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				Praise for The Blood of Heaven

				‘A genuine American historical epic.’ 	D.J. Taylor

				‘Young Kent Wascom went down to the crossroads and there he made his deal. Or maybe he was just born spirited for this kind of work. Either way, I cannot name such a stunning debut as this one. It reads as not written, but lived and remembered—and how impossible is that? Whoever may own Kent Wascom’s soul, The Blood of Heaven will forever be ours.’	
	Robert Olmstead

				‘A bold, brilliant debut . . . It’s the work of a young writer with tremendous ambition, a bildungsroman of religion and revolution . . . Wascom writes with a fire-breathing, impassioned eloquence.’ 	Washington Post

				‘An astonishingly assured debut . . . He is more knowing than a writer his age has any right to be and displays a virtuosic command of biblical cadence and anachronistic vernacular without striking any false notes.’ 
	San Francisco Chronicle

				‘Compelling. Wascom’s writing rolls from the page in torrents, like the sermon of a revivalist preacher in the grip of inspiration. You can’t help listening, no matter how wicked the message.’	The Wall Street Journal

				‘Every page of Kent Wascom’s debut, The Blood of Heaven, struck me with its beauty and ugliness . . . This is not, like most novels, a glimpse of a life. It is a life.’	Esquire

			

		

	
		
			
				‘With its setting, its violence-driven plot and its resonant and often harshly beautiful language, The Blood of Heaven evokes comparison to the work of Cormac McCarthy . . . Kent Wascom is a striking new voice in American fiction.’ 	Miami Herald
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				For if their purpose or activity is of human origin, it will fail. But if it comes from God, you cannot defeat these men; you will only find yourselves fighting against God.

				ACTS 5:39–­40

			

		

	
		
			
				PROLOGUE

				A Prayer for the City

				New Orleans, January 26,1861

				Tonight I went from my wife’s bed to the open window and pissed down blood on Royal Street. She shrieked for me to stop and use the pot, but below I swear the secession revelers, packed to the streetcorners, were giving up their voices, cheering me on. They’re still out there, flying high on nationhood. Suddenly gifted with a new country, they are like children at Christmas. I saw their numbers swelling all the way to Canal, and in this corner of the crammed streets the celebrants were caught and couldn’t escape my red blessing. A herd of broadcloth boys passed under my stream while a whore howled as I further wilted the flowers in her hair and drove her customers off; and yawping stevedores, too drunk to mind, were themselves bloodied even as they tried to shove others in. And if I could I would’ve written out a blessing on all their faces, anointed them with the red, red water from my Holy Sprinkler, and had them pray with me.

				Pray for the children of this city drowned in sin, plague, and muddy water. We breach the filmy surface but can only manage ­whiskey-choked howls. Where bed sheets stained with bile and bloody flux normally fly from the iron railings of our balconies, now upstart banners are unfurled, the flags of the newly independent state and a people claiming to be free—of Washington, of tyranny, of our gangle-bones president. And we are free, in this place where I sell whip-scored flesh pound-by-pound. I have made speculation on the price of slaves my living for some fifty years, and have been blessed with an octoroon wife and a son further whitened by my blood. My wife and boy are free the same way the South is now free. Free for folly and disaster; free to go to hell—The hell I’ve made in the long and wicked years of my life, wherein I had another son, another wife, both lost to time, abandoned by me.

				Pray for us who are annually subjected to those tropical atrocities: hellish heat, disease, and hurricane; who live along the fertile nethers of the South on the country’s purest coast. Our corner of the Gulf is soaked in blood, brothers and sisters, and I have given my fair share to the tide. From the heel of latter-day Louisiana to Mobile Bay lies the Holy Land I wished to make with my brother, Samuel Kemper. We fought our revolution in 1804, in what was then called West Florida. We failed, through foolishness and gall and losing sight of God’s true path; afterwards I’d try once more to take that country, through scheming and plotting and following the dreams of great men, but all for nothing. In 1810 a gaggle of planters would have their revolution and they were too respectable to call on Angel Woolsack. They had a country, so they called it, for but a few months. No matter—at that time I was wringing the first of my fortune from black flesh. And the half century since has passed like hang-fire and I’m glad my brother or any of the rest didn’t live to see what’s coming now.

				Pray for those who scream for war.

				This afternoon was a rage of flags, as every man whose wife knew how to stitch poured through the square with his idea of a new nation’s standard trailing behind him like a cape. A madness of stripes and stars, of bloody-breasted pelicans, of crosses, of crowns, of snakes, of skulls—all dragged, tossed, raised, and trampled by the crowd. And it was in this chaos of colors that this prayer was fixed in me, which grew like a seed to bursting and blossomed into the gospel I now set down to write. The moment came while I watched some boys who’d fought through the tumult climb General Jackson’s statue and tie their flag to the hat he holds at the end of an outstretched arm. The flag hung limp at first, just dangling blue-colored cloth, until a gust of wind blew in from off the river and unfurled it to roars and cheers and church bells; and in that instant, like a vision breaking over my head, I saw it was the planters’ flag, the emblem of their starched and lacy revolution, the one the Texans stole some years later—a field of blue shot through with a single white star. So the failed are forgotten and the South now attaches its rebellious hopes to the dusty victories of the horsed and booted. Our blood-red banner of ’04 bore the inscription Thy Will Be Done beneath a pair of gold stars for me and Samuel—the fists of God punching holes through the sky. Now our flag is only known in its dismemberment by the brandy-soaked gentry, who used its holy design to make their own.

				Still, I would’ve hurrahed with the rest, but I was disgusted at the sight of that resurrected banner, which they now call the Bonnie Blue. Soon the ringleaders had the people caught in song; I listened hard for a word about West Florida, about anything of mine, and finding there was none, I wept. Southern rights, Lincoln, niggers, and cotton were all I heard from them. My war and my country were a lifetime ago for these children of the steam engine. I wept at that great fool multitude. I wept to be forgotten; for my brother, whose name I adopted and forsook; for my first wife, my Red Kate; I wept for the child we put in the grave, and for a lifetime spent at the hands of God.

				Pray for the planter boys like the one who saw me weeping and, amid the song and celebration, took me by the arm and said, Don’t squall now, old man, we’ve won!

				He didn’t know that winning’s not the prize. No, you have to win and win again. That is the American way of war: you have to win forever.

				Besides, the only planter who wants to fight a war is bored so crazy with whipping his slaves that he’d like to try his hand at whipping something greater, so that he can see if it cows. I have fought alongside their kind and I know their stomachs for it. Atop lovely thoroughbreds and in fine outfit they will ride out to fools’ deaths, drawing scores of poorer others behind them. And there will be enough dead to pack the mouth of Hell with bodies, like the doors of an opera house on fire. And afterwards those left alive will be in tatters and in rags, defeated, riding to the cinders of their houses on stolen nags.

				Pray for the soon-dead gentlemen and for the crackers who will follow them. Pray for all the wild rovers, for the night-girls and the resurrection-men, for the wine-bibbers and the riotous eaters, for the Kaintucks and duellists, for free blacks and slavish whites, for virtuous whores and whorish virgins. Pray for the false prophets and the true.

				Pray for me. I am one of them.

				I am a victim of the Shepherd’s Curse, that of the raised-up shepherd who ate the flesh of the fat and tore their claws to pieces, only to become the idle. So my right eye is utterly darkened, blinded in a skirmish all those years ago, and my arm is clean dried up, made a stump by the love of axe-wielding Kate, who suffered those years of killing and madness as long as she could.

				I am too far gone to fight again, though my hand still better fits the pistol grip than the walking stick or cane. I have been the hand that does the will of His divinity. I have been the instrument: killer and conduit elite. I have rendered man, woman, and child unto the Lord with shot, stick, knife, hanging rope, and broken glass, but I have delivered many more with the voice I keep coiled down deep in my withered throat, and with such expedience as would make the crashing bullet weep and the knife blade, imperceptible in its sharpness, strike dull.

				And if there are none in these Disunited States who will pray for us, they had better start clapping their soft hands together soon because I can talk to bones; and like Ezekiel I will call them up; and the soggy bones buried in our loam will do as good as the dry bones of the wasteland Hebrews; and I will enkindle them with the breath of life and they will march with me and light the streets with phosphorescence on our way to swallow up the world.

				Brothers and sisters, we will never be the shining city on the hill, but with the grace of God we can become the rot-glowing hand that will pull the bastards down.

				I see everything, past and now, like targets over the nip of a bead. There goes my father; there goes my brother and the wars we fought; there go all the souls that I’ve outlived.

				Last night, as the prayer slipped out of this tomb-ready body, I was made again a vessel of their voices and the Word of the Lord. The eggs of corruption were cast out of my skin and the hatchling worms pulled forth by heavenly fingers. I am wounded and made whole. All my friends and enemies are back again. I see the face of Red Kate in the visage of my octoroon, my first child’s eyes peering at me in bemusement from the skull of the living boy. The Resurrection of the Dead is commencing, and I hope my single wrinkled hand can let them out.

				My wife was frightened of my prayer just as she is frightened of the prospect of me dying, so I save what may upset her for the page and soothe her once again this morning with the fact that if I die there will be coin enough to keep her and the boy. Sweet Elise was no wife at first, and isn’t even now because she has a dropper’s worth of Negroe blood in her. For us to be legal and wed I’d be forced to swear that I had some black blood in me.

				Now, I thank God daily that I’ve mixed my blood with hers and made a son, but there are things this world won’t bear; I couldn’t stand it in the weeks before she birthed our son the way she undertook with a gaggle of old Creole women—her creamy forebears who survived St. Domingue—twenty-five prayers and passes of the rosary each day so that our child’s eyes would be born as blue as mine. They were, but only for a week. At birth he wore a crown of golden hair like mine, which he retains to the age of ten. He’s grown up bathing in milk and lotions, receipts Elise learned from those same Creole ghouls. She gives thanks each day for his color and keeps him in wide hats when she takes him out into the city.

				I cherish her, even though she came to me like a parcel, in response to a notice my friend Billy Walker placed for me in the Picayune for an octoroon woman to come and share my bed. But young Walker also wanted me to teach him a few things concerning being a filibuster, which is what the Spanish Pukes called me in my day and surely their descendants Walker in his. We would walk the riverfront and there he listened to me tell how our first West Floridian rebellion went down; and I hoped that he might gain from it and learn. I don’t know if he listened, but all he had to do was look at me to know that nation-making is a bitch who chews you up. As it stands, he took whatever knowledge I gave him to his grave somewhere in Central America. Still, he brought me my Elise and I am grateful.

				The boy was bad to pull at her tit, bad at tooth-cutting time, but that didn’t ruin her bodily for me. I am an admirer of the pendulous in women. Seems a swaying judgment when she is astride me, like the cantered weights of human justice when she dips her shoulder to lower left or right to my mouth, and I see the scales tipping always in this sinner’s favor.

				The round-heels are nowhere near her. Whiteness is all they have going for them, and in this land of every son of a bitch with enough coin having his pick of African concubines that is enough for them to charge a price to slip beneath their skin. I’m fair haired enough to be considered of exemplary whiteness, the purest of the pure. The New Orleans people give me that credit; no one wants to smirch the stainless in this city where all has swirled together. And even having added to the mix myself, I am still given the ranging benefits of my snowy bloodline. Money makes a fine shield, but I must always assure Elise that she and the boy will be protected when I die.

				And what kind of father do I make? One who strops and shaves each morning, dresses in businessman’s suit and beaver, has his high boots slipped on by black hands, then goes out from our muddy way to the pavers where the gutters run full from the rain, through people huddled next to coffee stands manned by clucking German boys whose hands are welted from tending their brass pots and dropping in cloves and ground chicory which tang the air and open the lungs of ones like me cutting through the chambered palisade of the market where early morning butchery has spilt enough blood and fat to lacquer the floor so that it squeaks beneath my boots and I leave a trail of red prints on my stride across the square towards the St. Louis Hotel, and up the steps of the rotunda to the nigger-seller’s yawn, where I am surrounded by bedizened society whores and toasted by sugar-rich boys in high hats and school colors accompanied by their fathers’ clerks. There I am the father who speculates on human prices, listening to the other sellers sing today of being Southern Gentlemen and newly free while they prod their niggers to dance and show muscle. What else for this father of lies to do but swig champagne served cold and complimentary to all us men of business and wait till out of the watchers and buyers comes Dr. Sabatier, my agent and physician, who tells me how the niggers looked this week in their pens, the great gaols where we keep our living wares behind brick and bar; he shoots glances to the youths when he’s not scribbling in his ledger our daily losses and gains, the monetary measure of my iniquities. I am the father who hears the music and witnesses the great exchange, thinking that the barkers would make fine preachers and may yet be, so muddied is the face of this world and so lacking in steel.

				My father was so godly that he wouldn’t even let me call him Father, always Preacher. And Preacher-father was a hard thing to have. No whiskey tits for your fevers or teething and no fairy-tale reading, as I give my own son. There were no such things as tales when I was a boy—I was read to from but one book and all of it was true.

				Bad word or bad deed Preacher-father punished with charcoal slivers pulled from the campfires we built beside baptismal rivers and from the stoves and fireplaces of believers from the northern neck of Virginia to the Missouri Territory. So it was his way not to holler me down the way he did his endless congregations on the mud fares of the border towns, or even to strike me, which was common in his preaching also, but rather to tell me to go to the fire and stir it with a stick, or an iron if we were in the house of a good family, to find a coal guttering there and pull it aside, then to wait beside it while it cooled such to be handled. I was then to pray upon my transgressions, an hour or so, testing the coal with small hands getting welted and red worse than any ass could from belt or switch. Finally he would have me take the coal and stuff it into my mouth and go to chewing. My lips would at first rebel, growing fat and cracked as the coal passed between them and the fire jumped up my teeth and into their roots so that my brain was burning. I always chewed lightly, huffing breaths, or sucked it like a rare sweet, because I knew at the middle was a hotter heart that still burned live. And while I chewed he would say his first words since he ordered me to the fire:

				Do you taste the Hell in there?

				And the coal would squeal between my teeth and he would ask if I could hear the cries of the sinners it held. Seeing me clench and grit when I came to the kernel of Hell at the white of the coal, he would say, And that’s but a taste there on your tongue. Now swallow it down.

				I’ve likened that I was born in 1776, just to be a completist in this country’s birth and dissolution, but it was Samuel Kemper, my brother not of blood but of love and war, who was born in the year of rebellion, and he always said that he had a good ten years on me. It doesn’t matter. Preacher-father never told me more than my name, which is Angel Woolsack: Angel for my golden hair and our last name which means Death in Scots talk, or so I’ve been told—Death what comes stalking the country to gather souls into his brimming black bag. The verses of our family history revealed only that I was the final issue of a wrecked line, Hell-bound, as my gospel will prove. My mother’s expiration came from a disease that ate her up from womb to gifted rib. The public sick-house where she died Preacher-father burnt as her pyre, an act of anger he often repented, saying that it smelled like cooking years of rotten meat, but not as awful as it had smelled unburnt.

				So I came from nothing, from damn-near nowhere, and moved piecemeal across this nation before it ever was. And now that it’s no more I am further unencumbered of origins. Our seeds were scattered to the corners of the new country by breath passed through the anger-clenched teeth of God. And if the earth did have a face for darkness and light and water to fall upon, then we were the blue-tailed flies who crept across that countenance from place to pockmarked place, never lighting on one pus-drip for long.

				My hand is not as strong as the one that brought me up, but I doubt such strength could survive these times. I have become weak out of kindness to my child, as I know he’d never survive that flinty education. Some days I see the boy off to his Jesuit minders or let him wander close to home in his wide-brimmed hat. His youth has none of the punishment of my own, but he may yet come to know the fire. And so for now and whatever days of mine remain I have a son to teach what I know: riflery, the ride, and the Word of the Lord. He will learn his delineation, of our preacherly race, as I learned it at the foot of a howler for Christ, from an early life led by Preacher-father’s hand into worlds of our own making.

				And so it seems to me correct that the death columns always list a man’s children as having survived him. This wording makes some sense of fathers to me. For mine was never so cruel in punishment or trial that I did not endure him. But neither was he so weak either as to not make my life an act of survival.

			

		

	
		
			
				Book One

				In the Beginning

			

		

	
		
			
				I

				The Wild Country

				Upper Louisiana, 1799

				Into the Land of Milk and Honey

				They would later say that the day we came into Chit Valley all the children’s fevers broke and everybody’s bowels were righted. But from the way we first arrived in that place, you would never think that Preacher-father would become their fighting prophet, their bloody savior. As it stood, we almost didn’t make it there.

				Some miles below the falls at Louisville the captain of the flatboat we’d taken grew tired of Preacher-father and his talk of baptism, and so had us flung over the side along with what baggage fellow passengers felt like tossing after us, our horses, kit, and feed left behind—or flowing on ahead of us, as it may be. This was before the western territories had been redeemed or given any settled name and the country we passed into was then known as Upper Louisiana, though so was much of the world. Now it’s called Missouri, a dangling fragment of the carved-up Union.

				It was a hard time to be a Baptist. The tar was always bubbling then and there were many who had no love for preaching. We were used to rough treatments, and if the boatmen and their passengers hadn’t caught us mid-sermon, by surprise and from behind, we might’ve shown them something of a fight, rather than being sent tumbling into the swirling cold of the river. The laughter of the flatboat riders passed away with the splashes of our bags, then the voice of Preacher-father called out my name. I whirled enough to see him bobbing some distance behind me. He thrashed ahead until he was near enough to catch me by the hand, and so I held fast to my father and together we fought across the current to a stand of limbs lying partway in the water.

				So there came days of wandering through marshes, being eaten by insects till we were scabbed and shivering in our soaked leathers. Though by guesswork I was thirteen, I was still shorter than the grass, and the deeper we went into the marsh the taller it grew until I was swallowed up entirely and spent days without the sun. My skin grew gray and wrinkled and I kept my eyes to his footprints in the slough—those that weren’t immediately swallowed up by water and mud—so that I could follow on the good ground. We flattened reeds to sleep dry, but still I would sink into the earth and by morning would be half-drowned. I lay those nights with my head on my hands so that my ears would not fill with mud while Preacher-father wandered, calling on God and on the river, shouting, Hey, miss! Hey, miss! like it was a woman out there waiting, and he suffered to find it the same fool way most men hunt for women.

				When at last he found the river, Preacher-father mistook it for more of the Ohio. We crossed that dark and swirling parallel on a raft we hewed and poled ourselves, not knowing until we came upon some other travelers, heading north to Cape Girardeau, that we had made the river and were now into the west.

				For days more we followed ruts and traces in the grasslands, daily thanking God for our deliverance, through forests and up a rise of hills where the trees ended at the lip. Among the scrabble-scratch of branches we stumbled upon a squat of Indians all laid up in a grove. They were covered in sores and too sick to move or talk, nor give us more than a roll of flyspecked eyes. Preacher-father kept his hand on the handle of his hatchet all the same as we moved through their camp, which looked as though it had been set there forever, and we passed nearest to a squaw whose cheeks were so eaten away that I could see her teeth, though she was still breathing. After we’d left them and were heading down into the valley, my father said to me, That’s how you know you’re on the track to Christians, son. The heathen withers and dies even in their proximity.

				The Chitites

				In those wild and thinly populated reaches we found sullen Christians living at peril of soul and fearful of the avarice of the Indian. These beleaguered whites lived in holes dug underground; the only watch kept over the endless plain was by their meager stock. A homestead would only be marked by the lonesome beasts in their pens and the stovepipes trailing smoke from the fires stoked below.

				Here were the very seeds of forsaken civilization, scattered along the prairie and waiting for us to sow them into a promised land. Or so much as Preacher-father said. The place was settled by no more worthless a pack of dirt-daubers than you will find in all this awful world. They were ten or so families, with names like Shoelick and Backscratch and Auger, and we were met at the door of each one’s hole, which opened like a cellar, by bewildered and mistrustful faces. Their thin, dirt-caked children slept in biers carved into the mud walls of the dugouts and watched like rats as I stood beside my father at their family tables, if they had any. It wasn’t rare for me to sit upon the floor and look up to see insects struggling in the ceiling or for an earthworm to drop into your coffee cup.

				They had become like moles or rabbits and would hear our footfalls on the sod before our voices. When Preacher-father spoke, they came out, if they did at all, holding guns or farm tools, and their voices rasped with wonder for having gone so long speaking to no one but their own poor blood. When he asked them about Jesus or being saved, they stared and grew more awestruck with whatever next he said. Poverty of soul, he called it, but God knows we were bizarre, this growling man and little blond-haired boy, traveling with supplies so lacking that the holediggers all said we should have been dead. Maybe that was what first made them all believe in him.

				They warned against pitching camp aboveground for the wind and the Indian to level. When they were made aware of the disease which had recently befallen the savages, the Chitites shook their heads and said that nothing could kill the devils. Dig, they said, and bury yourself for the empty horror of this land. But Preacher-father refused to huddle in the dark, hiding from the eye of the Lord and increasing his proximity to Hell. He said this was the place and these were the people he would lead to Heaven.

				They were, he said, sore in need of his preaching.

				The Fladeboes

				Once we visited a dugout that was viciously armed. Sharpened branches stuck like pikes from around its door and there were holes cut in the boards for gun-barrels. It was early yet in our ministry of Chit, and our first time at this particular hole. I couldn’t know that what awaited me within that dank burrow was my first great sin.

				When a man’s voice called for our names my father answered for us both. Leather hinges creaked and the door cracked open but an inch.

				Come here, said the man. Show me your hand.

				Preacher-father went and did as he’d been asked, then through the door-crack shot a hand that took his up and felt it, as if to see that he was real.

				I’m a man of God, he said, and white.

				So you are, said the holedigger, and let go his hand.

				Inside the smell was not of dirt as you’d expect, but of people close and filthy. I was used to life in the open air and the dugouts seemed an awful, grave-like thing. They were the Fladeboes: father Conny, mother Fay, and—God forgive me—daughter Emily sitting there in the dark in a dingy sackcloth dress. The father led us to a short table with seats only on one side, already occupied by mother and daughter hunching over steaming bowls.

				You can eat, the mother said, if you don’t mind to share bowls and spoons with us. All we got is three.

				They could eat off knives, the daughter offered, with a glance that in the tallow-light looked wild.

				Good girl, said her mother. Go and get them.

				The daughter huffed up from her place and disappeared into a darkened corner of the hole, returning, after a brief scratch and scrabble, with a pair of smooth-edged knives.

				Emily, you’ll share your bowl with this boy, said her mother.

				Preacher-father waited till the man had set himself down at one end of the bench, then went and stood beside him, dipping now and then from the bowl with his knife, talking between swallows of our mission in this place.

				I couldn’t be as deft, crouching next to Emily and examining her hard enough to lose my food a dozen times down the front of my shirt. She had an eye that wandered: her left, a mud-colored marble rolling untethered in her skull. And she might have been ugly, my little starveling girl, but she was of age and I grew in her presence then, counting the ringworms in her neck and numbering them like pearls. She was gaunt as me and greedily we watched each other eat. So while Preacher-father awed the Fladeboes with our plans for ministry, I went slopping up the corn-shuck gruel and lurching after Emily in my mind.

				The mother and father kept still and silent for his talk, and it was Emily who finally spoke, leaning over to whisper in her mother’s ear and rocking back and forth a little on her end of the bench. The mother frowned and gave her husband, who was rapt, a good jab with a crooked finger.

				She’s got to pass, said the mother.

				She can wait, he said.

				At that, Emily gave a little whine.

				Dirt or water? asked her father.

				Just let her bring the gun, the mother said. She’ll be all right.

				Damn it, said the man. Boy, why don’t you take that rifle from the door and go watch for her out there.

				It hadn’t struck me yet full on what he was asking. And before it did, Preacher-father was pointing me to the steps and I was taking up the rifle when Emily came hustling by, pushing out the door. I followed after her and let the door come closed. She was clutching at her lap with both hands. Wincing, she hurried off saying, Come on, it’s over here.

				I followed her past a pen of sickly-looking hogs, over to a patch of high grass which, when she parted herself a place to squat, I saw hid a trough of shit and piss. Soldierly I clutched the rifle to me as she got down on her heels, flipped up the backside of her dress, and started singing. I glimpsed her squatting, skirts bundled up and the grass-stalks blooming all around the white of her knees. Before I could turn, with a gyre of her wild eye Emily caught me in a glance.

				I’m not looking, I said.

				Good, she sang. Or else you might find that you’ve gone blind.

				Devil-worms lit into me like magpies to a lamb’s eyes as I stood out there with Emily and kept watch over her corruption. She sang on, whatever song it was, and I was busily recomposing Solomon’s for her: Who is this that cometh out of the wilderness like a pillar of blond smoke, perfumed with black powder and campfire ash? We have a little sister who is mousy and flat-chested, she is covered in dirt and the blades of her hips show through her dresses; what shall we do for our little sister?

				The answer in my young and foolish mind was Anything. A multitude of sins rose up but I could tell her none and only manage to hide the shame which grew prodigious in my lap when she hitched up, left the ditch, and, whistling, passed me by.

				The Conversion of the Chitites

				My father preferred solitude for the preparation of his sermons. He’d go off, sometimes late Friday or even early Saturday, carrying only his hatchet and Bible—a copy scarred and bitten as any barroom brawler—and return sometime before Sunday morning when he would gather me up in the dark and we would head to meeting. He always left me with a good fire going while I slept beneath the lean-to we’d built against the foot of the ridge that marked the eastward end of the valley. Really, I can’t say whether it was even Sundays when he preached, for all the holediggers had forgotten days, dates, and names. It didn’t matter; he made whatever day he wished the Sabbath.

				Going to preach those horseless fall days when the grass turned golden and the world had not yet gone dim and brittle, you learned like the wind to go on winding ways from dugout hole to hole, gathering the flock, which at first was no more than a few women and their children.

				Midday we would arrive at a bow in a stream that bisected several of the homesteads, unique only in the two large stones set there and the pool of calm water below, which was good for baptizing. It was also used for the holediggers’ washing, so soap-fat clung at the reeds and the rocks were draped with drying clothes even on Meeting days. No one could tell where the stones came from, there being no mountains near enough or hills of worthwhile size to yield them. They were storm gray and always warm to the touch on their sunward side, where if you climbed you would catch a rain-dog whiff of sopping clothes. The biggest of the stones Preacher-father would mount and from the top deliver the service.

				The first and only regular congregation of his life began with just that smattering of women and children, the men preferring for a while to stay behind to guard their meager holdings. Never mind, he’d say, it’s always Eves who come quickest to the call and bring their wailing broods along.

				From his perch my father howled against sin with such vehemence that the ears of the frontier women burned red. He danced on his stone and bid them do the same, sang songs self-­composed and of the same vigorous roughness in condemnation of the evils of the world and so exultant of the Lord that, though harsh of lyric, they could never be profane. Before long those women caught the fire and danced and sang as best they could to keep up with his furious inventions. And from my place in the lee of the stones my heart went to raunch—to see Emily filled suddenly with the spirit, wheeling and shaking and stomping down the grass with the rest of them. More and more I was called up to preach, but only briefly; and even in those moments I was on her. My words were all for her.

				Then, O God, the baptisms. Reveal to me the body of woman in all its shapes and ranges. She may be hard and underfed but a temple nonetheless.

				I sorrowed at being put to dunking the little children downstream, and I watched Preacher-father drawing Rachels, Ruths, and Hagars from the water, a miracle of dripping jenny and hind. I’d seen many baptized before and have baptized many since, but to see it then at the worst of my youthful urges was a revelation of clinging wool and sackcloth, of hair to be wrung out on the bank as converts were exhorted into the drink. Emily Fladeboe went, dress ballooning as she stepped down into the water, and was received.

				Heavenly father, he said, take this girl close to your heart and keep her, for she has forsaken sin and wickedness. This ewe is washed in the blood of the lamb.

				And so she was dipped and came up gasping slick and beautiful, reaching out her hands for someone on the bank to take. My own hand was on a small one’s head, holding him under while I lifted my voice to praise when she waded smiling to the bank. And because I was forgetful and forever sneaking looks to where she sat sodden in the cane-break, humming piously with the other women, I more than once withdrew a half-drowned child from the water.

				We sent the sisters off full of the spirit, and soon the husbands gave up their guards and followed. By late fall the faithful were wearing out traces in the grass on their way to be cleansed of sin.

				The Plague

				The locusts appeared first in singles, clumps, and clusters, then in hordes, and your every step sent up clouds of them playing dinnertime fiddles while they chewed, the sound of which was like a thousand-toothed mouth gnawing on and on.

				We’re thankful, Lord! said Preacher-father to his flock on the first Sunday of the plague while the assembled Chitites swatted at the horde that would soon drive them down into their underground homes. We’re thankful even for this!

				By nightfall we’d draped ourselves in sheets and blankets, sat that way for the locusts to make us mounds of their scratching bodies. For days tiny legs marched over me from sole to scalp and my brain was driven off course by them and I went about administering to myself a good and thorough daylong beating, without even time to wipe the still-twitching mush away before the open patch was filled by the kith and kin of the recently deceased. So it went one night that I was still slapping at myself, peeking out from underneath my sheet, watching how the towering fire Preacher-father had built just outside was doing no more to drive them off with smoke than our coverings did to keep them out, when he cast his sheet away and was a-swarmed. They rode the ends of his hair and were mitts over his hands, they swole up from the ground and made crawling trunks of his legs, swallowed him so fully that the only way I knew he’d not been eaten all away was that he still retained some human shape and moved. My father’s steps as he left the lean-to were foreshortened like he was afraid to crush too many of his multitudinous clingers; he reached into the mass of them at his chest and brought out his Bible, which they immediately covered, and I swear that in the firelight I saw them nibbling at the leafs, eating pages clean of ink or messing passages with juice when they found one not to their liking. He spread the Book wide and stared out from his locust cloak at me, and above their ever-present drone came his voice screaming how he was thankful. They streamed around his words, poured in and out his throat.

				He went on like that for the remainder of the night.

			

		

	
		
			
				II

				The Pilgrims

				1800

				The Arrival of the Kempers

				They came with the first thaw marking the end of a miserable winter, a damp and clammy millennial dawn which had as yet brought no portents of Apocalypse. My skin still crawled with locust legs though the things had long since departed the world, when Preacher-father woke me of a morning to look and see a pair of wagons tottering down the lip of the hill, coming into Chit. He told me to stay, then gave a pat to his hip-slung hatchet and went out to meet them.

				I itched the phantom legfalls, which I now think weren’t ghost-bugs at all but sinning angels pocking pecks at me while I stirred the ashes of our fire with a stick and watched his progress across the field. How he must have looked to them on his approach: gape-eyed and barbarous, still bearing the marks of mandible nibs; yet it did seem that when he left me there his senses had returned somewhat. He’d smiled when his hand was on the hatchet. Perhaps he knew what he would find; perhaps that was the locusts’ answer.

				The first wagon was close enough for me to see its driver, a dark blob before the tarp, whip the reins and turn his team towards us. The second followed and they made a wide circle of the field before they were aimed head-on at my father. I thought he might be ridden down, but he side-stepped the oncoming beasts and ran along the sideboards of the lead wagon, waving at the driver, who waved in answer. I stepped out of the draping of the lean-to and scratched at my bites and watched Preacher-father walking alongside, every now and again pulling himself up onto the footboard to shout something in the driver’s ear. When the horses were near to trampling our fire, Preacher-father called out to me, Up! Help the man unhitch his horses! and I came barefoot through the soggy chilling grass to the snorting beasts presided over by him and this clean-shaven man in good outfit, making me suddenly aware of my own mean clothes, only for the man to holler, Boy, get down! And then from the second wagon there was a rattle of kit and binds and from around the side came this great bleary-eyed bastard—Samuel Kemper—who, once he had his feet, proceeded to shove me aside and do the task himself, eyeing me as he did from two heads taller height but still a young man’s face.

				To be out from under this glaring behemoth I went around to the open back of the first wagon and saw another smaller boy within, laid on his back amid the provisions, groaning and swathed in sheets. The boy rose up, revealing burns rippling from his neck to fingertips, and looked for a moment at me before squeezing shut his eyes and letting out a long high keening wail that sent me scrambling back around to be knocked aside by the big one on his way to help the smaller.

				The fathers came to attend him also and I followed mine, watched the bandages be changed and the salve applied to the wailer, whose name was Nathan.

				These were the Kempers: the father, who mine called Deacon, styled himself a student of the Lord, having given up meager but regular holdings in the Cincinnati port and leaving behind other sons at the family merchantry; the two remaining were the one with hambone knuckles and the glare, Samuel, and the screamer, Nathan, who now had the wagon rocking with jolts of struggle impressive for one so young and infirmed.

				They were Virginians all, by birth; true Christians, it seemed; and were joined immediately to us as providence, prophecy, and the Will of the Lord. At least that was how Preacher-father saw it, and I couldn’t help but see it also what with the boys being of similar age and motherlessness as me. I would have embraced them right off if it wasn’t for Samuel eyeing me so.

				Once the boy Nathan had been doctored, Deacon Kemper carried him out of the wagon, laid him on the ground, then brought us around to the back of the second wagon. Inside were the goods he planned to sell the Chitites, though he ignored the pewters and spindles and lamps and bolts of cloths, and showed us his arsenal instead. Firearms for Preacher-father were no different from hammer or spade, but this Deacon Kemper gathered them unto him like best-loved blood relations. It would be his sons who taught me to appreciate the other kind of fire, the kind kept in muzzle and in bore, as something more than a means to bring down meat or man. For the Kempers, firing a gun was to shout up a prayer so loud as to hear the echoes of God’s answer reverberating in all the corners of His mouth. Deacon Kemper explained all of this while he showed us his pieces, finishing by saying, How could we not be like those first and greatest preachers and go well-armed?

				My father heard all this with eyes alight, saying, Yes! Amen! Yes!

				I braved the secretly stabbing elbows of the elder son to get a better look. Not even bruises to my ribbage like a spurred-on horse could stop me from gaping wonderstruck at that collection. I could see that Preacher-father was ashamed of our lost rifle when he asked how much a worthwhile hunting piece might be.

				Forty dollars, Deacon Kemper said.

				How if we worked it out in trade?

				My friend, Deacon Kemper smiled, I would be delighted to make a gift to a fellow man of God. He reached into the wagon and drew out a long Kentucky rifle and handed it to Preacher-father, who held it close and accepted it without even a look.

				Bless you, he said. There’s not much tithes about out here.

				Not another word, my friend.

				My father clutched his gift and Deacon Kemper grew more excited in showing off his bestiary: two more Kentucky rifles, a brace of shotguns—some plain and some ornate—and short-stocked busses which could be loaded with slugs or pebbles or Indian corn and fired to wound and scare, muskets, short-arms, and finally a pair of pistols in a pine box lined with velvet. All supplied with kegs of powder and crates of shot packed in straw.

				How’d you come by those dandies? Preacher-father asked.

				There are stories to them all, said Deacon Kemper.

				I mean the boxed pistols. They look like a dueling set.

				Ah, said the Deacon. Don’t we sons of Virginia know them well?

				I never fought any, myself.

				Only once, for my part. Deacon Kemper shut the box. I was at seminary in Richmond.

				So that’s what they teach at seminaries, eh? my father laughed, a miracle in and of itself.

				Deacon Kemper grinned and said, Not so much as that.

				How’d you end up a Baptist—escaped the Church?

				The duel and my conversion are all of a piece the same story. I was, as I said, at seminary. It was a high-minded place, with nigger footmen for our rooms, and Greek and Latin always on our tongues. This was six years before the Revolution. I was drunk on the plushness of my surroundings and went roughly with my fellows into town, raising rich boys’ hell among the populace. I was a model sinner, yes. Going to chapel reeking of sick. A port-wine swiller and a brandied fool. So I had some reputation when I first met Ruth, my wife and their mother, who is now gone, snatched from this world while I was away with General Clay in Pennsylvania. Were you in the war?

				Yes, said Preacher-father. But not for long.

				Well, her father had some misgivings about my character, which we settled one day on the field with these very pistols. Of course I was expelled, but still I absconded with enough books to continue my education. On that, does your boy read?

				He can.

				Well, I have a few saved by if he’d like to.

				I marveled at this offer while Samuel stealthily mashed my foot under his boot.

				You won’t read shit, he whispered.

				My thoughts were of shooting fathers down for the sake of love, looking warily at my own, who presently gasped and said, That’s a hell of a parable you got there. If you said you didn’t preach for the Lord I’d call you a liar.

				I appreciate it, said the Deacon. Particularly coming from a man like yourself.

				I have to say, though—Preacher-father bowed his head—that the people hereabouts are poor and, if you don’t mind me saying, I can’t see you selling much to them.

				It’s nothing, said the Deacon. Though I hope you don’t think we came here just to sell.

				Lord, no. I only wanted to warn you.

				My friend, that’s precisely the reason we’re here. To warn. I’ve given up a steady trade to ride the outlands and tell the people of the coming wickedness.

				My father looked bemused and asked which wickedness it was.

				Wickedness, brother, like you’ve never seen. A whole slew of people, blinded, man, woman, and child. They’ve been traveling since Cincinnati, where I met them and knew their evils from the start. They follow a prophet of falsehoods and there’s not a girl they wouldn’t steal or barter off you to make a bride of her. And they do try desperately to draw others in.

				But what are they? I said.

				The fathers both glared at me and Samuel took me by the shoulder as they returned to talking.

				They’re the vilest, like the Gips, he said. And they come after little shits like you in the night.

				Enough of that, said his father over one shoulder. They are a religion unto themselves. Their prophet styles himself as having written a latter-day testament. They’ve been driven out of every corner of the eastward country and they’ll soon be heading here. Last I knew they were at the Cape, but I did my work there and they’ll be harried here for sure.

				But, brother, what if you miss them?

				I trust in the grace of God to deliver them to me.

				My father drove him on for more and my ears prickled at the talk of child brides, thinking of the Fladeboe girl huddled out in her hole.

				With no one until Sunday to give witness to, they evangelized each other. Deacon Kemper had a good soft voice, a learned voice, and through storm-gray days and howling nights it played counter-point to that voice I’d known all my life. Gentle enough to make you at first distrust him, any man attuned to the rhythms of the Lord could soon discern that his words were lit the same. In this man Preacher-father found, as he’d say, a same-such prophet of the course of John’s baptism with water and Christ’s baptism with fire, and at last we could truly walk the path to righteousness and glory.

				Samuel

				While the fathers were busy shoring up the particulars of their religion and going off most days to scout for the arrival of the aforementioned pilgrims, Samuel Kemper kept sneaking me blows and waiting me out. I did not give in to his baiting. I tended to my tasks, even fetching water for Nathan, who was something of a salvation for me, as Samuel maintained a prayerful vigil over him, and at such times would be too busy to go jabbing at me. Kneeling, hands clasped at the back-boards of Nathan’s wagon, Samuel would lay graces on his poor scalded brother’s head, only to turn and spit curses at me. He was a masterly cusser, and I was alternately a fuckero, shitbird, cunnytwist and rag, a bullockflap, scroter, piss-leg, cockswill and turd.

				When we’d drive out their wagon to make rounds of the Chitites’ holes, Samuel selling what he could for his father or taking food in trade, he liked to run me down all the way to the doorways.

				How old are you? he asked once.

				I don’t rightly know, I said. Seventeen?

				Jesus Christ. I’m twenty-three—I know for sure—and you’re nothing but a new-born spit.

				It’s not that much difference.

				It Christing sure is for me to be out here with my pa, and damned if I’ll play your caretaker.

				Fine enough. I’ve made it this far.

				You haven’t made it anywhere, he said even as some holediggers came topside. This place is nothing. I’ll bet you’ve never even seen a town. God knows I should’ve stayed with Reuben in Cincinnati.

				Samuel cracked the reins. What ho, neighbors! We’ve got some wares for you to see!

				Truth be told, I did try to give him back his prods and gouging as much I could, swiftly secret where I placed my retributions, and with vicious intent. I made sure to hide it from the fathers, for the coals were still on my mind if not my tongue.

				We caught each other first in quick and bloody skirmishes on the boards of the wagon, or when we were sent out to the scrub forest for kindling and lengths to expand our shelter, while the fathers worked their voices by the fire. These instances never bore any real satisfaction and we would return to camp only to resume our tormenting of each other.

				Sundays Samuel would use being full of the spirit to thrash at me when we were all in the melee of worship. These were good days, though, before the pilgrims came and set the Chit in uproar, because it was at meeting that I could have the upper hand; for on occasion the mood would strike Preacher-father to call me out of the crowd and have me step up on the stone he now shared with Deacon Kemper and wail at the congregation. That time was mine, by God, and I could lead the people to holler and yowl, look out on those pitiful creatures and hold my eyes on Emily, say it all to her directly without a soul knowing, or so I thought.

				Sure enough one Sabbath evening, on our way back home, Samuel announced himself with an elbow to my side and said, What’s that puny girl you’re always eyeing? She looks like she’d blow over in a breeze.

				The fathers were walking up ahead, Nathan draped over the back of his and watching us.

				It’s no business of yours, I said.

				Maybe not, said Samuel. If she wasn’t so damn ugly I might try for her myself. But then, I could just tell your precious daddy that you’re lusting.

				Do it and you’re dead.

				Samuel laughed and clapped me on the back. So you’ve got some fire in you after all, you little shitwaller.

				Pilgrims and Backsliders

				They arrived behind a late blizzard, so they were either desperate or fools. I liken maybe both. The pilgrims settled in a dip at the northern edge of the woods and, so we heard, were clearing the trees after the Indian fashion, burning them out at the stumps and marking their presence by the tower of smoke always hovering above their camp, and constructing standing houses from the hewed wood. All this was reported by some of the curious holediggers who were already making visits to their place. The people of Chit backslid and it seemed that Deacon Kemper’s warnings were confirmed.	

				Where’d you come by the pickled egg I see you chewing, Brother Magee? Preacher-father asked a Chitite the Sabbath not a week after the pilgrims’ arrival.

				Brother Magee took nervous and gulped his egg down. The folks at the woods, he said. Same place Sister Auger got that cloth for her dress.

				That’s a damn lie, cried a woman in paisley. I got this from the Deacon’s boy. You ask him!

				Brother Magee, said Preacher-father, you’re ready to vouch for these people?

				They’re nearby, he said, and they got things. I don’t mean anything by trading.

				He sat in on one of their services! Conny Fladeboe called out.

				Magee turned. You been taking their feed for those hogs, haven’t you?

				Now understand, Preacher-father said, there’s nothing wrong with being Christian to others. With making trade with fellow newcomers. After all, my boy and I were once new to this blessed place and you all showed yourselves to be the milk of kindness, taking us both in and preserving us through the harsh times, allowing me to be your shepherd. But good brothers and sisters, why not keep your trade with the ones who’ve followed after us, the Kempers. Won’t you open your arms just as wide to them, and not shirk them off for whatever’s come next? Of course you would treat these people Christian. But ask yourselves: How can you treat them so if they aren’t Christian themselves?

				Some holediggers by then were nodding, thinking they’d avoided his admonishment and wrath, and so began to grin and cut their eyes at neighbors who were impugned and downcast out of shame. Emily sat beside her mother, cross-legged in the beaten grass, wild eye doing whips in her skull.

				But they’ve got milk cows! called one woman. The mother Fladeboe shut her up with a thwack to the back of her bonnet.

				We don’t need any milk from wrong cows, she said.

				Then what about feed? the bonneted woman hissed.

				Our hogs have been sick and that feed only made them worse. Now they act devilish, try and bite each other. I tell you, it’s a curse.

				Amen, sister, said Preacher-father. Now you’ve learned, and so should all of you learn not to stray from the path nor backslide into the snares of this world. We’d be happy to come and see the hogs, sister.

				Bless you, Preacher.

				Now, he said. If we need to be refreshed in our understanding of these people, then let me ask Deacon Kemper to step up and witness again.

				Brotherhood

				Next night found Samuel, Nathan, and me alone when the dead man’s wife came calling. The fathers had left that morning, one toting pistols and the other with a hatchet, with purpose unspoken and heading north along the hillside. I imagined they were off hashing plans and would be gone till the following day; what they were doing was putting a plan into its first bloody motion. So it went that I had my wellspring knockaround with Samuel.

				Rawboned at fist and shoulder but otherwise heavyset, he was hell to grapple with.

				Ass-kissing midget! he called me. Fucksaken squirt!

				There was plenty room to move, to dig our feet into the dirt. The dark came on with Samuel’s fists falling on my head, my own fists knocking at his briskets and his chin. My eyes began to boil shut and I thought his did also, because his swings grew glancing. But after some time of blind fighting we seemed granted second sight, and soon both our fists were finding their marks and we were renewed in our violence—he leveled his blows at my arms and they became dead weight; I used my head to try and knock the breath from him. And when neither of us could throw knuckles anymore, we wrestled. I could see the firelight through my swole-shut lids as we went on, grabbing with swollen hands to force each other to the ground, only to get the false hope of a bent knee, blading my shins at his to cut him down. In bloody dance, we misted each other with the red breath from our busted noses, cussed through split lips. It was only when Nathan gathered up the strength to grab at us, crying that there was someone coming and how we’d all be punished, that we collapsed to the dirt, heaving and sending numb fingers to search our loosened teeth.

				Little brother danced around us, clarion call in our blindness—no eyes to see what approached, no sure hearing over the roar planted there by knuckle and thumb, feeling out the sharp and aching world with broken pieces unrendered of their touch.

				I heard Nathan only dimly, and not for my fist-struck audition, but also that there were more resonant rhythms working in my head. He was making worried trips from me to Samuel, and having his hands slapped away, lamenting the future striping of his legs and ass and reporting on the progress of the lantern-holding figure, when I spoke.

				Samuel, can you see?

				Not a bitching bit, he said. You hit mean for such a scrawny shit.

				Nathan saying all the while, We’ll get whipped, whipped, whipped.

				Samuel said for him to shut up so loud I felt the bloodspray from his words.

				I feel like old Jacob after he wrestled the angel.

				You don’t miss a chance to sermon, do you? said Samuel.

				It’s coming, Nathan said.

				Damn me if it doesn’t seem that way, said Samuel. I feel more godly than I ever did.

				This place is our Pineal, I said.

				Brothers, Nathan whined. It’s on down the rise. A woman.

				What’s that? Samuel asked.

				It’s in Ephesians, I said.

				Samuel sagged and winced. I’ve got to do better about the Book, he said.

				Nathan whimpered and fussed as we went on driving each other into a scripturous drunk.

				It’s like the Lord had us lay into each other so we could tear off our old names. No more Woolsack, no more Kemper. We are Israel.

				God damn, Samuel said, sucking and sputtering with fat-lipped reverence. Israel. You hear that, little sucker?

				For a moment I thought that little sucker was me until Nathan answered yes. But there’s still someone coming, he said.

				God damn yes, I said. And yes we vained and blasphemed until Nathan hushed us; and I was not ashamed, understanding that if a man can’t blaspheme when he is on the raw edge of revelation, then when? If you can hear the thunder of the holy heartbeat, where the conscience rests that burns holes in the sky and calls up pits of spiders to swallow the weak, do what comes natural and your actions will be smiled upon.

				The Widow’s Oil

				With strength in our legs, buoyed with a newfound righteousness of purpose, we wobbled there awaiting the arrival of the wife Magee, who came as a hip-thin fuzz in my vision. She carried her infant child in a bundle in her arms.

				You boys shouldn’t fight that way, she said.

				It’s settled now, Sister Magee, I said.

				Sister Magee set down her lantern, hugging the child bundle to her. She grunted, Where’s your fathers?

				Out praying, I said, still gogging blind to see her.

				Whenabouts might they be coming back?

				Before dawn, I believe. Right, Sam?

				Then I’ll wait, she said, and plopped herself down beside our fire, in the dirt just now settled from our struggle.

				What’s the trouble, Sister? Samuel said. If you don’t mind me asking.

				Well, she said. My husband’s dead yonder in the woods with his head split open and I was wanting your fathers’ help.

				Half a day and into the night she’d spent going to find her husband, discovering him at last in the lonesome woods between their homestead and the pilgrims’. We couldn’t find a thing to say for comfort, and she was so cold about it that comfort seemed a foolish thing to try.

				Nathan shut right up and was horrified, but Sister Magee, after clucking a few minutes over the state of our faces, handed off her child for me and Samuel to take turns holding, rose, and went around our camp, gathering up roots and grasses which she ground into a poultice between two of the creek-bed rocks from the lip of our pit. This accomplished, she bent between us and rubbed the poultice on our swollen eyes. We didn’t even think to thank her, for she was so quiet and the only thing to do was be silent yourself. So we passed the child back and forth, cooed it psalms, and the swelling abated and our sight returned, revealing to us each other’s busted faces and the child’s sun-burnt head lolling in our arms.

				The fathers came talking out of the morning light and didn’t stop or take notice of Sister Magee and her baby, much less our wounded faces. They were concerned with their own, which were scored and cut with red slashes.

				Wake up, you boys! Preacher-father called, stumbling into camp, supporting Deacon Kemper with an arm. What a rotten stinking day it’s been.

				The disciples didn’t fare any better at the hands of the heathens, said Deacon Kemper.

				They both fell beside the fire and my father held up his arms to the light, examining his clothes. They ran us out with sticks and switches, he said.

				Whipped us like mules, said Deacon Kemper, holding out the flaps of his coat, which were indeed shredded.

				What happened? Nathan asked.

				Pilgrims, said Preacher-Father.

				Sons of bitches—how? said Samuel.

				Watch your tongue, his father said. Sister Magee? What brings you here so early? No trouble, I trust, though there seems to be so much in this sorry world.

				Sister Magee had stood when the fathers first appeared, and now she swayed between them and the dying fire. Say you saw the pilgrims, Preacher Woolsack? she said.

				Yes, Sister, he said. More than saw them. Endured them.

				You take the way through the woods?

				Yes, Sister, we did.

				You see my husband?

				Preacher-father’s look soured.

				Why, no, we didn’t, said the Deacon.

				What’s the matter, Sister? My father asked with kindness in his voice, though that look in his eyes was the same as when he’d give me the coal.

				He’s dead—had his head stoved in the woods.

				Well, said Deacon Kemper, I believe we know the culprits now.

				Sister Magee looked unmoved. In my arms her child whined and I muffled it in my coat. I would carry it on our silent way winding across Chit to gather up the holediggers for the funeral service. I bore the tiny burden, for its mother never asked it back, and I watched Preacher-father, striding at the front of his marching congregation, the head of his hatchet slapping time against his leg, Deacon Kemper alongside and both of them barely able to contain their gladness. What they tried to mask in holy sorrow I knew even then was foul design. They’d been no more beaten by the pilgrims than me or Samuel. Their wounds, like ours, were by their own hands. The hatchet clapped and tolled; I’d seen him do worse than split a man’s skull.

				When we came to the Fladeboes’ hole I edged through the haggard crowd and went to Emily and suddenly the child was like a great weight on me. I reached the child out to her and she took it, smiling, drawing it close, and with her good eye she stared at the pitiful thing and with the wild eye she looked at me. Emily held it only for a moment before her mother scuttled by and swept it from her arms. Mother Fladeboe took the child and Emily both, one tucked under an arm like a gourd and the other pulled by the wrist to walk with her at the back of our procession with the other chittering women all the way to the Magees’ tract.

				The days of the wife’s journey and ours back with her weren’t kind to the body of the husband. She had soaked his shroud in lye soap, thinking it would preserve him from the insects and the elements and abate the smell. She was about half right. The stink of rot was there but different, and when Deacon Kemper lifted the sheet from the body, besides that it had swollen and blackened, the flesh was welted and melted in places and came through his clothes. The husband’s face was a runny mess, but the maggots that had nested in the split in his skull were all dead. I don’t know how Sister Magee bore to look on all that, even as her red-faced child was passed between the women of Chit.

				Preacher-father asked whether she wanted her man buried or burnt and Sister Magee couldn’t suffer the idea of fire—perhaps lit by the very wood her husband had been cutting when he himself was felled. So Samuel and I were put to digging while the fathers sermonized the Chitites.

				That’s about the worst thing I’ve ever seen, I said, pointing with my shovel-blade to the shrouded corpse.

				Samuel turned some dirt and scoffed. The worst I’ve ever seen, he said, is General George Washington ride a man down and club his head with a Powhatan war hammer.

				Washington?

				The man himself. This was when I was little and we were in Pennsylvania. The general put down an insurrection single-handed. Rode on a horse slung with all kinds of murderous things he’d collected on his travels: clubs, swords, French pickaxes. Sometimes he swung an iron ball on a chain. That got his men going, I’ll tell you.

				I never imagined him being like that, I said.

				Gospel damn truth, Samuel said, voice choking a bit, whether out of emotion or having caught a whiff of Magee. And you know, when I saw him, I knew that’s what I wanted to be.

				Why aren’t you then? I said, chucking a shovelful past his shoulder.

				Samuel stuck his blade into the earth and considered me. We were but a few feet down and our hole was as yet shapeless. I thought we were brothers now, and friends, he said.

				We are.

				Samuel put one great foot to the head of his shovel and turned up a clod of prairie dirt. Then I don’t expect to hear such things again, he said.

				We dug the grave up to Samuel’s shoulders, taking breaks on occasion to sit at the lip of our hole and spy the Chitites sitting at our fathers’ feet, listening like children to the story of their scourging at the hands of the pilgrims. Finished, Samuel called to Nathan, who was laid out on the ground between us and the congregation, for him to go and tell them the service could begin. I pulled myself up out of the grave and attained the higher ground beside Magee’s body. The wind had blown the sheet from his head and his face was boiled into a mask that gaped with empty eyeholes and a wide-grinning smile with lips skinned back over teeth that had gone translucent and lost their divisions; and I wanted nothing more than Emily to be beside me, even if she had to look on the tortured form of the corpse, just so long as I could look on her while she did. Spit out a word or two to soothe her for the horror. Samuel bent quickly to cover up Magee before the others arrived at the grave. And horrors seemed to be the order of the day, with all us hoisting the body up on its wrappings, only to have it tear through and spill onto the graveside in a revolting jumble. Samuel and I had to push him in with our shovels while my father gave the burial verses.

				During the sermon Sister Magee stayed far aside, and did not weep as the other women. I edged towards them, and while they were mostly busy dabbing hems to their eyes I stood beside Emily, who remained quiet and tearless, hands at her sides. And so amid the lamentations I let my fingertips brush against her palm, once, and seeing that she didn’t move or pull away I did the same again and she closed her hand tightly around mine for but an instant, then let me go and began to sob after the fashion of her elders. I was too shook to know what it meant, and made my way back to Samuel, who gave me a sly look.

				Afterwards, the grave covered over and the burial service done, the Chitites built a fire up and stayed there into the night. One man, after a custom, poured a few necks of whiskey from a cask into the earth. A cup was being passed and Preacher-father and Deacon Kemper drank of it grimly but with some satisfaction on their faces as they heard their teachings working in the people.

				They seemed so clean, said one Chitite.

				Well, they aren’t, said another. Tell about the prophet again, Preacher.

				He is a wicked fool in black sugarloaf, their Prophet Thomas. When we came upon them he was reading aloud from his ridiculous apings of the true gospel. Said this was their promised land and an angel had told him so.

				It sounded like Gospel, said Deacon Kemper, it did. But I knew his tricks and asked about all the other promised lands his angel had told him about, all the ones they’ve been run out of.

				It might as well have been written on the skins of unrepentant whores and child diddlers, said Preacher-father.

				The Chitites laughed uneasily and passed their whiskey, which came now to me and Samuel.

				And that’s what you told them, wasn’t it, brother? said the Deacon.

				Yes, indeed. And that’s what set them on us like wolves.

				Y’all should’ve shot the lot of them, said Conny Fladeboe.

				If we’d known about Brother Magee, said the Deacon, things would’ve been different.

				Amens circulated amongst the Chitites.

				We can have them now, said one holedigger. Tonight!

				Samuel, smiling, nudged me with an elbow and I imagined him as his terrible Washington, the heads of his enemies pulped by ancient weaponry.

				My father held up his hands and said, Not yet, brothers and sisters. Not yet, but soon.

				But if it wasn’t them? said still another.

				That don’t mean a thing, said Conny Fladeboe. They’re still rotten. Who here doesn’t have animals sick and crazed since they came along? Even the good Deacon’s medicine’s don’t help. The beasts grow worse day by day.

				I shouldn’t eat them, said his wife. Lest I’m struck down by the same devils.

				My plow-horse chewed off his own leg.

				My chickens already pecked each other to death.

				Had to shoot two of my oxes. Gored each other even with sawed-down horns.

				My friends, said Deacon Kemper, you know as well as I do that there are demons in this world; the Book tells us of them slipping into beasts of the field and sowing trouble for their masters. And we will clear them out from your stock even as we banish these pilgrims from our land.

				Amen, said Preacher-father.

				Amen, said Sister Magee. And so all eyes were upon her where she sat, shrouded in a skin blanket. Get them all out, she said.

				Casting Out Demons

				Despite his punishments, my father’s love for me was such that he thought I could turn the tongue of any serpent, that I could be brought to the mountaintop and made to look down upon the cities of the world and say I didn’t want them. He was a man of faith, and like all men of faith he was blind.

				I was faithful too, you see, and took it on their word that we dearly needed to go out amongst the Chitites and minister to their demonized beasts. And so I rode with Samuel the unhitched Kemper horses out to the northernmost family plots: the Augers, the Braenecks, the Scruts, even Sister Magee, who cared little for her animals nowadays, but did send us off with a draught a-piece of whiskey, her bereavement gifts. We carried with us a skin of water from Baptist Creek to sling purification upon the possessed and drive their demons out. Nathan was left at camp, now healed so much that he was doing small chores about the place; and for their part the fathers had taken the homesteads of the south and western corners of the valley as their exorcising territory. And maybe it was that Preacher-father did distrust me, for those tracts were the ones which housed the girls of age. Still, the path of our return would lead us along the edge of the hole where lived the only one I cared to know.

				We had left the Augers and were heading south, done for the day and having accomplished little but Samuel getting bit on the wrist by a Satan-struck horse, which, when the Augers’ backs were turned, he punched in the eye. My brother’s swing had about as much effect upon the demon as our verses. But we weren’t dejected on the ride back, despite the drizzle, still bearing winter cold, and our failures; the sky cleared long enough for the sun to show a moment before it fell, warming our sides and reawakening the whiskey. The holediggers had done their best to keep the beasts corralled and separated, but some of the meaner ones had broken through their rickety yards and were said to be marauding around the countryside. Before full sundown a crazed ox had come thrashing out of a patch of soft-corn; frothing and red-eyed, the ox made for our horses before lumbering off towards the hills with the pair of shots we’d fired in its side. My brother looked to me, waving his rifle to dispel the smoke, and laughed loud and long. And so did I; but as we neared the Fladeboes’ my mind took dark and the worms were turning in me. Samuel mistook my shifty glances and silence for caution.

				Don’t worry, he said. That big fuckerall’s in the woods by now. Probably troubling the damned pilgrims.

				It’s not that, I said.

				Samuel never was quick, but when he did come to understand a thing, he latched to it. Taking a squeeze from the water-skin, he said, So you’re aching for it?

				Like Satan’s hooves are dancing on my bollocks.

				You little letch—you’re struck hard, aren’t you.

				Don’t pick.

				O, just suffer and take it. There’s nothing for it here. Samuel flourished eastward with a great hand. Now, if we were in a city, things would be different. You could sneak with her in an alley or a privy.

				Damn it, I said not to pick.

				And I said I’m not. That’s how I dipped for the first time, and for several more thereafter.

				I know, I said. You’re old and wise of the world.

				Samuel slapped the neck of his horse and laughed again. Now you’re the one who’s picking, he said.

				In the distance ahead smoke pinwheeled from where the Fladeboes’ crooked stovepipe stuck out the turf. And I heard faintly, above the whistle of wind in the tall grasses and my brother’s huff and chuckle, the squeals of the hogs. Homeward seemed a sorry course to take.

				Sounds like they didn’t get any demons out either, I said.

				You are a clever one, said Samuel.

				I only want to do what’s right by the Lord and bless the beasts.

				Naturally, he said.

				By the time we’d come to the Fladeboe hole the sun was down and we took our bearings from the fire, where husband and wife stood turning a spitted hog that was blackened and already missing a fair chunk of throat. We passed those that remained, in their pen set against the ditch where I’d stood guard over Emily that first day. The hogs’ squeals were loud and awful, so that I couldn’t see how the family stood it. The Fladeboes hailed us and I looked around balefully for Emily, imagining her hid away in the cruddy dark of the family hole, stoking the fire beneath a pot where more pork surely cooked. We got down from our horses and approached the fire.

				Your fathers already came, said the wife.

				Yes, sister, I said. They told us to follow after them.

				In case their efforts didn’t take, said Samuel.

				Conny Fladeboe cranked the spit and the hog’s skin hissed and bubbled. They hadn’t scraped the hair from the hide and the smell was like a pyre. How’s that? he said. The Preacher and the Deacon rode south, and it seems y’all two have come from the north.

				They told us this morning, I said, before we all headed out.

				Didn’t tell us, said Conny.

				Now, said his wife to hush him. Another try’s better than them all being dead—right, boys?

				Yes ma’am, I said.

				Samuel handed me his reins, saying, Why don’t you go tie the horses off and start with the casting.

				I took them and, with a nod to my brother and the Fladeboes, headed for the pens.

				I could hear him saying how I was really the one with the gift for the Word and he was mostly my helper. The Fladeboes agreed and said that when the hog was done he could go down with them and eat. After all, they said, it was late past supper.

				The hogs had the horses jittery, and so I had to soothe them before I began, drawing out my Bible and not reading a bit from it, but hollering loud my own words and making a show of my godliness, hoping that the daughter would hear my voice through the ground and be moved.

				Fly! Unclean come likewise out of the unclean. For there is not a place on this earth for you to take purchase that is good enough! Fly these hogs and trouble them no more!

				I went on like that for some time, but the only answers given by the demons in the hogs were louder squealed appeals to their dark master. I leaned against the fence and hollered out, and the hogs gave me beady eyes lit by the fire, which cast my shadow and the shadows of the knobby bars of their pen down on them. Soon the fire was guttering and I looked back to see that the Fladeboes had retreated belowground and taken Samuel with them. It grew too dark to see and I preached to the shadows, out of which came on occasion snouts snatching bites from the toes of my boots. Pausing mid-cuss at the sound of the dugout door creaking open, I turned and saw amid the pikes a figure moving out, holding by the sharpest points and easing the door-trap shut behind.

				I shouted more prayers for the casting out of demons, and I watched Emily—for it was plainly her, lit by the smoking fat of the betty-lamp—approaching me from the ditchward side. I guessed perhaps she’d told them that she had to pass, only when Emily came to the pens she set the lamp on a post and said they’d told her to bring me a light to read by.

				I thanked her and tried to look loving even with the hogs’ squeals and their eyes now lit red from the lamp.

				Why do you talk like that? she asked.

				Like what? I said. Girl, this is the Bible I’m reading.

				You hadn’t been reading and I know it’s scripture. I heard you do scripture before. But you talk like you’re chewing leather.

				She was standing close enough to touch and I prayed on what she’d said, told her to come on over and I’d show her why I talked the way I did.

				She did and both me and the hogs regarded her with our animal intents. And with the Word silent on the air one of them came to stick its snout under the gate and bite at her skirts. I swifted it a kick and the hog went squealing away.

				Don’t kick at her, said Emily.

				But it’s biting, I said.

				They weren’t like that before those people came. Sadie even ate up all her piglets. That’s her was on the spit.

				Well, I said, they won’t be that way when I’m done.

				She thought for a moment, swooped her wild eye around, and breathed deep of the stinking tallow smoke. Do you think it’s God? she said.

				Everything’s because of God.

				I think it must be He’s mad at us.

				Nothing’s happened to me, I said.

				You already talk funny. So maybe something worse’ll happen to you.

				You got the crazy eye, I said. Maybe you’ll get something worse than that.

				Emily grunted and tried to squint her eye still.

				Sorry, I said.

				She gave her bony shoulders a rise. I’ve seen you looking.

				Fat dripped and hissed in the pan of the lamp. I said, You can come and look me right here and I’ll show you why I talk funny.

				She bent down to be in the light and I did the same, stuck out my chin as though to take a punch, let flap open my jaw and flop out my tongue.

				God, she said, and screwed her good eye into my mouth. You’re all burnt up.

				She looked so hard and close that all I saw was the top of her head, wherefrom a nit jumped to ping off my face, making me flinch and catch her with my chin. I looked down again and she’d turned to see inside with her other eye and that eye was wonderful, like it had to be wild and spin and search to take in all of me. She let it go crazy and with the other she looked dead into mine and asked me could she touch it.

				I gagged yes, but when she reached her fingers in I gave my tongue the snake’s flicker and clamped shut and she giggled.

				I can’t be long, she said.

				We went away from the pens, not for the smell, for it was worse near the long grass at the ditch’s edge, where she made a cross of me, her opening to mine, plump line to my supine after she put me down in the grass and spread her legs to straddle my chest with the hems of her skirts tickling gentle at my nose, then squatted low above me and brought my face under that curtain, taking me by the hair, saying, I washed on it.

				Scarcely could I catch a breath while in that wiry patch; my hands holding fast to her hips, the words I said into her were my first true sermon, a sermon on the furry, clefted mount. My burnt and sorrowful tongue was at that moment healed, and I tasted fully for the first time in my life; what now would surely cause my gorge to rise was then a revelation. She rocked and grabbed fistfuls of my hair and called it pretty, pretty, pretty, and I dug furrows in the prairie earth with my bootheels.

				We were joined only for a few minutes; fear and noises which proved to be nothing forced us to tear away from each other. In the silence following what had sounded like the hole-door opening, she said that it was no sin to put the tongue in. And this made sense, my tongue being anointed and girded with hoary holy callous as the Archangel’s loins.

				Emily struck a flint to light the lamp again and I was smiling at her. She plucked a hair from my bared teeth and ducked away when I tried to kiss her.

				No sin, I said.

				She hurried back to the hole, softly singing:

				There’s a lily in the garden

				For you, young man;

				There’s a lily in the garden,

				Come pluck it if you can.

				Dear God, said Samuel when I told him what we’d done.

				What was it you expected? I asked, walking alongside my horse and leading it, for the rubbing of the saddle only made worse my painful engorgement.

				For you to stick her, he said, not—not that!

				Come now, brother, I said.

				Brother me no brothers. Samuel shook his head. Then he looked down on me and said: With your mouth on it? I can tell you right here that I never heard of such a thing. I don’t even know what you’d call a thing like that.

				Whatever you call it, I said, it’s wondrous.

				It’s against God as sodomy or bestiality.

				There’s worse things done by men beloved of Him in the Book.

				Maybe, said Samuel, but she wouldn’t let you at her true?

				Not yet she says.

				Then there you go. That blue ache’s Him telling you you’ve done wrong.

				Shit on you. You don’t know about it.

				Samuel whirled in his saddle. Don’t you tell me what I know and what I don’t, he said. When I was in Cincinnati I spent time with plenty fillies, but I never did a thing like that. And I’m old enough to have a woman and a baby or two by now, you ass—and you think I don’t know? I’d done the deed before you even knew about it. And you know what I got for it? Buggywhipped by an Irish mother, that’s what. My brother Reuben, God bless him, he had to knock the old bat off me and he pled my case that I didn’t ruin her daughter. Staked his reputation on it. Saved me from having to work off the debt of her maidenhead. That’s partly why my father brought us out here. He thought the town corrupting.

				I didn’t mean anything by it, I said.

				Don’t lie. You did. Samuel looked off eastward, as though peering for that same brother, of whom I’d only so far heard whispers and legends. Son of a bitch, he said, I got nothing out here but beating myself under a blanket. I tell you, I’m heading back there first chance I get.

				We stopped at the Baptist and while the horses drank I tried to wash the smell of Emily from my face. It was a painful and stiff-legged amble home, with a prodigious ache from bearings to gut, as if all my weight had fallen there to collect like a supplicant who praised and begged for more. And we would need the lantern light to make our homeward way, and the time to figure on what lies and truths we’d tell the fathers—who wouldn’t care, they were so fixed on their plans for the pilgrims—while they sat waiting out the morning at the fire.

				A War Sermon

				I was thinking of the demons I’d cast out and the accompaniment of devils and dark angels whose skeleton wings would shelter me on my way to Satan’s bosom, when Preacher-father mounted his rock that meeting day. And I was only just laying out the way I’d take to get to Hell, with words dripping lies and with deeds much the same.

				Emily’s wild eye went gyring while the other, and those of the rest of the congregation, pored over the welts and scratches the fathers showed during the service. I looked along with them, wondering how, days later, their wounds seemed worse than the night they’d been received. For all I knew they’d been flogging each other to have the marks just right for the day they’d make their call to arms. I did notice that Nathan was watching me close—had his brother revealed my sins to him? It didn’t matter; I was searching out the corner of my eye for any breasts budding in the rumpled front of Emily’s dress.

				I stared at her until Samuel gave me one of his correcting jabs to the ribs, and I straightened up to watch Preacher-father, high up on his rock, bear down upon the collected rabble of dirt-caked believers and give his barbed sermon:

				Listen now closely and hear the voice of one crying in the wilderness. Prepare ye the way of the Lord, and make his paths straight. By his hand every valley shall be filled, and every hill and mountain shall be brought low. The crooked shall be made straight and the rough ways shall be made smooth. And now, the axe is laid unto the root of the trees, and every tree which bringeth not forth good fruit is cast into my fire. There it is, friends, to be found in your familial Bibles in the Book of Luke, chapter three. And so, brothers and sisters, there is also to be found, not a half day’s ride from here, a valley dug and planted with such malignant growths. And they are flourishing. O how they grow—in the sight of your good works, in sight of your hard lives, and your mercy they grow and grow. And I ask you: Do they suffer like you do? No. They laugh at all your toil and hurt; they’ve made a pact with Satan, and the gaming chip of this unholy deal is our own hard-scraped lands and our own people. But I’ll say this—they are a generous people. They are that. They freely and without guilt make child-brides of their young girls to each other, and there isn’t a man among them who doesn’t have a quarter-dozen wives. Wives, I said. And don’t think for a moment, brothers and sisters, that they won’t extend this same generosity to your wives, and to your daughters. Maybe then they’ll have themselves even finer stock to pacify their wicked urges with. But listen to me now, valley neighbors, Christian families: you know me, you know my boy, you know the Kempers, who’ve come to aid our ministry and first told us of the threat, and you’ve known us all through fertility and famine, through locust and snowstorm, through demonization and through flood. So then you know that all we’ve ever done is kept our humble duty of witnessing and baptizing, never trying to increase our stocks, often even refusing your own good-kindness because we’ve come to be your rock and we will not set ourselves up as usurers of our flock, with the Word and salvation as our Jew’s Coin. We’ve asked you for no charity, nor do we now. We ask for the charity of your justice. The charity of bodies in the saddle—or afoot, as you can afford—to ride with us to this black encampment and cast out the vicious spirit there that’s struck down one of our brothers. Now, I can’t say that if you are kind, if you treat the blasphemers with sweetness, with mercy as your good hearts surely would, that your crops will wither in the earth, that when you come upon hard times they will use your children as loan currency, that you will watch more husbands’ and wives’ heads split by those who are given arm and reign over the land you’ve worked so hard to preserve. But I can promise you that your souls will shrivel, that your spirits will be cleaved and gutted, and your children will grow up as slaves in a godless country, all because these blasphemous roots are allowed purchase by your kindness. So put away mercy and kindness for a time, and unlatch your horse from the plow and bights, take your axe or rifle or scythe, and bring yourself some kindling fire and we shall burn out the tree and its roots.

				And in the tumult that followed, amid the singing and the screaming for bloody vengeance, I made my way to Emily. The wildness of the people was our hiding place, and we took hold to one another. Smiling, she asked me how many would I kill. There was no answer I could give but that I loved her, nor can I now explain how in that moment I felt such damnable joy.

				Righteous Fire

				Pregnant women tottered belly-slung for the longhouses as we charged upon the pilgrim camp out of smoke and fire lit by the foolish hand of some holedigger who held his torch too high and caught the low-­hanging limbs of brittle pines. There were maybe ten of us on horseback: the fathers, a few Chitites, myself, and Samuel sharing his with Nathan, who carried a long-handled shovel, bouncing and jostling behind his brother but for the first time looking well and clear in eyes and complexion. The rest followed on foot up the last lip of the hill into the clearing, armed with either ancient pieces bearing continental gravings or the marks of Deacon Kemper’s generosity, a K notched into the grain for future reclamation. Others carried tools: axes, sickles, trammels, and flails, the spiny cradle-scythe. And so they put their tools to work and the chaff was cut down even as it begged and pleaded mercy, just as my father said.

				I carried a buss tamped with grape, and with the first shots and screams like out of another world I emptied my bladder into the seat of my saddle. Soaked and shamed before I’d done a thing but ride into the slaughter, I kept close behind Samuel and Nathan and we circled round the camp and saw many things. A pilgrim impaled in the tines of a fork; others crowding in through the doors of the longhouses while Chitites hacked at their hands and tried to force the jamb, which was shut on the unfortunates, who tried climbing through the windows but were mostly brought down; a Chitite’s head blown into the air by a volley from such a window—Samuel giving one back in return.

				I remember his shot, for with it we came around the pens and corrals of the pilgrim’s beasts, harried by bullets from those now-barricaded indoors, and saw Preacher-father and the Deacon riding circles around a man in a sugarloaf hat. All around them was battle, but they only rode and shouted at the man. The prophet held up high his hands and took the hat from his head and waved it, entreating. The fathers called for surrender and banishment, but the prophet didn’t seem to understand. Samuel highed for them and I was close behind when the second volley came—I don’t know from which direction, but the fathers toppled and were on the ground with the prophet, fallen also. And in the after-roar I threw myself down to the dirt and landed upon Nathan, whose throat was torn away. He whistled bloody breath at me and I tried to stop it with my hands but failed, and I crawled on those hands mixing blood in the hoof-churned earth to Samuel and he sat up and stared as though I wasn’t there. The fathers both were up, the Deacon holding his leg and Preacher-father shouting he’d only been thrown. The prophet lay dead at their feet. Deacon Kemper shambled towards us, shoving both Samuel and me aside, and catching up his dead son from the ground, hurried down to the woods.

				It was Samuel and me left there on the ground and we didn’t hear the next shots, only the screams of both our horses, a gobbet of knee landing between us on the ground. I shouted asking if he’d been hit; he gaped past me at the trees. To my left I saw a crescent of the woods on fire. I pawed at my brother and there was gunfire again but moreover the roar of flames and burning. A hand took my shoulder from behind and pulled me up. It was Conny Fladeboe, and he looked grim but pleased. He was still holding me up when another holedigger came around and grabbed at Samuel, but he shrugged him off and ran after his father. Fladeboe turned me loose and I fell again to ground and snatched up my buss; and when he tugged me up the second time I ran with him towards the nearest longhouse. I was screaming as I overtook him and threw my back flat against the hot boards and jabbed the short barrel of the buss in the flame-licked windowsill, which had cracked and crumpled brittle-black even as the barrel rested there but a moment before I fired. The only scream I heard was Fladeboe’s; the gun had blown back out of my hand and struck him in the face. That was the only blood for sure I drew that day, and mine was among the last shots fired. Pilgrims poured out the doors, some on fire, being beaten by their fellows trying to put their burning clothes out, screaming peace and surrender; and they were received.

				We made our way back through the place in the woods where the flames were lowest; and we passed through dying fires without caring; and was this what my father wanted? Was this the fulfillment of his lifelong preaching? I could judge nothing then but the smoke which rose from the burnt soles of my boots, slowly staunched in the grass of the hillside where three dead holediggers were laid out. Nathan was not among them, but down at the foot of the hill with his father and brother kneeling above him.

				The surviving pilgrims were gathered in a bunch and Preacher-father presided over them. He hugged his rifle and faced them so that none could look away, even those attended with wounds. There were ten or twenty pilgrims, mostly women and children and young boys. Now he seemed to speak with one old lady at their front, whose hair was singed to her ears.

				Downhill I went to join Samuel and his father, looking along with them at that pale and split neck. Deacon Kemper reached for Nathan’s shut eyes and opened them, stared in, then smoothed them back closed. Wishing I still held the buss, so that I might take some strength from its weight, I did what I could with my hands and held them together as in prayer. But no prayer came.

				Deacon Kemper kept opening and closing his dead son’s eyes, and I tried to stop his hands and pull them back as gently as I could. Samuel took my wrists and shoved me back; and there was a moment of recognition in his face, and he slapped his father’s hands back and held them.

				How will we tell Reuben? asked the Deacon of his surviving son.

				We can leave, said Samuel. Leave here.

				His father turned to him. Leave?

				You got what you wanted, Samuel said.

				The Deacon fell back from his knees and sat. His hands now free, I expected them to head again for Nathan’s eyes, but he let them rest in his lap and said, The Revolution wasn’t like this.

				Samuel didn’t try to parse his father’s words, nor did I. The Deacon would spend the next months out wandering the valley, leaving Samuel alone while he fired his dueling pistols at invisibles.

				Eventually we rose and took up Nathan’s body, and in a long line headed southward into Chit. The holediggers peeled away slowly from our train, back to their own houses. Some carried the dead to wives and families and we could hear the wailing from a ways off. Preacher-father promised he would comfort them in time, and that they would be provided for. For the moment, he said, there was the matter of leading these people out. And we did, when the guard of Chitites had departed and we passed through our own camp, leaving the Kempers behind.

				So it was Preacher-father at the head and I at the back, the last of our walks together. The pilgrims had no food, no tools, not a thing to bring into the wilderness. I thought they might turn upon us, but they never did. They knew when the hand of God was upon them in disfavor. And strangely there was little weeping or even talk among them. Once a girl of Emily’s age in a frilled bonnet turned, looked at me, and spit. The woman beside her slapped her head back around.

				We led them to the southern bend in the hills, at the termination of the Baptist into marsh, and there my father gave them a sermon, on forgiveness. I said nothing; and if this was what it meant to be an agent of the Lord, then I damned my station. Nathan, burnt in life, burnt in death, went writhing through my mind. If the Lord could take the weak and suffering, then I was also prey. But above it all, ringing in my soul, I felt the power of His will borne in me. I was alive and that was proof. We had won and that was proof. The Lord of Hosts and Battle smiled down on me with teeth of knives and powder-horns and firearms, and He blessed me with an awful glory in accomplishing His works.

				Preacher-father sent the pilgrims off and together we watched them go.

				Some die, he said, so that the Lord may live on stronger in the hearts of others.

				When I did not respond, he asked me if I understood. I said that I did and we walked back side-by-side through the darkening valley. And when the light was gone, and we and all the world about was shapeless, I made to fall back from my father and see about Samuel, but from out the black his hand caught me up and he said, Stay alongside me. You are a blessing of a son.
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