he had never felt so strong. Thinking about the blow he’d delivered to Daniel that day when they were out sparring, it made sense now to him why his brother hadn’t flinched. 

“Those bullies wouldn’t stand a chance now,” he thought. But would he stand a chance against Benedict? Benedict was infinitely stronger and far more experienced. “I hope Bernard knows what he’s doing.”

“I ask myself that question every day,” said Bernard, who pulled up a chair.

“I’m never going to get used to this,” Jonathan said as he jumped at the sight of his guardian. Bernard had caught him off guard.

“Your brother felt the same way,” Bernard chuckled. “It appears that you have regained your strength.”

“And then some,” Jonathan said. He couldn’t hold back his enthusiasm. “I’ve never felt like this before.”

“As if you could take on the world,” Bernard replied.

“Exactly!”

“The power is very seductive. You will come to like it, even crave it, as if your next breath depends upon it. But you must fight this urge. Daniel’s pipe will remind you why you came back.”

“How can you be sure Daniel is still alive?” Jonathan asked as he propped the pillow up behind his back.

“Although Benedict possesses the body, it is Daniel who is Beloved. Without Daniel’s power, without his being intact, Benedict is nothing but a demon; a very powerful demon but a demon none the less.” Bernard paused as he looked behind him and smiled at a physician who walked past. “I’ve been keeping my eye on him at a safe distance,” he went on. “He continues to use the gate, among other things.”

“Can I really do this?” Jonathan said, his voice cracking.

“Well, you are dead, and yet we’re having this conversation. I bet you never thought you could do that either.”

“Will the gate open tonight?” Jonathan asked eagerly.

“You must make it open,” Bernard replied. “Bend it to your will and call it forth.”

“How?”

“Concentrate. The power will call to you, and the demon that holds it will be waiting on the other side.” Bernard pushed his chair back and stood as if to leave. “I will return later this evening.”

As Bernard walked away, Jonathan looked around the room to make sure they hadn’t been overheard, but no one was the wiser.

It was early in the morning — maybe 2 a.m. — and all was quiet across the camp. Jonathan looked around the infirmary once again before slipping out of bed and into his uniform. A full moon shone brightly through the row of windows opposite Jonathan’s bed. The room had an eerie, light-blue glow about it. He stood in front of the doorway where the gate had been before. He pulled Daniel’s pipe from his belt and held it in his left hand. He closed his eyes and thought of Daniel and of the task that lay ahead, and opened them to see the gate open in front of him. It was blindingly bright with no way to discern what was on the other side. It was both frightening and intriguing.

He took a deep breath and walked through the gate. On the other side, it was daytime, and he found himself on a cobblestone walk with stone houses lining both sides of the road. He stopped in front of a single-story home made of smooth brown and gray stones with a large slant roof. There were three steps leading to the door, and there were small windows on either side. The small yard looked neglected. There were tall weeds everywhere and cracks in the windows. His chest felt raw and ached that much more each moment he stood before the home.

“They say it’s haunted,” said a small voice to Jonathan’s right. Jonathan was startled. There stood a boy with dirty-blond hair and hazel eyes staring back at him. His clothes were disheveled and covered with dust.

“That’s just the owners trying to keep people away,” Jonathan replied.

“The owners are long gone,” the boy said. “They moved out years ago.

Anyone who enters becomes gravely ill and dies a slow and painful death.” 

“Now you’re just trying to scare me,” Jonathan said in disbelief. But when he turned to his right, the boy was gone. All that was left were dusty footprints where he had stood. There were no traces of him either coming or going. Jonathan thought of a word he had heard Daniel say once, only once, and felt it was appropriate at this moment. The ache in his chest nagged him, and he knew the demon must be waiting inside.

He went up the stairs and stood on the small porch. The front door was riddled with cracks and small holes. It reeked of rotting wood. He looked up and down the street, making sure no one saw him. He tried to turn the door handle, but it was locked or stuck. He could still feel the tug at his heart. Not wanting to get caught breaking into a home, Jonathan looked around again before he forced the door open. It gave way rather quickly, and he was surprised by his newfound strength.

The house was dark. He crept in but left the door slightly open to let in some light. He went to each of the windows and tried to open the blinds but they were frozen in place. As he struggled to force them free, he heard the door shut and the lock turn.

“Show yourself!” Jonathan called out as he turned around the room. He could feel the panic and fear course through his veins, and his head started to pound from the excitement. One by one, tiny flames appeared, hovering above his head. It was as if candles were being lit but there were no candles. He watched as they materialized all the way around the room. Then, after the last tiny flame had appeared, the fireplace exploded into an inferno. He took a defensive stance and looked around for signs of anyone else that might be there.

“Are you afraid to face me?” Jonathan called out. He took several deep breaths to calm himself. Bernard had told him the scar would protect him as long as he was conscious. He tried to look alert and ready for anything. The room was full of dust and showed no signs of habitation. There were some china plates in a cabinet along one of the walls and some stools and chairs scattered across the room but not much else. He could see down a hallway that led to the back of the house. Part of a wall was broken in pieces upon the floor. The air was still and all Jonathan could hear was his own breathing. It resonated between his ears like the roar of wind passing through trees.

Slowly, he turned himself in a circle, trying to catch a glimpse of the demon. Without warning, a stool flew off the ground from behind him and knocked him to the floor. Jonathan scrambled to his feet. He looked around the room again and saw no one. A sharp blow to his left shin dropped him to one knee. As he scrambled to his feet once more, he heard faint laughter echoing behind him.

“This is no time for games!” he called out in frustration. He was being toyed with. He backed away slowly from the center of the room, moving toward the fireplace. The fire was still burning brightly, and he kept his back to it, hoping to use its light as a guide. The heat was intense and beads of sweat started forming on his brow.

In the dust in front of him, he saw footprints forming, disembodied and moving rapidly toward him. They were small and childlike. He stepped to one side, reached down, and feeling a shirt within his grasp, held on tight. The boy materialized in his hands, the same boy who had warned him on the path. The demon boy’s eyes turned the deep blue of sapphires as he smiled wickedly. His teeth were pointed and animal-like, and he nipped and snarled at Jonathan, squirming and thrashing, trying to loosen Jonathan’s grip.

When the demon realized there was no escape, it burst into a brilliant green flame, and Jonathan let go immediately, the heat was too much. The fire seemed to consume the demon, but his appearance did not change. His clothes did not burn, nor did his hair or skin. But the flame’s heat intensified and Jonathan cautiously backed away.

“I told you not to come in here,” the boy hissed.

“And on every other day, I probably would have listened,” Jonathan replied. He looked down at his hands and could feel blisters forming.

“This is my house! You cannot take it from me! No one can take it from me!”

The fire burning in the fireplace exploded once more, emphasizing the demon’s rage.

“Nope, don’t want the house either,” Jonathan shot back.

The demon seemed confused and let down his guard. The green flame around him began to diminish, and the fire in the fireplace died down immediately.

“Then, what do you want?” the demon child asked.

“Just this...” Jonathan’s head tipped back and the scar opened, taking the demon’s power in a brilliant flash of blue light.

The look of shock on the demon’s face burned into Jonathan’s memory even as the body faded away into nothingness. The tiny flames disappeared as well, and Jonathan stood alone in the dark. He sighed, opening the door to leave and was surprised to find Bernard sitting on the porch. Jonathan felt dizzy and the sweat was pouring off him.

“Are you all right?” Bernard asked.

“I’ve never been so frightened in my life,” he replied. His chest heaved as he tried to take in the fresh air. “I think I soiled myself.”

Bernard stifled a laugh. Jonathan pushed past him and fell to his knees in the grass out front. He vomited blood and bile, but this time it burned his throat and lips, making him that much more miserable. It felt like lava spewing forth.

“Fire demon,” Bernard said. “Nasty business.”

“Am I always going to get sick like this?” Jonathan gasped.

“This will probably be the last of it,” Bernard said, trying to console him. “You’ve done so well. Daniel would be proud.”

Jonathan smiled, even though he felt like passing out.

Bernard could see his distress. “Cross the gate before you lose your senses,” Bernard told him. “I’ll be there waiting.”

Jonathan pushed himself off the ground and walked through the gate. On the other side, Bernard grabbed him and steadied him. He looked him over and then sniffed at the air around him.

“You smell of smoke. That will never do,” Bernard said, and led Jonathan to another building where there were baths and filled a tub for him.

Jonathan rocked back and forth on his feet as his eyes drooped. “I’ll tend to your clothes,” Bernard said as he handed Jonathan some soap.

Jonathan undressed, leaving his uniform on the floor in a heap. He crawled into the tub and didn’t even notice how frigid the water was. After all the heat he had endured, it felt good. He washed himself down without thought, furiously trying to keep his eyes open. The last thing he remembered was the soap slipping from his fingers and laying his head back on the lip of the tub.
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A MORE PERFECT VIEW

April 3, 1863

Dear Gerald,

If you must hear everything, I shall tell you, but I will only share the good news.

Jonathan left last week with Robert on a delivery from the foundry. Father thought it was time to send him out into the world and let him look around. Mother was not quite so enthusiastic. She remembers all too well what happened with Daniel when Father took him to Philadelphia for the first time. He came back insisting that he attend West Point, having enjoyed the company of an officer who shared a meal with them. I’m sure he’s told you that story. And I’m sure you have a similar tale to tell of your own.

Father gave Mother some beautiful fabric, and I am helping her sew a new dress. We’ve laid the patterns over it several times, but neither one of us has the heart to cut the material. It is a subtle shade, faded rose, with a hint of satin. I suppose you think us silly, but we don’t want to waste such fine cloth.

I miss Jonathan. I’m happy for him. I’m happy that he got to go on his journey, but he won’t be the same when he comes back. I guess that’s part of growing up. I think that’s why it upset Mother so. She knows that her baby is gone now. I’ve come to understand her on a different level these past few days. It must be hard for a parent to let go of her child. We so wish to break free upon our own path while they hold on for dear life.

As for me, I do have something most exciting to share. The doctor says that I have completely recovered from my illness, and he can find no signs of it whatsoever. I hesitated to tell you sooner for fear that he might be wrong, but I’ve grown stronger with each passing day and no longer doubt his conclusion.

I look forward to seeing you again and hope one day your travels lead you safely to my door. I’m sure your post at Camp Chase keeps you too preoccupied for such frivolity, but should the opportunity arise, know that you are always welcome.

Yours in fondness,

Beth

Duff read the letter again and again, unable to stop the tears from streaming down his face. The news of Beth’s good health was a miracle, and he could not contain his emotions. It was early evening and he had retired for the night to his quarters. Upon arriving, he found Beth’s letter thoughtfully placed on his bunk. The surprise was pleasant indeed.

A knock at the door caused him to wipe his face quickly on his sleeve.

“Poker, old boy?” a voice outside asked.

“Not tonight,” Duff replied, choking on the words, barely able to get them out.

“Everything okay in there?”

“It’s never been better. Thanks for the offer, but I’ll bid you a good night.” Duff was relieved that he didn’t have to open the door.

“Good night to you as well,” the voice said before walking away.

Duff let out a sigh, then sat down on his bunk, letter still in hand. Unable to sleep, he sat there for hours just holding the paper.

Jonathan took a deep breath and opened his eyes. He was back in the infirmary. He lifted his head to find he had a few more bunkmates than before. He had recovered from his battle with the fire demon, and felt well rested and amazingly strong. The gentle scent of fresh bread caught his attention. A plate sat on the stand next to his bed holding two thick slices with preserves and a glass of milk. The bread was still warm when he took his first bite, and the tart blackberry jam reminded him of home. A subtle smile of contentment was all that was left when the last morsel was gone.

He checked the pockets of his coat, which was once again folded at the foot of his bed. He was relieved to find the letter he had written and Daniel’s pipe both still there. It was time, he decided; time to get out of this hospital and time to use the gate to visit his family. “I’ll deliver the letter myself,” he thought. He knew that he wasn’t allowed to show himself, but he wondered if his resolve would change once he saw them.

He thought of Daniel, and of how hard it must have been for him. Daniel’s odd and sudden injuries made sense now. He remembered how Daniel had looked when they found him crumpled and broken in the foyer. The thought that a demon had done that to him gave Jonathan pause. He wasn’t sure he wanted to find out what a beating of that severity felt like.

“I see breakfast was to your liking.”

Jonathan turned his head sharply in anticipation of seeing the beautiful young lady, but his face dropped. The person speaking was an unknown older woman, roughly his mother’s age.

“Yes. Thank you,” he stammered. It was hard to hide his disappointment.

“I’d like to see more of that from you,” the woman said.

“Yes, ma’am,” he replied. “It’s time I returned to where I belong.” She smiled as she took the plate and cup away.

Jonathan looked around the room. The comfort and protection provided within these walls would better suit a needier soul. It was time to give up his bed. He longed to remain there at camp with the other boys, to train with them, to be a part of their brotherhood.

Over the next two days, Jonathan ate everything they put in front of him. One of the physicians even joked that if they didn’t return him to duty, he’d probably clear out the remaining rations the hospital had for the month.

When the doctors were satisfied that he’d made a full recovery, a young private came to escort him to the barracks. Jonathan hadn’t seen the beautiful young lady for quite some time and grew worried that he wouldn’t have a chance to thank her for all her kindness.

The private showed him to a new cot, one of so many in the tight quarters. To Jonathan’s eyes, the barracks looked half the size of the hospital with twice as many beds.

“There’s a band of new recruits coming in tomorrow,” the private said. “You’ll start out with them. The place is all yours until they arrive.”

“Thank you,” Jonathan replied.

“I’m sorry,” the private said hesitantly, and scratched behind his ear. “I couldn’t find the belongings you came in with. I think they’ve been lost.”

“It’s not a problem,” Jonathan said, playing along, though he knew full well he hadn’t brought anything with him. “It wasn’t much to speak of anyway.”

The private nodded and seemed relieved at his response.

“Well, at least they gave you your uniform,” the private said. “Most don’t get them right away.”

“Kind of makes me look like I know what I’m doing,” Jonathan said, grinning.

The private returned his smile and left Jonathan alone in the barracks.

Jonathan pulled the letter from his pocket and stared down at it. He’d have to leave it where they would find it immediately. And it wasn’t unusual for a courier to leave messages at the front door.

He remembered a time when he was 4, maybe 5. Daniel and Beth had grabbed him and took him along on one of their adventures, either trekking to the creek or picking blackberries for their mother. They never seemed to mind that he slowed them down when he stopped to watch a caterpillar cross a leaf. They’d just drop what they were doing and watch too.

Jonathan stepped away from his cot and walked back to the door of the barracks. He stared at the metal handle as he ran the memory through his head again. The gate opened before him, and Jonathan’s eyes moistened a little before he walked through. He was in the woods behind his house, far enough away that he could keep himself from being seen. He stopped when he came upon a growth of periwinkles, Beth’s favorite flower. He remembered her telling him that a gentleman always brings a lady flowers, so he would stop and fetch them for her. He reached down to pick a small bunch and carried them to the house.

Jonathan cautiously approached the back door, looking back and forth, listening for signs of anyone home. He could always hear his mother from here if she was in the kitchen, making it that much easier to sneak in through the front door if he had gone too far with his mischief. But there was no characteristic clatter coming from the inside. He walked over to the stable and saw that the mare and cart were gone. That meant no one was home. His heart sank when he realized he had missed them. He didn’t even know what day it was, for that matter, making it that much harder to discern where they might be.

He walked through the back door and was pleased to see nothing had changed. Jonathan hadn’t realized how attached he was to this house until now. It was the only house he had ever lived in, and he knew every scratch on the wooden floors, every dent in the walls and every tear on his mother’s favorite curtains and the stories behind how they got there. He was tempted to duck into the pantry and help himself to his mother’s canned goods, but that thought quickly passed.

He walked into the front of the house near the stairs and hesitated momentarily. He listened carefully once more for the smallest sign that maybe Beth had stayed behind. Part of him wanted to run into her ‘by accident’. That same part was still clutching tightly to the periwinkles. He walked up the stairs and then down the hall to Beth’s bedroom. Again he waited and listened at her door before gently twisting the handle and entering. He laid the flowers on her pillow, having no better way to say goodbye to her now. Before going back downstairs for the last time, he stopped off in his own room. Jonathan always loved looking out the window and dreaming of places far away that he would one day visit. But now he realized that no matter how amazing the sights and sounds of the rest of the world were, there would never be a more perfect view than this.

The visit had turned far more melancholy than he’d anticipated, and he didn’t wish to see any more of the house. He exited out the back door and walked along the side to the front. There was still no sign of his family. Maybe it was Sunday, he thought. Jonathan wedged the letter between the doorframe and the handle. He walked away from the house without looking back, opening the gate that would take him back to the barracks just before he would have reached the road out front.

Back at the empty barracks, Bernard waited for him. “I’m sorry they weren’t home,” he said sympathetically.

“I think it was better that way,” Jonathan replied.

“You would have shown yourself.”

“If I had seen Beth, I would have lost all resolve.” Jonathan turned his eyes away from Bernard, ashamed.

“Do not turn from qualities the Father holds dear,” Bernard reassured him. “It is why you were chosen and why, I believe, you will triumph.”

Without further thought, Jonathan threw his arms around Bernard and hugged him.

The angel was stunned. He was familiar with the custom but never understood its power until now. He felt the love in Jonathan’s heart as if it were his own.

Jonathan let go, embarrassed about letting his emotions get the better of him.

“The boys are gathering for dinner rations,” Bernard said, playing it cool. “Would you like to join them?”

“I think I’ll spend this night by myself,” Jonathan replied.

“Then, I shall see to it that no one disturbs you,” Bernard answered.

“Thank you.”

Bernard stayed outside the entrance the entire time, invisible to those inhabiting the camp.

The early morning brought more than just peace and quiet. A well-groomed young man in a three-piece suit strolled up to the barracks, twirling a cane in his right hand. He was the same young man whom Daniel had spoken to; the one Benedict referred to as Nick. He was an all-too-familiar figure to Bernard and definitely unwelcome.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Bernard demanded, showing himself.

“Bernard?!” Nick said, feigning surprise. “I didn’t expect to see you here. Run along now. I have business to attend to.”

“None of this is any of your business,” Bernard said firmly. 

“Come now,” Nick replied. “You know that you are not to intervene on this boy’s behalf.”

“I know many things,” Bernard said.

“There is the balance to consider.”

“You’re one to talk about balance,” Bernard scoffed, “as it is currently in your favor.”

“But if the boy behind that door succeeds, that will no longer be the case,” Nick countered. He rocked from side to side on the balls of his feet, getting ready to dodge past the angel.

“It pains you to think of such things, doesn’t it?” Bernard said. He was less than sympathetic.

“I will have my prize,” Nick said, his voice hardening.

“At what price?” Bernard shot back.

“You would know all about price, wouldn’t you, Bernard?” Nick jabbed. “How many young men have paid the price for your weakness? And now you cower behind a little boy. I wonder what price the Father has on your head.”

“I am willing to accept my judgment,” Bernard said, his lips curling into a snarl, “unlike others.”

“If my crimes are so egregious, why doesn’t the Father hand down my sentence right now?”

“I’ve asked myself that very same question on numerous occasions.” Bernard stiffened his back and puffed out his chest until his body looked as solid as a wall of bricks.

“Tell the Father I expect fair payment,” Nick said as he turned to leave. “Good night, Bernard,” he sang in a mocking tone as he walked away.

“It is now,” Bernard said under his breath. He watched Nick disappear into the darkness. “I have you worried, haven’t I, Nick?” he thought.
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FAITH AND COURAGE

Beth sat on the front porch as the sun set. The bright, blue sky slowly gave way to a dark grey. The quilt she was mending fell over her legs, reaching almost to the boards beneath her feet. She hadn’t made much progress. The month of May was more than half over, and Beth couldn’t believe all that had happened. The letter from Jonathan devastated all of them. His father was hit the hardest; he blamed himself for sending Jonathan out into the world. Beth kept the flowers on her pillow a secret. It was a message straight from Jonathan’s heart, and she regretted not rising early on the morning he left to see him off.

Three of the four men in her life were now out of reach. And only months earlier, they were all under one roof. She felt like she should have fought harder with Daniel, and made him see her point of view. And she felt like she had let Jonathan down by nurturing his sensitive side. She thought he would be ill-equipped to function in Daniel’s world. And Duff was caught in the middle, just like she was. The thought that none of them might return frightened her. What then? Her miraculous recovery would be all for naught. The recovery itself weighed heavily on her. What if the price for such a gift was losing the ones she loved? No matter how ridiculous it sounded, she knew she would blame herself if something happened to any one of them.

“It must be hard to sew with so little light,” her father said, opening the front door.

“I’m afraid I haven’t gotten very far,” Beth answered. She looked down at the patch she was working on. Barely a stitch had been added since she went outside two hours earlier.

Her father took a seat on the bench next to her. Taking care not to lose the needle, he pulled the quilt from her lap and folded it neatly.

“Where do you think they are tonight?” Beth asked.

Her father swallowed hard, “I suppose Jonathan is at a training camp not unlike where Duff is stationed. And Daniel is with the army moving further into the heart of the South.”

“Do you think they’re thinking of us like we’re thinking of them?” 

“I have no doubt that they miss us as much as we miss them,” he said to reassure her.

“I worry for their safety,” Beth said. Her lower lip began to tremble. 

Her father reached over and put his arm around her shoulder.

“Your brothers are far more capable than any of us realize,” he said. “I believe they will return to our door safe and sound.” He smiled and nodded.

“And I believe Captain Duffy will not be far behind them.”

Beth tried to act casual, but she could feel her face getting hot.

“I actually like the lad,” he continued, “despite all the things Daniel has told me about him.”

“Father…” Beth gently scolded.

“A son is a son until he finds a wife, but a daughter is a daughter all of her life; at least, that’s what my mother used to say.” He paused and turned his attention back to the quilt briefly. “He is as welcome here as if he were my own.”

“Thank you.” Beth let out a sigh.

“But do not for one minute think I won’t make him work for it.” Her father winked and then stood and extended his hand to her. “Let’s join your mother. She’s not allowed to enjoy so much peace and quiet.”

Beth entered the house as her father held the door for her. She shook her head at how easily he had lightened her mood.

Jonathan crawled into bed with the same weary look the rest of the boys had. They had marched all morning and then again all afternoon. And just for good measure, they marched some more after dinner. The sergeant refused to let them move forward in their training until each and every one of them got it right. The discipline was severe but was meant to bond them. They would one day have to trust each other with their lives.

He stared at the beams over his head. He wasn’t really as tired as the rest of the recruits, but staying with his bunkmates seemed far more important than opening the gate that night. The power gave him confidence, and he did everything he was asked without complaint. Respect grew for his quiet strength.

The training and constant drilling was monotonous, but he really didn’t mind. It was the rifles he wasn’t looking forward to. He’d never liked guns, never liked what they were capable of, and he knew the minute they handed him one, his thoughts would turn to Joshua.

The first and only time he had gone hunting with Daniel, he was 8 years old. He was excited that day. Daniel was good with a gun, and Jonathan wanted to be just like him. Together, they went looking for rabbits, and that day they found quite a few. As the hunt wore on, however, Jonathan began to feel sorry for the little animals. They were helpless and defenseless; most of all, they were unaware of what was coming. He never forgot the last one Daniel killed. The shot had only wounded the rabbit, and it struggled and writhed in pain. The squeal it made was heartbreaking for Jonathan to hear. Daniel rushed to the animal, grabbed it up and wrung its neck, silencing its cries. He then handed the body to Jonathan to carry home. It was still warm and soft, and except for the blood, looked as though it was sleeping. From that day forth, Jonathan chose to avoid guns. He knew he didn’t have the stomach for it.

On the next day of training, the sergeant chose to mix it up a little. Sensing the boys were becoming restless with drilling, and seeing that they were ready to move on, he began instructing close-quarter combat.

He took them to an open section of the camp where the ground was more dirt than grass. First, the sergeant showed them how to handle a knife and hatchet, and then they moved on to the rifle. He demonstrated the rifle’s versatility by showing how equally deadly it could be even after the shot had been fired.

“Pair up!” the sergeant ordered as he handed out wooden replicas of the rifles. “There’s no need to harm your opponent, simply knock him to the ground or make him yield.”

One of the older and larger recruits pulled at Jonathan’s arm. “Come on, whelp,” he said.

The young man was muscular and stocky; quite the imposing figure. He reminded Jonathan of the bullies back home. Jonathan took his stance, holding the wooden rifle as the sergeant had demonstrated. “Just great,” he thought. The young man rushed Jonathan, swinging his rifle above his head with the intent of crushing him with a downward blow. Jonathan threw up his rifle with both hands, effectively blocking the attack. He barely felt the impact when wood met wood. Jonathan watched as his opponent’s eyes widened in disbelief at the ineffectiveness of the thunderous blow.

“Would you like to try again?” Jonathan goaded. “Why did I just say that?” he wondered. It was the power speaking. It made him feel cocky and self-assured.

“You got lucky,” the young man said, and spit at Jonathan’s feet. As the two squared off again, Jonathan subconsciously began to notice minute details about his opponent’s fighting style; how his eyes gave away his movements and how his feet were too far apart for a quick recovery. They went at it again, and the wood clashed several times and then Jonathan ducked out of the way and sent the butt of his rifle into the young man’s gut. Jonathan took a deep breath and couldn’t believe he was still standing. He stood over his opponent and offered his hand in aid.

“I don’t need your help,” the young man said, slapping at Jonathan’s hand as he rose under his own power. He was flustered, breathing heavily, and began cursing.

The ruckus caught the attention of the rest of the squad. They stopped their training and formed a circle around Jonathan and his opponent. Even the sergeant seemed interested in the contest.

“Now you’re gonna get it.” He rushed Jonathan with all the rage of a caged animal finally freed.

Jonathan tried not to panic. He dodged and flailed about, but his moves were so quick that those watching thought he knew what he was doing. He made it look effortless. He saw an opening and took his shot, striking the recruit first in the gut and then to the jaw, sending him back to the ground. He then thrust with his rifle, stopping just short of the bully’s neck.

“Do you yield?” Jonathan asked.

It had all happened so quickly and almost without thought. The young man had to admit defeat with all eyes upon him. Pushing the rifle out of his face, he scrambled to his feet.

“You see, lads,” the sergeant said. “You don’t have to be the biggest or the strongest to best another man.” He then addressed Jonathan. “Well done, Parker.”

Jonathan just nodded. He shook from the adrenaline racing through his system, but he didn’t want to let on.

“Thank you, sir,” he replied.

“Right, boys,” the sergeant called out. “Pair up again. Let’s give it another go.”

The news of Jonathan’s triumph spread quickly through the camp. By dinnertime, everyone wanted to be his friend. He was invited to sit with a group of soldiers who were almost ready to deploy, an honor never before bestowed upon a new recruit. Jonathan liked the attention, although he tried not to go overboard as he recounted the fight to his new friends. Daniel and his father had never approved of boastful talk.

“You were sick when you first got here. Now look at you,” one of the soldiers said. It was the private who had escorted him from the infirmary to the barracks the day before Jonathan’s bunkmates arrived.

“It wasn’t any fun lying in that bed, but at least the company was pleasant,” Jonathan replied.

“What company?” the private asked.

“There was a nice young lady who was very kind to me,” Jonathan said, blushing. “I should go back and thank her when I get the chance.”

“You mean Mattie?” the private asked.

“Mattie? So that’s her name.” Jonathan got a dreamy look in his eye. “Don’t go getting any ideas,” the private said, breaking into his thoughts. “She’s the mayor’s daughter, and he’s looking to marry her off to an officer, not a common soldier like you.”

“I see,” Jonathan sighed. He tried to shake her from his mind by redirecting the conversation and letting the private ramble on about the different rifles he’d shot.

Later that night, after everyone was asleep, Jonathan crept from his bed and exited the barracks. Bernard was waiting outside.

“I’m proud of you,” he said. “You showed great restraint today.”

 “Don’t be,” Jonathan replied. “I could have thrown that bully clear across the yard. Part of me wanted to. I wanted to make him run home crying to his mama. I wanted it for me, for Benjamin and for anyone else who’s been picked on for looking weak. But I was so frightened. If it weren’t for the power and my reflexes, he would have had his way with me.”

“There is valor in that as well,” Bernard countered.

“How is that valiant? He’s right. I got lucky.”

“You’re far too hard on yourself. There is no shame in feeling fear.” “What if that fear causes me to fail?” Jonathan asked. His voice was desperate and his eyes pleaded with Bernard.

“Jonathan, it takes great courage to face someone when every part of your being is telling you to run,” Bernard said in a fatherly tone. “It is no coincidence that you were asked to join the Beloved. You will only fail if you stop trying.”

“I’m sorry,” Jonathan replied. “This is the most difficult thing I’ve ever had to do.”

“You don’t have to apologize to me,” Bernard said. “I know you haven’t given up. If you had, you wouldn’t be out here right now. The gate has need of you, doesn’t it?”

“The tug at my heart is hard to ignore,” Jonathan answered. 

“Then, I’m the one who should apologize,” Bernard said, “for getting in your way.”

Jonathan forced a smile. He slowly pushed the day’s events from his mind and focused on what might be waiting for him on the other side of the gate. Once he had fully committed to the task at hand, he called for the gate and walked through.

The bright light of day burned his eyes, and he squinted at first. He was in a field of tall grass and could hear gunfire in the distance. A battle raged nearby, just past a line of trees. Jonathan was about to get his first taste of war. He moved closer and closer to the skirmish; the roar of battle bombarded his ears. He could hear the shouts of men and sense their confusion and fear.

“That’ll be far enough,” said a voice behind him.

Jonathan stopped in his tracks. He had no weapons and would have no way of defending himself against a soldier with a gun. He turned around slowly as he lifted his hands in the air to show that he was defenseless. Two Confederate soldiers stared him down.

“You look too young to be a soldier. Are you a scout?” one of the Confederates asked.

Jonathan felt his chest tighten. One of these soldiers was a demon, and Jonathan felt oddly relieved by the discovery. He said nothing at first, trying to discern which soldier he would be facing.

“You better speak up,” the Confederate continued. “We hang spies down here.”

“I’m not a spy,” Jonathan piped up.

“Then, what are you doing on the wrong side of the battlefield, Billy Yank?”

Jonathan took a deep breath. He knew this was his chance to set the fear aside and face this challenge head on.

“Show yourself, demon,” Jonathan called out. “I’ve come for you.” The two Confederates started to laugh. They looked at each other first, then back at Jonathan, before their eyes flashed black as night. Their faces turned sinister, and Jonathan swallowed hard. This wasn’t at all what he’d had in mind. The demons simultaneously reached their right hands into their pockets and pulled out black orbs. They played with them at first, allowing them to hover over their palms. Jonathan had never seen this before. Then they hurled the orbs into his chest. He dropped to the ground feeling like his lungs were being crushed. He couldn’t breathe.

“Well, that wasn’t much fun,” the first demon said.

“Darn right disappointing.”

They walked over to Jonathan who was face down in the grass. The first demon straddled his body and rolled him over, but Jonathan was playing possum. He noticed the demon had a smug look of victory on its face, and then the scar opened and took the first demon’s power. The second demon immediately distanced itself from Jonathan. Jonathan scrambled to his feet but wasn’t feeling well. He still had trouble breathing, but he calmed his nerves and tried to focus.

“Guess it’s your turn now,” Jonathan said. The cockiness had surfaced, and he went with it. “This is who I have to be,” he thought. He felt the first demon’s power coursing through him and it added to his confidence. His body began heating up, but he didn’t feel sick this time.

“My turn to kill you,” the demon growled. He pulled another orb from his pocket and hurled it at Jonathan’s head. But Jonathan ducked out of the way as the orb shot past his ear.

“Come on! You can do better,” Jonathan taunted. “If I anger him enough, maybe he’ll forget himself,” he thought.

The demon took the bait, pulling out two orbs and flinging them Jonathan’s way. Jonathan dived to the ground then popped up again untouched.

“You’re not very good with those, are you?” he said.

The demon lunged at Jonathan’s throat, infuriated. Jonathan side-stepped the attack and pushed the demon to the ground. His training begun to make sense now, and he used the enemy’s mistakes to his advantage, just like his sergeant had said. But he had forgotten what Daniel had told him about underestimating his opponent.

The demon rolled over and charged Jonathan on all fours. It shed its human façade and showed its true form. It had scales from head to toe and pointed ears. Large fangs protruded from its mouth, and the claws on its feet dug into the earth. Jonathan thought it looked like a gargoyle he had seen in a book once. The demon pounced on Jonathan, knocking him to the ground. It tore at his chest, ripping through the uniform with ease. The claws burned his skin with every swipe the demon took. Jonathan tried to push the demon away but to no avail. The pain was unimaginable, and it was all he could do to open the scar. It felt like the demon fell into his chest as he took its power.

Jonathan called out in agony. His chest was on fire and he writhed in pain. Bernard came to his aid immediately. He fought to pull Jonathan’s hands away from the wounds on his chest. Where the demon’s claws had sunk in, there were huge blisters.

“It burns so bad!” Jonathan screamed. He was still rolling around. 

“The demon had venom in his claws,” Bernard answered, kneeling down by the boy.

“Make it stop, please!” Jonathan cried. He was delirious with pain and kept calling out.

Bernard placed his hand over Jonathan’s eyes, sending him to sleep. He picked up the lad’s limp body and carried him along the battle lines until he found the place where the wounded were taken. Bernard tore apart his own shirt and used it to bandage the boy’s chest. He propped Jonathan against a tree and waited by his side.

Days later Jonathan awoke. He grimaced and squinted. He could see a white tent over his head, and he was lying on a cot. Bernard was still at his side.

“What happened?” Jonathan asked. His mouth was dry and the words seemed to stick to his lips.

“You vanquished two demons and took quite a beating for it,” Bernard replied.

“Where are we?” Jonathan asked, and lifted his head to look around.

“Somewhere near Vicksburg, I think,” Bernard said. “The army is laying siege to the city.”

“How long have I been here?” Jonathan asked, beginning to panic. “There’s no need to worry,” Bernard assured him. “When you’re ready to go back, the gate can deliver you at a moment very near the time you left. No one will be the wiser of your absence.”

“You stayed with me.” Jonathan’s voice cracked.

“I am your guardian,” Bernard replied. “And you are an amazing young man.”
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ONE CHANCE

It was June 1863. Though he suffered an unfathomable defeat at Chancellorsville, General Hooker kept his command. President Lincoln had no other option but to leave him in charge;  other candidates had refused the position. His forces had now dwindled, and he headed north in pursuit of General Lee. Major Parker and the men under his command accompanied the march.

Benedict paced back and forth in his tent. As quickly as he had found Donovan, he lost the scent after the demon had escaped his grasp. And once again, he found that many of Donovan’s followers were tight-lipped about his location. He had taken to talking to Daniel. If anyone had actually burst into his tent unannounced, they would have thought he was talking to himself. At first, he tried to glean more information about the Beloved, but after some time he began to feel an inexplicable bond with the human. Never had he shared a body with another persona.

“What will you do with me once you’ve killed Donovan?” Daniel asked.

“Your powers are far too appealing for me just to let go of you,” 

Benedict replied. “Besides, it seems you’ve become used to me.”

“And you to me,” Daniel said.

“I will not give you any more power, if that’s what you’re hoping.”

“No,” Daniel answered, “there’s too much risk in it.”

“Indeed,” Benedict said. “Truly, I will never understand you Beloved. So much power at your disposal, so many things just lie at your feet, yet you seem hesitant to take what is yours. What is it you fear?”

“Exactly what I’ve become,” Daniel replied. “That is all the power has to offer. It does not give; it simply takes your very being until you are left with nothing but a shell.”

“How poetic,” Benedict said, surprised at Daniel’s response, “and utterly misguided, but a thought straight from the heart of a bard. Yet another reason to keep you around — you amuse me. And maybe, one day, you will find my company to your liking as well.”

Training was cut short that day, and the young men lined up to receive their first pay. The boys in camp were lucky; the soldiers on the field were often paid late if at all. Most of the families were in need of this money, and the boys hurried to send it back home. Jonathan looked down at the slip he was handed, unsure of what to do with it. He thought to send it back home as well; it might serve to ease their worries. Then he had another thought and rushed off to the infirmary. He asked around until he located Mattie. He rushed up to her, unable to contain his excitement.

“Jonathan!” she called out, excited to see him as well.

“I never got to thank you for all of your kindness,” he said. “There’s no need,” she blushed. “I’m so glad that you’re feeling better.”

He stood there staring back at her, tongue-tied at how pretty she was. There was an awkward pause but Jonathan didn’t seem to notice.

“May I help you with something?” she asked.

“Yes!” he responded, his voice cracking slightly. But still he just stood there, looking at her, unable to complete his thought.

“Does it have to do with what you’re holding?” she asked, trying to coax it out of him.

“Yes, sorry.” He put his hand behind his head and grabbed at his hair while trying to compose himself. He then held up the pay slip that was in his other hand. “Would you please help me send this back home?”

“Of course,” she said, reaching for the slip. “I’ll need to know your address.”

Jonathan smiled and paused again, gazing at her. He caught himself immediately and tried to cover it up. “Address, right, um...”

“Come with me,” she said, and grabbed his hand and pulled him toward an office.

Jonathan’s heart skipped a beat in a good way when the warmth of her skin met his. He followed along like a lost puppy looking for a home. She handed him an envelope and pen and asked him to write it down.

“I’ll take it to the post office in town. It will go out quicker than the mail from camp,” she said as he scribbled the information. She placed the slip in the envelope and then sealed it. “Was there anything else?” she asked. Her eyes locked on Jonathan’s, and she became a bit dreamy herself.

“Just this.” Jonathan stepped up and boldly kissed her on the cheek. 

She placed her hand on her face and turned bright red. Before she had time to react, he spun around and rushed away.

The day that Jonathan dreaded more than any other had finally come. The boys were issued with their rifles. They were told they wouldn’t be allowed to discharge the weapon more than a few times, since minié balls and powder were a luxury the army couldn’t afford to waste. Jonathan was relieved to hear that part of the introduction.

They were shown the various parts of the rifle, how to hold it, how to aim and how to fire. And they were led through the tedious process of loading the weapon. There were multiple steps, and it was difficult to achieve speed and efficiency under perfect conditions and even harder under the duress of battle. The instructors tried to apply proper pressure, if only to prepare the boys that much better. Officers walked the line behind the boys, randomly firing their pistols over their heads as the young men struggled with the cartridges, ramrods and percussion caps.

Jonathan held the gun in his hands. It was heavy but not as heavy as he remembered. He placed the butt against his right shoulder and extended his left arm to support the barrel. He became alarmed at how natural it felt, not at all what he was expecting. But like most of the boys, he fumbled as he tried to load it. There were so many steps that it was easy to forget which one you were on.

It was his turn to discharge his weapon. He felt he had it properly loaded and held the gun in position. He took aim at his target and gently squeezed the trigger. The butt of the gun kicked into his shoulder as the minié ball released. The powder burned his nose as a small puff of smoke rose after the discharge. He missed just like so many others. Only those who hunted on a regular basis actually hit anything they shot at.

The instructors had them call out the sequence needed to load the gun over and over again. There was no other way to ensure that the new soldiers wouldn’t forget how to do it while being fired upon. Afterwards, they were shown how to dismantle and clean the weapon, a task that would soon become a part of their daily routine.

He wished he could give the gun back. It looked just like the one Joshua had received for Christmas the previous year. All the memories of those days flooded back into his brain, and his stomach felt sick. He had lost Joshua, and something told him that Benjamin must also be dead. He wished to ask Bernard what had really happened, but in his heart, he didn’t want to hear the truth. It would be far too painful, and Benjamin was beyond his help now.

Jonathan skipped out on dinner. He wasn’t hungry anyway, and figured no one would notice his absence. He found a quiet place to be alone, and pulled out Daniel’s pipe. He held it in his hands as he thought back to how different the world was just six months earlier. He ran his thumb back and forth along the stem of the pipe and could still smell the faint odor of tobacco. He closed his eyes and let all thoughts drift from his mind. He began to feel trapped, confined and lonely. The feelings didn’t make sense to him. He knew they were not his own. He clutched the pipe that much tighter.

“What is this?” he thought. “Who is this?” He tried to clear his mind once more and only listen with his heart. There was a rush of childhood memories; images of him and Beth through Daniel’s eyes. Jonathan couldn’t breathe; somehow he had connected with his brother. A tear formed in his right eye and ran down his cheek.

“How is Daniel?” Bernard asked, and sat down next to Jonathan.

“What just happened?” Jonathan was shaking.

“That pipe you hold in your hand was very dear to Daniel,” Bernard said. “As a Beloved, you have the ability to connect with others through their personal items or tokens of love.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You can feel what they’re feeling, though you won’t be able to hear them or see them,” Bernard answered. “So how is Daniel?”

“He’s lonely,” Jonathan said as he put the pipe away. “He was thinking of Beth and me when we were little.”

“Take heart,” Bernard said with a smile. “There is love inside of him. You might be able to use that to your advantage.”

“I don’t think I have many advantages,” Jonathan half-laughed.

“All you need is one,” Bernard replied. “Use it when the time is right.” “How will I know?”

“Trust Daniel, and trust yourself.” Bernard spoke with confidence. 

“I wish I could tell Beth,” Jonathan said, and turned to Bernard. “I don’t want her to be sad. I just want her to understand.”

“You wrote a fine letter. The details are not as important as you think.” 

“But when this is over...” He trailed off, unable to say what he knew was coming.

“She knows how you feel. That’s all that matters.”

“How can you be so sure? How do you know any of this?” Jonathan began fidgeting. His nerves were on edge.

“If I told you right now that you had very little chance to defeat Benedict and save your brother, would you walk away?” Bernard looked at Jonathan.

“No,” he replied, feeling in his heart that was the answer he should give.

“Why?” Bernard pushed.

“There’s still a chance,” Jonathan said firmly.

“Then, why worry about the known when there is so much that is unknown? And why worry about the unknown when there is so much that is known?”

“Can’t it simply be ‘Yes’ or ‘No’?” Jonathan asked, shaking his head in frustration.

“Nothing is ever that simple,” Bernard laughed.
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TREPIDATION

The young men spent their time drilling, marching, and cleaning their guns. It wouldn’t be long now before they were deployed. By the end of the day, the boys were exhausted, but Jonathan had no trouble keeping up. He would lie awake at night, unable to sleep. He had made a few short trips through the gate since his encounter with those two rebel demons, and recovery time wasn’t an issue now. If anyone did see him leave, they would have thought he went outside to relieve himself because he was always back in little time.

He really didn’t mind this part of being a Beloved. It was a fine group of young men that surrounded him, and everyone shared stories of their home life and what they’d do once they got to go back. Some had pictures of wives or sweethearts. Others had photos of their children. Jonathan wished they all could go home safely; he knew what it was like to sit and wait for news of a loved one caught up in war.

Jonathan could feel a tug in his chest that night. He had been in bed just listening to the quiet of the camp. It was an odd juxtaposition to the bustle of daytime. And every now and then, there would be snoring in the barracks. It reminded Jonathan of Duff and the first night Daniel returned home. He wanted to ignore the tightness, but it continued to annoy him, so he slipped outside and opened the gate.

It was still nighttime, and Jonathan walked the streets of a large city. He was taken with the buildings lining the streets, one right after the other. Red bricks were everywhere he looked. He’d never been to a big city before and wandered aimlessly for some time, eyes full of wonder. His uniform garnered him attention from almost every young lady he passed. It made him feel awkward and self-conscious.

He came upon a theater that had a crowd of people exiting. The evening’s play had let out, and everyone was happily chattering about what they had seen. He watched as several individuals walked around the corner of the playhouse and waited patiently at a side door. He assumed the actors would be coming out shortly to greet the fans. He had never seen an actor in person before, and caught up in the moment, joined the gathering crowd at the stage door. They eventually came out one by one to greet their fans, and Jonathan was taken by their genuine appreciation of the attention. He was becoming more aware of his abilities, particularly his empathic nature. He could actually feel their gratitude and how it warmed them inside. It was hard not to get caught up in their emotions.

The crowd hit a fever pitch when the lead actor finally made his appearance, and the shot to Jonathan’s heart brought him back down to earth. He watched the suave and debonair young man work the crowd. He was tall and slender with thick, black hair and dark-brown eyes. His jaw was strong with a perfect cleft in his chin, and all the ladies melted at his smile. Even Jonathan had to admit he was ‘right pretty’, as the phrase goes. But, he thought, he wasn’t being taken in by the demon like everyone else.

He leaned up against the wall of the nearby building, waiting for the crowd to disperse. The demon took note of his presence.

“Have you come for an autograph as well?” he asked Jonathan.

“No, sir. I’m just admiring your rapport with the ladies.”

“I’m afraid it’s one of my many talents,” the demon boasted. “You must get some attention of your own with that uniform you’re wearing.”

“I suppose it catches a few eyes,” Jonathan said, playing along. He pulled himself away from the wall and slowly approached the demon.

“Did you like the play?” the demon asked, straightening up his coat and placing his hat upon his head. He played with his hair in the back so that it didn’t stick out.

“I’d wager the show out here was far more entertaining,” Jonathan replied. He was calm and in control. There was no need to reveal who he was or what he wanted. He thought to let the scenario play out this time.

The demon smiled at the response. “Would you like to join me for a drink? It’s not every day I get to treat one of our nation’s finest.”

“How could I turn down such a generous offer?” Jonathan strode up alongside the demon.

They walked down the street a short way to a local establishment that seemed familiar to the demon. He walked in with all eyes upon him and motioned with his head to a young lady. She stepped up and led them to a private table in the back corner and waited patiently for them to settle in.

“Two glasses and my regular bottle, please,” the demon said, smiling at the girl.

She melted at his glance.

“Yes, sir, they like you very much,” Jonathan said. He was seated opposite the demon. He glanced around, taking note of his surroundings, and marveled at how calm he was with all of this.

The young lady returned with a full bottle of whiskey and two small glasses. She bowed and blushed before she left them alone. The demon pulled the cork from the bottle and poured their drinks.

“Cheers!” the demon said, and held up his glass and encouraged Jonathan to do the same.

They downed the shot in one. Jonathan could feel the liquor burn his throat, and he coughed. The demon was amused but none surprised at his young guest’s reaction. He poured again, and they slowed the pace of consumption and casually chatted. The alcohol had no effect on Jonathan, but the demon was another matter. He was very likable, and Jonathan found himself enamored by his presence. He was hanging on his every word, and in no time, had forgotten why he was even there.

Everything had a dreamlike quality about it, and the room softened to his eyes. Jonathan’s body relaxed as he slowly blinked his eyes and a soft smile crossed his lips. He leaned in over the table, supporting his chin in his hand.

“You are so young,” the demon said, and reached across the table to brush Jonathan’s right cheek with the back of his hand.

Jonathan felt some of his power, his youth, being pulled away by the demon, and it snapped him out of his trance-like state.

“I could feed off of you for days,” the demon said. “Your youth has a power I have never tasted before.”

Jonathan’s heart raced, and the look in the demon’s eye made him uneasy.

“I see now why you’re so popular,” Jonathan said. He leaned over the table, closing the gap between the two of them. He quickly glanced around to see if anyone was looking, not wanting to make a scene. His actions distracted the demon long enough to open the scar and take his power without any notice. He grabbed up the bottle and downed what was left, still trying to wrap his head around what just happened. “Oh boy!” Jonathan thought, and let out a huge sigh.

He opened the gate and casually slipped out the back of the bar without notice. He returned to his bunk in time to enjoy the cacophony of snoring that had erupted.

Now that their training was almost complete, the boys had a little more time on their hands. Those who weren’t assigned to work detail wrote letters home or played cards for distraction. Jonathan preferred to find a peaceful corner to sit. He pulled Daniel’s pipe out again and held it in his hands. He closed his eyes and waited patiently to see if he could connect with his brother. The spring day was temperate and comfortable. Were he still alive, he probably would have drifted off to sleep.

The feelings slowly crept into Jonathan’s consciousness. They were subtle, reserved and unassuming, just like Daniel. He had an understanding of his situation, but he was not resigned to it. “There’s hope in his heart,” Jonathan thought. He held on to the pipe and waited for Daniel to share a little more. He sensed concern and apprehension. He couldn’t see what Daniel saw, but he could tell it wasn’t pleasant. He could tell Daniel had distanced himself. It was as if Daniel was five feet from a window looking out and Jonathan was that much further behind. It was upsetting. The same feelings continued to wash over Jonathan again and again. He could only imagine what his brother was enduring.

He had no way of reaching out to his brother, even though it felt like he was right there with him. He found himself getting as frustrated as Daniel. Then it hit. A barrier was thrown up between them like a wall of fire exploding with all the fury of hell. Jonathan felt his very soul knocked to the ground. The shock of it caused him to drop the pipe immediately.

“There is an interloper in our midst,” Benedict growled. “He was listening to our emotions.”

“I don’t understand,” Daniel replied. He had sensed nothing unusual but was grateful for the distraction. He had grown weary of watching Benedict torture another hapless demon for information.

“He was here! He was focused on you. His empathy reeks of an angel.”

“Bernard?” Daniel wondered.

“Bernard has no such power,” Benedict hissed, still beside himself with rage. “I know not of any entity that could so freely walk among us.”

“Could Donovan be behind this?” Daniel asked.

“No! How could he?!” The suggestion angered Benedict further. “Still, the focus was on you. If he sees you as my weakness, that’s where he would attack.”

Benedict was set on edge for the first time, and Daniel had never seen this side of him. He was always in control and one step ahead of everyone else. The thought that someone had the power to undermine his position shook him to his very core. For a brief moment, Daniel sensed fear in Benedict.

Back at his training camp, Jonathan sat with his head in his hands. His eyes were tightly shut and his head pounded. Daniel’s pipe lay next to him on the grass. He had no idea what had happened. He took several deep breaths, trying to unscramble his brain. At last, the pain began to subside. His skin was pale and clammy, and he looked very much out of sorts.

“What happened to you?” Bernard asked, and sat down beside him. “I didn’t feel the gate open.”

“It wasn’t the gate,” Jonathan replied. He was still rubbing his head with his hands. “I was connected to Daniel, then we were violently separated. I could feel heat and fire and anger.”

Bernard thought on Jonathan’s words for some time before answering. “I fear you may have unknowingly tipped our hand,” he said. “Benedict must have discovered your presence.”

“But how?” Jonathan asked, finally looking up. “Even Daniel didn’t know I was there.”

“I don’t know,” Bernard sighed. “There is much about this that I don’t understand either. You must face him far sooner than I anticipated. We cannot give him the opportunity to prepare for you.”

“I’m getting stronger but I’m not ready,” Jonathan said, looking at Bernard.

“It’s no longer a matter of being ready. It is a matter of being able to do what you must do.”

“His power is immense.” Jonathan’s voice cracked with panic. He knew the task he had agreed to would be extremely difficult, but this was his first real taste of Benedict’s potential.

“And I assure you it will continue to grow,” Bernard replied. “The sooner you face him, the better. You are capable of taking his power.”

“But he could take mine as well.” He could feel his heart racing again, but this time it was his own fear driving it.

“That was always the risk, Jonathan, and it was why I spoke up when you were asked to accept this task.” Bernard put his arm around Jonathan’s shoulder.

“I don’t want to die again, Bernard. I don’t want to leave,” Jonathan sobbed. “I’m sorry.” He broke down; the stress of it all was too much to contain. His body shook as his chest heaved. He had put up a brave front until now, but the reality of the situation finally sank in.

Bernard pulled him close and let the boy cry. Jonathan couldn’t stop the emotions as thoughts of his family and Joshua, Ben and Mattie rotated through his mind.

“You must think that I’m a coward,” he said, burying his face into his sleeve.

“You had a life worth living,” Bernard said to console him. “It wasn’t fair that you were made to give it up. Of course, you want to stay. Anyone would.” He hugged the boy tighter and kissed him on the head. “I will ask no more of you. I had no right to ask you in the first place. Go home to your family, Jonathan. You are Beloved in the Father’s eyes, and there is still much good you can do in that role.”

“You would let me walk away?” Jonathan asked.

“If that’s what’s in your heart, that’s what you must do,” Bernard said, continuing to hold his ward. He felt responsible for the pain Jonathan endured. “How could I have been so selfish?”
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UTMOST GRACE

Several weeks passed, yet Jonathan remained with the army. He had been frightened during his encounters with the demons, but the terror he felt at Benedict’s rage was the type that could paralyze your heart and stop you cold in your tracks. There was no room for error, and Jonathan debated whether he really had it in him to save his brother. As much as he admired his older brother and wanted to be just like him, he finally had to admit that he was not Daniel and never would be. That boy was gone. The man would have to stand and choose his path.

He felt ashamed for falling apart in front of Bernard, even though his guardian had assured him that greater men had buckled under lesser tasks. Jonathan wasn’t one to give up, but the doubts were so securely planted in his mind that he had trouble looking past them. “Fear and doubt are part of human existence,” Bernard had told him. But hearing it was little consolation.

By July, Confederate and Union forces converged on Gettysburg, Pennsylvania. After his victory at Chancellorsville, General Lee decided that his forces could invade even further north. Daniel’s men were among the soldiers headed into that battle as well. General Meade was placed in charge of the Army of the Potomac by President Lincoln, and though he did not ask for that assignment, he was determined to answer the call.

The boys in Jonathan’s regiment, however, would not see that fight. They had yet to be assigned and deployed. Jonathan was at a crossroads. The next time he opened the gate could very well be his last. He knew he could not avoid Benedict forever. He would either succeed or fail; there would be no second chance. Those thoughts weighed heavily on him, and he was clearly distracted during drilling sessions that day. The sergeant chewed him out several times for having his head in the clouds at this late hour.

Jonathan separated himself again from the other boys. He could always find peace and quiet at the north end of camp. There were some trees that had not been chopped down, and he liked sitting beneath them. There was never anyone there during dinnertime. The air was still thick and muggy this late in the afternoon. Jonathan had his coat laid across his lap and the sleeves of his shirt rolled up.

“Jonathan!” Mattie’s voice was full of joy. She started to rush once she saw him, but then slowed her pace, not wanting to look foolish. She came up and had a seat on the grass facing him.

“Mattie...” Jonathan began. He was glad she had found him.

“You do know my name,” she said, seeming pleased at the discovery.

Jonathan blushed in response.

“I was hoping to find you,” she continued. “I wanted to say goodbye before your regiment left. My father has several dinners to attend, and we will be leaving town tomorrow.”

“You wanted to say goodbye?” responded Jonathan in disbelief. He was always caught off guard by her.

“Yes, and wish you good luck. I know you are a brave soldier.” 

“How can you be so sure?” He was taken with her confidence.

“It takes courage to stand and fight,” she replied. “It takes even more courage to do it of your own free will.”

“I think you’re giving me too much credit,” Jonathan said, ducking his head.

“Why did you join the army?” she asked.

“What?”

“Why did you join?” she repeated emphatically.

“My brother is a major in the Union army. He was at West Point before the war began.” Jonathan said, looking Mattie in the eye for the first time.

“So you believe in the ideals he stands for,” she responded, putting words in his mouth.

“It’s more likely that I was just trying to impress him.” Jonathan turned his eyes away and started fidgeting with the flap over his coat pocket.

“Because you believe in what he’s doing and wanted to show him you could do it too.”

“I hadn’t looked at it like that,” Jonathan said. He was surprised by her insight. It sounded like something Beth would say.

“You see,” she said, smiling, “your efforts are far more admirable than you give yourself credit for.”

“But what if the prospect of battle frightens me?” he countered. “Doesn’t that make me a coward?” Jonathan looked Mattie in the eye again.

“There is nothing I have seen of you that makes me think you would run when you were needed most.” She stared back into his eyes.

“Then, you don’t know me very well,” he replied.

“Maybe you don’t know yourself,” she said in return. “I would be more worried for you if you weren’t afraid. Fear forces you to attend to matters with the utmost grace and concentration.”

“Who told you that?” Jonathan asked.

“My father,” she said. “And if your brother were here with us right now, he’d probably say the same thing. Did you ever stop to think that your brother also fears exactly what haunts you now?”

Jonathan paused at her thought. “I wish I could introduce you to my sister,” he said. A wry smile crossed Jonathan’s lips. “I think the two of you would get on like a house on fire. She always knows just what to say as well.”

“I will hold you to that,” Mattie said, smiling again. “I should very much like to meet her one day.”

“Maybe you will,” Jonathan replied.

Mattie rose to her feet as if ready to leave. Jonathan scrambled off the ground too, only less gracefully. They stood looking at each other. In an awkward moment, neither one of them was sure just what to do next. Jonathan felt that he’d never see her again. He stepped up and kissed her on the lips, catching her completely by surprise. Their lips parted momentarily before she kissed him back. They backed away from each other, flushed with excitement, and the awkwardness returned.

“How could you possibly doubt your courage?” she said before turning to walk away.

Jonathan stood thunderstruck as he watched her cross the length of the camp before she disappeared behind the quartermaster’s office.

The next day, Jonathan woke with a dull ache in his chest. He knew the gate was calling to him, and the nagging pain suggested it was no ordinary demon waiting for him on the other side. He still hadn’t committed to his decision, and the ache only served to frighten him further. He sat up most of the night thinking back on his conversation with Mattie. “Could Daniel really have been as terrified as I am now?” he thought. “He certainly never acted as such.” But Daniel rarely shared what he was thinking with anyone, except maybe Duff. There was no way to know for sure.

Jonathan showed more focus that day during drills. He got back on the sergeant’s good side by noon. He even volunteered for work detail helping out the cooks. He was carrying some pots back to the mess area when he noticed a band of new recruits entering the camp. He stopped and watched them line up as a corporal took the roll. They were a raggedy, skinny bunch — some with beards, others clean-shaven — with nothing more than the clothes on their backs. He watched their eyes as some of the boys from camp cheered and jeered when the sergeant stepped forward to address them. They were scared. Some even looked like they might cry. “Maybe Daniel was just as scared,” he thought.

He tried to sleep that night, but the ache in his chest became unbearable and his heart kept skipping beats, making him feel anxious. He wondered what would happen if he just ignored it. Then he wondered what would happen to Daniel if he just walked away. “Would another Beloved come along and save him?” he thought. “How long would

Daniel have to wait?” No matter how many times Jonathan played out the scenario in his head, there was one thought that kept repeating over and over. “How can I leave him when I know in my heart he would never leave me?”

The boys woke to the sound of reveille, but Jonathan was already up. He went through roll call with them one last time. There was confusion and excitement all about the camp. The soldiers were told of their assignments; they would leave that day. As everyone rushed around trying to gather their belongings, Jonathan quietly slipped through the gate unnoticed.

He walked right into a firestorm. It was Day 3 of the Battle of Gettysburg, and the fighting had reached a fever pitch. It was overwhelming. Amidst the cannon fire and rifle shots, the howls of men charging to their deaths and the groans of the dying, Jonathan could feel the confusion and fear. The deafening thunder of the raging battle was too much to absorb. Shells exploded overhead as the Confederates tried to soften the Union stronghold. Jonathan dropped to his knees and placed his hands over his ears.

He was at the back of a large group of soldiers fortifying a ridge where they could fire down upon an advancing Rebel line. The Union soldiers seemed undeterred, but Jonathan could still see their legs shaking. All had sweat pouring off their brows. They had been fighting for some time, and by the look of all the empty cartridge boxes, they were nearing the end of their ammunition.

Jonathan dropped to his belly and crawled along the ground until he had a view of the battle. He could see the Confederates trying to break through the Union line to no avail. The ache still pained his chest. Benedict had to be nearby. He watched as the Union soldiers advanced to meet their counterparts, swarming them.

He could see an officer barking out orders and waving a saber at the back of one of the lines. It certainly looked like Daniel. Jonathan broke from the ridge and charged down the hill into the fray without fear and without thought. There was Daniel, shouting with unbridled ferocity at a soldier to get back in line, fix his bayonet, and charge. The soldier was wounded and out of sorts. He was in no condition to continue the battle that they had practically won already. Jonathan knew his brother would never treat his soldiers in this manner. It had to be Benedict.

Jonathan rushed Benedict, knocking the saber from his hand and swinging him around.

“He’s done with battle. Can’t you see that?!” he shouted. 

Benedict’s anger was halted by surprise at the sight of Jonathan. He could feel Daniel’s shock as well.

“I sent you to hell, boy!” Benedict growled from deep within his belly. “You should have had the good sense to stay there.”

Their confrontation went unnoticed as the battle raged around them. “I’ve come for my brother,” Jonathan called out. His heart and mind were racing out of control. “Release him now, and I shall go easy on you.” Benedict looked at him with surprise once more, then howled a wicked laugh, shutting his eyes tightly with the utmost amusement. He turned around in a circle several times, shouting into the air. 

“Is this the best you can do, Bernard, hiding behind a boy who’s clearly out of his depth?”

Then, suddenly, Benedict rushed Jonathan, hoisted him in the air, and just as swiftly, slammed him into the ground. Jonathan’s whole body shook with pain. He struggled to his feet. He couldn’t afford a lengthy fight. He tried to ignore the part of him that wanted to run away.

Daniel’s heart broke as he helplessly watched his little brother try to keep his legs beneath him.

Benedict wrung his hands together, relishing the moment. “This isn’t a game, boy. No matter what Bernard told you, I will not go easy on you.”

“You would be wise to remember that as well,” Jonathan shot back. He was breathing heavily and his mouth had gone dry.

“I dare say, Daniel, he’s as cocky as you were,” Benedict said, looking down as he addressed himself.

“But his heart is far more pure,” Daniel replied. He knew he had to help Jonathan by distracting Benedict.

“Silence, Daniel! If his heart is so big, it will be that much easier to rip out,” Benedict snarled, advancing on Jonathan. “Let’s see what you’re made of, boy.”

Benedict rushed forward and grabbed Jonathan’s right wrist, twisting it backwards and forcing Jonathan to his knees. 

“Painful, isn’t it?” he gloated. “It’s a submission hold. What a shame your brother never taught it to you.”

Jonathan felt his wrist about to snap, and the pain made his eyes water. In desperation, he thrust his left fist and landed a blow to Benedict’s groin. The demon doubled over, releasing him. Jonathan grabbed the rifle of a fallen soldier near him and swung it as he rose to his feet. The butt of the gun caught Benedict square in the jaw and sent him flying sideways.

“Give back my brother!” he shouted. “I will not ask again.”  Benedict rubbed his jaw gingerly and spit blood onto the ground. 

He pushed himself vertical and stood motionless momentarily, giving Jonathan a chance to strike. But Jonathan did not see the opening and missed his opportunity. Benedict then lunged so quickly that his movement was barely detectable. He snapped Jonathan’s left arm at the elbow and began twisting at his forearm. Jonathan cried out in agony.

“Stop this, I beg you!” Daniel called out.

Benedict closed his eyes and, moving his face near his victim’s, took a deep breath. The ecstasy of Jonathan’s pain shot into Benedict’s system like a drug, and he could feel it coursing through him.

“How could I possibly stop now,” Benedict exhaled, “when torturing this one is so delicious?” 

He released Jonathan, who fell back on his ass.

Tears streamed down Jonathan’s face. He wasn’t sure how much more he could endure, and it became difficult to concentrate.

Before Jonathan could get his bearings, Benedict hoisted him from the ground again and into the air. Jonathan kicked him in the gut with all his might, forcing the demon to let go. Jonathan landed sideways on his broken arm. The shot of pain almost caused him to black out.

“Feisty little bastard, aren’t you?” Benedict coughed. “I shall take your power and make it my own.”

“Come and get it,” Jonathan replied. He was beyond fear now; rage had taken over. He scrambled to his feet. The shouts of men and roar of gunfire that was deafening earlier were no longer detectable to his ears. It was as if there was no one else in that field except him and Benedict. He charged Benedict, hoping to knock him to the ground and open the scar upon him.

But Benedict was too swift and far too experienced. He grabbed the boy by the throat and threw him headfirst into a rock. Jonathan lost consciousness momentarily. His body slumped in a heap. He lay on his side, motionless. Benedict approached the body and kicked the boy viciously several times to be certain he was unconscious. He felt Daniel’s distress and reveled in it.

Jonathan never moved. He was awake, but only barely, and he was aware that Benedict was about to finish him off. The demon reached down and turned him over, confident that this was the end.

“That’s my brother!” Daniel shouted with all his heart; with every ounce of his soul; with every piece of his being. It rattled between Benedict’s ears and caused him to pause. Jonathan saw the hesitation and opened the scar upon the demon.

There was nothing Benedict could do to stop his power from being taken. He hopelessly tried to free himself from the scar’s grasp, but his efforts were to no avail. The power was no longer his to command. He cursed Bernard’s name with his final breath.

Daniel, for his part, freely let go of what power he had. He felt relieved. As his power dissipated, so did his consciousness, but the love for his brother and for his family came with him to the other side. There was a momentary flash of blinding light before he finally left the earthly realm.

Jonathan was broken and battered. He was gasping for breath and blood was running down the side of his head when Bernard came to him. Jonathan’s eyes were like slits, but he could see his guardian angel.

“How’d I do?” he choked.

“You truly are an amazing young man,” Bernard replied.

“What now?” he asked, barely clinging to consciousness.

“You must give back the power,” he said. 

Bernard pulled Jonathan upright.

Jonathan’s body shuddered as pain shot out in all directions. 

“I will,” Jonathan said.

Bernard steadied him as Jonathan’s head fell to one side and his chest thrust toward the sky. A flash of brilliant, blue light streaked up into the clouds; the power returned from whence it came, and Jonathan fell back into Bernard’s arms. His eyes were shut and his breathing was shallow.

“I’m here,” Bernard said. “I promised that I wouldn’t leave you.” 

“I see a young man,” Jonathan whispered. “His face is so gentle. He

wants me to go with him.”

“He is by far the Father’s most compassionate servant,” Bernard replied. “Take his hand, Jonathan.”

As Jonathan’s body went limp, Bernard pulled him tight against his chest. He knelt there on the battlefield, holding the boy as soldiers retreated to their respective sides. Those who walked by bowed their heads at the sight of a comrade mourning the loss of his friend.

Days after the fighting had ceased, many in the press corps came to document the outcome of the battle. Buck had been hired to take pictures of the grisly scene.

He was walking along the battlefield, taking photos of the fallen, when he came upon a most unusual sight. Two bodies were side by side, a major and a private. They lay prone with their heads turned toward each other, and the major had his hand across the private’s back. It was Daniel and Jonathan. They had died side by side, facing the enemy. As taken as he was with the scene, Buck could not bring himself to shoot the picture.






EPILOGUE

May 5, 1863

Dear Beth,

I have never told you how much I love you. I took you for granted, assuming that all sisters are as gentle and caring. I miss you very much right now.

I found Daniel but was unable to convince him to return. He holds the values of honor and duty in high regard, and they have led him to where he belongs.

I’m sorry that I disobeyed Father and deceived Duff. My actions are surely causing everyone great concern. I want you to know that I believe with all my heart that my place is at Daniel’s side. I have chosen to stay and fight. I hope you all can find forgiveness for me, especially Duff. He would never have allowed me to leave if he’d known my intentions.

Keep me in your thoughts as I hold you in mine. Give Mother and Father my love, and tell them to take comfort in the knowledge that they have raised their sons well.

All my love,

Jonathan

Beth gently placed the dried periwinkle upon the paper before carefully folding the letter, which had been folded and refolded so many times. She set it on a small stack that was next to the photo Mr. Buckberry had given her of Jonathan sitting next to Daniel. In the two years since she had lost her brothers, the letter and photo became permanent fixtures on her dresser. She looked out the bedroom window at the peaceful scene that lay before her. The mountains of northern Pennsylvania were thick with trees, the lush green stretching as far as the eye could see. The air was crisp and clear as evening approached. It was a far cry from what Daniel and Jonathan must have faced.

Duff came up from behind her and kissed her neck as he placed his arms around her waist.

“Did you put the boys to bed?” she asked.

“Daniel and Jonathan have had a full day,” he replied. “They went to sleep without a fuss. Your parents have a knack for keeping them well entertained.”

“Mother and Father have grown very attached to our boys,” Beth said as she turned her head back toward Duff. “It seems the twins spend more time here than at their own home.”

“I half expect them to whisk our children away when we’re not looking,” Duff laughed.

“Whatever would we do all alone in this big house?” Beth teased. 

“Yes, whatever would we do...?” 

Duff pulled her close and kissed her.





Do you want the author to name a character after you in an upcoming book?

[image: image]

Go to www.encounterswithdemons.com now and send us your name :)

We’ll select one! It could be yours!


OEBPS/Images/image00171.jpeg
Cp





OEBPS/Images/image00170.jpeg
DEMONS
AT WAR

URBAN
FANTASY

THE BROTHERHOOD
OF THE BELOVED

P.A. MINYARD










OEBPS/Images/image00173.jpeg
JEMON
VENGEANCE

URBAN
FANTASY
MYSTERY

THE BROTHERHOOD
‘OF THE BELOVED.

PA. MINYARD





OEBPS/Images/image00172.jpeg
JEMON
VENGEANCE

URBAN
FANTASY
MYSTERY

THE BROTHERHOOD
‘OF THE BELOVED.

PA. MINYARD





OEBPS/Images/cover00174.jpeg
DEMONS
WAR

FANTASY

THE BROTHERHOOD
OF THE BELOVED






