
	The Plains of Abraham

	 

	Stephen Parrish

	 


Copyright  2024 by Stephen Parrish.

	 

	Cover art: “Among the Sierra Nevada, California,” oil on canvas, by Albert Bierstadt, 1868.

	 

	All rights reserved. No part of this book may be stored, reproduced, or transmitted without the express written consent of the author or his appointed representatives, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

	 

	This is a work of fiction. Character names, locations, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, locales, or events is entirely coincidental.

	 

	Lascaux Books

	www.lascauxbooks.com

	 


For librarians everywhere

	 

	Writers and readers come and go, but libraries remain. They house our literature, our science, our very culture. For millennia the greatness of humanity has been documented in words, equations, musical notes, and brush strokes. It has been stored in vast rooms that are appropriately quiet, yet whose tranquility is just as appropriately textured by rustling pages, sibilant whispers, and the occasional reverent hush. When the last human being has expired, libraries will stand as glorious monuments to an extraordinary, if unsuccessful, experiment in civilization.
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	And I will make thee exceedingly fruitful,

	and I will make nations of thee,

	and kings shall come out of thee.

	 

	—Genesis 17:6

	



	


Part One: Journey into Wilderness

	 

	Chapter 1

	 

	As I write this, Father Malcolm is building a fire.

	We found a sheltered spot on the riverbank and I shot a rabbit for dinner. The rabbits in these parts have likely never seen a man before. This one hesitated long enough to give me the once-over, and that was his undoing.

	Father Malcolm laughed when he saw how many notebooks I’d wedged into the canoe. Hopefully we stole enough ink for my quill pen. Verba volant, scripta manent. I’d drawn myself up to convince the good father of the need for a written record. He’s quick to debate and will argue the shape of a cloud if he imagines a more exotic animal drifting across the sky. But he closed his eyes and nodded; something would survive the voyage, even if neither of us did.

	We’ve spent these past seven days out of Kebek paddling upstream on the Laurent River, and my back hurts so much I’m considering asking Father Malcolm if we can stop for a few days to rest. Berries are still available and rabbits are stupid. But he gazes ever westward, and I know he’s eager to put distance between us and any martinets that might be on our trail. Leaves are already changing color, swapping their chlorophyll for glorious shades of red that will soon stray to brown. He’s afraid we got off to a late start. In this respect we agree. The problem is, we don’t know how much farther we have to go. If the legendary lands we seek appear around the next bend we can pat ourselves on the back for having executed a timely get-away. If not, nor around the bends that follow, winter awaits us. And winter is never kind to pilgrims traveling by canoe.

	At the moment Malcolm is sitting across from me. The fire is burning, the rabbit is skewered and sizzling just above reach of the flames. Every minute or so Malcolm rotates the skewer and fat dribbles into the fire where it hisses and sputters.

	Father Malcolm Marchand is a gaunt man with unkempt black hair that falls over his eyes. He doesn’t shave as often as the bishop would like. His gait is lanky, as though he needs all his bones and muscles to propel himself. Sometimes the children laugh as he lopes down the street. Sometimes I laugh too.

	He’s more afraid of martinets than he is of changing seasons. We’re not yet far from the coast, he argues, and if we don’t keep moving they’ll catch us. Ahead are possibilities, sheathed in myth. Behind is a prison sentence, or worse, for each of us.

	All because of a broken radio.

	Malcolm taught scripture to the young ones. I, having reached the age of majority, had elected to remain at the school, work as his assistant, and study to become a priest. The priests were the teachers, and the teachers were the bond keeping civilization together.

	Proud of this presumably original notion, I shared it with Father Malcolm back when I could still slip into one of the scratched and worn school desks, when I was still a fidgeting runt who habitually avoided eye contact. After pausing to think about it he smiled and said, “So teachers are grout? Is that what you’re saying, René Jordan?” I blushed. From then on, when no one else was around, he called me by my new nickname, Grout.

	A full year passed, during which I worked as his assistant, before he confided in me, before he shared his great secret: he was hoarding books in the school basement.

	At first I was shocked and disoriented. Here was a good and devout Levitican who stood in the pulpit on Sundays, preached the Gospel, and delivered sermons in defense of the laws against unnecessary knowledge and technology. He knew those laws well: technology was dangerous; technology had destroyed the world. The only literature allowed in Kebek schools following the poisoned rains was the Bible, a few related monographs, and some elementary textbooks to teach spelling, arithmetic, and the like. Any new publication required approval of the Council of Bishops, a toilsome procedure. Sometimes books from olden times turned up in attic trunks or on the shelves of dilapidated buildings. If you stumbled across one you were required to surrender it—without opening the cover. Reading it was a sin.

	It occurred to me to report Father Malcolm. What he was doing was contrary to the dogma the church had taught me, the dogma he had taught me. If his hoard were discovered he’d be defrocked and imprisoned. And if I were discovered with it I’d share his fate.

	But as I stood in the basement, poised to take flight, torn between bewitching stacks of bound volumes and all the morality beaten into me, he demonstrated an experiment. On a bench sat two jars. One contained a pale blue liquid, which he said was a copper solution, and the other a clear liquid, which he said was ammonia. He invited me to sniff the ammonia. I did, hesitantly, still ready to make a dash for the judiciary. It was pungent and made my eyes water.

	“Now watch,” he said.

	He poured the ammonia into the copper solution. The mixture turned a deep blue. It was the most intense blue I’d ever seen. More intense than the sky or its reflection in a lake. A colorless liquid, mixed with a pale blue liquid, had produced a deep blue liquid. And yet no divine intervention had apparently taken place. No lightning bolt had struck. No miracle had manifested itself in any discernible way.

	It took me a few days to adopt a perspective on what I’d seen. I wasn’t about to forego a lifelong belief system and risk my freedom over a parlor trick. But I trusted Malcolm. And I was hungry for what was inside the books. During my next visit to the basement Malcolm placed a few of them into my hands. They were worn and had the heft and feel of forbiddance. I opened them warily.

	Puzzling equations. Illustrations. Charts and graphs. Color pictures!

	And provocative tales. Of distant lands, of a vast western ocean. Of a legendary civilization called Ellanoy, a pagan culture in the continental interior that resembled Eden, whose citizens practiced unspeakable debauchery.

	Father Malcolm showed me where he’d hidden yet more books—behind the Bibles and catechisms, tucked away in cabinets, in coat pockets, even fastened to the undersides of tables and chairs. The basement was a library. The word itself wasn’t against the law, but nearly so, its utterance tantamount to swearing. There were books about the history of our people. There were stories of love and war and dragons. There were instructions on how to build contraptions, even flying machines.

	Flying machines! I was not going to report Father Malcolm to the martinets.

	Learning, discovery, invention—the Bible didn’t prohibit these, he told me, only the Council of Bishops did. In fact, industry and innovation were encouraged and rewarded in the gospels.

	Before long I was spending as much time in the basement as I was in the classroom above. Father Malcolm had somehow come across an old radio and was dissecting it to see how it worked. I speculated on what we might hear when we got it operating again, but he laughed and said we wouldn’t hear anything. A radio was a receiver, and to make it operate required a transmitter.

	“Then we’ll build a transmitter,” I said.

	He looked at me with a bit of wonder. I think that’s when I dropped “Father” and began addressing him merely as Malcolm.

	We opened slats in the walls and wedged volumes between the beams. If a book was missing a cover, which was often the case, we rebound it using a bishop-approved binding, typically one to a religious monograph no one wanted to read.

	One day when I showed up for work a fresh stack of books was on the table. I asked Malcolm where he got them and he answered, “You don’t want to know.” In the moments that followed we both sensed the presence of another soul, and we looked up. My younger brother Tomas stood at the bottom of the stairs.

	“Teacher sent me for blackboard chalk,” Tomas said.

	His eyes focused on the table. I tried to position myself between him and the books, but it was too late. His eyes widened in terror. He turned to run.

	“Wait!” I shouted.

	We showed Tomas the blue solution. He’d always enjoyed tinkering, which was only a mild offense—so long as it didn’t result in anything useful. He was captivated by the rich ultramarine hue. Like me, he’d never seen anything of the sort.

	We baited him with more curiosities: a magnet falling in slow motion through a copper tube. Water bending in the presence of a hair comb. Powders bursting into rainbows of color when sprinkled into flame.

	Before long he was a convert like me. He built a battery out of an armful of potatoes, old galvanized nails, copper pennies, and some wire. It powered a light bulb Malcolm had found while rummaging in a pre-war dump. The three of us sat in the darkness of the basement and watched in amazement as the bulb emitted a soft yellow glow. Our faces were illuminated—without a candle, without the sun, without even scratching a match.

	“Given enough potatoes we can power the transmitter,” Tomas said.

	“That would take a pile of spuds,” Malcolm replied.

	Tomas had always been a listless and sullen boy. Now he was driven to invent. His eyes, once awash with indifference and resignation, blazed with purpose and ambition.

	But then came the day my little brother took some radio parts home to work on—against Father Malcolm’s rules. Our sister Danielle found them. Danielle was not a tinkerer. She reported Tomas. I’m sure she wouldn’t have, had she grasped the consequences, but she was fourteen, a waif of a girl, perennially barefoot, with a torn dress and a smudged face. She understood to be true only what the council told her was true, therefore was suspicious of anything out of the ordinary, anything that didn’t conform to our strict social code.

	Danielle led Karl Rasmussen and accompanying martinets into the house and showed them the radio parts in Tomas’s room. Pointing indignantly. As a young girl might accuse her older brother of some lesser offence, of having pinched an apple or indulged in tobacco behind the woodshed. When Tomas returned home he was arrested.

	Under the law he had an opportunity to repent, as long as he was willing to finger someone else. He refused to speak at all. The light fled his eyes, replaced with the old indifference.

	All of Kebek was compelled to witness the execution. Tomas Jordan, tied to a stake in the Place de le Lévitique, was permitted a statement.

	He said, “I wanted to build a radio.”

	The crowd was silent, thinking he would say more. My sister Danielle and I, along with our mother, were bound and gagged, to prevent a disruption. Father Mitchell, who reveled in the task, lowered a torch to the kindling at Tomas’s feet.

	They say when the fire starts you suffocate before experiencing much pain. Tomas didn’t suffocate. He didn’t black out. He stared at me helplessly as the flames singed his clothes and ignited his hair. He stared until his eyes melted, until his mouth decomposed into a macabre grimace.

	His neck softened in the leaping flames. His face swiveled, scanning the horrified onlookers from empty eye sockets.

	Danielle, our mother, and I were forced to watch, but fortunately tears clouded our view. Father Mitchell said a prayer over the crackling embers, beseeching God to bestow gratitude upon Tomas for his delivery to a better place.

	The next day the school was raided. But Malcolm and I had been alerted, by Danielle no less, in an act of familial contrition, and we were already gone.

	*

	Now I must stop writing, because the rabbit is ready to eat. We’ve dug a shallow pit for the fire, to hide the light. All we have to drink is river water. But Malcolm blessed it, in cups we carved from a fallen cedar, and he said a prayer over the meal.

	“Father in Heaven, thank you for this gift, and for future animals of limited intellectual prowess that Master Jordan might find in the sights of his musket. In the name of the Blessed Virgin Immaculate, may we ever respond humbly and devoutly when you beckon.”

	“Amen,” I said.

	 


Chapter 2

	 

	We rose at dawn, broke camp, and set out in the emerging light. Although the current was against us, the water was calm. No wind meant no breakers. For an interminable week we’d been fighting the wind, the breakers, and the rocks.

	Always the rocks. To compensate for their frustrating immobility and inevitable erosion they blocked the channels and delighted in pulverizing birchbark. Sometimes the rapids were so populated with boulders we had to walk waist-deep in the river, dragging the canoe behind us, like pulling a sled up a hill.

	Our bruised and warped canoe was already ailing when we stole it, but we hadn’t been aware of that in the darkness, in our rush to grab and flee. Each new encounter with a rock further battered the hull. Often we stopped to patch a hole with a piece of bark and some spruce gum. A mumbled prayer, the sign of the cross, and we were on our way again.

	The Laurent River was wide as a musket shot at its widest points. Small headlands, dense with intrepid hardwoods and giant ferns, jutted into the swiftly moving water. Beyond, where the terrain rose and loomed indulgently over the valley, the hills undulated in mottled greens and browns.

	Malcolm took the stern. In a canoe it’s the captain’s position, where course decisions are made. We knelt rather than sat, to spare our backs some stress. While paddling we only spoke when necessary and usually in single words or short phrases. The only other noises came from paddles chopping water and the honk of mallards overhead as they made their way south.

	Malcolm kept grumbling about our late season start. He frowned at maple leaves riotously celebrating the fall and dug his paddle more aggressively into the water. As the day progressed his breathing devolved into soft rhythmic grunts.

	It was necessary to pace ourselves. Although the faster we went, the sooner we would reach the fabled kingdom of Ellanoy, the sooner we would also encounter mutants.

	They were descended from people exposed to the radiation. Some walked on hooved feet, according to legend. Others had only one eye, centered on their faces, or were headless altogether, with sense organs mounted on their chests. One tribe was ruled by a dog king; its members spoke in a barking dialect. And somewhere out there were people whose legs were reversed at the knee, allowing them to run backwards at high speed. All these and more we learned about in school and sketched uneasily in our notebooks.

	The scariest creature inhabiting the interior wasn’t humanoid at all. It was the Griffin, with the body of a lion and the head and wings of an eagle. Griffins swooped down and snatched victims up in their beaks, chewing on them even as they returned to their roosts. Some breathed fire.

	Malcolm didn’t buy any of that. It had been twelve generations since the war, he said. The radiation should have dissipated by now. The myths had been planted in school books, he argued, to frighten would-be explorers and dissuade emigrants.

	He pointed at the sky. “See the ducks? They’re proof the environment is healthy again. Also the rabbits,” he added.

	“Stupid rabbits,” I corrected him.

	My indoctrination had been too comprehensive for me to dismiss mutants and Griffins so readily. Nevertheless the evidence was in Malcolm’s favor. We’d paddled past the ancient ruins of Mount Royal and Saint Maurice and encountered nothing but charred skylines and enterprising weeds, storied cities reduced to soot and unearthly silence. If mutants inhabited the rubble we’d probably have encountered them by now.

	The canoe leaked, apparently unable to decide whether it wanted to ride above or below the surface. We needed to build a new one and we would have to do so from scratch. It would require stopping for an extended period, which inspired Malcolm to push even harder.

	At the outset we paddled night and day, to stay ahead of the posse Malcolm was sure was following us. There’d been no sign yet, but Malcolm remained convinced they were on our tail. “They” would be a search party, a band of ruffians, led by Karl Rasmussen. Karl was not only captain of the martinets, he was the natural choice of leader whenever a posse was mustered. Even coastal cities outside the Montagne Diocese employed him to hunt apostates and other criminals. And when he caught his prey, he built fires at their feet. The burning dated back to when people thought flames purged radiation. Now it was just torture.

	We had loaded in a hurry during our escape and made some mistakes. We each grabbed two iron skillets, so now we had four. In truth we only needed one. We had three fishing rods, which was okay, but hadn’t thought to pinch any hooks. That was going to be a problem. Fishing was good in the Laurent if you had hooks. Bass, pike, trout, walleye, carp, and other species were plentiful and made tasty meals. If you had hooks. Carp tasted like mud unless you smoked it, after which it tasted like smoked mud. We would have to fashion some hooks out of thorns.

	We were smart enough to snatch a few knives, a good machete, and some rope. And of course a Bible. Over Malcolm’s questioning frown I also appropriated a flintlock musket in excellent condition. We snitched several bags of dried corn from the community stores and were using it to make sagamité. It was already tiresome. Of all the tasteless mush to cook into tasteless gruel, crushed corn was my least favorite. We seasoned it with animal fat to render it more palatable.

	The year had finally grown too late for berries, nevertheless Malcolm insisted we look for things to eat whenever we stopped. It would become a pattern on our voyage: first search the woods unsuccessfully for the easy stuff, which consisted of wild berries, apples, cherries, grapes, nuts, and similar treats. Second, failing to locate any of that, try to shoot a four-legged animal with the musket, an effort that seldom accomplished more than entertain the animal. Third, in desperation, blast at mallards flying overhead and give them a hearty laugh too.

	Eventually, resign ourselves to sagamité.

	On this day, however, we got lucky and spied a muskrat diving into the water as we returned from foraging to the shoal where we’d parked the canoe.

	“Watch and see where he comes up,” Malcolm said.

	We each went different ways along the bank. The muskrat poked his nose up for air. I dove down to grab him but he slipped away.

	Malcolm saw the commotion and shouted, “Back to the first spot! He’ll come up again.”

	And he did. And back and forth we went, until the muskrat tired and remained above the surface longer than usual, to catch its breath. A little too long, as it turned out. Malcolm brained him with the butt of the musket.

	“At least the gun is good for something,” he said. He stopped and examined his surroundings, contemplating something deep and profound.

	“What is it?” I asked.

	“Where’s the canoe?”

	Reflexively I spun around to where it should have been resting. It was absent. I squinted downstream, and there it was, a couple of hundred yards distant, easing its way around a bend, blithely making a getaway.

	“Oh goodness,” Malcom said.

	We took off down the bank, leaving the muskrat in the mud. The current glided eastward, back toward the Sea of Atlantis, carrying the canoe on its back. We ran and stumbled, leapt over rocks and small feeding streams, panting, groaning, cursing, sometimes falling, until we too were around the bend.

	Ahead was the canoe, relaxing in the current. We had to get downstream of it before jumping into the river to block its escape. That’s when providence brought rapids to our assistance. Or so we thought.

	The canoe careened into a weathered boulder, bounced away, and surged forward again, crashing into a sequence of collaborating stone barriers before becoming wedged between two of them. It’s trying to commit suicide, I thought. Malcolm and I both dove into the cold water.

	As I swam I considered my predicament. Here I was, hundreds of miles from home, in a place I’d never been nor dreamed of being and one perhaps no Coastal had ever seen. Swimming across the Laurent River to retrieve an escaped canoe, even as I was in the process of escaping my native land. I couldn’t have orchestrated such circumstances if I tried.

	Malcolm reached the stern as I reached the bow. We didn’t climb aboard for fear of swamping the craft and ruining our corn. The bottom of the river consisted of silt, and the canoe was full of things that liked to hide in silt when spilled to the bottoms of rivers. So we paddled one-armed to the bank, dragging the canoe behind us.

	When I stepped out of the water I could no longer feel my toes. “Let’s camp here,” I suggested. My hope died when Malcolm looked upstream with that far-away philosophical squint priests tended to affect when they’re pondering forms in Plato’s Realm.

	“We left dinner back there,” he said.

	“We have sagamité.” I was dreaming of a campfire.

	“You hate sagamité.”

	“No, sagamité is good. Sagamité is our friend.”

	“Rasmussen will gain on us.”

	“Maybe he’ll lose his boat too.”

	*

	Back at the shoal the muskrat was waiting. I’d been hoping a woodland beast would steal him from the bank, but apparently muskrats are just as unappealing to woodland beasts as they are to humans. There was something different about this one; he didn’t look like the muskrats back home. His legs were longer and his tail was shorter. I attributed the differences to geographic variation. Malcolm stared at the animal for a long moment and said, “I have a feeling we’re going to be seeing stranger things in the days to come.”

	My legs were numb from the knees down. We built a crude hut by planting poles in the ground and forming a roof with branches and old sheets of bark. Malcolm started a fire with a bow drill.

	“Skin the rat,” he said.

	“Why me? I skinned the rabbit.”

	“So now you know how to do it.”

	“We should take turns with stuff like this.”

	“Who lost the canoe today?”

	“I thought we were both at fault.”

	“Who was last out of the canoe when we stopped, and failed to secure it?”

	Hesitating. “I was.”

	“You see, Grout? That is how one volunteers to clean a rat.”

	“Tell me, Father Malcolm. How did you get so good at employing false logic to twist arguments in your favor?”

	“You have to know these things when you’re a priest.”

	We sat before the fire and ate our meal off slabs of wood, using our fingers. Malcolm spoke of a string of great lakes that awaited us, a watercourse that could be navigated into the interior. But it was only myth; no one had ever made the journey. Also myth was the story of a river that flowed from one of the lakes all the way to the Vermillion Sea. Malcolm’s dream was to discover the route, which would grant access to China and the Orient.

	He believed in it fervently. When he got excited about a subject he used hand gestures to illustrate the architecture of his thoughts. When he got very excited he paced. Tonight after finishing his meal he circled the fire, spilling a torrent of words, his hands working the air like it was clay.

	“China, René. Imagine it: China! It lies somewhere in that direction.” Malcolm’s outstretched arm pointed due west. As though all we had to do was keep paddling.

	He also spoke of Ellanoy, the interior colony of heathens described in several of Malcolm’s contraband books. Back in Kebek, even mentioning Ellanoy was a crime. As we conversed we peered beyond the light of the campfire, at the somber stand of trees, afraid a martinet or inquisitor might be listening. Ellanoyans were redeemable, Malcolm argued, and worthy of redemption in the eyes of God. He intended to bring God’s word to all the interior heathens he encountered.

	My inclination was to believe in Ellanoy, even if I doubted the existence of China and the Vermillion Sea. The authorities wouldn’t get so ruffled over pagans and infidels if they were mere fiction.

	We were going to need a new canoe to get there. Ours was too battered to continue. And the only option was to build it ourselves, out of birchbark and other raw materials.

	That night sharp rocks in the sand kept me up, squirming and shifting. I drifted off and dreamed of exotic spices, great rolling ocean waves, and raven haired women in candlelight, seductively shedding their robes.

	And of mutants, the disfigured victims of a long-ago war and their lamentable progeny. Chasing me through the dusky woods. Howling like werewolves. Their cragged shadows overtaking me as I stumbled through the brambles, crying for help.

	And Tomas. What was left of him. A rickety skeleton, remnants of flesh dripping from charred bones, shambling into the light of our campfire. As he leaned over me I peered into his eye sockets, into a prophetic expanse, like the dark interior of a crystal ball. His jaw rattled, his exposed teeth clacked a warning: “You too will burn.”

	Someone was wailing. I bolted upright to the sound of my own mournful voice defiling the nocturnal calm. No Tomas in sight. Nor mutants, nor raven haired maidens. Malcolm lay motionless next to the dying embers. As I lay down again and tried to make myself comfortable I heard him speak:

	“He who has God in his heart sleeps restfully on stony ground.”

	 


Chapter 3

	 

	We moved a mile inland, carrying the canoe between us, upside down and above our heads, like we did on portages. We wanted to be far from the bank of the river in case any pursuers caught up.

	First we needed birchbark, and a lot of it. Preferably from trees with great diameter, so we could sew together a seaworthy craft with as few seams as possible. We would need more than one tree. Our travel hut—its surfaces—consisted of bark, but we didn’t have confidence in the material. It had been rolled and unrolled daily and was sure to have cracks. We needed fresh bark.

	Malcolm sent me off one way and he went off another. We were to return after noon’s sun and report on what we’d found.

	Birches love light and open space. I took off intending to intersect a meadow somewhere. I found a picturesque creek meandering south toward the river and followed it upstream, as it cut through elephant-eared cottonwoods, until it turned and ran briefly east-west. On the north side of the bank was a grove of birches.

	Several looked to be sixty feet tall and at least twenty inches in diameter. They were perfect: straight, healthy, free of knots and low branches. After satisfying myself with my estimates I returned to camp and waited for Malcolm. He came strolling in, smiling.

	“Forty high and fifteen across,” he said.

	“Them’s good trees,” I said.

	“You?”

	“Sixty and twenty.” I formed my hands as if grasping a trunk.

	“No!”

	“Yes.”

	“Show me.”

	We felled three of them. Two might have been sufficient, but we wanted enough leftover bark for repairs. We made slits down the trunks, cutting all the way through the bark to the hardwood underneath. It was not much different from skinning a muskrat. We used our knives to work the bark off the trunk, then rolled the bark up like stiff blankets.

	The trees lay on the ground, naked and pale orange. I felt sorry for them.

	Back at camp Malcolm went to work shaping the canoe while I set off again in search of cedars and spruces. We’d make the canoe’s wooden parts out of cedar: gunwales, ribs, thwarts, etc. The thin, supple roots of the spruce would serve to lash the canoe together. Its sap would make spruce gum, for gluing seams.

	By the time I returned Malcolm had planted stakes in the ground, outlining the bird’s-eye shape of the canoe. He had a pot of water boiling and was forming sheets of bark by wetting and bending them. I handed him an armful of wood.

	“Good,” he said. “Go get some more. And catch us something to eat.”

	It was only fair. Malcolm had apprenticed as a carpenter before entering the seminary. And he couldn’t hit the sky with a gun if he pointed it straight up with both eyes open, so I was the best man to hunt. And gather wood. And do laundry. Still, I couldn’t help ribbing him about it.

	“How is it you’re so well versed in fun activities and so inept at mundane tasks?” I asked.

	He looked up from his work and smiled. “Need I say it?”

	“Apparently.”

	“You have to know these things when you’re a priest.”

	“Ah.”

	*

	That night, huddled next to the fire, we gazed at the night sky and talked.

	“Do you believe God made the stars?” I asked.

	Malcolm rolled over on his side and faced me. “Where is this question coming from?”

	“Indulge me.”

	“Did God make the stars? Yes, God made the stars.”

	“How do you know?”

	“My, but aren’t you the inquisitive schoolboy today.”

	“Well?”

	“Because man didn’t make them. I know what man is capable of, and star making is not in his repertoire.”

	“So stuff is made either by God or by man.”

	“Man may build a house, and a bird may build a house too, but in either case only out of materials made by God.”

	“So God made the trees.”

	“He made the seeds from which the trees grow. He is the first, unmoved mover.”

	“According to Aristotle.”

	“And Aquinas. Both profoundly wise men.”

	The fire crackled. Flickering highlights dabbed Malcolm’s face. He poked a stick at the coals, pestering them. I waited for him to make eye contact. He kept poking the fire.

	“So God set things in motion,” I suggested, “and left us to our fate.”

	“Is that a question? Or a challenge.”

	“Did God set things in motion and leave us to our fate?”

	“He’s here. He’s all around us.”

	“Why isn’t He on our side? Why doesn’t He help us? Why are we on the run?”

	Malcolm smiled. “Now I see where all this is coming from. God doesn’t take sides.”

	“Oh. He just sits back and lets evil have its way.”

	He glared at me. “He gives us free will. We are free to choose between good and evil.”

	“Then we must be free to choose our own religion.”

	“Be careful. You’re pushing it.”

	“But why? There are Jewish and Muslim colonies on the coast. God doesn’t smite them.”

	“We’re at war with them.”

	“Cold war. Static war. And what about natural events? Remember when that little boy, what was his name? Got hit by lightning?”

	“Wilbur. I conducted his funeral.”

	“Yes, Wilbur. He chose neither good nor evil. He didn’t get the opportunity in his short life to choose much of anything.”

	“Perhaps he was being punished.”

	“What could an eight-year-old possibly have done to deserve a terrible swift bolt from the sky?”

	Malcolm shrugged. “Wherefore, as by one man sin entered into the world, and death by sin; and so death passed upon all men, for that all have sinned. Romans 5:12.”

	“So what you’re saying is, we’re all sinners. Even if we’ve committed no sin. And whenever something bad happens to us it’s punishment. Even if we don’t know why.”

	“I’m saying I don’t have all the answers.”

	We stared at the fire for a several minutes. I said, “I watched my little brother Tomas burn at the stake.”

	“I know. I did too.”

	“God could have stopped it.”

	After a short silence Malcolm pointed up at the sky, where countless twinkling stars bejeweled the night. “God could have withheld the beauty of the cosmos.”

	“He could have prevented the ugliness of disease.”

	“He could have denied us the gift of life.”

	“He could have spared us the pain of death.”

	“Tell me.” He tossed the stick into the fire and sat upright. “Why did you enter the seminary? Why did you want to become a priest?”

	“School and seminary are all about learning to read, with a little arithmetic thrown in. The reading is all about the Bible. You and I—and Tomas—learned there is much else to read, much else to learn about.”

	“So why did you want to become a priest?”

	Why indeed. I rolled away from him and stared into the darkness. I’d been taught God was the all-powerful and benevolent creator of the universe. After Tomas’s execution I questioned the definition. Could anything be all-powerful? Could something, let alone a universe, be created out of nothing? As for benevolence, there was so much pain and suffering in the world, if there were an all-powerful God, one might consider Him a jerk.

	God could not be both omnipotent and benevolent. If He were benevolent, He was clearly impotent. And if He were omnipotent He was surely malevolent. All I had to do was imagine the eyes of my little brother melting in their sockets to conjure a God who didn’t care about anything and couldn’t do anything about it if He did.

	But it isn’t enough to merely not believe in a thing. Even atheists have to believe in something, have to embrace a non-arbitrary ethical code. Where does the code come from, if not God? I hoped the answers lay ahead. The Leviticans didn’t have them; the Ellanoyans, if they really occupied a modern-day Eden, were in possession of wisdom that had thus far eluded me. For Malcolm the quest was proselytism, the procurement of souls for the Levitican Order. For me the quest was nothing less than learning why I had a quest at all.

	“So why?” Malcolm pressed. “Why did you want to be a priest?”

	My blanket was tight against my neck and my eyes were closed. “I thought they had all the answers.”

	*

	Malcolm spent the next morning finishing the canoe while I broke camp. We left the fire going, so it would serve as long as possible, even up to the hour of departure. The last thing we’d do on our way out would be to hide all evidence of it.

	“Let me test the canoe,” I insisted.

	“Now, just a minute—”

	“You got to build it, I get to test it.”

	He had no counterargument. “All right.”

	We eased the boat into the water. The first characteristic you want to gauge is whether it will sit upright. This one did, nice and steady.

	The next is whether it will remain upright with a twelve-stone man climbing around inside. This one was so steady, you practically had to try to tip it over. Malcolm had made the bottom flatter than the old one. I’d never known a happier canoe in water. But how fast would it go?

	“By the way,” I called to Malcolm watching from the shore, “before I put this craft to the test, shouldn’t we give it a name?”

	He shrugged. “You mean like a pet?”

	“More like a family member.”

	“Okay, how about Gaston Chevalier?”

	That figured. Saint Chevalier, founder of the Levitican order, was Malcolm’s hero.

	“No, it has to be a girl’s name,” I said. “And if you suggest the Blessed Virgin Immaculate I’ll capsize her right now.”

	“I won’t sit in the hull of a canoe named after a girl. If you must name the infernal thing, at least give it a boy’s name.”

	“Fine. I’m naming it Wilbur. In memory of Wilbur who was struck by lightning.”

	“No! Nobody calls their boat Wilbur.”

	“We do!”

	Wilbur and I took off downstream, back the way Malcolm and I had come. I knelt halfway between bow and stern and paddled like the devil was after me. Wilbur glided through the water, almost over the water. There was little displacement, although that would change once we loaded up and Malcolm climbed aboard.

	No canoe ever traveled a straighter line. I dug deep into the water with my paddle and pulled as hard as I could, switching sides every couple of strokes, building speed. I’d have to grunt my way back upstream, but I was having too much fun to care. Wilbur was flying.

	A test of his turning capacity found him responsive. Water gathered in the bilge, which was to be expected of a new boat. We’d spend the next week or so searching for leaks and patching them.

	My arms tired and I pulled over to the bank to rest. With Wilbur halfway out of the water I squatted in the gravel, caught my breath, and admired the charm of the country.

	We had seats in a cathedral. The straight pines were pillars. The sky, brushed with clouds over a pale cerulean wash, was the vaulted ceiling. I relaxed in the nave, smelling nature’s ambrosial scents, eavesdropping on its voices, on echoes murmuring from the dawn of time. At night the moon and planets would shimmer from behind the tree crowns like rays through stained glass, the stars like votive candles.

	But here, now, in the daylight, leaves were aflame in orange and red. Deciduous trees were busy shedding their leaves, becoming more naked and vulnerable. Hilltop groves swayed in winds aloft. Outcrops intruded into the scenery, contributing their own textures and low-saturated pigments, arguing that beauty is nothing without contrast.

	Moss the color of emeralds. Violets and clover, nature’s true jewelry. Reflections on the river, a copy of the forest’s dignity and grandeur, broken by eddies and lapping waves into a kaleidoscope of hues, drenched by the sky in indigo and beryl. An artery of fractured elegance, gliding and cascading and burbling its way to the ocean.

	Maybe there was a God after all.

	My eye caught something far downstream. Tree trunks. Floating toward me, trimmed and sleek. Perhaps felled by loggers and lost in a storm. But how could they be coming toward me, against the current?

	It took a few seconds before the reality of the vision registered in my conscious mind. They weren’t tree trunks, they were canoes. Three of them. And they were full of men.

	 


Chapter 4

	 

	If I could see the men, they could see me. I ran along the bank, dragging the canoe rather than paddling it because I’d be more visible on the water. But I could only run so far before tiring. Still within sight of the men, but far enough away for ambiguity, I put the canoe back into the water. This time the devil was after me.

	“Go, Wilbur, go.” I prayed they hadn’t spotted me. But one look ahead, at the smoke puffing from our morning fire, and I realized it didn’t matter.

	“Malcolm!”

	He was still too far away. I paddled hard, my breath coming in short, painful bursts.

	“Malcolm! Malcolm!”

	He emerged from the trees with an armload of spare bark.

	“Malcolm!”

	He dropped the bark and ran to meet me. As I landed on the bank I gasped my words. “They’re … they’re on their way.”

	“Calm down. Who’s on their way?”

	“Them.” I pointed downstream. He stood up to his full height and shielded his eyes against the sun. Then he closed his eyes and exhaled deeply.

	“Help me hide the canoe,” he said.

	Together we dragged it into the woods and camouflaged it with branches and leaf litter. “The fire,” I said.

	“There’s no time.”

	We split up, each going in the direction we’d previously taken when searching for birch trees. I had the musket; the only way Malcolm could kill someone with it was if the person snatched the gun from his hands and committed suicide. As I hurried through the woods I kept an eye out for a tree to climb. If the men didn’t have dogs, they wouldn’t be able to search the trees.

	A mature oak appeared, one with a branch within reach. Most of the oak’s leaves had fallen. But if I climbed high enough I’d be hard to detect. They’d have to be looking for me, directing their scrutiny to the top of that particular tree.

	By now the men had had enough time to reach the camp. There was no missing it—smoke still billowed from the fire. I didn’t hear any dogs. So I waited. The question was whether to climb the tree or keep running.

	There was also the question of where Malcolm was, how far he had gotten. What he would do, without a weapon, if they caught him.

	Men crashed through the woods. The noises were uncomfortably close. I slung the musket over my shoulder and climbed the oak.

	They passed my position only fifty yards away, carrying black powder rifles and pistols. One wielded a sword, swinging it back and forth in front of him like a machete. I’d seen his face somewhere before.

	Another man spoke, one with a deep, authoritative voice. “Are you sure you saw something?”

	The voice was familiar. As its owner turned in my direction, I recognized his face as well. Karl Rasmussen, captain of the martinets. He had a round head, short-cropped hair, a long nose, and a dark beard so thick it made him appear half bear.

	“I saw something moving near this spot, I swear it.”

	“Was it a man?”

	“I think so.”

	“What do you mean, you think so?”

	“It was a man.”

	“Spread out,” Rasmussen ordered. “Find him.”

	“Karl,” the man with the sword said, “this is a wild goose chase. We committed to a week, and we’re way beyond that.”

	“The fire is still smoking,” Rasmussen said. “They’re here. We’ve caught up to them.”

	“They saw us coming,” one of the men said. “They could be miles away by now.”

	Another said, “If they keep going they’ll be eaten by wild animals anyway.”

	“Or the radiation will toast them,” the swordsman said.

	“Stop it.” Rasmussen spat tobacco juice on the ground and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Yesterday you all took great sport in describing what you would do to these men when you got your claws into them. Now that we’re close you’re getting scared and making excuses to quit the search. Man up, spread out, and find them. That is not a request. Find them.”

	The men fanned out in the woods, trudging half-heartedly through the leaf litter. Rasmussen went due north. I followed his lumbering, well-fed frame with my eyes until it was out of sight. Then I tried to make myself comfortable against

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
