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This is a work of fiction. The village of Synod—which comes into its own during the Second Great Awakening—is loosely based on a nearly self-sustainable iron operation in northern New Jersey, circa the 1700s and 1800s. While the limits of the village were stretched, exaggerated, and utterly re-imagined, it provided visual inspiration for a novel. In fact, the remote setting is so alive and vibrant that I couldn’t help but also make it a stop on the Underground Railroad. This is not a historical truth.

There are characters throughout who actually lived during this turbulent century, including the village’s Founders: Lyman Beecher, Richard Allen, and Peter Cartwright. Their “synod” in the mountains is not a historical truth. What’s more, Governor Peter Dumont Vroom and Catharine Beecher were real figures as well, though their arcs have been altered for storytelling purposes. Senator Theodore Frelinghuysen was entirely real as well, and was known to have opposed Andrew Jackson’s Indian Removal and slavery. His other abilities, as depicted throughout the novel, are of course a part of the fiction.

What this novel aims to encapsulate is the zeitgeist of the early nineteenth century—a time of renewed spiritual revivalism and a rising awareness of the barbarity of slavery.
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Minus Ten

Goldfinch crept through the tall but moribund brush with Solomon in tow. The latter was not used to the hunt or the rush it provided—the way the body clenched for that fleeting moment when the bullet fled the muzzle.

Solomon’s heels, bound tightly by stiff, mid-calf leather lace-up boots, crunched into the dried leaves that had already fallen. This layer of shaken foliage padded the hard autumn ground, but it could give a man away with one careless swipe of his foot.

Goldfinch turned back to his companion, pressing his forefinger to his lips. He could see Solomon respond, moving lightly and more mindfully through the dense forest. Solomon was a stocky man with a wide, defined face, dark skin, and a fullness in his eyes. He had broad shoulders that seemed to take up two of Goldfinch. His clothes were weathered—but Goldfinch imagined his dress was only improved upon since his days plucking cotton on an Alabama plantation. As Solomon had said, it was “the heat in ’em ’Bama fields got to yer head.”

Goldfinch’s wide, black planter’s hat opposed the vertical pattern of much of the underbrush they slunk through. The hollowed stems of crabgrass tickled the dangling fabric of his frock coat. Goldfinch was of average height, bordering middle age, with a slender frame that was neatly tucked away. He boasted placid features—a sort of buttoned-up persona that accentuated his dark, draping attire. Whiskers seemed to draw out or elongate his pointed features, leaving him with a permanent look of curiosity.

Leaves still clung to most of the branches. It was late October, and thus, just past peak foliage time in this dense grove within the Ramapough Mountain range.

“I think I dun see ’im, Mista Goldfinch,” Solomon whispered as they continued to press into a meadow whose untamed grasses were patted down by animals and rainfall.

“Shh!” Goldfinch urged, placing his forefinger back to his lips.

“I jus’ don’ understand what we’s doin’ all the way out here. You coulda found you one much closer to th’ gate.”

As he spoke, Goldfinch imagined that this was the first time Solomon was on this side of the hunt. An escapee, he came to Goldfinch’s village behind Reverend Richard Allen in April of 1825. Before that, he navigated the system up to “’delphia,” as he had coined it. He’d been in the Reverend’s service ever since. Now, that was no conventional sort of ‘service’—tidying up, sweeping up Allen’s AME church. He was an ‘active participant.’ Reverend Allen had told Goldfinch once, some years back, that Solomon may have been the best asset he’d ever had in running slaves up north.

“Hush up, Solomon,” Goldfinch whispered. “And don’t you go wearing your finest attire when we must kill.” He was now prostrated, his Pennsylvania Long Rifle strapped to his back, his hat pressing against wiry, yellowed grass. Solomon stared blankly back at him.

“Why don’t you press ahead?” Goldfinch urged. “Right through here.” Goldfinch extended his arm outward and separated a clump of grass, opening up their cover to the expansive sunlight that had been permeating the day, above them and above the larger canopy.

Goldfinch saw the sun rays overwhelm Solomon’s eyes, as though they were only accustomed to the cloak of darkness and blackened wagons pounding rough terrain in secrecy. On this day, Solomon was used to their earthen crawl, his skin contrasting with the lightness of the grass and the intense sunshine that seemed to refract after meeting the sweat on his forehead.

Goldfinch stretched back to tap Solomon’s shoulder. With the contact, Solomon snapped out of the apparent gaze he held. Goldfinch grabbed hold of his Long Rifle and used the barrel to press the grasses aside.

Solomon continued his belly crawl through the thick, straw-like weeds. Goldfinch felt autumn’s colors penetrating, ensconcing themselves further into the landscape. The colors—especially the apples and pumpkins up in Harriet’s orchard—injected life into the mountains and then glistened in ruby red and marmalade-like orange on their plates as they consumed the fruits of their labor. When Solomon made it about fifteen feet ahead, he froze and looked back toward Goldfinch.

Goldfinch watched Solomon closely as he lay exposed in this meadow. The October chill was upon them, but still, Solomon continued to visibly sweat, the perspiration staining even the sliver of white shirt visible above the collar of his frock coat.

Solomon relayed in a loud, raspy whisper, but paused to clear his throat. At last, he was able to say, “Mista Goldfinch, think I see ’im.”

Goldfinch responded by moving swiftly through the grasses, ruffling a particularly long section of feathered reed grass. The motion was familiar to him, though it had been some time since he’d been forced to put it into practice.

He approached Solomon in a low crouch. By the time he pressed his boots onto the same small plain of matted foxtail and barnyard grass, he already had his weapon out. He took aim but refrained from tightening his finger on the trigger. The beast was ahead of them, fifty paces or so off. It twitched with the rattling of the branches, hyper-aware of its surroundings, carefully attuned to the stampeding sounds of an intruder.

Solomon scrunched his face, wanting to release an impassioned yell. Clenching his fingers, he said, “Mista Goldfinch. That m’ kill.” He sought to abandon this forced whisper he could only coax out of himself.

A smile formed at the corners of Goldfinch’s chapped lips. He pointed to the flintlock pan just above the trigger. “There’s no powder on the pan,” he whispered.

Solomon studied Goldfinch extensively. “Didn’ have to use nothin’ like dis with the Rev’rend. Just a sharp blade’s all. Never once drew me that knife, neither.”

Goldfinch exhaled in sync with the whisper of a passing wind, closed his eyes, and said, “Dammit, man, quiet.” He used his weapon to point ahead. He turned to look across the meadow, near a tree-line where the land began to bulge and press upward. “I see him.”

Solomon continued to stare at Goldfinch. Then he swallowed and grabbed at the powder horn hooked by a thread to his belt. He shook his head and clutched the barrel, peeling an inch or two of the ramrod out from its slot. Then he returned it, bit his lip, sighed, and looked at Goldfinch.

“Loaded already,” Goldfinch whispered, his face reddening from frustration. “Pull the trigger.”

Solomon nervously shook his head, as if the specifics of Goldfinch’s earlier lesson on the rifle specs were too hard to absorb, something beyond his lowly station; something once considered a white burden. “Gimme a knife,” he said, preparing to take aim. “All that whittlin’ n’ things I done on the plantation—”

Goldfinch was ready to explode with rage, a vein in his forehead showing, pulsating. Solomon must have recognized the indignation and hushed up. Although enraged, Goldfinch said in the faintest, but the sternest manner, “Quit your blathering, or you will not eat for a week. Beast’ll croak from infirmity at this point.”

Solomon awkwardly reached into a pack strapped to his side and retrieved a small, pointed wooden object. It was splintery and elemental—no glossy finish or sanded edges. It was a trinket. He rubbed the center of the object with his thumb. Then Solomon looked back up to Goldfinch, meeting his stare. He whispered, “It’s th’ North Star, ya see? Help all us some way or ’nother. Made it in my earlier days.” Goldfinch nodded but turned toward their target, tilting the brim of his hat to expand his field of vision.

The runaway-turned-confidant of Goldfinch exhaled heavily and inspected his gun one last time. There was a sort of equilibrium he appeared to want to preserve. But nonetheless, his balance was steady, and he lifted the gun to his eye level, using the front sight to place his target evenly before him.

“The heart,” Goldfinch whispered. “Fire.” He watched Solomon’s eyes.

“’Ere it goes,” Solomon uttered. He prepared to squeeze the trigger but closed his eyes for a split second. He fired just as they reopened, and the gun kicked back and startled him.

Goldfinch turned from his friend’s careful hunting stance and looked at the target. The animal stood still for a moment, then he took flight. “Can’t miss a buck like that. Not this time of year,” he said to Solomon.

Although the gunshot had spooked the buck, at least a ten-pointer in Goldfinch’s opinion, the two men spotted a doe no farther than sixty yards away. She too was left motionless from the shot, attuned to nature’s dynamism, but her flat tail twitched ever so slightly out behind an elm tree. Goldfinch recognized the fluttering and directed his eyes and his weapon to her locale. It took Solomon a moment to catch on, but as Goldfinch started creeping through the flora, so did the ex-slave.

From one trunk to another they moved, stealthily tapping their toes against the layer of wrinkled noisemakers. Solomon made the most noise, but Goldfinch monitored the animal upon each of his steps, each fluid motion of his limbs. The doe remained, presumably feasting on a cache of acorns that had fallen from a nearby oak.

He was soon within shooting distance. Solomon trailed behind, but he couldn’t wait for the man each step of the way. The doe poked its head out from the side of the elm’s trunk. Her eyes were fixed on Goldfinch’s location, but she seemed to look even farther, miles farther, right through him.

He refused to hesitate any longer. In one motion, he clutched the rifle and brought it to his eye level. He placed the deer just above his front sight and squeezed the trigger. The ensuing blast sent a thick, opaque cloud of smoke into the air just off to his right, which fused with the chilling expanse.

Goldfinch turned back to Solomon, who was breathing heavily from the movement and the suppression of fatigue. His eyes widened with excitement. At last, Goldfinch turned toward his target. She had fallen—the shot struck her directly in the heart. There was no suffering, Goldfinch told himself.

This was the first time Goldfinch led Solomon on a guided hunt, though the freeman had gripped the rifles in Goldfinch’s presence before. Still, the Leader did not have the audacity to test his luck with the chattering ex-slave by shouldering him out past the protective fence, toward the shelterbelt, and through the groves, until today. But witnessing this evolution had an emotional payoff, too, for the slave-at-large had begun to shed the chains that bound him. He had stepped closer toward a sort of spatial acuity.

The elation was short-lived. Goldfinch’s mind scudded off, tugging him back even further than 1812, with its cacophony of death and despair. It had been fourteen years since the war ended, but the memories had become a bastion in his mind. Now though, they slipped past him and tugged at his shirtsleeves until finally, he landed in his childhood. It was the first hunt he could remember.

It was a cold morning on a homestead in the Hudson Valley. His father, a stern but affable veteran of the fight for independence, had brandished his weapon with gusto. He hauled another musket over his shoulder and scurried through the waist-high, bristly flora. A nine-year-old Goldfinch, then “Samuel,” scampered close behind.

When finally they spotted a robust, young buck, Goldfinch’s father pressed the side of his calloused hand across his son’s chest, effectively barricading him, preventing any further motion. “Shh,” he said, “we’ve found one, Samuel.” Goldfinch remembered looking skyward, toward the thorny facial hair of his father’s chin. The burly man, with pointed leather boots, a stiff frock coat, and a well-starched white collar, smirked and looked down at him as he primed the weapon. “Watch closely, son. And don’t you move too fast now. The animal, you see, contributes to the calm of this wood. You thin the herd for no good reason, and you alter His plan. Keep it in mind.” Parts of the memory were foggy, but he could recall his father handing him the weapon, the gunshot, the ensuing plume of smoke, and the wobbly-legged animal bending and contorting toward the earth. But the sharpest, most memorable part was his father shaking his head slightly, almost grimacing. “You’ll have to finish him off, son. Can’t prolong something like that.” He handed his son a blade. “Right ’cross the throat, and quick.” Then he could remember the droplets of blood landing on his cheek, for he’d stepped too close to the bloody deed. The warm blood seeped down his cheek, leaving a trail down his face and into his subconscious.

As he came to, he looked for his protégé, a man whose spirit he had bolstered over the past few years at the behest of Reverend Richard Allen. Solomon stood, staring back, inquiring, just a few feet away. But he shrugged his shoulders and turned from Goldfinch, moving rhythmically—in celebration of the kill. He was triumphant, though he hadn’t done a thing. He seemed boastful, though he’d missed the buck horribly. It made no matter, for they would settle for the feeble doe. Meat was meat. Solomon shut his eyes and pranced up the slight incline toward the doe. He was jubilant, as though he had already eaten the warm, hearty meal.

“Looks like we gawn have er-selves some suppa tonight,” Solomon exclaimed. “We gawn tell folks it was me killed the an’mal?”

“I suppose Harriet will take one look at you and know it wasn’t you, Solomon,” Goldfinch responded, smiling and rising to a full-bodied, upright stance. Solomon followed his lead, and the two approached the doe, plodding through the slightly pitched meadow with long strides.

They hovered over the animal, a mature doe, and took a moment to inspect it. There was some blood that stained the amber-colored leaves in its vicinity, but altogether, the shot was clean. Goldfinch turned toward his partner, “Now for the third act,” he said, smirking. Solomon looked unprepared but stepped closer.

“You’ll field strip her,” Goldfinch demanded, pointing to the carcass. He handed Solomon a blade he had tethered to his ankle. It was the same rite of passage he’d done at nine years old.

Goldfinch guided Solomon through the gutting process. He cut along the rear toward the abdomen. He watched Solomon closely as the man carefully applied pressure then cut right up to the sternum. He used hand gestures to illustrate pulling apart the last rib on each side, and Solomon put them to the test. From there, he had to reach up the chest cavity with the knife, toward the heart and lungs, then past them toward the windpipe and other blood vessels. Then from the pelvis, Solomon had to pull out the rear and sex organs, careful not to spill what lingered in the bladder. From there, the rest of the offal could be separated. As it was, the guts steamed as they met the October air. With bloodied hands, Solomon stepped away from the carcass and used his forearm to wipe his strained eyes. Goldfinch stepped in, flipped the deer over, spread its legs, and let the blood spill from the body.

Moments later, Goldfinch turned to a transfixed Solomon, who had absentmindedly nodded and repeated “Mm-hmm,” and said, “She’s ready to haul.” As he said this, he reached to the ground to collect the offal in a sack made of hide. These remnants would be used in various ways—for consumption, dyes, and medicinal purposes.

“Now, you grab a hold. Right at the base of her skull. You sling that animal over your shoulder. She’s lighter now. Your left hand grasps at her belly beneath her front legs. The other stays firm up top.”

Solomon made a few preparatory hand gestures. Then he obliged, peeling the animal off the ground from the spot it had fallen as the shot echoed through the forest. Goldfinch watched as his friend tossed her over his shoulder, almost afraid of streaking parts of his frock coat and undershirt with blood.

Goldfinch leaned backward, stretching. As he did so, the cravat fixed stiffly at the base of his neck loosened only slightly. Coming back to his natural stance, he fixed the cravat and his hat and wiped the dirt from his black trousers. He did the same to his draping black frock coat, and then his palms, blowing the dirt and clusters of leaves from his hands.

Solomon let out a sigh as he fought against the weight of the animal. He steadied himself and began to take the same path back.

“Suppose it’s on back to Synod now,” Goldfinch said, keeping pace just behind the persistent Solomon. Goldfinch, now considering Solomon a hunter, as his own father had done with him, took the slow return back to the village as an opportunity to talk about the thrill of the chase. He’d exaggerate their capabilities and reimagine the forests outside Synod as a paradise laden with sinewy young bucks.

“You see, Solomon, that there rifle, it’s a peacemaker.”

Solomon nodded, though even that seemed strenuous.

“A rifle we used back in 1812. It’s had its time on the lines. A beauty, though,” Goldfinch added.

“You say so,” Solomon said, the air storming from his lungs.

“You know lead’s the preferable bullet. Sure, it’ll cut through a man. I’ve seen it.”

“Bet you done seen a lot a that,” Solomon said, lowering the animal back onto the ground to catch his breath. Goldfinch did not let up with his haranguing.

“But here, we don’t have the luxury of lead. No imports, none of that. You see, what we do have is ore. It’s wedged deep in these mountains.” Goldfinch pointed upward, toward the tall peak of the mountain that lurked over Long Pond in the distance. “So, we make do with iron bullets. Can forge ’em right on the fire. You know about the forge Elizabeth and William labor at. We have them, we have fire, we keep bringing in small loads of ore—well, we’ll melt it right into iron. And that’s the material we’ll have to jam down the barrels to protect this place.”

Solomon kneaded his back with his fist and moved side to side. He then brushed the sweat off his forehead with one fluid swipe. Goldfinch carried Solomon’s weapon and his knapsack, but still, Solomon looked to be carrying extra weight, a lifetime of it.

“Now, once you have you some iron, well, the Long Rifle, she can adapt,” Goldfinch continued. “It takes anything from forty to forty-eight caliber. You plugged a forty cal in there earlier, remember?”

At this point, Solomon failed to respond. But that did not stop Goldfinch. “You’ll need to know these sorts of details. You go out on these Jersey roads by your lonesome.”

“Mista Goldfinch, I’m tryna take in all these diff’rent numbas you been tossin’ my way. I am. But, I got to make sure this animal gets back, feeds us.”

“But there’ll come a time when those numbers will save your life, Solomon.” He took on a more serious visage and continued. “You get in a scuffle, you use that barrel in anything hand-to-hand. It has a far reach, you see? Heavy, but it’ll do.”

“An’ carryin’ this here animal a real scuffle now,” Solomon said, lifting the deer back around his shoulders.

By the time Goldfinch looked ahead, studying their path, he realized they were approaching the village’s front gate.

“Synod’s before us, friend,” he said. “And we’ve brought supper.”

“Now, anybody ask, I’ma say I done killed it,” Solomon added.

“If you must,” Goldfinch conceded, looking around the premises. He saw the far-reaching fence in the distance—it wrapped around an oddly formed meadow that dipped toward the middle.

As they got nearer, Goldfinch paused before a full, towering hackberry tree, delayed in its turn to the bare side of the season. Goldfinch looked up at its smooth bark and its long, prickly fingers that dipped down almost to ground level. He smiled, noticing a large wooden relic pinned up on the tree’s trunk.

It was no time to study the looming object, though, with Solomon lugging the beast. He’d have to unhinge and grab hold of the cart in the shed beside the paddock. Along the way, someone would ask questions. He would have to quell her interrogation.

Once near the entrance, Goldfinch propped his forearm and his body weight against Solomon’s wobbly gait. Together, the two approached their home, the safe haven in the woods. Victory, although it was a small dose, came in the form of Solomon’s mastery of, or progress with, the rifle. It was a prerequisite for venturing alone. Soon, Goldfinch knew, Solomon would partake in the village’s first rendezvous with the runaway system. It was a long time coming. Goldfinch felt Reverend Allen must have been waiting for them in the city with open arms.
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Chapter Two
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These Crusades

It had been an hour or so since Goldfinch saw Solomon off into the heart of the village, assuring no wanderer, derelict of his or her chores, asked Solomon about the encounter or about the weapon strapped to his back. The former slave had never once pulled a trigger. Minister Mulvane, though, never saw the difference between a firearm and the blade Solomon seemed so comfortable with—and even flaunted on occasion.

Goldfinch stood encircled by the ever-thinning trees and the brisk ground. Yet the crumbling leaves, which broke into pieces like glass shards under Goldfinch’s feet, tended to irk him. For it was hard to retain a degree of stealth. And before his initial sojourn to Reverend Allen’s church, he had made a career of reconnaissance.

When the thought of this past life took hold of him and usurped his other, more tranquil thoughts, he felt he’d leap back to wartime in some way or another. He lost his bearings. He closed his eyes and tightened his lids.

He was lost in some nameless, labyrinthine forest pockmarked with loose soil atop fresh graves. An early morning mist swirled and careened through a row of tree trunks moist with dew. He was lost in one of his anonymous journeys of the mind. He walked farther, over a ridge, the sound of his advance echoing in his mind. Now, all he heard was gunfire—the reverberating, ear-piercing blasts that seemed so natural and close to home. But there was no one before him.

He looked down at his hands. Instead of his hunting knife, he found a ’95 Springfield Musket. He knew it was not his, but that of a fellow soldier dismembered by a cannonball, a soldier he could not see, but knew was bleeding out back beyond the ridge. Goldfinch had picked up the musket, his eyes focused on the horizon, hoping the British would not penetrate their lines. He nearly tripped on a raised earthwork. A hidden soldier, his face muddied, looked up toward Goldfinch and protested the man’s clumsiness. The soldier crouched back down, covering his ears.

Goldfinch’s horizon shifted and transformed into a more visceral, penetrable setting with shrieks, bloodletting, and the sound of wounded, febrile men. It was later in the day. He heard someone, something, howl back in the direction he’d just come.

He hoped the musket was loaded and primed. He could not find his target but knew the enemy lingered, recouped, behind the trees. He checked the powder, reaching his hand out toward the pan near the frizzen. While he inspected his gun, he blinked harshly, the resulting effect keeping a streak of bright light before his mind’s eye.

He opened his eyes, his temples pounding. There was no musket, no cannon fire. The earthworks and warfare’s craters were gone. There was only the rise and fall of the autumnal earth, stretching as far as the eye could see. The bright colors spoke to him, just as the artillery once had.

His hand trembled. He had revisited 1812, his war days. Or some amended version of them. The visions were infrequent now, but he was certainly prone. Where is this trip to? He could not say for sure. The scuffle at Queenston Heights? It had a cool, crisp Ontarian air about it.

Goldfinch reached down and retrieved a long, jagged knife sheathed at his ankle. He let the blade just hardly graze the skin at his left forefinger—a final cue he knew would ground him in the present, in 1829. He had entered the perilous throes of war. Why couldn’t it be an effusive, misty journey through the coppiced timber near his village?

Perhaps an hour later, his mind attempted to forsake this thick, gossamer-like web that had clouded his vision. At least now odd shapes of light seeped through. He kept a rocklike grip on the splintery cart he used to carry the remnants of the deer carcass. He had already skinned the animal and filleted the healthy chunks of meat beneath the ribs. He stashed away the innards and held onto the lengthier bones of the legs and rib cage. Now he was rolling out to the sequestered community dump, a spot frequently visited of late. It was no farther than a hundred yards from the entryway.

As he moved back over the unsteady terrain, there was only a muted idleness, a certain indolence. At last, his eyesight—in its entirety—returned to him. The silky web that had clogged his vision dissipated and crawled back to his animalistic subconscious.

Moments later, the entrails disposed of, he found himself at a tight corner of the village property near a gate. He smelled blood, an odor lifting from the stained knife sheathed at his side. He continued on with his splintery cart, hustling through the gate, the wheels leaving behind a mostly visible trail. His boots sunk into a few inches of mud. The gate creaked open, and he found his people, about fifteen of them, hard at work, balancing chores with conversation and tea breaks, from leaves Reverend Allen insisted Goldfinch stow away for the winter.

Now alert, Goldfinch found his people staring blankly at him. He noticed Adam, the assistant farmer, first. “I assume the harvest reaps itself?” Goldfinch called out to him.

“Ah, don’t mind me, Goldfinch. Been pressing the corn into the barrels, been mixing some more of it with the flour and water,” Adam responded, fumbling with the sleeves of his coat. He was a young man, in his late twenties, with stark, raven-black hair and a narrow, fragile frame. He wore no hat, but his sepia-brown frock coat was spotless.

“We’ll need the corn cakes tonight for venison. We have at least that doe to roast,” Goldfinch said. Adam then waved his hand up toward Goldfinch, who tipped his hat and continued onward.

He noticed Solomon studying his movements too. He had emerged from his hut as Goldfinch sauntered through the village. Solomon was probably envisioning himself completing these routine tasks. He came so close today. Goldfinch bent over to wipe his dirtied hands on a patch of grass beneath his feet. With the butchering complete, he could relax for a moment. When he gazed around the place, which retained a certain golden sheen, at least to him, he found that most folks had returned to their duties or their huts. Solomon stood close behind, whittling some other rough piece of wood. Goldfinch was satisfied seeing all of the tasks his people had completed, for it was something he had grown accustomed to as the groundskeeper for Reverend Allen in Philadelphia.

He slipped his hands into his coat pockets and walked to the edge of the village, back through the gate. He returned to the tree that held the large, wooden creation. It was normally easy to decipher, but the sun pierced his vision, falling down on him with a vengeance. He knew this was the spot, the hackberry. Nailed to the trunk was a bulky cross held together at the perpendicular intersection by only five or six nails. Yet it had withstood some fierce winds since their arrival in April.

Looking skyward, he tried to study it, but the ominous, fiery glare did not let up its barrage. He turned his gaze back to the village sprawled before him. A tall, five-foot fence meticulously carved from oak wood bordered the property. The whole setup was only about eighty yards long, maybe fifty wide.

The village was made up of small, single-room shanties. Smoke whisked through the chimneys of some. A handful of outbuildings and other wooden structures dotted the small but dense land. They were corn cribs, a toolshed, storage space, and animal paddocks. Each villager had a mount, and there was a splintery wagon beside the cart Goldfinch used for odd jobs. One hut, a bit larger than the others, had a ten-foot steeple and a small attached nave. At the center of the trafficked property was a large, community fire pit. Each wooden building was constructed with pine logs and housed one villager with room enough for a guest, perhaps two.

The villagers were astir, returning with pails of water from the Long Pond River. Others moved to and from the corn cribs, or out the rear gate toward Harriet’s furrowed fields. At this time of day, late morning, the air, the activity, made Synod resplendent. Goldfinch listened closely to the chatter of two women—Matilda, a dully dressed woman of about thirty, and Sophie, a wider-hipped woman of about thirty-five—who carried the pails. “Way that water’s moving,” Matilda said, “this is going to be a strong winter.” Sophie chuckled and smiled. They both reached a larger basin near the paddock and placed the pails down. “Way a snowstorm rolls in can’t be predicted from the current of this creek, Matilda,” Sophie added. She looked over and smiled at Goldfinch. He did not acknowledge her but continued to listen from afar, from some twenty feet off. He smirked and then let the earthlier noises resume their gentle tapping and pattering in his ears.

The houses were set in a circle within the larger, imposing fence. The border was finely chiseled and sanded by Goldfinch—former Philadelphia groundskeeper—and enveloped the huts and also a thin shelterbelt that buffered the place from any encroachment. People could feasibly climb this fence, but not before reaching small but sharp wooden pickets that rested atop it. Every few feet, driven into the horizontal rail, was a sharpened picket—a word Goldfinch insisted on using. There was a certain craftsmanship associated with it.

Goldfinch sauntered over to his toolshed. It resembled the workstation of a butcher who had just taken an interest in botany. On his workbench, he found the intricately sliced venison. In its reddened stillness, the meat called out to Goldfinch. He could feel the salt tickling his taste buds. He grabbed hold of the meat, but was thrown off after hearing a riled, echoing voice in the distance.

“Don’t you go and say you can’t fire that weapon, Solomon. Comes down to it, best be mind over matter. Otherwise, we’ll send Shepherd along.”

Goldfinch knew it was Harriet, a mesmerizing brunette, finely curved, about thirty-five. She had a soft, mouse-like face and her complexion was pristine. When she frowned, a few furrowed rows appeared on her forehead. She tended to be outspoken, but also nurturing and affable. Even still, her personality was volatile. She’d once went from perfectly content and reserved to pointing the menacing side of a pitchfork at Goldfinch for calling off her harvest early—with a half hour of daylight left. “You’ll respect my work, Mr. Goldfinch. Respect it,” she had said. Goldfinch could remember the contradictory feelings this had charged in him and the way he sought to feel it again.

Goldfinch walked toward the ruckus. As he came around the corner of Harriet’s small log home, he spotted her and Solomon. The ex-slave stood in his high-standing white-collar shirt now caked with blood, muddied boots, and cotton trousers. He looked even taller, burlier than before. He was holding his coat and a neatly folded indigo vest over the crook of his elbow, his hand in a fist out across his chest. He seemed embarrassed at being scorned by Harriet.

She was wearing a white skirt with a light floral pattern. The skirt had a high waistline, and beneath it, several layers of petticoats. She sported a dark brown bodice and an unbuttoned, navy-blue frock coat. She also wore a bonnet. Her hair poured out the sides of the bonnet, silky and appetizing. But he tried to act like the executive he had become. The first priority in accordance with that: upholding his strict abstinence decree.

“There’ll be high time for romance, and intrigue, if that is what you desire from a spiritual community,” Goldfinch had once said. “But only when we’re past the solstice, when the light of the spring sun lies anxiously waiting to stream down. In the meantime, we’ll keep the fence standing, our bellies filled. Gentlemen, ladies, there is work to be done.”

Solomon turned toward her. “Missus, I don’t wanna hurt nobody. I’m just headin’ to ’delphia to set up the first pick-up. The Rev’rend, see, he told us that he’d take care of all the ’cifics. But I done told you, I can use it. Just used one tuh-day.”

“Reverend Allen, you think he’s watching our backs like he was? We’re on our own now, friend. I’m telling you, muzzle-load it,” she said, pointing at the rifle strapped to Solomon’s back. Although he’d just had some practice with it, it still appeared so foreign. As a matter of fact, he looked torn just holding it. “You’ll need it. If you’re not ready, I’m going to put a round in your kneecap, set you down to convalesce, send Shepherd. You hear?”

Solomon slumped forward, staring at the ground. Goldfinch took the opportunity to intervene. “Love of God, for a small woman you’ve got a large mouth on you. What, pray, gives you the right?”

He paused for a moment, letting the comment sink in. She did not respond. Goldfinch turned to his hunting friend. “I’ve understood you to be a man of peace. But this is no peaceful endeavor. You’ve seen it today, at the meadow. Synod will be a refuge for runaways. This means we’ll shelter fugitives, come across the law, and stare down one barrel or another.”

“I understand, Mista Goldfinch. If ya call for it, I’ll go back, fire a few shots out yonda.”

“Now, what’s the point in that? Spooking off all our game?” Harriet said, her face reddening. “Leading President Jackson right to our doorstep?”

Solomon feigned a smile, looking at Harriet and then back at Goldfinch. He chuckled but lowered his head again. Ignoring Harriet, he said, “S’pose you right, Mista Goldfinch. I’ll see to most my chores.”

As the man lifted his head back up to stare Goldfinch in the eyes, the latter patted his friend’s shoulder, using a friendly nudge to send him off. Solomon gradually corrected his posture and ventured to his home, the door closing gently behind him.

Harriet licked the sides of her lips, sucked her teeth, and pressed a finger to her bonnet, fixing its thin strap. “Synod needs his efforts right now, Goldfinch,” she said, staring off toward Solomon’s hut.

“What this community needs are more guns, and enough faith to keep those bounty hunters away. We will snatch a few folks from the plantation, Harriet.” He looked off into the distance, toward the northern side of the village, past a group of pines and a grassy foothill. There, three shanties, smaller than those in the Synod village, sat on a slice of earth pitching upwards ever so slightly, a compass toward the mountain range.

Goldfinch knew the hideaway was one of Synod’s assets. All of his people knew of its existence. A few folks had even trekked out in early spring to help build it. As Goldfinch remembered, most of those men were Lyman Beecher’s. Reverend Richard Allen’s men stayed back on site, helping buttress the church. Peter Cartwright’s congregants helped with the fences and with Goldfinch’s construction of the huts and the meager forge. The forge had sprung up in just weeks. The masonry work was impressive—considering they were forced to work with materials packaged and thrown in some saddlebag. They had peeled rounded rocks from the mountainside and laid them in mortar. Steadily, the structure took form, leveled evenly at the back into the slope of the hill, which allowed for easy ore access atop the flames. The pig iron would then hit molds near the bottom. This contraption, though, was hidden in the woods. It was a deliberate act of suffusing the clouds of smoke with the harsh eddies of wind near the mountains.

The Founders—Allen, Beecher, and Cartwright—were gone now, returned to their zealous evangelism. These remaining folks were isolated, but not forsaken. It had been the plan all along. The three Founders would contribute their brainpower and then leave—some west, some east. And so, they did. Now Goldfinch held executive power.

Goldfinch gave Harriet a sideways glance but approached her and put a hand lightly on the fabric of her navy frock coat. She recoiled after his fingers brushed a few inches of it. She swiped at the hand, holding eye contact with him throughout. She quickly patted her coat, ridding herself of the nonexistent dirt. She made noises of disgust, but a smirk formed on her lips, and the eye contact failed to break. Goldfinch wasn’t sure whether the smirk was intentional or not, but he returned his hand to his coat pocket.

“I assume you’ve lingered here to ... have your way with me?” she roared, the sound carrying. She fixed her bangs which sunk beneath the bonnet’s fabric. Goldfinch looked around for the nearest villagers. Most were still huddled around the core of the place, seemingly ignorant of anything more than fifty feet off. Adam was reading near the base of a tree, while Matilda leaned against the paddock and stroked her horse’s coat.

“Like I said,” Goldfinch replied. “Simply fascinating, the audacity.”

She sarcastically curtsied and rushed off toward her hut. Goldfinch watched her the whole way, and he knew she felt his gaze. He watched her curves press tightly against the skirt, her hips oscillating. As she climbed the single step to her hut, she tossed a final, neutral look at Goldfinch, who still stood transfixed. Again, she curtsied. He assumed she would warm herself by her small hearth and prepare her supper. Of course, the meat would have to be coupled with leftover—and salted—cuts being preserved in the shed, inside crocks sealed with cheesecloth.

Before Goldfinch moved on with his day, he figured he would drop in on Solomon to make sure he was still comfortable with the rifle, or recovered from Harriet’s onslaught. He walked up to the man’s hut and knocked. Solomon opened up brandishing a forced smile. Before Goldfinch could say anything to him, he spoke up. “I’m ready, Mista Goldfinch. Put me in the middle of a Comanche tribe, I’d fend ’em off.”

Goldfinch noticed that Solomon’s rifle was propped up against the modest wooden headboard of his hay mattress. The weapon looked majestic, reflecting the sunrays that seeped through the room’s only window, its stock glistening. He looked at his companion and said, “You best be easy with that, Solomon. You keep that rifle safe out back. You pick it up when you need it. Strap it to your back. Utilize it if some bounty has you in his sights. Now, get some food in you—ready yourself for tomorrow’s ride.”

Solomon looked nervous and preoccupied. He said, “When I get to Reverend Allen’s, I ’spect you’ll want me to find his men, find his stop. Find the Founding Mother?”

“And you won’t hesitate. Just imagine you’re still working for the Reverend back in the city,” Goldfinch confirmed. “You see, the Reverend preached it time and again—spread the news, be of service to everyone. You get to Philadelphia’s African Methodist Episcopal, remember, it’s just AME, and you find our Founder and his wife, and you coordinate the first pickup. If they return with you, it’s subtle. It’s at night if you must. It’s following desolate trails right up to north Jersey.”

“Well Mista Goldfinch, you prepped me real good for this. Trouble believin’ we been here all these months already. And three without them Founders,” Solomon responded, astounded. He narrowed his eyelids as if he were about to convey some edifying statement. “I’s get them slaves, them people, back here, Goldfinch. From Synod to Ithaca and the AME there. We gonna do a marv’lous thing.”

“Quit that sentimental blabbering now, Solomon,” Goldfinch answered. “First you best be comfortable on that Pennsylvania Rifle. You have items to pack, people to visit. Then we’ll see you off.”

“You a good man, Mista Goldfinch. A real good man. I mean before I made it north to ’delphia and the grace o’ the Reverend’s church I was in them fields and—” Solomon seemed to lose his train of thought, for Goldfinch stood smirking, shaking his head.

“I know your story, Solomon. It’s hackneyed on these ears,” Goldfinch said, amused. “I was the groundskeeper at your church for God knows how long. Now, fill your belly and say your farewells.”

Solomon nodded and turned from Goldfinch. He began stuffing his saddlebag with canteens, silver coins, and some prepared goods that were nestled in a smaller cloth sack. He propped his rifle round his back, testing the motion. The weapon jutted out, the extended barrel looking awkward, even against Solomon’s girth.

Goldfinch knew Solomon would have to devise a way to carry that weapon on him through the city. He could say he was a hunter passing right through, for as faulty a cover as that would be.

It had been a while since Solomon was around strangers, and white ones at that. Yet Goldfinch thought the gun might bolster the man’s spirits. Still, what use would confidence be against a magistrate confirming the guilty verdict of some fallacious charge? They could ship Solomon back down south.

***
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As night fell, and after enjoying a venison stew he had helped Shepherd cook in a cauldron smelted from Synod iron, Goldfinch began to settle down. He removed his clothing, put on a night robe, and set out to begin a fire at his small hearth.

After fueling the hearth with kindling and a leaf of paper, Goldfinch could hear the fire crackling, the wind biting at it atop the short chimney. He was drifting in and out of consciousness when he heard a knock at the door. He grabbed his coat, threw it across his body and peeked through his only window. It was the Elder, One. Had he come to discuss politics? Had he come to warn Goldfinch not to send Solomon off into the abyss? One had grown comfortable with his nuanced habits—his new way of life. Would it be so easy for him to see Solomon go? Goldfinch wrestled with these questions.

A few more knocks sounded at the door, each one increasing in ferocity. “You best open up, Goldfinch,” One called. “I know you haven’t drifted off yet, you hardly sleep. Open up.”

Goldfinch watched for a few moments but still did not answer the door. He listened to One breathing heavily, scolding the door with his bare fist. Then he called out to the community’s elder. “Can I help you, fella?” He was delaying One’s entry.

“I’ve come to prepare for the send-off,” One said. He was a stern old man, in his sixties, a trimmed white beard enveloping his face. He wore no top hat, except for the odd occasion when being fashionable and genteel trumped the more fundamental needs of the place. To him, it seemed, Synod was a means to channel a life’s worth of energy. He would not squander his rank—third in charge—at the expense of simply looking sharp. So, he took to the more scholarly work of the place, writing accounts. He seemed to author and easily relay the psyche of the village. A few times, beside the fire, he’d read his drafts aloud—everything from their journey to the unforgiving summer heat.

At last, Goldfinch opened his home to One. He wore a low-cut, checkered vest beneath a frock coat and a black cravat above that. He adjusted the lapel area of his coat as Goldfinch quizzed him on his reasons for being there.

“I’ve decided to support the decision, a formality of sorts,” One said. “As you know, I hold a type of veto power here.”

Goldfinch rubbed his eyes, yawned, and said, “Glad to hear you have a say.”

“You know quite well I do. That’s the way the Reverend wanted it,” One replied. “And Beecher—even Cartwright, that mad, baptizing genius.”

“Since winter, we’ve lived as neighbors, as like-minded friends. Let it continue that way,” Goldfinch advised, brushing off most of One’s words. “Don’t trouble me with a political argument.”

“What do you suppose lies in wait in the illusory world now, Goldfinch? What wrath have we avoided, hiking to these mountains?” One asked. He presented his calm, stern visage.

“Why these questions now?” Goldfinch wondered, looking out around the place.

“I reckon plenty of places like this have sprung up before. But I am not quite sure so close to civilization,” One added.

Goldfinch held eye contact with One for a moment, but then looked away. “You feel threatened?”

“Of course not.”

“We thrive here, as an artery. You see, it is dependent on the slaves rushing through like warm blood. Without them, we don’t exist, and vice versa. And this is where they travel, north, off to Canada.”

Goldfinch unclenched a bit, stretching his stiff legs. He knew One’s banter was aimless. He wished he could slip off to dream of the sprawling Ramapough Mountains and their burgeoning seasonal colors. He walked back to his mattress and sat down.

One looked puzzled, twitching his lips as though pondering some larger ideal. “Suppose so,” he agreed.

“You don’t like it, you can go back to that illusory world, become Erskine again,” Goldfinch concluded, making reference to the elder’s illusory name. It was a different time, before the Synod names were issued.

“Well then, Mr. Hermann, I can see—” Elder One was obviously a bit flustered by Goldfinch referencing his prior name, one that had wilted alongside the bloc of other titles abandoned when the fence went up. Nevertheless, Goldfinch interrupted him.

“Do not repeat my illusory name. As long as I’m the head of this community, I’m Goldfinch.”

The elder began to settle down. Goldfinch said to him, “Ease your mind, friend. I fear you’ve begun to worry about this whole establishment. What is it that ails you? The location? The uncertainty? It is something inherent with the trip and the lifestyle.” He stood, examined One, and moved about the hut. He walked toward the elder and patted the man’s shoulder—almost brittle and stiff like his personality—and ushered him away.

“That is not so,” One answered, soon standing outside. “It is the carelessness with which we move about, plan, and enact our whimsical decrees. Your abstinence clause, for example. It has no legs to stand on. It cannot work with both genders here.”

“What other way is there to rule?” Goldfinch asked, his voice strengthening. “This is a novel experience. We’ve never once been left to determine our own destinies. Take me, for example. Structure has been my life. A soldier, a spy.” He looked at One, who slowly sauntered back to his hut.

When One was twenty feet off, he froze, turned back to Goldfinch, and nearly shouted, “Just know that you best be careful with these crusades. Our written accounts might carry more weight than any loaded rifle. We can be a community of ideals, not necessarily rifles. And you send an antelope off to a lion’s den, you best be ready to see blood. Solomon is no gunman.”

As the man finished his thought, Goldfinch turned and went back into his hut. At last, he could rest. He made sure the fire would taper out, lay back down on the stiff mattress, and slipped right into a deep sleep.
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Chapter Three
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Beyond the Gate

A bland whiteness inundated his vision. Slowly, streaks of black revealed themselves. Goldfinch’s eyes shifted from the white to a leafy, blotted darkness. It became clearer. It was Synod in the winter. The trees, brushed with powder, swayed in a light breeze. He looked off to the right and saw Reverend Richard Allen, the Minister Lyman Beecher, and ‘God’s Plowman,’ the circuit rider, Peter Cartwright. They were all huddled together over a fire outside one of the small log houses. They pointed at the wooden fence, then at Goldfinch. Reverend Allen looked fatigued and grayed, but adamant and upright in posture. Beecher looked chronically angry. His droopy mouth slumped into a frown. Cartwright looked uncomfortable in his tight black suit. His hair strayed off in a few different directions. The Founders waved Goldfinch over. Time seemed to freeze—everything around him was pronounced, distorted, and echoed. They whispered the word “Synod” over and over, cultishly. They pointed up at the hackberry tree. Goldfinch turned to the cross nailed to the trunk. It was at least ten feet tall, eight feet wide. He saw blood trickle down one side of it. He looked back at the Founders, but they were gone.

He jolted awake.

It was already dawn and Goldfinch could see the sunrise, flecked with shades of purple. The sun poked over the colorful mountain. The Long Pond River curved intricately behind the Synod grounds. It hugged the many dips, ledges, and banks along the towering hill behind them, a Ramapough Mountain. Goldfinch rose from bed and fumbled with his things, in search of his tin coffee cup. He had a jug of cold river water in his hut and funneled it into a kettle. He mixed it with ground coffee beans and placed it on a thick metal ledge near the top of his hearth. He reignited the fire. Minutes later, he grabbed the kettle with two thick pieces of cloth and placed it on the brick ledge beside him. He enjoyed the tediousness of daily routines.

Outside, he heard a horse’s hooves pressing against the hardening soil. Solomon must be preparing his mount, Goldfinch thought. He flung the door open and called to his friend. “Remember, Solomon, to Philadelphia and back again.”

Solomon, nearby, smiled and tipped the brim of the black silken top hat he now sported. It was part of his Sunday dress, gifted to him by Goldfinch when the two lived in Philadelphia. Goldfinch smiled mildly at Solomon as the man strapped his rifle to his back, buttoned his saddlebag, and hopped on his quarter horse. The man tipped the hat again and nicked his heel into the horse’s flank. It began to gallop, and Solomon called out, “So long, Synod. When I’s return, this’ll be a diff’rent place.”

Goldfinch watched as he rode off toward the fence. Near that structure, Solomon dismounted, opening the village to the illusory world. Soon enough, he was gone. Goldfinch turned back to the interior and saw Harriet in front of her door. She was still in her sleeping garments, and Goldfinch could see the skin on her arms and legs, up to the knees. He couldn’t help but feel some fluttering beneath his abdomen. He stood so far off, yet still blushed.

Harriet turned and went back inside. The others still slept. There were fifteen of them. Each Founder arrived with five people willing to see the world in a different light. And then there was Goldfinch, Reverend Allen’s groundskeeper. He was invaluable to the aging Reverend—with maintenance, greeting the congregants, or being a sound, but surly voice of reason. There were no children. Each villager was at least twenty-five years old. There were ten men and six women. No couples yet. He enforced the abstinence decree somewhat doggedly, though he had no problem relenting, even indulging himself, when the buds cracked through the dollops of softened dirt in spring.

Goldfinch knew there was work to be done. He knew One would be stirring soon, along with Mulvane, Synod’s ordained minister.

Thinking of the Minister, Goldfinch planned on visiting him. Minister Mulvane converted from Catholicism during Jefferson’s administration and came to Synod with Reverend Allen. He was soon ordained at the behest of the Founders. It was a simple ceremony followed by midday meal. He served as a chaplain in the War of 1812. He assisted at Reverend Allen’s church, and he was by all accounts, the only one of the villagers who knew more than a single Founder. He had met Peter Cartwright before. Cartwright was a peculiar fellow: circuit rider, ordained minister, and politician. He was a presiding Methodist elder in Illinois. Minister Mulvane served with him in the war. The Minister hardly ever spoke of the wartime atrocities—the sights, sounds, and tales. It was something Goldfinch knew all too well.

With Solomon gone, someone would have to pick up the pieces, and Goldfinch settled for doing the work himself. Solomon regularly watched the community fires and housed and fed the horses. Goldfinch could complete the labor—he was not above such triviality. Still, he would have to visit Minister Mulvane. The Minister was a fierce man, rough around the edges in secular settings. Yet, he was gentle when it came to helping others with faith, and he endorsed a stern Protestant lifestyle. Goldfinch would visit his hut, adjacent to the church.

***
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Goldfinch was about to knock a second time when the Minister swung his door open. “Morning, Goldfinch. Beautiful weather, eh?”

“Solomon’s gone,” Goldfinch remarked quickly. Minister Mulvane stood at his front door. He still had sleep in his eyes and his hair jettisoned off one way then the next. His long, nighttime robe had a hole near the right knee. But still, he smiled, stretched, and ran a finger down the bristly beginnings of a beard. He was a bit older than Goldfinch, fifty, if his memory served him right. He had a modest, tender face, dark brown eyes, and a slightly pointed nose. Yet somehow, his mouth belied all that—there was something austere about it.

Minister Mulvane ran his fingers through his hair, and he tried to pull it to one central mass behind his head. Letting go of it, it fell well past his ears. He took hold of a long black frock coat and sat down on the slate step at the entrance to his hut. Goldfinch watched him as he moved about confidently, and he knew he had a sturdy enforcer on his side. Minister Mulvane was a rough-and-tumble man when he had to be. There were many mornings he rose with the roosters to stalk mature bucks partnering with does on the ridge. He was no stranger to field stripping, either, and was sometimes left to haul the animal, rack in one hand, guts in the other, back to Synod. He was even left in charge of the gun trade. The cleric was said to have rather secretive sources down the Musconetcong River, at least a full day’s ride south on horseback. Goldfinch only got morsels of details from Minister Mulvane, though. These cloaked men apparently traded the aging Long Rifles along some network due south of Synod.

It just so happened that Minister Mulvane was a man of God. “Shall we hear a sermon now, Mulvane?” Goldfinch joked.

“Brother, it is Wednesday. You can wait until Sunday. If not, I might suggest a prayer of confession.”

Goldfinch ignored the sentiment, and the two briefly shook hands and patted backs. Goldfinch knew he had work to do, but he needed a favor from the Minister.

“Can you inspect our rifle inventory, Mulvane?” Goldfinch asked. “We haven’t used them at all, save for the hunts, but I fear there will soon be a demand.”

“We run low, I’ll be in the paddock saddling up before you could even start molding some ammunition.” Minister Mulvane paused, scratched his chest, and continued. “In the meantime, I’ll round up a few men, clean the barrels, and fire them off, prevent jams.”

“A lofty goal we’ve laid out, bringing back these runaway folk, eh?” Goldfinch pressed.

“We ousted ourselves from that destructive maelstrom of a civilization years ago, by practice at least. We’re just putting our principles to the test now, is all,” Minister Mulvane responded. Before returning to the solitude of his own home, perhaps to draft a sermon, he admonished Goldfinch. “With this excursion you’ve orchestrated, I feel compelled to say that if you get too big for your britches, don’t be afraid to take a step back and reexamine yourself.”
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