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For the doubtful


Let us rather choose

Arm’d with Hell flames and fury all at once

O’re Heav’ns high Towrs to force resistless way,

Turning our Tortures into horrid Arms

Against the Torturer; when to meet the noise

Of his Almighty Engin he shall hear

Infernal Thunder, and for Lightning see

Black fire and horror shot with equal rage

Among his Angels; and his Throne it self

Mixt with Tartarean Sulphur, and strange fire,

His own invented Torments.

—Milton, Paradise Lost, Book 2
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Prologue

FLORIAN PARKS WAS SITTING IN the Gantry watchtower, whittling a wooden doll for his little sister, when he first spotted the travelers over the pointed tips of the palisade. He was so surprised that he cut the figurine’s nose clean off. An hour later they appeared again, marching along the river. They were close enough to make out individually this time: about twenty people altogether, men and women both, each one bedraggled and gaunt as a beggar. They had no pack animals or wagons, just a single handcart they kept near the center of their procession. It was clear they’d been traveling for a long time.

They crossed the bridge and stopped a dozen feet from the town gate. One of them stepped forward. He had lank silver hair and a thick beard, and he walked with a pronounced limp.

“Hail and good evening,” he said. His voice was surprisingly powerful, reeking of a practiced, if rusty, authority.

“Same to you,” Florian responded.

“We are a band of travelers in search of a place to lay our heads for the night. We were hoping to find such a thing behind your walls.”

Florian hesitated. His sense of charity warred against that pessimism born of having known a few too many bad men. “There sure are an awful lot of you.”

“We have shekels, if that’s your concern,” said another of the strangers.

Florian frowned; the word was distantly familiar. “Shekels?”

“Currency,” the man explained. “Bronze and silver.”

Florian spat a gob of chew into the corner of the tower, which was long since stained rust red with the stuff. He doubted the strangers actually had anything of value on them, but he also didn’t see how they could be much of a threat. Utter exhaustion was written all over their faces, and they didn’t have a single sword or bow between them.

“Gimme a tick,” he said, and quickly clambered down from the watchtower. The gate was braced on the Gantry side with a large iron rod. Florian lifted it off the brackets and set it to lean against the palisade.

“Just give it a push,” he shouted, and stood back as the gate swung open.

“Welcome to Gantry,” he said. “I’m Florian Parks.”

They each gave their names as they passed, but Florian managed to remember only that of their leader, Seftika Onoma. When they’d all passed through the gate, a couple of them helped him to replace the buttress rod.

“Mr. Onoma,” Florian said, “I should bring you straight to the mayor. The rest of you can sit a spell at the Hare. Grant—that is, the proprietor—won’t have space for all of you to sleep, but you can at least get warm by the fire until we sort things out.”

After introducing the strangers at the Hare (and confirming that they did indeed have a fair bit of silver on them), Florian went up the hill with Seftika. They moved slowly, on account of the old man’s limp.

“Your town is rather well situated, isn’t it?” Seftika said.

“You’ve got a good eye. That’s why the Wesah don’t bother us. Water all the way around, and cliffs, too. That bridge is pretty much the only way in. Here we are.”

The mayor’s house was twice the size of any other in town, built of red brick and mortar instead of the usual wood. Florian could tell that Seftika was impressed by it.

“Constantine built that thing with his own two hands. He’s got all kinds of workshops in the back, too. Says he likes to tinker.”

Florian knocked. After a moment, the door was answered by the mayor’s daughter, Denise. She was a pretty thing, hair always braided elaborately, neck smooth as planed rosewood. He always got a little tongue-tied around her.

“Evening, Denise. We’ve got a guest here. That is, we have a whole lot of guests. About twenty, all told. This here is their leader, Seftika Onoma, of . . .” Florian realized he’d yet to ask where the strangers had come from.

“The Anchor,” Seftika said.

“The Anchor?” Denise said. “What’s that?”

“It’s a city.”

“Huh. Never heard of it. But I imagine there’s plenty of things out there I never heard of, eh? Just let me tell Papa you’re here.”

She returned a moment later and ushered them into the house, down a hallway, and out onto the back patio. Constantine was sitting in a rocking chair, smoking a pipe.

“Evening, Florian,” he said. “And a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Onoma.”

“Thank you, sir,” Seftika replied.

“So my daughter tells me you’re from the Anchor.”

“That’s right.”

“And you’ve brought a few friends with you.”

“Yes.”

The mayor took a leisurely suck on his pipe, exhaling the fragrant smoke in a narrow stream. “Interesting. I’m bettin’ there’s a story there, eh?”

“There is.”

“I’ll warn you even before you start, I got an ear for liars. Comes from having three daughters. They’re always trying to pull something over on me.” He winked at Denise, who blushed prettily. Florian couldn’t help but wonder exactly what her father might be referring to.

“I have no interest in lying to you, sir,” Seftika said.

“Good.” The mayor leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. “Then start talking.”

Seftika sat down cross-legged on the deck and took a deep breath. “Duncan Leibowitz, Epistem of the Anchor Library, was terribly ill . . .”
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He tossed and turned. He sweated and swore. He cried out for water, then threw up whatever he drank. He prayed to God and in the same breath cursed a creator who would inflict such suffering on his creations. He was tormented by visions of the Conflagration, of the Daughter turning her face away from him in shame, of demons descending from the skies to torment those he loved. He sensed the dark angel of death perched just at the edge of his vision, patient as a vulture, brutal as a hawk.

And yet, through it all, the scientist in him remained awake and aware.

Decades earlier, just after taking his holy orders as a monk, Leibowitz had been assigned to the Library’s chemistry department. He accomplished little of note in that position, choosing to focus his efforts on the sort of politicking that allowed one to rise through the ranks of the institution, rather than on synthesizing a more efficient fertilizer or a less toxic solvent. It took him nearly a quarter of a century to achieve his goal: just shy of his fiftieth year, he was named Epistem, the most senior position in the Library, answerable only to the Archbishop and God. His business now was exclusively bureaucratic in nature: meetings with Church officials and the Anchor city council, delegating his attendants in response to specific calls for consultation, appearing at parties and functions.

He couldn’t have said when he began to grow nostalgic for his days as a lowly attendant, toiling alone in a dank chamber over a flask and a crucible, the hours passing by unheeded. It stole over him slowly—this sense that life was passing him by, that he would die having produced nothing of lasting value. Then the plague came, carried up the coast by traders from Sudamir and left at Edgewise docks with the rest of their cargo. And as it began to spread across the Descendancy, as town after town saw its population decimated, the funeral pyres wafting pestilential smoke across the countryside, Leibowitz finally understood what God wanted of him.

Unbeknownst to even his closest associates, he built a small laboratory in his private offices and began poring over every volume in the anathema stacks, page by page, line by line. It took him months to find what he was looking for: a reference to a medicine invented by the first generation of men, a sort of panacea, cultivated from the same mold that grew on bread left out to rot. The procedure for synthesizing this elixir was terribly complex, and more than two years passed before Leibowitz even managed to assemble all the necessary ingredients. Another year later, he finally produced a viable dose.

At that point, Leibowitz faced a critical question: Who would he test his invention on? He had to tread carefully; his experiments had never been formally approved by a writ from the Church, which meant he was already guilty of blasphemy. If his potion wasn’t a rousing success, he would almost certainly end up excommunicated.

There was only one plausible solution.

That Sunday, Leibowitz traveled to St. Ivan’s Hospital and spent the morning walking among the sick and the dying. He held their cold, clammy hands to his lips. He leaned down to kiss their foreheads.

By the time he went to bed that night, he could already feel the fever taking hold.

He waited as long as he could before taking the medicine; the plague needed time to incubate, to reach its full strength. Only after three days, when he felt any further delay might prove fatal, did he fetch the vial and syringe.

He injected the solution, then lay back on his bed and fell into a dreamless sleep.

When he woke again, it was to a bright, clear morning and a bright, clear head. He felt as if he’d spent the past few days slowly drowning, trapped beneath a thick layer of ice, desperate for air. And at the last possible moment, he’d managed to break back through to the surface. He laughed like a madman. He wept with joy. God had granted him a miracle. Producing the antidote on a large scale would be difficult—perhaps impossible. But so many lives would be saved as a result—they really had no choice but to try.

Those were the exact words he used when he presented his discovery to the Archbishop—we really have no choice but to try.

But it turned out the Archbishop saw things rather differently, and the two men spent the entire night arguing. The Epistem asked how the Church could so cavalierly consign thousands of men, women, and children to death. The Archbishop countered that the Lord and his Daughter determined the appropriate time for every mortal being’s passing. The Epistem then asked why the Archbishop bothered to eat or drink, if he was unafraid of death. The Archbishop said that eating and drinking were natural acts, while the work Leibowitz had done was not. The Epistem asked what the purpose of the Library was, if not to improve the lives of the people. The Archbishop answered that it was Scripture, not science, that determined the definition of “improvement.” Back and forth the debate went, in an ever-widening gyre, until it encompassed the very nature of faith, of knowledge, of divinity, of mercy, of providence, and of the Descendancy itself.

But when all was said and done, the Library was subordinate to the Church. The Archbishop’s word was final, and that word was no.

Over the next few weeks, Leibowitz found it more and more difficult to sleep. He spurned the company of others, and when forced to socialize, would be either cold and taciturn or needlessly quarrelsome. The despair he’d subjugated to his scientific work reasserted itself. And one night, as he lay awake into the wee hours, he began to compose an essay in his mind. It would come to be known as A Treatise on Knowledge, and within a week, every monk in the Library would’ve read it. The Treatise told the story of the Epistem’s past five years—how he’d labored to discover the cure, how he’d made the difficult decision to test it on himself, how he’d brought his triumph to the Archbishop, and how he’d been rebuffed.

He’d hoped to sway opinion within the Library against the Archbishop. He didn’t realize that his letter amounted to a declaration of war.

The Archbishop quickly called together the Gloria—his council of bishops—and they agreed to formally name the Epistem a heretic. Within a few days, Leibowitz had been taken from the Library in chains, and a new Epistem had been installed in his place. The official word given to the people was that he’d succumbed to the plague.

Leibowitz’s story would’ve ended there, if not for the fact that a few dozen attendants had read the Treatise and been moved by it. Before the former Epistem’s execution could be carried out, these intrepid few staged a daring escape, successfully spiriting him out of the city.

They were alive, but they no longer had a home. Not only because the Archbishop would be looking for them, but because they’d lost their faith. They decided to travel east until they reached territory where they were no longer criminals on the run, where they were no longer anyone at all. And in that place, they would find a way to start again.
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The silence stretched out for a long time after that. Constantine’s eyes were closed, and if not for the smoke periodically leaking out from around his pipe, Florian would’ve thought he was asleep.

“I’ve put most of it together,” he eventually said, “but I do have one last question.”

“Please,” said Seftika.

“Can you teach us some of the things you know?”

Florian didn’t have the slightest idea what the mayor was talking about, but the stranger seemed to understand.

“Give us fifty years, maybe a hundred, and we will improve your lives in ways you can’t begin to imagine. We will flood your streets with light even in the dead of night. We will show you how to soar above the clouds. We will make your farms more productive, your sicknesses less deadly, your horses stronger.”

“What about our booze?”

Seftika smiled. “We can make a shine so strong it’ll melt a snail down to slime.”

“You willing to shake on that?”

“Indeed I am.”

The two men stood up and shook hands. And Florian realized that Seftika wasn’t nearly as decrepit as he’d at first appeared. In fact, it almost seemed as if his shabbiness were a sort of disguise, one he could slough away like a snakeskin. With a good wash and a fresh set of clothes, a trimmed beard and a haircut, he would look completely different—formidable, commanding even.

Florian chuckled. He’d never been the fastest calf to the teat, but he always got there eventually. “Seftika Onoma?” he said. “Where’d you come up with that one?”

“It means ‘false name’ in an ancient tongue,” the stranger replied, looking almost sheepish. “But now that we’re to be neighbors, I hope you’ll call me Duncan.”


Part I

BROTHERS



What hath God wrought?

—Samuel Morse, 1844

(the first official message sent over the Washington-Baltimore telegraph line,

quoting from the Book of Numbers)


1. Clover

CLOVER HAMILL ATTEMPTED TO CALCULATE his share of the modest birthday pie his mother had just brought out from the wagon. Three hundred and sixty degrees of pie divided by nine people was forty degrees each, but that would only be if the slices were cut evenly, which they seldom were. Clive, being the man of the hour, would be in charge of dividing the pie up, and that didn’t bode well for his younger brother. It wasn’t that Clive would apportion himself the largest piece—though no one could have blamed him for doing so on his own birthday—but that he would undoubtedly give outsize pieces to their mother for making the pie in the first place, and to their father and Eddie and Burns because the men needed to keep their strength up, and to Michael because he’d throw a tantrum otherwise, and to Gemma and Flora just because they were girls. Clover figured he would be lucky to end up with a twenty-degree slice. Given that the height of the pie was about four inches and the radius about five, his share would amount to . . . roughly seventeen cubic inches of pie. Attendant Bernstein could have taken the math even further—reckoning the caloric content of the pie based on its constituent ingredients, for example—but Clover hadn’t yet received the education to carry out such a calculation.

His mother put the pie down on the trestle table. A lone beeswax candle was sunk into the middle of the doughy lattice, but the breeze had already put out the flame. Everything would have been so much better back at their house in the Anchor. The pie would have been a cake at least twice the size of this one, and the room would have been pitch dark but for the candle flames spitting shadows over the walls, and everyone would have been warm and comfortable and clean.

But they weren’t at home. They were on the road. And on the road, you took what you could get.

Clover realized he’d missed the first couple of lines of the “Birthday Hymn.” He joined in just in time to wish his brother long life and happiness—in the name of the Father and the Daughter and Holy Gravity. Clive closed his eyes, looking prayerful and solemn even though he was probably only wishing for an extra-special present from Gemma tonight, and then he made a show of trying to blow out the candle. Everybody laughed.

“Eighteen years old.” Honor Daniel Hamill gave a little whistle, then clapped a firm hand on Clive’s shoulder. “I never thought I’d see the day.”

“He doesn’t look like a man to me,” Burns said, in that way he had of joking and not joking at the same time.

Eddie Poplin squinted into the horizon. “We should get moving,” he said. “Only a couple hours of light left.”

Eddie was Gemma, Flora, and Michael’s father, as well as the ministry’s official handyman (or, more technically, “factotum”—a word Clover had always liked, but that he liked even more now that he knew enough Latin to translate it: “do everything”).

As Clover finished his meager helping of pie (the slice had been closer to fifteen degrees than twenty, and the bottom was burnt from the pot), he watched his brother head off with the other men, toward the clearing where the gathering would be held. Clive gave Gemma a little wave good-bye, and she waved right back, smiling coyly.

Some dark burrowing demon of jealousy quickened in Clover’s belly; he felt like taking a swing at someone, or throwing up. Maybe he would’ve, too, if not for the pair of arms that wrapped around him from behind, still powdered with flour. He made sure Gemma wasn’t watching, then allowed himself to relax into his mother’s embrace, softening like stale bread brought back to life with a bit of water and a few minutes in the oven.

“You look a hundred feet off the ground, darling. Everything all right?”

“Sure, Ma.”

Ellen Hamill followed her son’s line of sight, out to where the men had begun laying out the tent poles.

“You know your time’s gonna come. Two years is nothing.”

“I know.”

She turned him around and gripped him by the shoulders. Of the million injustices the Lord had visited on Clover, perhaps the most painful was his height—where Clive seemed destined to take after their father, who towered over almost everyone he met, Clover had gotten the literal short end of the stick. Face-to-face with his mother, his eyes were on the exact same level as hers.

“You believe this or not, but growing up isn’t all roses and kittens. Your brother might be a man in the eyes of God now, but being a man means bearing a man’s responsibilities.”

“I could bear ’em.”

“I’m not saying you couldn’t. I’m saying you should enjoy the fact that you don’t have to. It doesn’t last.” There was a deep tenderness in his mother’s eyes, such that he had to look away. “You know your father and I are awful proud of you, don’t you?”

“I know you are.”

“Daniel is too. He’s just not good at showing it.”

“He shows it to Clive.”

“Clive’s chosen a simpler path. Or not simpler, maybe, but one your father understands. You getting noticed by the Library, learning all those things . . . I think you scare him a little.”

Clover rolled his eyes at this obvious lie. “What’s there to be scared about? I barely learn anything. You wouldn’t believe how many rules they’ve got.”

“There’s nothing wrong with rules, Clover. What does the Filia tell us about knowledge?”

There were a number of verses his mother could’ve been referring to, but Clover knew her tastes well enough by now. When it came to the Gospels, she’d take Jiehae and Ivan over Armelle (and she never wanted to hear any Nelson). “Learning is a lightening,” he quoted.

“That’s right.” She drew him into a hug. “I just don’t want you to float away before you have to.”

“I won’t.”

She gave him one last squeeze. “You should get started tuning. The work’ll be good for you.”

“Yes, Ma.”

He wiped his pie-sticky hands on his trousers and headed for the small wagon. Down in the clearing, the men had smoothed out the canvas, which lay on the grass like some sort of huge, flat mushroom. Burns had taken off his shirt, revealing his heavily muscled chest and the quilt of scars that were the origin of his nickname (if you could call it a nickname, given that nobody knew his actual name). Though they’d been on the road together for nearly four months, Clover still didn’t trust the man. Burns was a sergeant in the Descendancy Protectorate, tasked with keeping them safe as they preached the word of God along the Tails. But they’d been on plenty of tours before this one, and they’d always gotten by without any protecting. Was the world really getting more dangerous, or was Burns’s presence yet another example of the Protectorate’s increasing involvement in the doings of the Church?

Clive said he’d heard all sorts of rumors about the sergeant back in the Anchor: that he’d been born outside the Descendancy, that he’d been married to a captured Wesah warrior woman, that he once pulled out a man’s eyeball in a bar fight. But so far as Clover could see, all the sergeant ever seemed to do was make off-color jokes and brood. And why didn’t he ever bow his head during service, or sing along with the hymns? What was he looking for when he scanned the crowds that gathered beneath the tent to worship, his eyes narrowed like those of some hungry bird of prey?

Eddie and Honor Hamill finished fitting together the pieces that made up the tent’s main post, and then all four men dove under the fabric, little lumps moving like feet beneath a bedsheet. The tent seemed to lift itself up by the center, as if the devil himself had reached down from the sky, pinched the sheet of canvas, and pulled. They emerged through the front flap a minute later, red-faced and sweating. Raising the tent was hard work, and now that Clive was a man, he’d have to do it before every gathering.

It was some slight consolation, anyway.

Inside the small wagon, the soft leather cases in which the instruments were kept were roped tightly to the walls. Clover unpicked the knots and laid them all out in a row, and then he pulled out the tuning fork—a gift from his father on his tenth birthday.

Not a lot of things stay constant in this world, Honor Hamill had said. But this will.

And it was true. No matter the time of day or the orientation of the stars or the clemency of the weather, the fork rang out its piercing G like a call to arms against chaos.

Clover tapped the metal against the wooden floor of the wagon. There was something magical about the way the sound just appeared, pulled out of the very air. Not for the first time, he considered the question of just what made one tone different from another. If he’d had to put it into words, he would’ve said it had something to do with how fast the note shook in your ear—only that wasn’t quite right. He’d asked Attendant Bernstein to explain it to him once, but it turned out acoustics was yet another subject he was too young to learn about.

He began with his own instrument, the mandolin, then went on to Gemma’s fiddle, his father’s bass, and his brother’s guitar. It was anxious, delicate work. They only had so many extra strings to last them through the tour, and given the heat of the days and the changes in humidity and elevation as they’d passed over the Teeth—the mountain range to the east of the Anchor—breaks were inevitable. Two tours back, Clive had had to play a five-stringed guitar for a whole month.

Luckily, today was a good day, and all the strings remained intact. Clover put the guitar back in its case and began carrying the instruments one by one to the tent, which was now fully stretched out and staked. Inside, Eddie was hanging the big annulus, while Clive and the two younger Poplin children cleared away any rocks that might trip someone up during the dancing. Just as Clover was making his last trip from the wagon, Gemma came in with a couple mugs of pine tea. She handed one to her father, then offered the other to Clover.

“What about Clive?” he asked.

“I already made him one. It’s his birthday, isn’t it?”

“Sure is.”

But she was always looking out for Clive first. Didn’t matter that it was his birthday one bit.

Gemma Poplin was seventeen years old, born right smack-dab between the two brothers. Clover thought about her in ways he knew he wasn’t supposed to—not just because lustful thoughts weren’t holy, but because she wasn’t his to think about. Eddie had been Honor Hamill’s best friend since they were boys; it only made sense for their firstborn children to marry. Clive knew this, of course, and as a result, he treated Gemma exactly the same way he did all the girls who fawned over him: not mean or anything, just careless, the way you treated anything that had been handed to you, that you’d never had to fight for.

Of course, even if Gemma hadn’t been promised to Clive, it wasn’t as if she ever would’ve fallen for Clover. No girl wanted a husband younger than herself, especially one with all the social graces of a wild dog.

So he would always be the little brother in Gemma’s eyes, however much he wished it different.

“Something got you blue?” Gemma asked.

Clover hoisted the double bass up onto the platform, then hopped back to the ground. “Everybody keeps asking me that. What would I be blue about?”

“I don’t know. Your brother turning eighteen, maybe? I know it’s not easy—”

“I’m fine.”

“Good. ’Cause I won’t be dancing with any moody boys tonight.” She leaned over (an inch taller than him, of course) and whispered in his ear. “You’ll save one for me, won’t you?”

Clover couldn’t help but smile. “Slowest song there is.”

Gemma put on a bit of an outerlands accent. “Then I’ll be waitin’ for you in the darkest corner of the room.” She gave a little flash of the eyes, then turned on her heel and swept out of the tent.

They talked to each other like that, but it was just playing at words. They wouldn’t ever meet in the darkest corner of the room. And if they danced tonight, it would be like a couple of kissing cousins, not sweethearts.

All part of the good Lord’s plan, Clover’s father would say. But that thought was seldom as comforting as he made it out to be. In fact, a good portion of the time, the good Lord’s plan seemed a downright mess.


2. Clive

IT WASN’T AS IF CLIVE had expected to wake up on his eighteenth birthday and find himself transformed, but he’d hoped he would at least feel a little different. More mature, maybe. More confident in his convictions. Less anxious about the future.

But no: he woke into the same body and the same mind he’d always had. He said the same morning prayer and sat down to the same breakfast. His pre-gathering duties had shifted, from helping his mother and the other children clean up after dinner to helping the men prepare the tent, but this turned out to be a terrifically unfavorable trade. He didn’t have much to add to Eddie and Honor Hamill’s conversation about the fraught political situation back in the Anchor, and though he had plenty of questions he wanted to ask Burns, there was something about the sergeant that discouraged idle chatter. Clive missed being up at the big wagon, where Michael and Flora would be running around tickling each other, and Clover would be going on and on about some tree or beetle, and Gemma would be all smiles and sweet looks.

Clive glanced uphill and saw her, long blond hair tinted rose by the last rays of sunset, and felt such a complicated snarl of emotions that he couldn’t have separated out the strands if he’d wanted to.

“So how many people we expecting tonight?” Burns asked. Clive was glad to have his train of thought interrupted.

“Should be a good turnout,” Eddie said. “Amestown proper’s got about four hundred souls, and there’s twice that number working the land nearby.”

“That’s a lot of people to keep track of.”

“You expecting trouble?” Clive asked.

“Maybe. Amestown’s been part of the Descendancy for five years now, and they still haven’t sent a shekel in taxes.”

“It’s hardscrabble out here,” Eddie said, an edge to his voice, as if he were speaking up for one of his own children. “There’s nothing extra to go around.”

“It’s the principle of the thing. We haven’t asserted our authority, so they don’t respect us.”

“We don’t have to assert our authority,” Honor Hamill said. “That’s what God is for.”

Burns snorted. “Well, God’s got a bad habit of not showing up when you ask him to. So we mortals occasionally have to make our own plans.”

Clive covered his mouth so his father wouldn’t see him smirking.

“Your plans are your own, Sergeant. We work for the Church, not the Protectorate. And I’ll thank you not to fill my son’s head with nonsense.”

“My apologies, Honor,” Burns said, but Clive could tell he wasn’t really sorry.

They finished raising the tent just as the shadows of the trees at the edge of the clearing began to stretch out and dissolve into the general darkness. Soon after, Clive spotted the first lantern bouncing up the path from town. Eddie was right that there was likely to be a big crowd at the gathering. Though Amestown had a local novice who ran Sunday services, there hadn’t been an official visit from an Honor since the town’s incorporation. In these times, and at such a remove from the Anchor, nobody within ten miles was likely to pass up the opportunity for a little bit of preaching and a bigger bit of dancing.

The whole ministry was in the tent now, helping to get all the last details squared away. Clive sat on the edge of the stage, looking over his father’s notes for the evening’s sermon—Honor Hamill insisted his son provide him with at least three constructive suggestions every week—but he was finding it difficult to concentrate. Gemma’s younger brother, Michael, was making a big show of trying to play Honor Hamill’s double bass.

“These strings hurt my fingers,” he said.

“Because it’s too big for you,” his twin sister, Flora, chided. “That’s why you play mandolin and I play fiddle.”

“But I’m bored of the mandolin. Clover won’t teach me any new songs.”

“I told you,” Clover said, “nothing new until you can play ‘I Came Me Down to Ground’ without making any flubs.”

“But it’s so haaaard!” Michael turned the last word into a good three-syllable moan. He and Flora were both ten years old, so cute it made you want to kick them in the shins sometimes. They were still new to music, and only allowed to play tambourine and shaker during gatherings.

“You think the mandolin is hard?” Clive asked, putting his father’s notes aside.

“It is hard!” Michael said.

“How hard?” Clive reached out and caught the boy around the waist, lifting him up off the ground. “As hard as I’d have to throw you to hit the top of this tent?”

“Don’t do it!” Michael squealed.

“Do it!” his sister squealed even more loudly.

Clive rolled Michael out onto the grass, tickling him mercilessly. “I would, but your da would give me hell if I broke all your toes.”

“You would not!” Michael said through his giggles.

“Try me sometime. You’ll see what you get.” Finally he allowed the boy to escape his clutches. “Now you and your sister better scoot. Gathering’s gonna start soon.”

The first few parishioners had already found their spots close to the stage, and more were streaming in all the time. They were dressed in their Sunday best: long muslin dresses dyed yellow and red, white linen shirts, straw hats, even a couple of suits. Though a couple of chairs had been carried up from town to accommodate the oldest members of the congregation, the majority of the crowd sat on wool blankets on the ground. Each family arrived with at least one tallow dip—all of which would be lit and set in brackets pinned to the inside of the tent—and a basket full to the brim with food and liquor; Descendant gatherings were about religion, sure, but there wasn’t anything in the Filia about keeping sober.

Clive went out behind the tent, hoping to finish reading over his father’s sermon, but his brother followed right on his heels.

“It’s not a joke, you know,” Clover said. “That boy refuses to practice.”

“You mean Michael? He’s young. He’ll come around to it.”

“But he’s lazy!”

“He’s ten! Don’t be so hard on him.”

Clive turned his attention back to the sermon, but he could sense his brother still had more to say. Something had been weighing on Clover all day; Clive had never seen him look so joyless in the face of a sugar cake. It had to be the fact that Clive had turned eighteen. Here was the one math problem Clover couldn’t solve: How was it that no matter how much older he got, his brother managed to remain even older?

“Clover, I’m sorry if today’s been tough on you, but you have to underst—”

“Are you gonna marry Gemma when we get home?”

The words had come quickly, tumbling over one another like rocks in a landslide; already, Clover looked as if he wished he could put them all back in his mouth again. Once upon a time, Clive’s younger brother had talked about his crush on Gemma openly, as if it were the most unembarrassing thing in the world. But as soon as it became clear that Honor Hamill and Eddie had more or less promised their firstborn children to each other, Clover had gone quiet. For the last two years, in spite of sleeping just a couple of feet away from each other every night, Clive and his brother had managed to avoid the subject of girls entirely—all so they wouldn’t have to have this exact conversation.

“I don’t think anyone wants us to get married before I get my robes,” Clive said, choosing his words carefully.

“But you do want to marry her.”

A question without a question mark, to which Clive could only provide an answer that wasn’t an answer.

“It’s what we’re meant to do.”

His brother took a moment to absorb this, then turned and stepped back through the tent flap without another word. Clive called out after him, but he knew it wouldn’t do any good: Clover was nothing if not stubborn.

He gave up on his father’s sermon. Too many questions were bouncing around inside his head: Why had he made it sound as if he saw his impending marriage as a burden, rather than a blessing? Why did the thought of being Gemma’s husband fill him with such a terrible feeling of disquiet? And if he did marry her—no, when he married her—how long would it take his brother to forgive him? Would they ever get back to the easy affinity of childhood, when the only things they argued over were where to build the tree fort, or who would play the hero in their games of bandits and soldiers?

A bell rang from inside the tent, signaling that the gathering was about to begin. There would be time to wrestle with all these questions later—wounds heal, doubts fester, as the Filia had it. For now, there was the Lord’s work to do.


3. Clover

EDDIE OPENED UP THE SERVICE a few minutes later. Though it had taken him a few years to grow comfortable speaking in front of a crowd, he’d eventually absorbed Honor Hamill’s dictum that “every human being has the word of God inside him somewhere.” These days, he almost seemed to enjoy it. The congregation recited the Trinity Prayer along with him:

Father in the ground

Whose fist is the Daughter

Whose love is Gravity

Thank you for your gift

Release us not into darkness

But hold us to your mantle

As you always have

And always will

Forever and ever

World without end

Amen

Then Honor Hamill came out from the back of the tent, dressed in his robes the color of flames. He gave the audience a big smile, the kind that made everyone want to smile along with him. Clover’s father had been a traveling minister for more than twenty years—making him the most senior Honor currently working the roads. Rumor had it that he would be nominated to the Gloria when they finished this tour of the Tails, and Clover hoped with all his heart that those rumors were true. At sixteen, he’d already been on a dozen tours, and he’d just about had it with life on the road. It also meant he would finally be able to dedicate himself to his studies at the Library full-time.

“Good people of Amestown,” Honor Hamill began, “it is such a pleasure to be here with you tonight. The Church sends its apologies that we haven’t been able to get an Honor out this way for so long, but I’ll do my best to make it worth the wait.” The laughter that greeted this statement was polite at best; Clover’s father was many things, but hilarious wasn’t one of them. “I was pleased to see that the mill our engineers helped you all build is still going strong, and from what I hear, you had a bountiful harvest this past summer. Glory be to God.” He applauded for them, which gave them an excuse to applaud for themselves. “I’m going to try to keep things brief tonight, so we can get around to the music and the dancing. But talk is like liquor; if you’re gonna go short, you gotta go strong. Ladies and gentlemen, the Book of Nelson will be our moonshine tonight.” A low rumble ran through the audience; Nelson wasn’t exactly a crowd-pleaser, particularly among those newer to the faith.

Honor Hamill produced his Filia from the shelf under the ambo. It was a work of art—bound in red leather, with a shiny gold-leaf annulus on the cover. “Let me attempt to describe to you the glory of the Daughter,” Honor Hamill read, “though no words could ever do justice to the terrible beauty of that creature as she fell from the infernal heavens like some radiant bird of prey. She wore a cloak of crimson fire, but as she approached, all the colors of the rainbow appeared within that crimson. The blue of summer skies. The green of fresh shoots breaking from the loam. Bronzes and silvers and golds more scintillant than any jewels known to man. And when she landed, she gave off a light so bright that it illuminated the farthest reaches of every cavern, every home, and every soul. All the works of man fell away like the veils they were, and humanity stood naked before her. And the Lord said, ‘Behold, for I have sent my only daughter to you, to cleanse this world of sin.’ But for Noach, who had been warned to build a stronghold deep in the crust of heaven, there to keep his family and two of each animal that walked the Earth, all others burned in the great Conflagration. Even babes and children melted away like wax, their flesh running in rivers through the streets, for they had been tainted by the fruit of those times, as Aleph was said to have been tainted by the nectar of the Great Tree. And the name of that nectar was science, and its sweetness was the sweetness of death.”

Clover shivered—he’d always hated that passage.

Honor Hamill gave the dark words time to breathe, to expand in the hearts and minds of the assembly. “There are truths in the Book of Nelson,” he said at last. “Truths that must be carried with us every hour of every day.” Finally he closed the front cover of his Filia, and it was as if the whole congregation exhaled at once. “My family and I, along with a few other good people I’m lucky to call friends, have been out on the road for almost four months now. Amestown represents the farthest reach of our circuit, the outermost limit of the Lord’s Descendancy as it stands today. Tomorrow we begin the long journey back home. But tonight is important for another reason. It is my eldest son’s eighteenth birthday. And it is for him that I read from the Book of Nelson. He left the Anchor as a boy, but he will return as a man. And a man doesn’t shy away from hard truths.”

Clover felt another stab of jealousy as his father beamed down at Clive.

“I fear for him,” Honor Hamill went on to say, looking back up at the audience. “As I fear for all of us. Time rushes forward, and it requires all our strength not to be dragged along with it. We must surrender to that divine energy that binds us to the earth, that holds the moon and sun at their safe and proper distance. We must resist the devil who beckons us upward, with promises of so-called progress. In the name of the Father below us . . .”

“In the name of the Father below us . . . ,” the congregation repeated.

“. . . the Daughter beside us . . .”

“. . . the Daughter beside us . . .”

“. . . and the Holy Force of Gravity.”

“. . . and the Holy Force of Gravity.”

“Amen.”

“Amen.”

[image: Images]

From the back of the stage, Clover watched Clive step forward to take his solo. The gathering was in full swing, everyone dancing and clapping along with the music, their faces orangey-red in the flickering candlelight. In the enclosed space made by the canvas, the stench of moonshine and the reek of sweat battled for supremacy.

Clover’s father, his body mostly hidden behind the double bass, gave him a pointed look. Clover had lost track of the progression, chopping the wrong chord on the downbeat for the last few measures. For some reason, the puniness of the mandolin embarrassed him tonight, as if he’d shown up for a sword fight with a butter knife. Clive stepped back and made room for Gemma to take a solo on the fiddle, and as they passed each other, they shared a smile: man to woman, Aleph to Eva, ready to engender nations.

“I’m feeling fit to pass out,” Clover said to his father, once the song was finished.

“I think we can manage the last few without you,” Honor Hamill said. “Get yourself to bed.”

“Thanks, Da.”

Clover put his mandolin away and left the tent. Just outside, a handful of people were congregated around the tables where the food and libations had been laid out. Beneath one, a corpulent, thick-bearded man was already asleep and muttering. Nearby, a couple of teenagers were in the process of slipping away into the woods at the edge of the field, advertising their misbehavior with loud giggles. Clover wondered why it always seemed that everybody in the world was having more fun than him. Why did loneliness stick to the spirit like sap, so that even when you were surrounded by hundreds of people, you could end up feeling entirely on your own?

The urge struck him suddenly, and he acted before he could think better of it. Making sure no one was watching, he threw out the dregs of his old mug of pine tea and filled it up to the brim with shine. The alcohol burned like the Daughter going down, but after a few mouthfuls, everything turned warm and numb and sleepy. Within minutes, he could hardly remember what he’d been so sad about. What did it matter if Clive was a man now? What did anything matter?

He drifted like a dandelion seed back into the tent. Gemma was singing “What a Weight.” Her skin shimmered with sweat, and her voice was a lightning bolt.

I’m gonna tell her I love her tonight, Clover thought. My brother be damned.

“That’s a fine specimen, ain’t it?” said a man standing nearby. His shirt was unbuttoned a few inches too far down his chest, and the red crackle around his pupils advertised his advanced state of inebriation.

“Sure is,” Clover said.

“The things I could do to her.”

“All of ’em,” Clover added, enjoying the novel experience of being taken for a normal teenage boy, rather than the prudish son of an Honor.

“Between you and me”—the man leaned closer, but went on speaking at a normal volume—“I say we’ve put up with these fanatics long enough. All this mumbo jumbo about God’s Daughter and how we should give ’em money for that fancy city of theirs? It’s horseshit, plain and simple.”

Even through the increasingly dense fog induced by the shine, Clover was shocked. He’d heard the adults talk about how difficult it was for the Descendancy to maintain its authority out at the fringes of its territory, but he’d never actually heard someone speak so disrespectfully about the Church.

“You don’t believe in tithing?” he asked.

“Tithe is just another word for tax, which is just another word for thievery.”

“But the Anchor built that new mill of yours, and they advise your farmers—”

The man waved this argument away like a bad smell. “We were doing just fine before they came along. Better, even. And now we always got to be worried they’re gonna get wind of what’s going on out east. I mean, if these folks had shown up just a few days ago, they mighta caught sight of that fire, and then what? They’d bring the hammer down, believe you me.”

“The Descendancy doesn’t believe in violence.”

“They say that, sure, but then what do they have that Protectumate for?”

“Protectorate,” Clover corrected. “And what fire are you talking about?”

“You didn’t hear? Riley was bringing the you-know-what over from the pumphouse, and he gets it too close to the—”

At that moment, a woman standing nearby suddenly slapped the man in the back of he head. “What kinda crazy are you talking, Dominic? You oughta be ashamed of yourself. And him a member of this fine ministry and all.”

“What’s that?” Dominic said.

“Didn’t you see him up there playing the mandolin?” The woman leaned down and pinched Clover’s cheek. Her breath stank of shine. “And ain’t he cute as a button?” She straightened up and took Dominic by the arm. “Come on. We gotta get you home.”

Dominic put his weight onto the woman’s shoulder and they stumbled off together. Clover closed his eyes, trying to get his swimming head around everything he’d just heard. He needed to lie down.

In his drunken state, it took him nearly half an hour to set up the tent, during which time he tried to put together a mental list of all the questions brought up by his short conversation with Dominic. Who was Riley? What was you-know-what? What was a pumphouse? Why had there been a fire, and what would it matter if someone had seen it?

He lay down inside the tent with every intention of staying awake long enough to consider these questions more deeply. But the moment his head hit the pillow, all of them dissolved, and he was out cold.


4. Clive

MY, BUT THERE WERE A lot of pretty girls in the crowd tonight: small girls and big girls, older girls and younger girls, light-haired girls and dark-haired girls, light-skinned girls and dark-skinned girls. Girls who danced like they had the devil on their minds and girls who danced like they wouldn’t give up their first kiss until they were standing beneath the bridal arch. Each one made beautiful by the candlelight and the shine and the music.

But there was one more beautiful than the others, because she was making such an effort to catch Clive’s eye. She wore her chestnut hair in a long plait that snaked down her neck and over her chest, limning the décolletage of a white cotton dress so tatty it was almost improper. She fingered the end of the plait coyly as she swayed along with the music, and her smile was like a promise.

After the next song, Gemma started up a reel on the fiddle, to give the rest of the band a break. And could it be a coincidence that the girl chose that precise moment to slip out of the tent?

Outside, a few dozen people were milling around, talking and laughing. Clive spotted the girl sauntering around the edge of the tent, away from the crowd, and began to follow her.

“Someone’s got mischief on his mind,” Burns said.

The sergeant was leaning up against the tight canvas of the tent, smoking a cigarillo.
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