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      I Thought I Was Done

      
      I THOUGHT I was done writing about Alvin Smith. People kept telling me I wasn’t, but I knew why. It’s because they’d all heard Taleswapper
         and the way he tells stories. When he’s done, it’s all tied up neat in a package and you pretty much know what things meant
         and why they happened. Not that he spells it all out, mind you. But you just have this feeling that it all makes sense.
      

      
      Well I ain’t Taleswapper, which some of you might already have guessed, seeing how we don’t look much alike, and I don’t plan
         on becoming Taleswapper anytime soon, or anything much like him, not cause I don’t reckon him to be a fine fellow, worthy
         of folks emulating him, but mainly because I don’t see things the way he sees them. Things don’t all make sense to me. They
         just happen, and sometimes you can extract a bit of sense from some calamity and sometimes the happiest day is just pure nonsense.
         There’s no predicting it and there’s sure no making it happen. Worst messes I ever saw folks get into was when they was trying to make things go in a sensible way.
      

      
      
      So I set down what I knew of the earliest beginnings of Alvin’s life right up till he made him the golden plow as his journeyman
         project, and I told how he went back to Vigor and set to teaching folks how to be Makers and how things already wasn’t right
         with his brother Calvin and I thought I was done, because anybody who cares was there from then on to see for themselves or
         you know somebody who was. I told you the truth of how Alvin came to kill a man, so as to put to rest all the vicious rumors
         told about it. I told you how he came to break the runaway slave laws and I told you how Peggy Larner’s mama came to die and
         believe me, that was pretty much the end of the story as far as I could see it.
      

      
      But the ending didn’t make sense of it, I reckon, and folks have been pestering me more and more about the early days and
         didn’t I know more I could tell? Well sure I know. And I got nothing against telling it. But I hope you don’t think that when
         I’m done telling all I know it’ll finally be clear to everybody what everything that’s happened was all about, because I don’t
         know myself. Truth is, the story ain’t over yet, and I hope it never will be, so the most I can hope to do is set down the
         way it looks to this one fellow at this exact moment, and I can’t even promise you that tomorrow I won’t come to understand
         it much better than anything I’m writing now.
      

      
      My knack ain’t storytelling. Truth is, Taleswapper’s knack ain’t storytelling either, and he’d be the first to tell you that.
         He collects stories, all right, and the ones he gathers are important so you listen because the tale itself matters. But you
         know he don’t do nothing much with his voice, and he don’t roll his eyes and use them big gestures like the real orators use.
         His voice ain’t strong enough to fill a good-size cabin, let alone a tent. No, the telling ain’t his knack. He’s a painter
         if anything, or maybe a woodcarver or a printer or whatever he can use to tell or show the story but he’s no genius at any
         of them.
      

      
      Fact is if you ask Taleswapper what his knack is, he’ll tell you he don’t have none. He ain’t lying—nobody can ever lay that charge at Taleswapper’s door. No, he just set his heart on one knack when he was a boy, and all his life that seemed
         to him the only knack worth having and since he never got it (he thinks) why then he must not have no knack at all. And don’t
         pretend you don’t know what knack it was he wanted, because he practically slaps you in the face with it whenever he talks
         for long. He wanted the knack of prophecy. That’s why he’s always been so powerful jealous of Peggy Larner, because she’s
         a torch and from childhood on she saw all the possible futures of people’s lives, and while that’s not the same thing as knowing
         the future—the way things will actually happen instead of how they might happen—it’s pretty close. Close enough that I think
         Taleswapper would have been happy for five minutes of being a torch. Probably would have grinned himself to death within a
         week if such a thing happened.
      

      
      When Taleswapper says he’s got no knack, though, I’ll tell you, he’s wrong. Like a lot of folks, he has a knack and doesn’t
         even know it because that’s the way knacks work—it just feels as natural as can be to the person who’s got it, as easy as
         breathing, so you don’t think that could possibly be your unusual power because heck, that’s easy. You don’t know it’s a knack till other people around you get all astonished about it or upset or excited or whatever feelings
         your knack seems to provoke in folks. Then you go, “Boy howdy, other folks can’t do this! I got me a knack!” and from then on there’s no putting up with you till you finally settle down and get back to normal
         life and stop bragging about how you can do this fool thing that you used to never be excited about back when you still had
         sense.
      

      
      Some folks never know they got them a knack, though, because nobody else ever notices it either, and Taleswapper’s that way.
         I didn’t notice it till I started trying to collect all my memories and everything anybody ever told me about Alvin Maker’s
         life. Pictures of him working that hammer in the forge every chance he got in case we ever forgot that he had an honest trade,
         hard come by with his own sweat, and didn’t just dance through life like a quadrille with Dame Fortune as his loving partner—as if we ever thought Dame Fortune did anything
         more than flirt with him, and likely as not if he ever got close to her he’d find out she had the pox anyway; Fortune has
         a way of being on the side of the Unmaker, when folks start relying on her to save them. But I’m getting off the subject,
         which I had to read back to the beginning of this paragraph to see what in hell I was talking about (and I can hear you prickle-hearted
         prudes saying, What’s he doing putting down curses on paper, hasn’t he no sense of decent language? to which I say, When I
         curse it don’t harm nobody and it makes my language more colorful and heaven knows I can use the color, and I can assure you
         I’ve studied cussing from the best and I know how to make my language a whole lot more colorful than it is right now, but I already tone myself down so you don’t have apoplexy reading my words. I wouldn’t
         want to spend half my life just going to the funerals of people who had a stroke from reading my book, so instead of criticizing
         me for the nasty words that creep into my writing why don’t you praise me for the really ugly stuff that I virtuously chose
         to leave out? It’s all how you choose to look at it, I think, and if you have time to rail on about my language, then you
         don’t have enough to do and I’ll be glad to put you in touch with folks who need more hands to help with productive labor), so anyway I looked back to the beginning of this paragraph again to see what the hell I was talking about and my point is that when I gathered all these stories together, I noticed that
         Taleswapper seems to keep showing up in the oddest places at exactly the moment when something important’s about to happen, so that he ended up being a witness or even a participant in a remarkable
         number of events.
      

      
      Now, let me ask you plain, my friends. If a man seems to know, down in his bones, when something important was about to happen,
         and where, and enough in advance that he can get his body over there to be a witness of it before it even starts, now ain’t
         that prophecy? I mean why was it William Blake ever left England and came to America if it wasn’t because he knew that the world was about to be torn open to give birth to a Maker again after all these generations? Just cause he didn’t
         know it out in the open didn’t mean that he wasn’t a prophet. He thought he had to be a prophet with his mouth, but I say
         he’s a prophet in his bones. Which is why he just happened to be wandering back to the town of Vigor Church, to Alvin’s father’s
         mill, for no reason he was aware of, at exactly the day and hour that Alvin’s little brother Calvin Miller decided to run
         off and go study trouble in faraway places. Taleswapper had no idea what was going to happen, but folks, I tell you, he was
         there, and anybody who tells you Taleswapper’s got no knack, including Taleswapper himself, is a blame fool. Of course I mean that
         in the nicest possible way, as Horace Guester would tell you.
      

      
      So as I pick up my tale again that’s the day I choose to start with, mostly because I can tell you from experience that nothing interesting happened during those long months when Alvin was still trying to teach a bunch of plain folks how to be a Maker
         like him instead of … well, all in time. Let’s just say that while some of you are bound to criticize me for not telling all of Alvin’s lessons about Makering and every single boring moment of every class he held trying to teach fish
         to hop, I can promise you that leaving out those days from my tale is an act of charity.
      

      
      There’s a lot of people and a lot of confusion in the story, too, and I can’t help that, because if I made it all clear and
         simple that would be a lie. It was a mess and there was a lot of different people involved and also, to tell you the truth,
         there’s a lot of things that happened that I didn’t know about then and still don’t know much about now. I’d like to say that
         I’m telling you all the important parts of the story, telling about all the important people, but I know perfectly well that
         there might be important parts that I just don’t know about, and important people that I didn’t realize were important. There’s
         stuff that nobody knows, and stuff that them as knows ain’t telling, or them as knows don’t know they know. And even as I try to explain things as I understand them I’m still going to
         leave things out without meaning to, or tell you things twice that you already know, or contradict something that you know
         to be a fact, and all I can say is, I ain’t no Taleswapper, and if you want to know the deepest truth, get him to unseal that
         back two-thirds of his little book and read you what he’s got in there and I bet, for all he claims to be no prophet, I bet you’ll hear things as will curl your hair, or uncurl it, depending.
      

      
      There’s one mystery, though, that I plain don’t know the answer to, even though everything depends on it. Maybe if I tell
         you enough you’ll figure it out for yourself. But what I don’t understand is why Calvin went the way he did. He was a sweet
         boy, they all say it. He and Alvin were close as boys can be, I mean they fought but there was never malice in it and Cally
         grew up knowing Al would die for him. So what was it made jealousy start to gnaw at Calvin’s heart and turn him away from
         his own brother and want to undo all his work? I heard a lot of the tale I’m about to tell you from Cally’s own mouth, but
         you can be sure he never sat down and explained to me or anybody why he changed. Oh, he told plenty of folks why he hated
         Alvin, but there’s no ring of truth in what he says about that, since he always accuses his brother of doing whatever his
         audience hates the most. To Puritans he says he came to hate Alvin because he saw him trucking with the devil. To Kingsmen
         he says he hated Alvin because he saw how his brother went so far as to murder a man just to keep him from recovering his
         own property, a runaway slave baby named Arthur Stuart (and don’t that set them Royalists’ teeth on edge, to think of a half-Black boy having the same name as the King!). Calvin always has a tale
         that justifies himself in the eyes of strangers, but never a word of explanation does he ever have to those of us who know
         the truth about Alvin Maker.
      

      
      I just know this: When I first set eyes on Calvin, in Vigor Church during that year when Alvin tried to teach Makering, that
         year before he left, I’ll tell you, folks, Calvin was already gone. In his heart every word that Alvin said was like poison. If Alvin paid no attention to him, Calvin felt neglected and
         said so. Then if Alvin did pay attention to him, Calvin got surly and sullen and claimed Alvin wouldn’t leave him alone. There was no pleasing him.
      

      
      But to say he was “contrary” don’t explain a thing. It’s just a name for the way he was acting, not an answer to the question
         of why he acted that way. I have my own guesses, but they’re just guesses and no more, not even what they call “educated guesses”
         because there’s no such thing as education so good it makes one man’s guess any better than another’s. Either you know or
         you don’t, and I don’t know.
      

      
      I don’t know why people who got what they need to be happy don’t just go ahead and be happy. I don’t know why lonely people
         keep shoving away everybody as tries to befriend them. I don’t know why people blame weak and harmless folks for their troubles
         while they leave their real enemy alone to get away with all his harm. And I sure don’t know why I bother to go to the trouble
         to write all this down when I know you still won’t be satisfied.
      

      
      Let me tell you one little thing about Calvin. I saw him one day taking class with Alvin, and for once he was paying attention,
         real close attention, heeding every word that came from his brother’s lips. And I thought: He’s finally come around. He finally
         realized that if he really wants to be a seventh son of a seventh son, if he really wants to be a Maker, he has to learn from
         Alvin how it’s done.
      

      
      And then the class ended, and I sat there watching Calvin as everybody else went on out to get back to their chores, until
         only me and Calvin was left in the room, and Calvin actually talks to me—mostly he ignored me like I wasn’t there—he talks
         to me and in a few seconds I realize what he’s doing. He’s imitating Alvin. Not Alvin’s regular voice, but Alvin’s schoolteachery
         voice. You all remember when he got that way—I remember he learned that flowery fancy talk when he was studying with Miss
         Larner, before she came out of disguise and he realized she was the same Peggy Guester who kept his birth caul and protected him through his growing-up years. The
         big five-dollar words she learned in Dekane or from them books she read. Alvin wanted to sound refined like her, or sometimes
         he wanted to, anyway, and so he’d learn them words and use them and talk so fine you’d have thought he learned English from
         an expert instead of just growing up with it like the rest of us. But he couldn’t keep it up, He’d hear himself talking so
         high-toned and he’d just suddenly laugh or make some joke and then he’d go back to talking like folks. And there was Calvin
         talking that same high-toned way, only he didn’t laugh. He just did all his imitating and when he was done, he looked at me
         and said, “Was that right?”
      

      
      As if I’d know!

      
      And I says back to him, “Calvin, sounding like an educated man don’t make you educated,” and he says back to me, “I’d rather be ignorant and sound educated than be
         educated and sound ignorant,” and I said, “Why?” and he says to me, “Because if you sound educated then nobody ever tests
         you to find out, but if you sound ignorant they never stop.”
      

      
      Here’s my point. Well, maybe it’s not the point I started out to make, but I long since lost track of that. So here’s the point I want to make now: I know more about what happened during Alvin’s year of wandering than anybody else on God’s green Earth. But I also am aware
         of how many questions I still can’t answer. So I reckon I’m the one as knows but seems ignorant. Which kind are you?
      

      
      If you already figure you know this story, for heaven’s sake stop reading now and save yourself some trouble. And if you’re
         going to criticize me for not finishing the whole thing and tying it up in a bow for you, why, do us both a favor and write
         your own damn book, only have the decency to call it a romance instead of a history, because history’s got no bows on it,
         only frayed ends of ribbons and knots that can’t be untied. It ain’t a pretty package but then it’s not your birthday that
         I know of, so I’m under no obligation to give you a gift.
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      Hypocrites

      
      CALVIN WAS ABOUT fed up. Just this close to walking up to Alvin and … and something. Punching him in the nose, maybe, only he’d tried that
         afore and Alvin just caught him by the wrist and gripped him with those damn blacksmith muscles and he says, “Calvin, you
         know I could always throw you, do we have to do this now?” Alvin could always do everything better, or if he couldn’t then
         it must not be worth doing. Folks all gathered around and listened to Alvin’s babbling like it all made sense. Folks watched
         every move he made like he was a dancing bear. Only time they noticed Calvin was to ask him if he would kindly step aside
         so they could see Alvin a little better.
      

      
      Step aside? Yep, I reckon I can step aside. I can step right out the door and out into the hot sun and right out onto the
         path going up the hill to the tree line. And what’s to stop me from keeping right on? What’s to stop me from walking on to
         the edge of the world and then jumping right off?
      

      
      But Calvin didn’t keep walking. He leaned against a big old maple and then hunkered down in the grass and looked out over Father’s land. The house. The barn. The chicken coops. The pigpen. The millhouse.
      

      
      Did the wheel ever turn in Father’s mill anymore? The water passed useless through the chase, the wheel leaned forward but
         never moved, and so the stones inside were still, too. Might as well have left the huge millstone in the mountain, as to bring
         it down here to stand useless while big brother Alvin filled these poor people’s minds with hopeless hopes. Alvin was grinding
         them up as surely as if he put their heads between the stones. Grinding them up, turning them to flour which Alvin himself
         would bake into bread and eat up for supper. He may have prenticed as a blacksmith all those years in Hatrack River, but here
         in Vigor Church he was a baker of brains.
      

      
      Thinking of Alvin eating everybody’s ground-up heads made Calvin feel nasty in a delicious kind of way. It made him laugh.
         He stretched his long thin legs out into the meadow grass and lay back against the trunk of the maple. A bug was scampering
         along the skin of his leg, up under his trousers, but he didn’t bother to reach down and pull it out, or even to shake his
         leg to get it off. Instead, he got his doodlebug going, like a spare pair of eyes, like an extra set of fingers, looking for
         the tiny rapid flutter of the bug’s useless stupid life and when he found it he gave it a little pinch, or really more like
         a squint, a tiny twitch of the muscles around his eyes, but that was all it took, just that little pinch and then the bug
         wasn’t moving no more. Some days, little bug, it just don’t pay to get up in the morning.
      

      
      “That must be some funny story,” said a voice.

      
      Calvin fairly jumped out of his skin. How did somebody come on him unawares? Still, he didn’t let himself show he’d been surprised.
         His heart might be beating fast inside his chest, but he still waited a minute before even turning around to look, and then
         he made sure to look about as uninterested as a fellow can look without being dead.
      

      
      A bald fellow, old and in buckskins. Calvin knew him, of course. A far traveler and sometime visitor named Taleswapper. Another
         one who thought the world began with God and ended with Alvin. Calvin looked him up and down. The buckskins were about as old as the man. “Did you get them clothes off a ninety-year-old
         deer, or did your daddy and grandpa wear them all their lives to get them so worn out like that?”
      

      
      “I’ve worn these clothes so long,” said the old man, “that I sometimes send them on errands when I’m too busy to go, and nobody
         can tell the difference.”
      

      
      “I think I know you,” said Calvin. “You’re that old Taleswapper fellow.”

      
      “So I am,” said the old man. “And you’re Calvin, old Miller’s youngest boy.”

      
      Calvin waited.

      
      And here it came: “Alvin’s little brother.”

      
      Calvin folded himself sitting down and then unfolded himself standing. He liked how tall he was. He liked looking down at
         the old man’s bald head. “You know, old man, if we had another just like you, we could put your smooth pink heads together
         and you’d look like a baby’s butt.”
      

      
      “Don’t like being called Alvin’s little brother, eh?” asked Taleswapper.

      
      “You know where to go for your free meal,” said Calvin. He started to walk away into the meadow. Having no destination in
         mind, of course, his walking pretty soon petered out, and he paused a moment, looking around, wishing there was something
         he wanted to do.
      

      
      The old man was right behind him. Damn but the old boy was quiet! Calvin had to remember to keep a watch out for people. Alvin
         did it without thinking, dammit, and Calvin could do it too if he could just remember to remember.
      

      
      “Heard you chuckling,” said Taleswapper. “When I first walked up behind you.”

      
      “Well, then, I guess you ain’t deaf yet.”

      
      “Saw you watching the millhouse and heard you chuckling and I thought, What does this boy see so funny in a mill whose wheel
         don’t turn?”
      

      
      
      Calvin turned to face him. “You were born in England, weren’t you?”

      
      “I was.”

      
      “And you lived in Philadelphia awhile, right? Met old Ben Franklin there, right?”

      
      “What a memory you have.”

      
      “Then how come you talk like a frontiersman? You know and I know that it’s supposed to be ‘a mill whose wheel doesn’t turn,’ but here you are talking bad grammar as if you never went to school but I know you did. And how come you don’t talk
         like other Englishmen?”
      

      
      “Keen ear, keen eye,” said Taleswapper. “A sharp one for details. Dull on the big picture, but sharp on details. I notice
         you talk worse than you know how, too.”
      

      
      Calvin ignored the insult. He wasn’t going to let this old coot distract him with tricks. “I said how come you talk like a
         frontiersman?”
      

      
      “Spend a lot of time on the frontier.”

      
      “I spend a lot of time in the chicken coop but that don’t make me cluck.”

      
      Taleswapper grinned. “What do you think, boy?”
      

      
      “I think you try to sound like the people you’re telling your lies to, so they’ll trust you, they’ll think you’re one of them.
         But you’re not one of us, you’re not one of anybody. You’re a spy, stealing the hopes and dreams and wishes and memories and
         imaginings of everybody and leaving them nothing but lies in exchange.”
      

      
      Taleswapper seemed amused. “If I’m such a criminal, why ain’t I rich?”

      
      “Not a criminal,” said Calvin.

      
      “I’m relieved to be acquitted.”

      
      “Just a hypocrite.”

      
      Taleswapper’s eyes narrowed.

      
      “A hypocrite,” Calvin said again. “Pretending to be what you’re not. So other people will trust you, but they’re trusting
         in a bunch of pretenses.”
      

      
      “That’s an interesting idea, there, Calvin,” said Taleswapper. “Where do you draw the line between a humble man who knows his own weaknesses but tries to act out virtues he hasn’t quite
         mastered yet, and a proud man who pretends to have those virtues without the slightest intention of acquiring them?”
      

      
      “Listen to the frontiersman now,” said Calvin scornfully. “I knew you could shed that folksy talk the minute you wanted to.”

      
      “Yes, I can do that,” said Taleswapper. “Just as I can speak French to a Frenchman and Spanish to a Spaniard and four kinds
         of Red talk depending on which tribe I’m with. But you, Calvin, do you speak Scorn and Mockery to everyone? Or just to your
         betters?”
      

      
      It took Calvin a moment to realize that he had been put down, hard and low. “I could kill you without using my hands,” he
         said.
      

      
      “Harder than you think,” said Taleswapper. “Killing a man, that is. Why not ask your brother Alvin about it? He’s done it
         the once, for just cause, whereas you think of killing a man because he tweaks your nose. And then you wonder why I call myself
         your better.”
      

      
      “You just want to put me down because I named you for what you are. Hypocrite. Like all the others.”

      
      “All the others?”
      

      
      Calvin nodded grimly.

      
      “Everyone is a hypocrite except Calvin Miller?”
      

      
      “Calvin Maker,” said Calvin. Even as he said it, he knew it was a mistake; he had never told anyone the name by which he thought of himself,
         and now he had blurted it out, a boast, a brag, a demand, to this most unsympathetic of listeners. This man who was most likely, of all men, to repeat Calvin’s secret dream to others.
      

      
      “Well, now it seems to be unanimous,” said Taleswapper. “We’re all pretending to be something that we’re not.”

      
      “I am a Maker!” Calvin insisted, raising his voice, even though he knew he was making himself seem even weaker and more vulnerable.
         He just couldn’t stop himself from talking to this slimy old man. “I’ve got all the knack for it that Alvin ever had, if anyone
         would bother to notice!”
      

      
      
      “Made any millstones lately, without tools?” asked Taleswapper.

      
      “I can make stones in a fence fit together like as if they growed that way out of the ground!”

      
      “Healed any wounds?”

      
      “I killed a bug crawling on my leg just a moment ago without so much as laying a hand on it.”

      
      “Interesting. I ask of healing and you answer with killing. Doesn’t sound like a Maker to me.”

      
      “You said yourself that Alvin killed a man!”

      
      “With his hands, not with his knack. A man who had just murdered an innocent woman who died to protect her son from captivity.
         The bug—was it going to harm you or anyone?”
      

      
      “Yes, there you are, Alvin is always righteous and wonderful, while Calvin can’t do nothing right! But Alvin hisself told
         me the story of how he caused a bunch of roaches to get theirselfs kilt when he was a boy and—”
      

      
      “And you learned nothing from his story, except that you have the power to torment insects.”

      
      “He gets to do what he wants and then talks about how he’s learned better now, but if I do the same things then I’m not worthy! I can’t be taught any of his secrets because I’m not ready for them only I am ready for them, I’m just not ready to let Alvin decide how I’ll use the knack I was born with. Who tells him what to do?”
      

      
      “The inner light of virtue,” said Taleswapper, “for lack of a clearer name.”

      
      “Well what about my inner light?”
      

      
      “I imagine that your parents ask themselves this very question, and often.”

      
      “Why can’t I be allowed to figure things out on my own like Alvin did?”
      

      
      “But of course you are being allowed to do exactly that,” said Taleswapper.
      

      
      “No I’m not! He sits there trying to explain to those boneheaded no-knack followers of his how to get inside other things
         and learn what they are and how they’re shaped inside and then ask them to take on new forms, as if that’s a thing that folks
         can learn—”
      

      
      “But they do learn it, don’t they?”
      

      
      “If you call an inch a year moving, then I guess you can call that learning,” said Calvin. “But me, the one who actually understands
         everything he says, the one who could actually put it all to use, he won’t even let me in the room. If I stay there he just
         tells stories and makes jokes and won’t teach a thing until I leave, and why? I’m his best pupil, ain’t I? I learn it all, I soak it in fast and I can use it on the instant, but
         he won’t teach me! He calls them others ‘apprentice Makers’ but me he won’t even take on for a single lesson, all because
         I don’t bow down and worship whenever he starts talking about how a Maker can never use his power to destroy, but only to
         build, or he loses it, which is nonsense, since a man’s knack is his knack and—”
      

      
      “It seems to me,” said Taleswapper, his voice sharp enough to cut through Calvin’s raging, “that you are a singularly unteachable
         young man. You ask Alvin to teach you, and he tries to do it, but then you refuse to listen because you know what’s nonsense and what matters, you know that a man doesn’t have to make in order to be a Maker, you already know so much I’m surprised you still wait around here, wishing for Alvin to teach you things that you plainly have
         no desire to know.”
      

      
      “I want him to teach me how to get into the small of things!” cried Calvin. “I want him to teach me how to change people the
         way he changed Arthur Stuart so the Finders couldn’t Find him anymore! I want him to teach me how to get inside bones and
         blood vessels, how to turn iron to gold! I want me a golden plow like his and he won’t teach me how!”
      

      
      “And it has never occurred to you,” said Taleswapper, “that when he speaks of using the power of Making only to build things
         up, never to tear them down, he might be teaching you precisely the thing you are asking? Oh, Calvin, I’m so sorry to see
         that your mama did have one stupid child after all.”
      

      
      
      Calvin felt the rage explode inside himself, and before he knew what he was doing he knocked the old man down and straddled
         his hips, pounding on his frail old ribs and belly. It took many blows before he realized that the old man wasn’t fighting
         back. Have I killed him? Calvin wondered. What will I do if he’s dead? They’ll have me for murder, then. They won’t understand
         how he provoked me, begging for a beating. It’s not like I planned to kill him.
      

      
      Calvin put his fingers to Taleswapper’s throat, feeling for a pulse. It was there, feeble, but it probably was always feeble,
         given how old the fellow was.
      

      
      “Didn’t quite kill me, eh?” whispered Taleswapper.

      
      “Didn’t feel like it,” said Calvin.

      
      “How many men will you have to beat up before everyone agrees that you’re a Maker?”

      
      Calvin wanted to hit him again. Didn’t this old man learn anything?

      
      “You know, if you hurt people enough, eventually they’ll all call you whatever you want. Maker. King. Captain. Boss. Master.
         Holy One. Pick your title, you can beat people into calling you that. But you don’t change yourself a bit. All you do is change
         the meanings of those words, so they all mean the same thing: Bully.”
      

      
      Calvin, hot with shame, got up and stood over him. He restrained himself from kicking the old man until his head was jelly.
         “You’ve got a knack for words,” he said.
      

      
      “True words in particular,” said Taleswapper.

      
      “Lies, from all I can see,” said Calvin.

      
      “A liar sees lies,” said Taleswapper. “Even when they aren’t there. Just as a hypocrite sees hypocrites whenever he runs across
         good people. Can’t stand to think that anyone might really be what you only pretend to be.”
      

      
      “You did say one true thing,” said Calvin. “About its making no sense me waiting around here for Alvin to teach me what he
         plainly means to keep secret. I should’ve realized that Alvin wasn’t never going to teach me anything, because he’s afraid
         if people see me doing all the things he can do, he won’t be king of the hill anymore. I have to find it out on my own, just like he
         did.”
      

      
      “You have to find it out by learning the same things he did,” said Taleswapper. “Alone or as his pupil, though, I don’t think
         you’re capable of learning those things.”
      

      
      “You’re wrong,” said Calvin. “I’ll prove it to you.”

      
      “By learning to master your own will and use your power only to build things, only to help others?”

      
      “By going out into the world and learning everything and coming back and showing Alvin who’s got the real Maker’s knack and
         who’s just pretending.”
      

      
      Taleswapper propped himself up on one elbow. “But Calvin, your actions here today have made the answer to that question as
         plain as day.”
      

      
      Calvin wanted to kick him in his face. Silence that mouth. Break that shiny pate and watch the brains spill out into the meadow
         grass.
      

      
      Instead he turned away and took a few steps toward the woods. He had a destination this time. East. Civilization. The cities,
         the lands where people lived together cheek by jowl. Among them there would be those who could teach him. Or, failing that,
         those he could experiment with until he learned all that Alvin knew, and more. Calvin was wrong to have stayed here so long.
         Foolish to have kept hoping that he’d ever get any love or help from Alvin. I worshipped him, that was my mistake, thought
         Calvin. It took this boneheaded old fool to show me the kind of contempt that people have for me. Always comparing me to Alvin,
         perfect Alvin, Alvin the Maker, Alvin the virtuous son.
      

      
      Alvin the hypocrite. He does with his power just what I want to do—only he’s so subtle about it that people don’t even realize
         he’s controlling them. Tell us what to do, Alvin! Teach us how to Make, Alvin! Does Alvin ever say, It’s not your knack, you
         poor fool, I can’t teach you how to do this any more than I can teach a fish to walk? No. He pretends to teach them, helps
         them get a few pathetic illusory successes so they stay with him, his obedient servants, his disciples.
      

      
      
      Well, I’m not one of them. I’m my own man, smarter than he is, and more powerful, too, if I can just learn what I need to
         learn. After all, Alvin was only a seventh son for a couple of moments after he was born, until our oldest brother Vigor died.
         But I have been a seventh son my whole life, and still am one today. Before long I’m bound to surpass Alvin. I’m the real
         Maker. The real thing. Not a hypocrite. Not a pretender.
      

      
      “When you see Alvin, tell him not to follow me. He won’t see me again until I’m ready for him to square off against me, Maker
         against Maker.”
      

      
      “There can never be a battle of Maker against Maker,” said Taleswapper.

      
      “Oh?”

      
      “Because if there’s a battle,” said Taleswapper, “it’s because one of them, at least, is not a Maker at all, but rather its
         opposite.”
      

      
      Calvin laughed. “That old wives’ tale? About some supposed Unmaker? Alvin tells the stories, but it’s all a bunch of hogwash
         to make him look like more of a hero.”
      

      
      “I’m not surprised that you don’t believe in the Unmaker,” said Taleswapper. “The first lie the Unmaker always tells is that
         he doesn’t exist. And his true servants always believe him, even as they carry out his work in the world.”
      

      
      “So I’m the Unmaker’s servant?” asked Calvin.

      
      “Of course,” said Taleswapper. “I have the bruises on my body now to prove it.”

      
      “Those bruises prove you’re a weak man with a big mouth.”

      
      “Alvin would have healed me and strengthened me,” said Taleswapper. “That’s what Makers do.”
      

      
      Calvin couldn’t take any more of this. He kicked the man right in the face. He could feel Taleswapper’s nose break under the
         ball of his foot; then the old man flopped back into the grass and lay there still. Calvin didn’t even bother to check his
         pulse. If he was dead, so be it. The world would be a better place without his lies and rudeness.
      

      
      Not until he was well into the woods, about five minutes later, did the enormity of what he had done flow over him. Killed a man! I might have killed a man, and left him to die!
      

      
      I should have healed him before I left. The way Alvin healed people. Then he would have known that I’m truly a Maker, because I healed him. How could I have missed such an opportunity to show what I can do?
      

      
      At once he turned and raced back through the forest, dodging the roots, skittering down a bank he had so eagerly climbed only
         moments before. But when, panting, he emerged into the meadow, the old man wasn’t there, though bits of blood still clung
         to the grass and pooled where his head had lain. Not dead, then. He got up and walked, so he can’t be dead.
      

      
      What a fool I was, thought Calvin. Of course I didn’t kill him. I’m a Maker. Makers don’t destroy things, they build them.
         Isn’t that what Alvin always tells me? So if I’m a Maker, nothing I do can possibly be destructive.
      

      
      For a moment he almost headed down the hill toward the millhouse. Let Taleswapper accuse him in front of everybody. Calvin
         would simply deny it, and let them work out how to deal with the problem. Of course they’d all believe Taleswapper. But Calvin
         only needed to say, “That’s his knack, to make people believe his lies. Why else would you trust in this stranger instead
         of Alvin Miller’s youngest boy, when you all know I don’t go around beating people up?” It was a delicious scene to contemplate,
         with Father and Mother and Alvin all frozen into inaction.
      

      
      But a better scene was this: Calvin free in the city. Calvin out of his brother’s shadow.

      
      Best of all, they couldn’t even get up a group of men to follow him. For here in the town of Vigor Church, the adults were
         all bound by Tenskwa-Tawa’s curse, so that any stranger they met, they had to tell him the story of how they slaughtered the
         innocent Reds at Tippy-Canoe. If they didn’t tell the story, their hands and arms would become covered with dripping blood,
         mute testimony of their crime. Because of that they didn’t venture out into the world where they might run into strangers.
         Alvin himself might come looking for him, but no one else except those who had been too young to take part in the massacre would be able to join with him. Oh, yes, their brother-in-law
         Armor, he wasn’t under the curse. And maybe Measure wasn’t really under the curse, because he took it on himself, even though
         he wasn’t part of the battle. So maybe he could leave. But that still wouldn’t be much of a search party.
      

      
      And why would they bother to search for him anyway? Alvin thought Calvin was a nothing. Not worth teaching. So how could he
         be worth following?
      

      
      My freedom was always just a few steps away, thought Calvin. All it took was my realizing that Alvin was never going to accept me as his true friend and brother. Taleswapper showed me that. I should thank him.
      

      
      Hey, I already gave him all the thanks he deserved.

      
      Calvin chuckled. Then he turned and headed back into the forest. He tried to move as silently as Alvin always did, moving
         through the forest—a trick Al had learned from the wild Reds back before they either gave up and got civilized or moved across
         the Mizzipy into the empty country of the west. But despite all his efforts, Calvin always ended up making noise and breaking
         branches.
      

      
      For all I know, Calvin told himself, Alvin makes just as much noise, and simply uses his knack to make us think he’s quiet. Because if everybody thinks you’re silent, you are silent, right? Makes no difference at all.
      

      
      Wouldn’t it be just like that hypocrite Alvin to have us all thinking he’s in such harmony with the greenwood when he’s really
         just as clumsy as everyone else! At least I’m not ashamed to make an honest noise.
      

      
      With that reassuring thought, Calvin plunged on into the underbrush, breaking off branches and disturbing fallen leaves with
         every step.
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      Watchers

      
      WHILE CALVIN WAS a-setting out on his journey to wherever, trying not to think about Alvin with every step, there was someone else already
         on a journey, also wishing she could stop thinking about Alvin. That’s about where the semblance ends, though. Because this
         was Peggy Larner, who knew Alvin better and loved Alvin more than any living soul. She was riding in a coach along a country
         road in Appalachee, and she was at least as unhappy as Calvin ever was. Difference was, she blamed her woes on nary a soul
         but her own self.
      

      
      In the days after her mother was murdered, Peggy Larner figured that she would stay in Hatrack River for the rest of her life,
         helping her father tend his roadhouse. She was done with the great matters of the world. She had set her hand to meddling
         in them, and the result had been that she didn’t tend to her own backyard and so she failed to see her mother’s death looming.
         Preventable, easily, it was so dependent upon merest chance; a simple word of warning and her mother and father would have
         known the Slave Finders were coming back that night, and how many of them there were, and how armed, and through what door coming. But Peggy had been watching the great matters
         of the world, had been minding her foolish love for the young journeyman smith named Alvin who had learned to make a plow
         of living gold and then asked her to marry him and go with him through the world to do battle with the Unmaker, and all the
         while the Unmaker was destroying her own life through the back door, with a shotgun blast that shredded her mother’s flesh
         and gave Peggy the most terrible of burdens to carry all her life. What kind of child does not watch out to save her own mother’s
         life?
      

      
      She could not marry Alvin. That would be like rewarding herself for her own selfishness. She would stay and help her father
         in his work.
      

      
      And yet she couldn’t do even that, not for long. When her father looked at her—or rather, when he wouldn’t look at her—she
         felt his grief stab to her heart. He knew she could have prevented it. And thought it was his great effort not to reproach
         her with it, she didn’t need to hear his words to know what was in his heart. No, nor did she need to use her knack to see
         his heart’s desire, his bitter memories. She knew without looking, because she knew him deep, as children know parents.
      

      
      There came a day, then, when she could bear it no longer. She had left home once before, as a girl, with a note left behind.
         This time she left with more courage, facing her father and telling him that she couldn’t stay.
      

      
      “Have I lost my daughter then, as well as my wife?”

      
      “Your daughter you have as well as ever,” said Peggy. “But the woman who could have prevented your wife’s death, and failed
         to do it—that woman can’t live here anymore.”
      

      
      “Have I said anything? Have I by word or deed—”

      
      “It’s your knack to make folks feel welcome under your roof, Father, and you’ve done your best with me. But there’s no knack
         can take away the terrible burden charged to my soul. There’s no love or kindness you can show toward me that will hide—from
         me—what you suffer at the very sight of me.”
      

      
      
      Father knew he couldn’t deceive his daughter any longer, her being a torch and all. “I’ll miss you with all my heart,” he
         said.
      

      
      “And I’ll miss you, Father,” she answered. With a kiss, with a brief embrace, she took her leave. Once again she rode in Whitley
         Physicker’s carriage to Dekane. There she visited with a family that had done her much kindness, once upon a time.
      

      
      She didn’t stay long, though, and soon she took the coach down to Franklin, the capital of Appalachee. She knew no one there,
         but she soon would—no heart could remain closed to her, and she quickly found those people who hated the institution of slavery
         as much as she did. Her mother had died for taking a half-black boy into her home, into her family as her own son, even though
         by law he belonged to some white man down in Appalachee.
      

      
      The boy, Arthur Stuart, was still free, living with Alvin in the town of Vigor Church. But the institution of slavery, which
         had killed both the boy’s birth mother and his adoptive mother, that lived on, too. There was no hope of changing it in the
         King’s lands to the south and east, but Appalachee was the nation that had won its freedom by the sacrifice of George Washington
         and under the leadership of Thomas Jefferson. It was a land of high ideals. Surely she could have some influence here, to
         root out the evil of slavery from this land. It was in Appalachee that Arthur Stuart had been conceived by a cruel master’s
         rape of his helpless slave. It was in Appalachee, then, that Peggy would quietly but deftly maneuver to help those who hated
         slavery and hinder those who would perpetuate it.
      

      
      She traveled in disguise, of course. Not that anyone here would know her, but she didn’t like being called by the name of
         Peggy Guester, for that was also her mother’s name. Instead she passed as Miss Larner, gifted teacher of French, Latin, and
         music, and in that guise she went about tutoring, here a few weeks, there a few weeks. It was master classes that she taught,
         teaching the schoolmasters in various towns and villages.
      

      
      Though her public lessons were conscientiously taught, what concerned her most was seeking out the heartfires of those who loathed slavery, or those who, not daring to admit their loathing,
         were at least uncomfortable and apologetic about the slaves they owned. The ones who were careful to be gentle, the ones who
         secretly allowed their slaves to learn to read and write and cipher. These good-hearted ones she dared to encourage. She called
         upon them and said words that might turn them toward the paths of life, however few and faint they were, in which they gained
         courage and spoke out against the evil of slavery.
      

      
      In this way, she was still helping her father in his work. For hadn’t old Horace Guester risked his life for many years, helping
         runaway slaves make it across the Hio and on north into French territory, where they would be no longer slaves, where Finders
         could not go? She could not live with her father, she could not remove any part of his burden of grief, but she could carry
         on his work, and might in the end make his work unnecessary, for it would have been accomplished, not a slave at a time, but
         all the slaves of Appalachee at once.
      

      
      Would I then be worthy to return and face him? Would I be redeemed? Would Mother’s death mean something then, instead of being
         the worthless result of my carelessness?
      

      
      Here was the hardest part of her discipline: She refused to let any thought of Alvin Smith distract her. Once he had been
         the whole focus of her life, for she was present at his birth, peeled the birth caul from his face, and for years thereafter
         used the power of the dried-up caul to protect him against all the attacks of the Unmaker. Then, when he became a man and
         grew into his own powers enough that he could mostly protect himself, he was still the center of her heart, for she came to
         love the man he was becoming. She had come home to Hatrack River then, in disguise for the first time as Miss Larner, and
         there she gave him and Arthur Stuart the kind of book learning that they both hungered for. And all the time she was teaching
         him, she was hiding behind the hexes that hid her true face and name, hiding and watching him like a spy, like a hunter, like a lover who dared not be seen.
      

      
      It was in that disguise that he fell in love with her, too. It was all a lie, a lie I told him, a lie I told myself.

      
      So now she would not search for his bright heartfire, though she knew she could find it in an instant, no matter how far away
         he was. She had other work in her life. She had other things to achieve or to undo.
      

      
      Here was the best part of her new life: Everyone who knew anything about slavery knew that it was wrong. The ignorant—children
         growing up in slave country, or people who had never kept slaves or seen them kept or even known a Black man or woman—they
         might fancy that there was nothing wrong with it. But those who knew, they all understood that it was evil.
      

      
      Many of them, of course, simply told themselves lies or made excuses or flat-out embraced the evil with both arms—anything
         to keep their way of life, to keep their wealth and leisure, their prestige, their honor. But more were made miserable by
         the wealth that came from the labor and suffering of the blacks that had been stolen from their native land and brought against
         their will to this dark continent of America. It was these whose hearts Peggy reached for, especially the strong ones, the
         ones who might have the courage to make a difference.
      

      
      And her labors were not in vain. When she left a place, people were talking—no, to be honest they were quarreling—over things
         that before had never been openly questioned. To be sure, there was suffering. Some of those whose courage she had helped
         awaken were tarred and feathered, or beaten, or their houses and barns burnt. But the excesses of the slavemasters served
         only to expose to others the necessity of taking action, of winning their freedom from a system that was destroying them all.
      

      
      She was on this errand today. A hired carriage had come to fetch her to a town called Baker’s Fork, and she was well on the
         way, already hot and tired and dusty, as summer travelers always were, when all of a sudden she felt curious to see what was up a certain road.
      

      
      Now, Peggy wasn’t one to be curious in any ordinary way. Having had, since childhood, the knack of knowing people’s inmost
         secrets, she had learned young to shy away from simple curiosity. Well she knew that there were some things folks were better
         off not knowing. As a child she would have given much not to know what the children her age thought of her, the fear they
         had of her, the loathing because of her strangeness, because of the hushed way their parents talked of her. Oh, she would
         have been glad not to know the secrets of the men and women around her. Curiosity was its own punishment, when you were sure
         of finding the answer to your question.
      

      
      So the very fact that she felt curious about, of all things, a rutted track in the low hills of northern Appalachee—that was
         the most curious thing of all. And so, instead of trying to follow the track, she looked inside her own heartfire to see what
         lay down that road. But every path she saw in which she called to the carriage driver and bade him turn around and follow
         the track, every one of those paths led to a blank, a place where what might happen there could not be known.
      

      
      It was a strange thing for her, not to know at all what the outcome might be. Uncertainty she was used to, for there were
         many paths that the flow of time could follow. But not to have a glimmer, that was new indeed. New and—she had to admit—attractive.
      

      
      She tried to warn herself off, to tell herself that if she couldn’t see, it must be the Unmaker blocking her, there must be
         some terrible fate down that road.
      

      
      But it didn’t feel like the Unmaker. It felt right to follow the track. It felt necessary, though she tingled a bit with the danger of it. Is this how other people feel all the time? she wondered. Knowing nothing,
         the future all a blank, able to rely only on feelings like this? Is this tingling what George Washington felt just before
         he surrendered his army to the rebels of Appalachee and then turned himself over to the king he had betrayed? Surely not, for old George was certain enough of the outcome. Maybe it’s what Patrick Henry felt when he cried out, Give me
         liberty or give me death, having no notion which of the two, if either, he might win. To act without knowing …
      

      
      “Turn around!” she called.

      
      The driver didn’t hear her over the clattering of the horses’ hooves, the rattling and creaking of the carriage.

      
      She thumped on the roof of the carriage with her umbrella. “Turn around!”

      
      The driver pulled the horses to a stop. He slid open the tiny door that allowed words to pass between driver and passengers.
         “What, ma’am?”
      

      
      “Turn around.”

      
      “I ain’t took no wrong turn, ma’am.”

      
      “I know that. I want to follow that track we just passed.”

      
      “That just leads on up to Chapman Valley.”

      
      “Excellent. Then take me to Chapman Valley.”

      
      “But it’s the school board in Baker’s Fork what hired me to bring you.”

      
      “We’re going to stop the night anyway. Why not Chapman Valley?”

      
      “They got no inn.”

      
      “Nevertheless, either turn the carriage around or wait here while I walk up that track.”
      

      
      The door slid shut—perhaps more abruptly than necessary—and the carriage took a wide turn out into the meadow. It had been
         dry these past few days, so the turn went smoothly, and soon they were going up the track that had made her so curious.
      

      
      The valley, when she saw it, was pretty, though there was nothing remarkable about its prettiness. Except for the rough woods
         at the crests of the surrounding hills, the whole valley was tamed, the trees all in the place where they were planted, the
         houses all built up to fit the ever-larger families that lived there. Perhaps the walls were more crisply painted, and perhaps
         a whiter white than other places—or perhaps that was just what happened to Peggy’s perceptions, because she was looking especially sharp to see what had piqued her curiosity. Perhaps the
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