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1. APPRENTICESHIP 


1. 


My master bought me from the monks when I was fourteen. Most
apprentices were acquired at the age of twelve, but there
hadn’t been demand for orphan apprentices for the last two
years. Parents paid masters to take their children on as
apprentices, but masters paid to take on orphan apprentices. We
were well-trained, industrious, obedient, and we could read,
write, and perform arithmetic.



 “The world needs shoes. The demand for them is
constant,” my master told me. “You should be grateful
that I purchased you. If you work hard, when I retire, you will
replace me. Then you will take an apprentice.”



 I wanted to shake my head, but the monks had inculcated into me
that adults demanded obedience from children.



 “Thank you,” I said.



 I made eye contact and lowered my eyes. I acted the part of the
grateful orphan boy.



 In the orphanage, I had resented the forced gratitude, but I had
come to recognize that it made my life easier.



 Cobbler was my master’s name and his profession. His first
name was Eben, but I was never allowed to call him anything but
Master.



2. 


A gang of apprentices met at the inn at noon. Our masters paid
for us to have two meals a day there.



 Once a week, after lunch, we had a hot bath in the adjacent
bathhouse. We bathed and washed our clothes in hot, soapy water
in large, round, wooden tubs in a room full of such tubs. Windows
above our heads let in light.



 Men from the town bathed in other tubs. They paid to have their
clothes washed for them in another room.



 When we and our clothes were clean, we sat in a room with a
window, and a woman cut our hair with scissors. Apprentices were
required to have close-cropped hair and bare faces.



 I sat in a corner of the apprentices’ room at the inn and
ate my bread and soup. A savory broth held carrots, parsnips,
potatoes, onions, white beans, wilted greens, and bits of fatty
lamb. The soup was good. I ate it while it was hot and then ate
my slice of bread. The others softened their bread in the soup,
but I didn’t. I liked the chewiness of the crust.



 We were not provided with breakfast because meals were a reward
for work, and we had yet to do any work at the start of the day.



3. 


My workdays began when the sun came up and ended when my master
decided that I could stop working. He examined my work while I
ate my lunch and dinner at the inn. If he didn’t like what
he saw, he would berate me when I returned.



 “Lazy boy! Do these again! Pay attention when I show you
what to do, or I’ll send you back to the orphanage!”



 I wished that he could follow through on this threat, but I knew
that he could not because I knew that the monks would not return
my purchase price and that they would not take me back. Brother
Zariah had stressed these points to me.



4. 


During a lunchtime, soon after I began my apprenticeship, another
new apprentice crept into the inn’s kitchen to find more
bread. He was caught, and the proprietor invited the boy’s
master to the inn to administer a whipping with a leather strap.



 The boy was allowed to keep his shirt on to soften the blows.



 The rest of us watched as the cooks bent the chubby boy over a
chair and restrained him by his arms.



 He cried out at every lash. The hard slap of the lash against the
boy’s body shocked me. Blood pooled in patches in the
boy’s shirt.



 The whipped boy was never the same again. His spirit had been
broken. He never spoke to us. Eventually, he stopped appearing
for meals. Rumor was that he had run away. We didn’t know
the boy’s name. He hadn’t revealed it.



 When I returned to the workshop, Master Cobbler grabbed my arm
and squeezed hard.



 “You saw what happened to that boy. Don’t get any
ideas of your own. If Master Glover wanted, he could have beaten
his apprentice to death for stealing.”



 I wasn’t convinced. The boy hadn’t stolen anything.
He had been stopped before he could steal. Could your master beat
you to death for that?



 After pondering this question, it was clear to me that I
didn’t know the law and that no one would contradict an
adult who accused an apprentice of theft. My master was correct.
I should be careful. He had indirectly threatened my life.



 How had my master learned so quickly about what had happened?



5. 


My first task each morning was to fetch the day’s water
from the well in the square by the inn. Through the windows, I
saw shadow-figures wash the stone floors and set up the tables.



 Cobbler’s house was one of many two-floor buildings on
Artisan Street. All were wooden-framed buildings with thatched
roofs.



 When it rained, rivulets flowed through the cart tracks in the
street and softened the packed earth. The air carried sweet
scents from the nearby green.



 When I returned to the workshop, I had to brew the hot
root-and-leaf tea that Master Cobbler drank three times a day. I
was welcome to partake of the brew, and I did so in the mornings
to quiet my empty stomach. The tea was slightly sweet and
slightly bitter. It was supposed to be good for you.



 The interior of Cobbler’s workshop was dusty and dim when
the shutters were closed. When they were open, enough light
entered to make work possible, and a cross-breeze blew through
the workshop and removed some of the dust.



 Cobbler wanted an apprentice because he wanted to slow down as he
approached retirement, and he wanted to pass on the business to
someone. I did not understand that this was me even though
Cobbler indicated as much on my first day. I thought that I would
be his slave forever. I thought that slavery was the lot of
orphans. It never occurred to me that I actually was on a path to
a better future. That was what adults told children to get them
to do what the adults wanted.



 My master lived on the floor above the workshop with his wife,
Ireny, who never came into the workshop. I rarely saw her, but I
heard her muted voice every day. She spent her days upstairs
stitching decorative patterns in black thread into our finished
shoes. When it was quiet, I could hear her rhythmically humming
as she worked. Behind the workshop was the kitchen and pantry. I
was not allowed out of the workshop where my cot lay.



 Both Cobbler and his wife had white hair. They must have been in
their late sixties. Their faces were unlined but both drawn and
puffy in different places. They seemed healthy and not completely
miserable.



 It was clear that I was not part of the family and that I should
not attempt to contact my master after working hours. I stayed
out of sight and hearing after the workday ended.



 To relieve myself, I had to exit the front of the workshop and
walk around to the back of the house where the outhouse stood. If
it was occupied, I retreated out of sight and waited until I
heard the occupant return to the house.



6. 


Bread, cheese, corned beef, pickles, and a large mug of beer
formed our inn dinner.



 The beer loosened the tongues of my fellow apprentices. One lad,
Naven, continually declared his hatred for his physically abusive
master.



 “When I’m able, I’m going to give him back what
he gives me. I might even kill him.”



 “No you won’t, you braggart,” said Raden, the
self-appointed leader of the gang and the apprentice of Master
Hosier. “They’d hang you for sure.”



 “Yeah,” said Tybar, the apprentice of Master Weaver.
“Don’t be stupid. If anyone hears you talking like
that, you’ll get a serious whipping, probably until
you’re close to dead.”



 Why were we apprentices sent to the inn for our meals? Was it
cheaper than feeding us directly? Or did the inn meals keep us
untrustworthy boys out of our master’s homes?



 On some days, Master Cobbler declared the workday over when I
returned to the workshop. On others days, mostly long summer
days, he made me work for two or three further hours before
closing the workshop.



7. 


In the evenings, I went out for exercise and to vary my
experience.



 I wandered through the streets. The town was packed with
wooden-framed structures with thatched roofs. The homes with
workshops had an upper level, but most houses had only one floor.



 Some domicile structures occupied the whole length of a block,
but the long houses were divided up internally into separate
family homes. A single landlord owned those buildings.



 The town hall, two floors faced with red brick and square
windows, stood opposite the inn on the square. The white
limestone church rose in the distance above a sea of brown
thatch.



 I found my way to the town green.



 Tall trees grew around a central grassy space. People loitered
there, sitting on the lawn and lying in the shade of the trees. I
relaxed among the natural setting.



 Some of my companions were indigent judging by their odor and the
ragged and unwashed state of their clothes. They talked the most
and were the loudest talkers. One of them periodically laughed
and disturbed my thoughts.



8. 


“I have a plan,” said Naven. He bit off a piece of
bread.



 “No one wants to hear it,” said Raden.



 “I do,” I said.



 “Me too,” said Tybar.



 Naven took his time chewing and swallowing.



 Raden shook his head.



 Naven smiled.



 Fincan stared into his beer and said nothing.



 “Go on,” I said. “Tell us how you’re
going to kill your master and get away with it.”



 Raden rolled his eyes. “Don’t encourage him.”



 Tybar laughed nervously. “Don’t talk so loudly, or
you’ll get us all whipped.”



 “I don’t know what you’re talking about,”
said Naven. “I never said anything about killing my
master.”



 “Yes you did,” said Tybar. “You said you were
going to give to him what he gave to you and that you might even
kill him.”



 “No I didn’t.”



 “Then what’s your plan?” I asked.



 “Nothing. I don’t have a plan.”



 Raden shook his head. He tipped his mug of beer back to swallow
the dregs.



 He put the mug down. “Then keep your mouth shut.”



 Fincan looked up. His eyes moved between Naven and Raden.



 He caught me staring at him.



 I met Fincan’s eyes and then looked at Raden and Naven.
What was on Fincan’s mind?



 Fincan downed a long draught of beer.



 He stood and left the modest room that was our dining room.



 “What’s bothering him?” I said.



 Tybar shrugged his shoulders.



 “His bladder’s full,” said Raden.



 Something was on both Naven’s and Fincan’s minds.
Neither Raden nor Tybar had perceived this, or they pretended not
to. I couldn’t tell which.



9. 


When I returned from the inn, the church bells began to ring in
the distance.



 Cobbler and his wife left the house and left me alone in it for
the first time. I heard them leave. They didn’t say a word
to me. I sat at my workbench and cut out patterns from a strip of
leather, but I stopped working when the Cobblers were gone.



 I tried the rear workshop door. It was locked. I walked around
the outside of the house to the back door. It was locked as well.
I hadn’t intended to enter the living quarters, but I was
too curious to not try the doors.



 I stood at the workshop door and watched others walk in the
direction of the monastery grounds. They stared at me as they
passed. I was intimidated into retreating inside.



 After an hour, I had finished cutting the patterns that Cobbler
had set me to cut. The Cobblers had not returned.



 Unable to restrain my curiosity, I walked to the monastery
grounds.



 I stopped at the gates. Tall black wooden panels hung on massive
iron hinges. I pushed on the gates to be sure that they were
latched. I tried to see between them, but they pressed tight
against each other.



 The Church of Saint Veracity was open to the public only on
certain holy days. The monks belonged to a solitary order.



 Tenant farmers cultivated land that the monks owned in the
countryside. The tenant farms provided the monks with income.
With their money, the monks operated a hospital and an orphanage
inside the grounds.



 Before breakfast, the monks and the orphans distributed bread and
butter to the poor at the gates. After breakfast, the monks put
the orphans to work to clean their dishes, mop the floors, and to
bring meals to the sick in the hospital.



 In the afternoons, the monks taught the youngest orphans to read
and write and to perform arithmetic. The children who could read
and figure were put to work in the hospital laundry until the
late afternoon meal.



 I turned around and walked back to Cobbler’s house. Coming
to the grounds had been unenlightening.



 By the time that I got to Artisan Street, the sun had set. I
turned to look back at the church. Two sides of the limestone
edifice glowed gold and pink. What appeared to be smoke rose up
in tendrils from the wooden spire of the tower.



 I was reminded of the steaming hot baths we apprentices took in
the inn and the hot baths we orphans had taken in the orphanage
every night before bed. Dirty, smelly children couldn’t
work in the hospital. I missed being clean every day. I missed
climbing inside clean sheets every night.



 Was the roof on fire? I stood and waited for flames to appear.
None appeared. The wispy tendrils faded away.



 The smoke must have come from some fireplace in the town below.



 Once inside the workshop, I lay down on my cot and thought.



 In the orphanage, the monks had locked us inside our dormitories
when the bells had rung. The monks had said that no one could
protect us when everyone else was inside the church. It was safer
for us to be locked up.



 I thought of Naven and Fincan’s agitation.



 I fell asleep.



 The Cobblers woke me when they returned. I listened to their
footsteps ascend the back stairs.



 In the morning, Cobbler acted as if nothing unusual had happened
the previous night.



10. 


Naven and Fincan stopped coming to the inn. Raden and Tybar acted
as if nothing had changed. I didn’t say anything on the
first and second days.



 On the third day I asked, “Where are the others?”



 Raden shrugged his shoulders and did not make eye contact.



 Tybar looked up from his soup. “Who knows? Who cares?
People come and go here all the time.”



 Raden and Tybar knew what had happened to our missing colleagues
and that it had something to do with what had happened in the
church. Why had the gates been locked after the townsfolk had
gone inside?



 Had Naven and Fincan done something that they shouldn’t
have? Had they been kicked out of their apprenticeships? Had they
run away as the anonymous boy had run away? Had he really run
away? Tybar had said that apprentices came and went. How many
apprentices had come and gone? My master said that an apprentice
could be whipped to death. If this was true, did it happen in
public or in secret? Did it happen in the monastery grounds? Was
it a private spectacle? If so, it took a long time. If so, that
was horrific.



11. 


Some days later, I walked to the town green. I sat on the grass
where I could see the church spire.



 As I stared, wisps of smoke trailed up from the wood. Or was it
steam? Was the wood wet? Did it steam in the sun? It hadn’t
rained.



 The sides of the spire fell away. The wooden panels struck the
stone as they fell, but iron chains arrested the panels’
fall.



 Rumbling sounded, and a metal cone moved up out of the tower. A
smooth white cylinder emerged with the cone on its top. Smoke
billowed out around the cylinder and fell down the sides of the
tower.



 The rumbling grew into a roar that I felt in my chest. Fierce
flames flickered upside down from the bottom of the cylinder. I
felt their heat on my face.



 I stood up in fear, ready to run. I held a hand up to the sky as
if that could protect me.



 I watched the cylinder climb into the sky and become a moving
dot. In two minutes, the white dot was no longer visible.



 I looked around.



 The others were not surprised. Some of them smiled. They returned
to their former pursuits.



 I waited on the green to see if the cylinder fell from the sky.
Apprentices who stayed outside after sunset could be whipped, so
I reluctantly strolled home when the light changed.



 When I reached Artisan lane, a cart stood in front of
Cobbler’s house.



 Two older boys dragged a limp Cobbler out of the workshop door
and laid him against the cart. The boys struggled to get him up
onto the bed.



 When they had succeeded, the boys pulled the cart toward me by
two long rails that projected from the front. I stopped and
waited for the cart to reach me.



 Two men exited the house and walked quickly past the cart. They
talked in low tones and passed me without a glance. A tall man
wore a black suit and a black brimmed hat. A short man wore a
blue suit and a blue brimmed hat.



 “Your master is dead,” one of the boys said to me
matter-of-factly.



 “You’ll soon be kicked out of the house,” said
the other boy.



 I looked at my master as he floated by. His face was pale and
still as a mask. He did not breathe.



 I said nothing in response to the boys. I was overwhelmed by this
surprise and by the what I had seen on the green.



 I hadn’t liked Cobbler, but I hadn’t hated him as
Naven had hated his master. Cobbler hadn’t abused me.



 The monks had made us orphans kneel beside our bunk beds and say
our prayers every night. I did not understand to whom we talked.
How could a spirit in the sky hear us?



 I started to say the evening prayer under my breath as I walked
the short distance to Cobbler’s house, which I never
considered my home.



 I had gained proficiency in my tasks and was then growing bored
with their monotony. I wanted to run away, but I had no other
means of support. Orphans were slaves.



 The door was locked.



 I walked around to the rear of the house as I continued to mutter
the prayer.



 The rear door was locked, but a shoe-leather pouch hung on the
door handle. My name, Tralen, was stitched on the side in black
thread.



 Inside was a note and a number of shiny silver coins.



 Your master had a attack of apoplexy and died. You are hereby
released from your apprenticeship. You no longer live here. Good
luck. Ireny Cobbler.



 I counted the coins. I had no idea of their buying power.



 I walked to the monastery. I intended to break into the church
and explore it. I would sleep in some darkened corner. I hurried
to arrive at the grounds before the sun dipped below the horizon.
My backup plan was to sleep on the green with the town’s
small indigent population.



 When I stood before the gates, night had replaced day. I pondered
how to get inside the grounds. The gates were climbable from the
inside because they were reinforced with horizontal beams. On the
outside, no hand or footholds offered themselves.



 I followed the wall to seek climbable protrusions. Maybe there
was a tree I could climb.



 No tree was close enough to the wall for me to jump to the wall.



 The stars appeared, the brightest ones first, followed by the
fainter. One star moved steadily across the sky from east to
west. Was that the cylinder?



 It grew too dark for me to clearly see the surface of the wall. A
shadow hugged it. Where was the moon when I needed it?



 I found a section of the wall where the shadow was deepest, and I
sat in it with my back against the wall. This was better than
sharing the green with the indigent. I feared them.



 I closed my eyes. Soon I was asleep.



12. 


Something overhead buzzed.



 I looked up and saw a dark shape move over the stars. Little
lanterns glowed red on the sides of the object.



 I stood and backed away from the wall.



 The shape passed high overhead and hovered over the church tower.
The object slowly descended into the open hole. The red lights
winked out. The buzzing ceased.



 I sat back down in shadow. There was nothing else for me to do. I
wanted to get inside the grounds more than ever to find out what
was going on.



 Were there monks inside that floating box? Had there been monks
inside the white cylinder? Did they meet with the spirit in the
sky? Had the monks taken Naven and Fincan and the anonymous boy
to the spirit in the sky? The monks had said that your spirit
joined the sky spirit when you died. I doubted that tale until
that moment.



 I tried to get back to sleep. For a long time, I couldn’t
stop recalling the anonymous boy’s terrible whipping, his
moans and cries, the slap of the whip hitting his flesh, and the
blood that had welled under his shirt.



13. 


Carts rolled past my hiding place before dawn and made it
impossible for me to continue sleeping.



 I woke up thirsty and vulnerable. I missed the hot root-and-leaf
tea that my master drank.



 I walked wearily to the gates.



 They were closed. No one handed out bread and butter to the
indigent who had gathered there. When it had decided that the
monks were unlikely to appear, the group returned to the green. I
went with it.



 The closed gate convinced me that the monks had been inside the
cylinder and were now circling the earth in the sky. The monks
were visiting the sky spirit. Eventually, they would return. I
hoped that they would take me with them on their next visit. If
lifted my spirits to know that the sky spirit was real. I was
willing to die if it meant going to live in peace with the sky
spirit. I didn’t want to live as a slave or as an indigent
person.



 Who had arrived in the night in the floating box? It must have
been caretakers to run the orphanage and the hospital while the
monks were away.



 As we walked, I noticed that everyone had a bottle full of water
except for me. Each bottle was a different shape and size from
the others. Some of the bottles were clear. Others were green.
Some were blue.



 The townsfolk ignored us. All averted their eyes as we passed.
This made me feel better than I would have felt being stared at.
I would have felt paranoid and afraid. I would have felt the
town’s disdain. I wondered if the townsfolk were afraid of
us, disgusted by us, or both.



 I recognized the anonymous apprentice in front of me. He had long
hair and a washed-out complexion. His face and body had thinned.
His chubby clothes hung loose on him. His shirt was still faintly
stained with blood from his beating. The blood residue had turned
brown. I wondered why he was not in the sky with the monks and
Naven and Fincan. Probably because the boy was a troublemaker. I
was happy that I had not done anything worthy of whipping.



 I said the evening prayer under my breath. It was the only prayer
that I knew. I hoped that the sky spirit could hear it.



 At the rear of the bathhouse stood a public outhouse that I
hadn’t known of. The group stopped there and several of us
relieved ourselves. We also needed baths, and our clothes needed
washing, but the bathhouse was not a charity.



 On the green, we dispersed ourselves among the trees. It was
clear to me that the indigent had a tacit agreement with the
townsfolk to keep out of sight in return for being left alone.



 I spent the morning walking the streets near the green and tried
not to think about my future.



 In the middle of the day, I followed the others to the town well
in the square. A short stocky man made it his business to lower
and raise the wooden bucket on its rope. The other men filled
their bottles one-by-one, immersing them in the bucket.



 “They don’t like us drinking from the bucket,”
a tall old man with grey hair told me. “You have to find a
bottle of your own, but you can drink from mine until you
do.”



 “Where do I find a bottle?”



 “I don’t know.”



 “Where did you find yours?”



 “It was outside a door, so I took it.”



 Apparently, I had to steal a bottle from somewhere. I would be
whipped if caught.



 The anonymous apprentice noticed me. I could see recognition on
his face, but he said nothing. He averted his eyes and placed
himself out of the direct line of sight. He was clearly
embarrassed by his situation even though I was in the same
situation. I felt his sadness. It threatened to overwhelm me, so
I pushed it out of my mind.



14. 


I slept straight through my second night out-of-doors and woke
refreshed. I felt bolder than I had felt on my first morning on
the green. I was grateful to live in a part of the world where
the temperature varied little throughout the year. It was cooler
in the night than in the day, but the night air was comfortable
to sleep in.



 Darkness brought privacy and safety. If no one knew where you
were, no one could harass you. If you couldn’t see your
dirty clothes and you couldn’t see the repugnance you
inspired in strangers, you didn’t feel embarrassed. The
morning light drove away privacy, safety, and self-respect.



 With the hope in their hearts that the gates of the monastery
grounds would stand open upon baskets of bread and butter and
that the bread and butter would taste better than it had in the
past because of the group’s day-long fast, the others
marched back to the gates.



 I followed at a distance.



 My pouch of coins hung around my neck by its drawstring. I could
sneak away from the group and buy bread and butter and maybe meat
for myself. I could have my first breakfast since I had left the
orphanage. I did not intend to share my food because I wanted to
make my money last as long as possible. The others had fended for
themselves up till then, and they would have to continue to fend
for themselves. The first pangs of hunger had made me selfish.
Would the sky spirit judge me for that and find me unworthy of
companionship like the anonymous boy?



 We stopped to empty our bladders.



 I suspected that the caretakers did not know of the monks’
traditions, so I did not expect to be fed. I let the others get
ahead of me again.



 I intended to find a way inside the grounds. I was not going to
be a permanent member of this tribe of lost souls.



 In the distance, I saw that the gates of the grounds were open. I
watched the party of vagrants reach the threshold and cross it.



 I resisted the urge to jog. Had the caretakers left the gates
open? Why had the caretakers left the gates open? I assumed that
the newcomers were caretakers, but I didn’t know that for
sure. I decided that I would not enter the grounds until I was
sure that no threat lay inside.



 The wooden panels of the spire had been put back into place, but
the white stone tower was still slightly blackened at the top
from the fire of the ascending cylinder.



 A robed figure appeared and closed each gate separately from
inside. So the newcomers were monks? This one wore its brown hood
up. I did not see a face, but I distinctly saw four slender green
fingers wrap around the edges of the gates.



 I stopped walking.



 Were the newcomers demons? I had doubted that demons were real
until that moment. If the sky spirit was real, then demons were
real. Were demons in the grounds? Why were demons in the grounds?
The monks had said that demons were the enemies of the sky
spirit. They were his children who had turned against their
father. Had the demons taken advantage of the absence of the
monks to take over the monastery? Why would demons invite the
indigent inside the grounds? The monks had told me that demons
tricked people into doing bad deeds that they thought were good
deeds. When they died, the sky spirit rejected the tricked
people’s spirits. They had to go to the dark place where
the demons lived and never be happy again.



 I turned around.



15. 


Back at the green, I sat against a tree and thought about the
newcomers. Were they monks or demons in disguise? Why were they
green? Were they some kind of talking animal? The old monks had
said that demons could inhabit animals because they didn’t
have souls. The green fingers reminded me of frogs’
fingers. Where did the frogs come from? Did they come from the
stars or the moon? Had they been circling the earth as the old
monks now were? If the frogs were demons, where was the dark
place where they lived? Was it the night sky?



 My stomach rumbled.



 I had heard Ireny Cobbler speak of a morning market to her
husband. I resolved to find it and buy my breakfast there. If I
had enough money left over, I thought that I would pay for a bath
and wash my clothes at the bathhouse, but upon reflection, I
realized that I couldn’t do that without revealing that I
had money. I was sure that if I returned cleaned and cropped, the
indigent men would overpower me and find my pouch of coins. Also,
food was more important than cleanliness. I needed to conserve my
money for food.



 I did not ask anyone where the market was. I wanted to find it on
my own. I wanted only as much interaction with the townsfolk as
was necessary. The desire to be independent is a consequence of
the experience of an orphan. You have no close bond with anyone.
Everyone is potentially hostile, so you keep to yourself.



 The market was four blocks away down a long street. I realized
that I had seen the market before, but I had not recognized it.
The sides of the street were lined with vendors’ stalls.
People walked along the center of the road with the occasional
cart pulled by a person. The street was free of animal dung.



 The stalls sold raw ingredients. I had no means of cooking my
food. I did not know how to prepare food if I had the means to do
so.



 I approached a fruit stall. I dug out my pouch and asked the
woman behind the stall how much an apple cost?



 “One dilkins.”



 I gave her one of my one-dilkin coins, and we were both happy.



 I took a bite out of the apple. It was small, sour, and mealy in
texture. I finished it quickly.



 I walked past the vegetable stalls with tables laden with green,
red, and yellow items. The monks had told us that to stay healthy
we should eat a balanced diet. I enjoyed vegetables, but I
didn’t crave them.



 I found a stall with cured and raw sausages hanging in links from
an overhead rail. I knew that you could eat cured meat because
the cure preserved the meat. The monks had fed us dark red, cured
sausages. The tavern fed us cold corned beef.



 “Do you sell corned beef?” I asked.



 The vendor shook his head. “No.”



 I wanted to buy a sausage, but I assumed that you had to buy a
whole string of links. That would be too much food, and it would
be too expensive.



 The man saw me stare at the sausage curtain.



 “Five dilkins for the fresh. Seven dilkins for the
cured.”



 I did not know the monetary value of most things, but those
prices seemed cheap to me for a string of sausages.



 “How many do you get?”



 “The man looked me in eyes. “One,” he said
impatiently.



 “Oh. I want a cured one. Thank you.”



 I handed over seven dilkins. The man wrapped the sausage in brown
paper and secured the paper with a knot of coarse twine.



 I pocketed the package.



 I perused the stalls looking for bread. When I found it, my
breakfast would be complete. The sour apple had woken my hunger.



 I found a stall that sold cooked meat pies, and I regretted
purchasing the sausage. The pies smelled wonderful. I told myself
that I would buy a pie on my next visit.



 I found the bread stalls. They sold round loaves, long
cylindrical loaves, and short rectangular loaves. The sold big
loaves and small. Why the variety? What would you do with a round
loaf that you would not do with a rectangular loaf? Which loaf
was the best and why?



 In the expectation that the smallest would be the cheapest, I
asked, “How much for the smallest one?” I said,
pointing to a rectangular loaf.



 “It’s two dilkins.”



 I bought the loaf and walked back to the square. I ate all the
bread as I walked. It was delicious. I intended to eat the cured
sausage later when it was dark and no one could see me, or if I
wasn’t hungry by then, I would eat it before dawn as a
secret breakfast.



 When I arrived at the green, the others had not returned.



 Without their presence to motivate me, I could not resist my
sausage. I placed myself behind a tree so that I was not visible
from the road, and I slowly ate the spicy cured sausage. When I
finished, my breath was hot with spice, and my lips were greasy.
I wiped my face on the back of my bare arms.



 I was content. I lay down flat and slept.



16. 


I sat up. The sun shone in a clear blue sky.



 I peeked around my tree. The green held its usual inhabitants but
for the indigent. They had not returned from the grounds. Were
they going to return, or were the new frog-monks going to take
the indigent to visit the sky spirit? Was I to miss out?



 The panels of the spire stood in their normal positions on the
top of the church tower.



 I lay back down.



 Someone lay down beside me.



 I sat up in surprise.



 The anonymous apprentice lay on his stomach with his head turned
away from me.



 The back of his shirt had been reduced to ribbons of blood-soaked
cloth. I felt heat from his bloody wounds.



 “What happened?”



 “My master saw me in the street,” he said. His voice
flattened as if he were lecturing me, “Runaway apprentices
are whipped in the square.”



 I was appalled by his injuries and confused by his tone.



 “Can’t you go back to your parents?”



 “No.”



 He offered no explanation. I did not want one.



 “Are you sore?” I asked.



 “Yes, but there’s nothing anyone can do about
it,” he answered in his supercilious tone. “Doctors
aren’t allow to tend to runaway apprentices.”



 He wasn’t talkative before. Why now?



 We both said nothing for a minute.



 “The others haven’t come back,” I said.
“I wonder what’s happened to them?”



 The anonymous boy said nothing.



 He stifled sobs.



 I wanted to help him, but I didn’t know how.



 I lay back down.



 My coin pouch pressed at the base of my neck. Could I buy him
some medicine? What kind of medicine and how much would it cost?



 “Do you know anything about medicine?” I asked,
speculating that he might have an answer ready for me. “Do
you know what sort of medicine that you need?”



 “No,” he answered. “You have to keep a wound
clean to prevent it from rotting.”



 “Soap then?”



 “Yes.”



 “You want me to wash your back?”



 “When it stops bleeding. In the evening.”



 “OK. I’ll have to find some soap first.”



 “And a sponge.”



 This boy was bossy even when he was in great pain. I wasn’t
sure that I wanted to be friends with him. What was he like when
he wasn’t in pain? He probably talked back to his master,
and that was why he got into trouble. He hadn’t learned the
lesson that I had learned about playing the part that got you the
best treatment.



 I was no longer completely convinced that Naven and Fincan had
been inside the old monks’ white cylinder. If this boy was
still in the town, the other two might be here as well, but Naven
had said that he had a plan. Did he know about the cylinder? Were
he and Fincan stowaways on it? No one seemed surprised by what
had happened except for me.



 “I don’t think that the others will come back,”
I said. “Something has happened to them just like whatever
happened to Naven and Fincan.”



 I heard the anonymous boy breathe slowly and deeply, and I knew
that he was asleep.



 I was relieved that he hadn’t heard my comment. Never
reveal what you’re thinking. Brother Zariah encouraged me
to follow this principle. The less the world knows about you, the
less power it has over you. This anonymous boy might know what
Raden and Tybar knew that I did not, and the boy might be able to
use that knowledge against me. I could not assume that he was a
friend.



 I was glad that I ate all my food. I didn’t have to hide it
from him or go away somewhere secret to eat it.



 Twenty minutes later, the church bells began to ring in the
distance.



 The anonymous boy slept through the clanging. He had probably
passed out.



 After a few minutes, I got up and joined the townsfolk who made
their way to the monastery grounds. Perhaps I could sneak inside
with them.



 As I walked, I decided not to return to the green. I would not be
friends with the nameless boy. I would not wash his back. I would
not take orders from him. I would not spend my money on him. I no
longer had compassion for him. He was a bully. He needed more
whipping.



 I stopped in my tracks.



 I turned around and jogged back to the green.



 I placed my coin pouch close to the unconscious nameless boy so
that others would not see it.



 I ran to the monastery.



 I wondered if the frogs would let me inside the grounds. I was
obviously an apprentice by my clothes and hair. As long as the
gates were open, there was a chance that I could slip in
unnoticed.



 I saw the wall of the grounds in the distance. The gates stood
open. No frog-monks stood nearby. I sped up my pace.



 From both sides, townsfolk converged on the open gates. Others
moved alongside me.



 In that instant, I became desperate to escape my indigent life,
and I knew that the mechanism of my escape lay under the church
tower. I would steal the flying box and join the old monks to
live among the stars with the spirit in the sky.



 I hoped. My supposition about where the monks had gone could be
incorrect. The monks and the spirit might not be up there waiting
for me, but there was only one way to find out.



 I knew my way around the grounds. I would run inside the gates as
fast as I could and head for the church. The part of the nave
before the transepts was the only part of the church that was
ever opened to the public, but no part of the church was locked.
I knew the floor plan because I had mopped the floors. The flying
box would be at the crossing under the tower. Once I got there, I
would improvise.



 I expected someone to shout and urge the others to stop me, but
no one opposed my sudden sprint. Did they know what awaited me? I
almost stopped to consider this question, but I did not. If the
frogs lay in wait to retard my progress, I would bowl through
them regardless of whatever weapons they held.



 As I approached the opened gates, the space between them enlarged
rapidly in my vision. Fear and fearlessness surged through me as
the gates swallowed me whole.



 Then I was through. The monastery grounds were bleak with no
grass and no trees. We orphans had been thankful for the
barrenness because we would have been tasked with lawn-mowing and
leaf-sweeping otherwise.



 I angled my trajectory to the right to direct myself to the
looming limestone pile of the Church of Saint Veracity.



 I weaved my way around the townsfolk in the vanguard.



 The tall doors of the church stood open. Two frog-monks loitered
on the steps. The frogs had their hoods down.



 I raced toward the tall figures. Their green faces and yellow
eyes widened.



 I suddenly grew cold. These were demons in the flesh. I steeled
myself to meet their wrath. I only had to get past them, and I
was sure that I could find their flying box. I would soon be on
my way to eternal happiness with the spirit in the sky. The
spirit might even reward me for bringing it the flying box of his
enemies.



 My stamina gave out. My legs stopped obeying me. The top half of
my body moved forward, and I stumbled onto all fours. My hands
and knees scraped the paving stones.



 I rolled onto my back and grimaced in pain. My knees and hands
stung sharply.



 I had failed.



 I was at the mercy of the demons.



 Despair overwhelmed me.



2. ESCAPE 


1. 


I sleep in a clean bed in the monastery hospital. Orphans bring
me my meals. I am a novice in the Order of Saint Veracity, and I
am in training to be a doctor. I am not sure that I believe in
any of the monks’ religious teachings, but I want to live a
purposeful life among the like-minded.



 Naven’s master was found dead in his workshop. He had been
strangled with a woolen ligature, and his money had been stolen.
No one expects to see Naven and Fincan around here again.



 The nameless boy is no longer nameless.



 Denton and the other former indigent live here in the hospital.
All are novices. Some supervise the orphans. Most are now
occupied with taking up paving stones and planting grass, shrubs,
and trees in the monastery grounds. The novices ring the church
bells to summon the townsfolk for important announcements and for
high holy day services.



2. 


The monks are missionaries from other worlds that circle other
suns. The stars are faraway suns.



 The old monks’ mission has ended. The new monks’
mission has begun.



 The new monks are not frogs. The new monks have made themselves
into something different by means that the old monks did not
possess. The new monks chose their green skin and their
four-fingered hands. The new monks claim to be, “post-human
post-Christians.”



 The monks want me to transform myself as they have transformed
themselves and join them on their next mission. I won’t do
that.



 When I complete my training as a doctor, I’ll leave the
monastery for another place. I need a plan. I know almost nothing
of the world beyond this town.



3. APPRENTICESHIP 


1. 


Brother Arkwright conducted my morning lesson in his chamber
before breakfast.



 “Ask the spirit in the box to diagnose the patient’s
condition.”



 I stood over the full-size image of a human man. It was as if a
transparent man lay on top of the spirit box.



 “Spirit, what ails this man?”



 “His soul is broken,” said the spirit in the machine.



 I looked at Arkwright and shrugged my shoulders.



 “How do I fix his soul?”



 “Ask the spirit.”



 “Spirit, how do I fix this man’s soul?”



 “You must look inside him to know how his soul is
broken.”



 “Spirit, show me his soul.”



 “It cannot be seen.”



 The image on grew in size until the man’s head filled the
width of the device.



 “Ask him what bothers him,” said Arkwright.



 “Man, can you hear me?”



 “Yes,” the man replied.



 “Can you tell me what ails you?”



 “I’m tired. I just want to sleep forever.”



 I looked at Arkwright and shrugged my shoulders.



 “You have to diagnose him.”



 Arkwright’s cheeks pulsed pale pink once.



 What did that mean?



 “What has made you tired?” I asked the suffering man.



 “Everything. I can’t go on like this. It’s too
much for me.”



 “Do you want me to give you poison?”



 “Yes.”



 “Can I do that?” I asked Arkwright.



 “Do you want to try to help him, or have you given up
trying?”



 “He wants to die.”



 “Will you help people when it’s difficult or only
when it’s easy? The easiest course of action is to kill
those that suffer instead of healing them.”



 “He wants to die.”



 “Lazy people put convenience ahead of morality.”



 “I can’t make him want to live.”



 “You haven’t tried. Ask him about his family.”



 “Man, tell me about your family. Do they make you
unhappy?”



 “No. I make them unhappy. They are ashamed of me.
It’s better that I go.”



 “What have you done that fills you with shame?”



 “I have failed to support them.”



 “What will happen to them if you die? Who will support
them?”



 “No one. I must take them with me.”



 “I will not help you poison your family. You must accept
your responsibilities and support your family.”



 Brother Arkwright sighed and looked down.



 I didn’t know whether he approved or disapproved.



 I took the opportunity to examine his hands. The monks appeared
to have four green fingers, but they actually had eight. Each of
the apparent four was two fingers that fit together. The monks
employed the four closed pairs for a strong grip. The monks used
the eight separately for a comprehensive grip.



 “I can’t make this man change his mind.”



 Brother Arkwright nodded and pulled up his hood. Dianne try to
hide his cheek pulses?



 “Ultimately, people are free to choose their paths. You
don’t yet have the tools to treat this man. Pray for
guidance.”



 I spoke in my mind to the saint in my reliquary.



 How do I help this man that wants to kill himself?



 You want to help him kill himself?



 I want to convince him not to.



 Emphasize what he has to live for.



 He has a family, but he wants to take them with him because he
cannot support them.



 Why can’t he support them?



 I don’t know. I don’t know how he has failed.



 You must find out.



 I told him that he must take responsibility for his family.



 He knows. That’s why he wants to take them with him.



 “Man, why can’t you support your family? What
happened?”



 “I have lost my trade. The town has removed my
license.”



 “Why? What did you do?”



 “I was a butcher.”



 “I mean what did you do to lose your license?”



 The man did not answer.



 I looked at Arkwright.



 “He doesn’t want to tell me anything. He’s a
lost cause.”



 “What does your saint tell you?”



 I got angry.



 “I thought I was training to be a doctor. Why do I have to
do this?”



 “Pray for guidance.”



 “My saint is useless.”



 “You are wrong. Pray for guidance.”



 The saint spoke first.



 The man is filled with shame. Find out why.



 I don’t want to know why. I don’t want to do this.



 You must. This is for your benefit as well as his.



 “Man, why are you ashamed? Tell me the truth, or I
can’t help you.”



 “No one can help me.”



 I looked at Brother Arkwright and shrugged.



 “Don’t shrug. Don’t look at me. Accept the
responsibility of the position that you occupy and make your own
decisions.”



 “I’m unqualified.”



 “You are here to learn. Make a decision, or you will never
learn.”



 Tell the man to wait a day before he kills himself and his
family.



 “I was an orphan!” I shouted at the man. “I
didn’t have a family! Then the monks sold me to man who
enslaved me, and then he died, and I was homeless! I’ve
been betrayed by everyone that I ever trusted! What have you got
to complain about?



 “You must have done something wrong to lose your license.
That’s your fault, not your family’s. If you want to
kill yourself, kill yourself, but leave your family alone.
You’re a monster who wants to punish your family for your
own crimes.



 “What terrible thing did you do to lose your
license?”



 The saint put words in my mouth.



 “Wait a day before you do anything to yourself or your
family! You may feel differently tomorrow!”



 The image of the man faded out. Like smoke, he dissipated into
nothingness.



 Brother Arkwright waved me out of the room without looking at me.
His cheeks pulsed pink.



 “We will have breakfast,” he said.


——


After a breakfast of preserved fruit, oats, and cream, I followed
Brother Dodgson on his rounds.



 The hospital held few patients at that time. They were all
elderly men and women who had no family to take care of them.



 Dodgson spoke with each patient. They were happy to see him.
Their glances communicated to me that these people would not
speak as freely around me as they would in my absence.



 I was content to be ignored. Following Dodgson bored me. I
didn’t know what I was supposed to learn there, and I was
troubled by my lesson with the suicidal man.



 As I followed Dodgson, I felt the saint work in my mind. My
frustration eased into quietude.



 The saint spoke to me.



 Pay attention to how Brother Dodgson treats his patients. Listen
to what they say to him and to how he responds.


——


Lunch was corned beef with carrots, cabbage, and potatoes. It was
delicious, but it got monotonous over the course of winter.


——


After lunch, I went to my studies with Brothers Jessop and Taylor
in a quiet room over the monks’ dormitory. Jessop taught
anatomy. Taylor taught medicine. Jessop started the session, and
Taylor finished it.


——


Afterward, I studied my textbooks in my room.


——


Before evening service, I ate the evening meal with the others.
We finished the day with cold luncheon leftovers and bread and
butter.



2. 


Two of the new monks picked me up from where I lay before the
church and dragged me to the orphanage. I feared that they took
me to the kitchens to cook and eat me. I trembled and cried tears
of self-pity. I felt my bowels loosen, but I managed to maintain
my dignity and self-control.



 In the orphanage, the monks directed me to wash myself and then
don new orphan’s clothes. The new monks brought me to the
church to witness their welcome service.



 Afterward, they fed me bread and butter. When I had my fill, the
monks led me to a bunk in the orphanage. I was so embarrassed and
bewildered that I stayed silent the whole time.



 I slept soundly.


——


On the following morning, I found my voice and thanked the monks
for their generosity. They sent me to the green to retrieve the
other indigent.



 When my former companions saw me in my freshened state, they did
not need to be persuaded to follow me back.



 When we were all presentable, the monks led us into the church.



 During a short service, Brothers Carnacki, Arkwright, Jessop,
Taylor, and Dodgson tied the leather thongs around our temples.
The reliquaries rested on our foreheads.



 The saints in the boxes immediately went to work on our brains to
make us docile and content. The saints sang a song in our minds
and pacified us.


——


Half the novices left the order after the first winter in a
spiritual spring cleaning. The monks kicked out some novices
because the saints condemned them as irredeemable. Some removed
their reliquaries, stole food from the kitchen, and slipped out
the gate during the night. Once spring arrived, the disaffected
took their chances elsewhere.



 Denton stayed. I rarely saw him. He worked in the orphanage in
the day and slept above it at night. I never saw him in the
refectory. He ate with the orphans.



 Occasionally, I saw Denton at evening service. I inferred from
his sporadic attendance that most evenings he was charged with
watching the orphans while the other monks attended service. He
had achieved the trust of the new monks as I had.



 The saints loved to sing at service. We couldn’t hear your
own thoughts over the singing. We weren’t supposed to. And
we couldn’t help but sing along. The saints put the words
in our mouths as if we were puppets. The words were of a language
that we didn’t know, but they carried emotional weight for
us nonetheless. Some songs were songs of celebration. Some songs
were laments. Some songs were prayers for confidence and
strength.



 The evening service was timed to coincide with sunset so that we
made the most of the daylight. When we emerged into the night, we
were expected to refrain from talking or eating until dawn. After
the singing, we had no desire to speak. We were stuck in a
residual trance state.



3. 


The next morning, I resumed my lesson with the suicidal man.



 “Do you feel the same today as you did yesterday?”



 “No. I feel better.”



 “Do you want to die?”



 “No.”



 “Do you want to kill your family?”



 “No.”



 “There. He’s cured,” I declared with
satisfaction.



 “Is he?” said Brother Arkwright.



 “He just needed to sleep on his problems.”



 “I see.”



 Ask him how he will earn his living, how he will support his
family.



 “How will you support your family?”



 “I will work for someone else. I have many friends with
businesses.”



 “See,” I told Arkwright. “He’s better
now.”



 “The patient has died,” said the box. “He has
ingested poison.”



 “I don’t understand. He said he was better.”



 “Without a patron saint,” replied Arkwright,
“it’s impossible to see inside someone’s
mind.”


——


Instead of having me follow him on on his rounds, Brother Dodgson
took me to the new grass on the central square.



 He took off his hooded cloak and laid it on the ground.
Underneath their robes, the monks wore black shirts and black
trousers held up by black belts.



 I stared, fascinated, at Dodgson’s green frog-head and
pinkish cheeks. I hadn’t yet seen one of the new monks
without a hood on in the sunshine. Dodgson’s dark eyes
examined me. I felt as if a carnivorous animal considered whether
or not to eat me.



 “Fight back,” he said. “Get me flat on my
back.”



 Dodgson jumped on me and dragged me down onto the grass. I could
see tiny folds in his eyelids. The folds formed a wave-like
pattern.



 Dodgson put his hands around my neck. The four composite green
fingers spread and pressed from four directions. I expected him
to be slimy and rubbery, but Dodgson’s skin was hard and
dry and thick.



 “Resist!”



 I struggled to remove his hands. He squeezed harder.



 “Push my arms outward!”



 I did as he said, and I managed to free his hands, but he
regained his grasp. I chopped at his inner elbows and kneed him
in the groin. Dodgson let go.



 I rolled him off me and got to my feet. He lunged at me and
pushed me to the ground.



 “No!” I shouted.



 “Fight back!”



 “Why? What’s the point of this?”



 “Missionaries must be able to defend themselves.”



 “Get off me!”



 I got angry. I kicked and pummelled Brother Dodgson.



 He laughed and got up off of me.



 My arms and my neck were sore. I coughed. I wanted to curse, but
I restrained myself.



 “I don’t like this.”



 “You’re not supposed to.”



 I wondered if Dodgson was a sadist.



 I pushed him and drove him onto his back on the ground. I held
his shoulders down with my knees.



 “Ah!” he shouted in surprise. “That’s it.
You got me.”



 He pushed me off him and stood. In that moment it was clear to me
that Dodgson was much stronger than I was and that I could not
hurt him, but he could easily break me.



 “Now I’ll show you how to finish the kill. The neck
is the fatal flaw of the human body.”



 Dodgson tripped me and pushed me down onto my back. I was
incensed at how casually he undermined me. My body was sore, and
my mind was desperate. The impact forced tears from my eyes.



 “Enough of this,” I said. The words were inadequate
to express my feelings.



 Dodgson sat on my chest. I could see deep into his nostrils. The
inside surfaces were gold and crossed with fine dark blood
vessels.



 “This is only the beginning. All we’ve done is throw
each other to the ground. There’s more to a successful
fight than that.



 “Now, pay attention to where I place my paws.”



 Paws? I had never heard a monk display a sense of humor.



 “This is how you choke someone. Press on these
points.”



 Dodgson pressed hard.



 “Then twist like this.”



 Dodgson twisted my windpipe until it hurt. His cheeks glowed
pink. Did he enjoy himself? He released his grip.



 “That will do for today.”



 Dodgson stood and put on his robe.



 He walked back to the hospital.



 I lay on my back for some time before I got up. My throat hurt,
and I was nauseated. I regretted my decision to become a novice.
I considered leaving the monastery, but no plan formed in my
mind. I was trapped. The only way out of the trap was to continue
my studies and become a doctor.


——


After lunch, I completed my first anatomy exam for Jessop and
Taylor. The first half was written, and the second half was oral.



 We were examined individually. Each student had to answer
questions about images of a man and a woman projected from a
spirit box. The images enlarged and shrank, split apart and
rejoined, and rotated in four directions as necessary.



 We all did surprisingly well because of our patron saints. They
made learning easy. They made memorization particularly easy. We
were not only more knowledgeable since our inception but also
more confident and articulate. We had developed unnaturally fast.
It was deeply gratifying. We were transforming into more
effective thinkers.



4. 


I followed Brother Dodgson on his rounds. My saint described the
conditions of the patients, how their conditions had changed over
time, and what Dodgson did to relieve their suffering.



 He gave drugs to some. The saint told me that some of the pills
were pain relievers, some controlled infection, and some were
just sugar pills. We hadn’t yet learned much about drugs.



 An elderly man died in the night. Our discovery of the dead man
pleased Dodgson.



 “You will do your first dissection this afternoon,”
he said with satisfaction. “You and your peers will do it
under the direction of Brothers Taylor and Jessop.”



 I suspected that Brother Dodgson enjoyed a change of pace from
his routine. He was frustrated with the monotony. That’s
why he gave me the fighting lesson. He needed to let off steam.



 He frightened me. Why did he become a monk? Was it necessity for
him as it was for me?


——


The dissection disgusted me.



 Brothers Carnacki, Arkwright, Dodgson, Taylor, and Jessop all
attended. Taylor made the incisions. Jessop clamped flaps and
membranes and drew off fluids with a hose and handpump. Dodgson
described what Taylor did for the novices crowded around the
dissection table.



 Not everyone had a complete view of the gory scene, for which I
was thankful.



 Carnacki observed the process with a face that expressed
satisfaction or concern. I found it hard to read the monks’
froglike faces.



 Taylor removed organs one-by-one and held each up for all to see.
He named the organ and described its condition. He placed the
organs on a tray that Jessop offered.



 That was too much for me. I hurried from the room and managed to
avoid vomiting up my lunch. When I had composed myself, I walked
outside for fresh air.



 I strolled around the perimeter of the grounds. The sky was
bright blue and clear. The new grass had managed to gain ahold of
the earth and thrive. Orphans mowed it with push mowers.



 On my second circuit, the gates had been opened.



 A cart and two boys stood inside. They had come to carry away the
body of our dead patient. I recognized the boys who had carried
away Cobbler.



 Where were the dead buried? Monks were buried under inscribed
stone slabs in the church, but where were the town dead buried?



 My saint told me that Brother Carnacki was unhappy with my
absence. I returned to the lecture room.



 Carnacki stared at me.



 The saint summarized what I had missed. I almost passed out. I
moved to a wall and placed my palms on it. The content of the
implant and the process of implanting it combined to daze me. The
saint had not used such force before.



 I turned to the room. Carnacki’s frogface changed. Was that
a smile?



 I had been disciplined.



 I had been intimidated.



 I wanted to leave the monastery.



 I ignored the rest of the dissection. My saint did not interfere.



 When it was over, the novices and the monks left the room.



 I watched Taylor sew up his incisions with a giant needle and
thick black cord. The dead man didn’t look real. He looked
like a doll.



 “Where does he go now?” I asked.



 “The body boys take him away.”



 “Where do they take him?”



 “Outside the town for burial.”



 I walked the perimeter until the boys dragged the body out to
their cart. Taylor had gone on to stitch the dead man into a grey
woollen blanket shroud. The boys had an easy task. The old man
was slight of build and somewhat emaciated from age.



 I followed the cart out the gates and heard them swing shut
behind me. Clearly, the gatekeepers thought that I had been sent
out of the monastery with the body. They wouldn’t have
stopped me in any event because we were permitted to come and go
on errands or just to stretch our legs in the town. I believe
that the saints reported our movements to the monks.



 Any novice that wanted to leave was welcome to leave. You only
had to turn in your robes and your saint, and you were free to
go, but where would you go? What would you do to survive?



 Despite lacking answers to these questions, I wasn’t sure
that I would come back. The forcible implantation had alerted me
to an authoritarian tendency in Brother Carnacki.



 We had daily service in the church, but the townsfolk were only
invited a few times a year. The religious aspect of the order
appeared to me to be an affectation. No ceremony was performed
for the dead man.



 The saint began to pray in my mind. The prayer drowned my
thoughts. Waves of pleasure moved through me in time to the
rhythm of my gait. I followed the cart in a trance state, my legs
seemingly pushed forward by the internal waves. Images from the
dissection filled my mind. I no longer saw the cart or the road
before me. I no longer heard the cart’s wheels rattle on
the paviors. I navigated the streets without conscious awareness
that I did so. The saint suppressed the anxiety that I should
have felt.



 When the reverie lifted, I stood in the market street. I could
not see the body boys nor their cart. They were not likely to
have passed this way. I had been led astray.



 The vendors on the street put away their goods as the market shut
down for the day.



 In that moment I was aware that I had no money, no place to
shelter, and no way to acquire food. All I possessed in that
moment was my robe and the reliquary that contained my saint on
my head. The notion that I could find a way to escape was not
practical. Sadness and claustrophobia flowed into me.



 My saint was silent.



 I turned around and strolled in the direction of the monastery.



 As I walked, my mood improved. I knew that this my saint did
this.


——


I skipped the evening meal.



 The bells rang to summon the townsfolk to church.



 I had decided to skip the evening service and accept whatever
punishment my absence provoked, but when heard the bells, I had
to hear what the townsfolk had been summoned to hear.



 The monks stood in front of the altar and sang a song that I had
not heard before. It was happier than their usual droning, but
the words were still gibberish.



 Brother Arkwright stepped forward and spoke.



 “My good townsfolk, we have summoned you for a special
service.”



 Why does anyone in the town care? What’s in it for them?
Why do they show up here? Because some bells
ring? What are these people afraid of?



 I don’t even know what religion I belong to, and neither do
they. What do we believe?



 My saint soothed me into submission. Whatever Arkwright said, I
didn’t hear it.



 I fell asleep.


——


When I woke, the church was empty.



 I walked to the crossing under the tower.



 Where was the flying box? Where did they hide it?



 I examined the floor for signs of a hidden door.



 I walked along the walls and looked for hidden doors.



 I found nothing of interest except that I noticed that my hands
had acquired a faint green tint.



4. ESCAPE 


1. 


After dark, I took off my reliquary and packed a laundry bag with
the brown clothes of the novices. I threw in three bars of soap
and a toothbrush and cinched the bag shut with its drawstring.



 I made my way to the kitchen. I found some broken bread, cheese,
and corned beef, wrapped them up in layers of paper, and shoved
the parcel that I had made into the laundry bag.



 I walked out to the yard and hurried to the gate.



 I spun around a couple of times and threw the bag high above the
gate. The bag arced down to the street.



 I climbed the crossbars of the doors until I stood with my torso
above the top. I scanned the street to see if anyone was there to
see me. I lay on top of the door and swung my legs down the other
side. I let go of the door and fell to my feet.



 I picked up the laundry bag and headed for the road that led to
the countryside.



 I established a steady pace and retreated into my mind. It was a
pleasant place to be without a saint hovering overhead.



 The monastery’s laundry bags had a strap to enable them to
be carried by hand. I switched hands regularly to relieve each
arm as it was fatigued. It was a strain to hold the bag in such a
manner that the bag did not knock against my moving legs.



 The town’s streets ended abruptly at bare fields.


——


I came to the burial ground. Several bodies lay side-by-side on a
raised stone platform engulfed in log-fed flames. The flickering
light lit a vast carpet of mown grass that covered an uneven
field.



 A shed stood to one side of the field. I saw the tail of horse
move in shadow.



 I had not turned around since I had left the town, but after
walking past the burial ground, I was tempted to turn around and
walk slowly backwards as I watched the burning pyre. I did this
several times until the flames in the distance were just a dot on
the horizon.



2. 


When the predawn sun lit the eastern horizon, I saw that I was
surrounded by bare earth punctuated with brick houses, wooden
barns, and clumps of bare trees at property borders. Winter had
begun to let go of its grip on the land, but spring had not yet
begun to assert itself with new greenery.



 I also saw that my hands were definitely green and that my
fingers were longer and thicker. I had felt the change in my
hands, but I had attributed the sensation to numbness caused by
the weight of the laundry bag.



 Did my face look different? Was it green?



 The sky stayed solid gray as it brightened.



 I wanted to walk for as long as I could because I knew that when
I stopped, I would need to stop for an extended period. I wanted
to find a clump of shrubbery thick enough to provide me with a
bower in which I could sleep undetected by passers-by.



 Up ahead of me, a dark bump rose up on the horizon. I stopped and
stared. Whatever the mass was, it grew to fill the width of the
packed dirt road.



 I walked to the right side of the road and scanned the field
there. More trees stood on that side than stood on the left, but
the trees stood far from the road. I had no other cover to seek,
so I sought the trees. The turned soil was firm enough for me to
walk on without much effort.



 My shoes had constricted around my feet, or my feet had swollen.
I suspected that when I took off my shoes, I would find green
feet, but I could not take off my shoes until I knew who
approached.



 I stood between tall old trees and stared into the distance.



 As the dark mass grew in size, I recognized the new monks’
flying box hovering over the road, speeding toward the town. Did
the box come from the monks’ farm? The monastery got its
deliveries by horse-drawn cart. What did the box carry? The
monks? Did they search for me?



 I lay down flat.



 Would I turn into a frog, or could this be stopped? Would the
monks reverse the process if I asked them? They didn’t ask
for permission to do this to me, so it seemed unlikely that they
would agree to make me human again.



 The flying box hummed nearby. I waited for the noise to increase
in intensity and then decrease in intensity as the box hovered
past my position.



 The humming grew louder.



 The humming grew softer.



 I sighed in relief. I closed my eyes and pulled the hood of my
robe over my face.



 I fell asleep.



3. 


I rose back up to consciousness with a strong musk in my nose.



 A black furry face with an elongated nose and brown eyes stared
at me. My face expressed fear.



 “What are you?” I said, more to myself than to the
creature. I didn’t expect a response from an animal.



 “I’m a bear. You should wake up now. It’s
raining.”



 I opened my eyes.



 Light rain fell on my hood. I pushed it back.



 I felt my head. It definitely felt wrong.



 I stood up slowly, watching for watchers. Were bears around?



 I got back on the road and continued north. I shared the road
with the occasional passing wagon.



 After my rest, I found it hard to maintain the pace that I had
managed in the morning, but I pushed on. Food might have helped,
but I had to make my victuals last as long as possible, so I
resolved not to eat until I was truly hungry.



4. 


With the clouds hiding the sun, I had no precise idea of the
time, but it had to be afternoon.



 My stomached rumbled.



 I stopped at the side of the road to eat a corned beef sandwich.
I unwrapped my paper bundle and realized that I had no knife. I
tore the bread, cheese, and beef into chunks and made a mass that
I could hold in my hands. I regretted not stealing mustard.



 My exertions made my meal more satisfying and delicious than an
ordinary lunch in the refectory.



 I was parched. I had not thought to bring water.



 I suddenly lost all my energy.



 I lay down where I was. The air was cool and fresh with the scent
of the earth.



 I tried to sleep, but I could not. It felt good to relax.



 My mind drifted over the past: the sudden death of Cobbler, my
abrupt dismissal, my homelessness, the new monks, my patron
saint, my physical transformation, and my uncertain future.


——


A tall shadow interrupted my reverie.



 I turned my head to see a thin man in a dark green suit and a
wide-brimmed brown hat. He had a stringed instrument slung over
his shoulder. He unslung the instrument and held its strap as he
leaned over me.



 “Are you alive, or are you dead?”



 “I’m dead. Please leave me alone.”



 “Very well.”



 The man righted himself and continued walking.



 I waited until I thought that he would be out of earshot before I
sat up.



 It occurred to me that he might have water.



 I stood and shouted after him.



 “Do you have any water that you can spare?”



 He turned to face me.



 “The dead have no need for water. It’s time for you
to move on. Seek succour in heaven.”



 “I made a mistake. I’m not dead.”



 “Soon then.”



 He turned around and resumed walking.



 “Are you a minstrel?”



 He stopped.



 “Are you a monk?”



 “Not any more.”



 “Monks don’t like minstrels.”



 “Why not?”



 “Because we sing about them.”



 The minstrel waved a hand and walked away.



 “I need water.”



 “I can tell,” he said without turning. “Keep
walking. You will come to it.”



 What did he mean by that? He could
tell. Had I turned green? Was I becoming a frog? Was I
becoming another kind of aquatic creature?



 I followed at a distance.



 I let the minstrel get farther and farther ahead of me until he
passed over the horizon and out of view. I did this partly
because I didn’t like him and partly because I
couldn’t match his pace.



 When I reached the point where the minstrel had disappeared, I
stood at the top of a ridge. Below me, a steep slope descended to
the sea. A little town with a little harbor hugged the coast.
Masted ships floated in the harbor. Pedestrians and horse-drawn
carts traversed the streets.



 A sea breeze brought with it a pleasant scent that I had not
breathed before. My senses sharpened.



 The road led directly to a wooden pier that thrust out into the
harbor. The town flanked the road.



 I descended the slope.



5. 


Instinct kicked in. I knew why I had chosen to walk north. I felt
my body change with every step. I knew without looking that my
tingling hands were then the same as the monks’ hands.



 I walked through the town without pausing to examine my
surroundings. I continued out over the water to the end of the
pier. The sea-smell was strongest there.



 I threw off my robe and bag and dove into the water.



 I swam effortlessly as if I had always done so. I breathed water
with great satisfaction. I was in my element.



 When the novelty of being a sea creature wore off, I swam back to
the pier and climbed up on top.



 “I’m a frog or something similar,” I told
myself with satisfaction. “Now what?”



 I sat on the pier and dangled my legs over the side. I became
lost in thought for a time.



 When I looked around, groups and individuals had joined me along
the pier. They sat on the edge and ate and drank.



 It must have been the end of the workday for those people.



 I took out my parcel of food and ate the last of it. I
didn’t enjoy it as much as I had before I had completed my
transformation into an aquatic creature.



 I lay down flat.



 In that moment, I had no concern for the future. When I was
hungry again, I would jump in the ocean and eat whatever my kind
ate. I would figure it out. I would sleep in the water. I would
live wild.



 I was relieved. I was pleased.



 I stood and donned my robe.



 Some of the others stared at me. I was pleased to be the center
of attention. Did my cheeks pulse pink? I hoped that they did.
Being a frog wasn’t so bad after all.



 I walked up the pier to the shore.



 There, I noticed two shapes hanging in cages. They appeared to be
dead animals of some sort.



 Out of curiosity, I walked up to the posts from which the cages
hung.



 I couldn’t see their faces from below, but these two
shrivelled masses had been men when they had been alive. The
figures were emaciated from decay. Their naked bodies had been
coated in a dark substance that resembled varnish.



 I doffed my robe and jumped into the water. I swam far enough
offshore to see the figures’ faces.



 Those two varnished and shrunken forms were Naven and Fincan.



 I turned around and dove below the surface.



 How deep could I swim? How long could I stay submerged? How far
could I swim? Could I live underwater? Could I make a home there?
Did I need to live in the world of land animals?



6. 


My feet flattened and widened into flippers. Webs joined my
sixteen long fingers. My mouth widened and my teeth increased in
number and sharpness. My tongue elongated. My neck lengthened.



 I could no longer speak.



 I held my head upright while I swam with my arms at my sides. I
caught fish with my bare hands and shoved them into my gaping
mouth.



 At night, I floated at the surface. I slept on my back. Insects
landed on my nose, lips, and cheeks. My tongue shot out
automatically to bring the bugs into my mouth while I continued
to doze.



 Each day, I swam a little farther out from shore until the shore
disappeared over the horizon. I had no idea where I was. It
didn’t matter. I followed the schools of fish wherever they
led me.



7. 


My reliance on fish ended my sea sojourn. Fishermen caught me and
my prey in a net and drew us onboard.



 The men were surprised to see me when I landed on deck. They
extricated me from the net and the fish and helped me to my feet.



 I tried to speak, but all I could do was squeak. I pointed to the
south. I thought that they would understand that I came from that
direction. When I had made the gesture, I felt silly for having
made it. Of course the gesture would be meaningless to them.



 The fishermen dropped to their knees and bowed their heads to me.
Then they stood and used paddles to turn the boat around to head
south.



 They looked to me for approval, and I nodded. I smiled, but I
didn’t know if the smile was recognized. My facial muscles
had changed.



 One of them offered me a fish. I squeaked my thanks and took the
fish. I put it into my mouth and swallowed it. The fisherman was
surprised or impressed.



 The fisherman raised a small mast with a sail. The sail
immediately billowed in the breeze, and the boat moved faster
over the water.



 I sat on the deck and fell asleep.


——


When I woke, the shoreline was in view. In the distance, a group
of low buildings straddled the mouth of a natural harbor.



 We sailed past other boats and into the little harbor.



 I stood up.



 The fishermen dropped the mast to the deck and paddled us to a
dock.



 After the boat was tied, the fishermen kneeled before me with
bowed heads.



 I squeaked and walked carefully onto the dock.



 What now?



 I walked toward the town. I found it clumsy to walk with my
flippers. Without consciously having made the decision to do so,
I knew that I would walk back to the monastery.



 People knelt and bowed their heads as I passed. I didn’t
know who they thought that I was, but their respect relieved me
of the fear of a hostile reception. I wanted to get out of town
before they discovered that I wasn’t who they thought that
I was. They might become hostile.



 The village lay at the foot of a ridge. A switchback path led up
the ridge. I marched clumsily up the path. My leg muscles had
grown strong with regular use underwater.



 At the top, I saw water in the distance. I stood on the highest
point of an island. A cliff dropped away at my feet. On my sides,
bare rock protruded from scrubland.



 I turned around to take in a view of the entire island.



 Behind me, villagers climbed the switchbacks.



 The monks’ black box floated over the village.



 I leaned forward and jumped. My strong legs pushed me out over
the water.



 A shadow blocked out the sun.



 The fall thrilled me.



 The impact killed me.



5. APPRENTICESHIP 


1. 


I woke, revived, in the monastery hospital.



 Denton stood over me. He dropped my shoe-leather bag of coins
onto the bed.



 “This is yours,” he said.



 I tried to thank him, but I only squeaked. I wanted to ask him if
he knew why I was a fish. I was confident that the monks would
understand my squeaking and tell me what had happened to me.



 I grabbed the money bag and saw that my hands and arms were human
hands and arms. I touched my face. It was human. I wiggled my
toes. They were human toes and not flippers.



 I tried to speak again. I squeaked, but I heard words in the
squeaks.



 “I have duties,” said Denton.



 He walked away.



 I noticed Brother Dodgson down the ward doing his rounds with an
assistant that I recognized but could not name.



 I waited for Dodgson to reach me.



 I touched my forehead. My saint was absent. Now that I was human
again, I felt naked without my reliquary.



 Dodgson and his assistant passed me without comment or a glance.



 I lay back and closed my eyes.


——


“Welcome back,” said Brother Carnacki’s voice.



 His voice filled me with fear. How would he punish me? I opened
my eyes.



 “Back to your old self, I see,” he said, amused.



 I squeaked, “Yes. What happened to me?”



 “You reached the next stage of your evolution prematurely.
Why did you run away?”



 “I don’t want to be a doctor.”



 “Why didn’t you say so?”



 “I thought you’d kick me out of the monastery, so I
left before you could do so.”



 “I see.”



 He liked to say that.



 “Why did I change?”



 “You went into the crossing under the tower.”



 Carnacki raised his hands. They held my reliquary. He held the
straps out and motioned for me to sit forward.



 I did so, and he fastened my saint to my forehead.



 I felt my emotions calm.



 The saint implanted the lessons that I had missed into my memory.
I was overwhelmed and had to drop onto my back.



 Carnacki smiled and walked away.



2. 


In the night I woke at the sound of a deep male voice. I
recognized the voice of my saint.



 “Tralen, come with me.”



 I opened my eyes. A figure stood at the foot of my bed. The
figure was a darker shadow in the surrounding dark.



 The figure turned and walked away from my bed.



 Desire grew inside me to follow.



 I pulled back my blanket and stood.



 The creature stepped out of the ward and into the hallway.



 By the time that I reached the hallway, the creature had passed
through the doorway at the end.



 I followed as fast as I could go on my newly-human feet and
sea-conditioned legs. My muscles moved me in ways better suited
for swimming than for walking.



 I lifted the latch and pushed open the wooden door.



 Moonlight illuminated the courtyard and silvered the grass.



 The entity stood on the grass. In the moonlight, I recognized the
bear from my dream. This was a bear that naturally stood upright.
It was a bear that seemed suspiciously like a man in a bear suit.



 Beside the bear, stood the minstrel in his green suit and
wide-brimmed brown hat. He held his stringed instrument in his
hands.



 The minstrel strummed a chord sequence.



 The bear danced with its paws up in the air. The bear traced a
circle on the grass.



 “The apprentice cobbler,” sang the minstrel,
“wants to run away. He wants to be a fish freely swimming
in the sea.”



 The minstrel stopped singing and dropped its arms. The bear
stopped dancing and placed its hands on its hips.



 “You’re not my saint,” I told the bear.



 “I hope you don’t think that we’re real?”



 “It’s all in your head, son,” said the
minstrel.



 He brought his instrument to his chest and struck a chord with
consonant and dissonant tones.



 “I’m going back to bed.”



 “You’re already there,” said the bear.



 “Are you my saint?” I asked the minstrel.



 “I am no saint.”



 “I’m going back to bed.”



 I turned and walked to the hospital door.



 The thumb lever resisted pressure. I could not lift the latch.



 I turned around.



 “What’s going on?” I asked. “What do you
want from me?”



 “We want to mock you in song and dance,” said the
minstrel.



 The bear put up its paws and danced from foot to foot.



 “I also want to maul you,” the bear said, “if
that’s OK.”



 I tried the door latch again. This time the latch popped, and I
went inside.



 Once the door shut behind me, the scene before me changed. I was
on the other side of the door, in the moonlight, facing the bear
and the minstrel.



 “Welcome back,” said the bear.



 The minstrel strummed.



 “Is there a point to this? Why won’t you let me
sleep?”



 “Sing us a song,” the minstrel commanded.



 He continued to strum.



 “And give us a dance while you’re doing it,”
said the bear.



 “No.”



 What should I do?



 My saint did not reply.



 The dream ended.



 I opened my eyes and saw that I stood under the moonlight on the
grass in the central square.



 I turned around.



 The hospital ward door opened. The bear and the minstrel walked
out of the ward.



 “You’re still asleep,” said the minstrel.



 “You can’t get rid of us,” said the bear.



 The bear sounded as if he disguised his voice, and the voice he
disguised was the voice of my saint.



 I felt my forehead. My reliquary was gone.



 The minstrel strummed a chord. He annoyed me, and he knew it.



 These two weren’t going to tell me what they wanted. I
wasn’t going to ask again. I stood and stared at them.



 The bear held up a paw.



 “Wake up.”



3. 


In the morning, I resumed my lessons with Brother Arkwright.



 A woman appeared on top of the black box.



 “You’re late,” she said sternly.



 “No. I’m not.”



 “Where have you been?”



 “Nowhere. I just got up.”



 “You just got up? It’s the middle of the day.”



 “It’s early morning.”



 The woman glared at me.



 What am I supposed to say? Who does she think I am?



 You are her husband.



 Why didn’t Arkwright tell me?



 It’s a test. I can’t tell you any more.



 “Are you going to say anything?” the woman asked.



 “I don’t know what you want me to say. You said I was
late for something.”



 “Don’t play dumb.”



 I said nothing.



 I directed an impatient glare at Arkwright’s amused face. I
shrugged my shoulders.



 He smiled back at me.



 I sighed in frustration.



 “Why are you angry with me? What’s this really
about?”



 Arkwright’s eyes widened with pleasure.



 “I’m angry with your attitude lately. You don’t
take your responsibilities seriously.”



 I suppressed, I don’t?



 “I’m sorry you feel that way.”



 “That’s rich. You’re sorry I feel that way?
Not, I’m sorry for dropping the ball?”



 “I’m sorry for dropping the ball.”



 “Oh now you say it? When I ask you to say it? To placate
me?”



 “Isn’t that what you just asked me to do?”



 “Don’t play dumb. I know better.”



 “I don’t know what to say. I don’t even know
what this is about.”



 “Think hard. You’ll figure it out.”



 I looked at Arkwright. He would not make eye contact. His face
bore a fascinated expression.



 I spoke to him. “I don’t know what this is supposed
to teach me.”



 “Of course you don’t. Otherwise, I wouldn’t
need to teach you it.”



 “I’m not getting anywhere with her, and my saint
won’t help me.”



 At the mention of my saint, I felt it soothe me into submission.
I sighed in resignation.



 “You really don’t know?” the woman asked.



 I shook my head.



 The stern look on the woman’s face relaxed.



 “You must have been tired to sleep for so long,” she
said. “What were you doing last night?”



 I wondered if this was a trap. What had I done the previous
night?



 What should I say?



 Tell her what you did.



 My saint was useless. Its purpose was to control me. I was sure
of that. If it was supposed to help me, it was supposed to help
me for the purposes of the monks, whom I despised.



 They were going to transform the novices into aquatic creatures.
Once they had trained us, they were going to let us loose in the
ocean. I was sure of it. The people on the island had clearly
seen creatures such as I had been, or they wouldn’t have
reacted to me as they had. The monks were going to assign us a
destination. What we were supposed to do there had not yet been
revealed, but it wasn’t good. The islanders had been afraid
of me.



 “I don’t want to do this,” I said to Arkwright.



 The woman answered.



 “Do what?”



 I remained silent.



 “Do you want a divorce?”



 I took the opportunity to change the subject.



 “Yes. I’m leaving you.”



 The woman started to sob silently.



 I sighed with impatience.



 “I’m not doing this anymore,” I told Arkwright.



 The saint soothed me into submission. I was helpless.



 “You can’t turn away from challenges if you want to
succeed in the future.”



 “Succeed at what? How is fighting with this woman relevant
to anything I might do in the future?”



 “We have chosen you for a special task, Tralen. You must be
learn to be unfazed in the face of confrontation to succeed in
your calling.”



 “My calling?”



 “Your saint has identified your abilities for us. We are
preparing you for the career in which you will be highly
successful and happy.”



 “You don’t know what makes me happy.”



 “Tell me what makes you happy.”



 I thought about the subject.



 “I like to learn.”



 “Precisely, which is what you are doing right now.”



 “I haven’t learned anything. I’ve only been
frustrated and confused. What’s this all about?”



 “You need to be able to face confrontation without
faltering before it. You want to run away. We need to fix
that.”



 “But I don’t want what you want for me.”



 “You’re free to leave. You can grow into an
effective, consequential person, or you can leave and take your
chances on your own with no skills, no money, no friends, and no
family.”



 I did not respond.



 “Trust us. You’ll be thankful that you did when you
are older and wiser.”



 He was correct. I had no choice. There was no point in arguing
with Arkwright. The only way out of this place was to graduate
from it, and he was probably was correct that the process would
improve my ability to survive in this world.



 “I still don’t know what to do. How am I supposed to
know what she thinks I did?”



 “You’re on your own,” said Arkwright.



 Ask her.



 “Why don’t you tell me what’s bothering you.
What did I do to make you unhappy? If you won’t tell me,
then you’re a bully, and this is over.”



 The woman vanished.



 I sighed.



 “You’ve completed your lesson,” said Arkwright.



 I felt satisfaction and relief that I was sure were enhanced by
my saint.


——


While I ate my lunch of corned beef, cabbage, onions, and
carrots, the church bells began to clang. I ignored them and
finished my food. Why the monks had summoned the townsfolk in the
middle of the day I didn’t know, nor did I care to know. I
would sit out the service or meeting. It was not likely to be
consequential.



 I removed the saint from my forehead and lay down on my bed.



 When the bells stopped ringing, I fell asleep.



4. 


An explosion woke me.



 I went to a window. Wisps of smoke floated through the courtyard.
Soldiers jogged into view below. The men held bladed weapons of
various kinds: halberds, spears, and swords. Until that moment, I
hadn’t seen soldiers or blades in person, but I had seen
them in engravings in books.



 Who were these people? I had assumed that there was no lord of
this land, just local authorities, and only recently had I
learned that this place was an island amongst other islands. Did
these invaders come from another island or from the mainland?
Whom did they serve?



 I moved away from the window to avoid being seen.



 Did the new monks have enemies? That seemed likely to me. Had the
old monks finished their mission, or had they fled from the more
technologically advanced new monks? Were the two groups rivals?



 I had spent the majority of my life on the monastery grounds, and
yet I knew little about the monks, their origins, or their
beliefs. Did the monks want to keep their details secret?
Certainly the monks didn’t want to convert anyone to their
beliefs. That clearly wasn’t the monks’ mission. What
was? Was it only charity?



 I wasn’t a charity case anymore. The monks trained me for a
purpose that was not my own. Supposedly my saint had determined
in what way I could be of use to the monks.



 I caught myself thinking these thoughts, and I realized that my
thought processes were more advanced than they should be at my
age. My saint had accelerated my intellectual development.



 I went back to the window.



 The monks had been gathered in the center of the courtyard.
Soldiers surrounded the monks. All of the had their hoods up.



 Where were the novices? I walked to the stairs and listened.
Silence.



 I trod down a few steps and listened again. Voices spoke in a
foreign accent outside in the courtyard. I continued downward to
the ground floor.



 The hospital was almost empty. A handful of elderly people lay in
their beds.



 “What’s happening?” A woman asked me.



 “Something bad,” I said. “I don’t know
any more than you do.”



 “Where is Brother Dodgson?” a man asked.



 “All the monks are in the courtyard. Soldiers have invaded
the monastery. Something bad is about to happen. I’m sure
of it. I just hope the soldiers leave the hospital alone.”



 “What color are their liveries?” said the man.



 “Black,” I said.



 “The king’s men,” said the woman.
“They’ve come for the islands.”



 “He wants them back,” said the man.



 “The monks will win this fight,” said the woman.
“They have powers that they haven’t showed. I’m
old enough to remember when they were here the last time.”



 “The king has made the same mistake his father made,”
said the man.



 “Like father, like son,” said the woman. “This
won’t last long.”



 “This has happened before?” I asked.



 “The Kings of The North owned these islands for
generations,” said the woman. “The monks kicked out
the current king’s father. I don’t know why. I
don’t know why his son wants us back. We’re not
rich.”



 “Something must have changed,” said the man,
“or he wouldn’t have come. He’s got a new trick
up his sleeve, I’ll warrant.”



 I went to the nearest window and stood to the side so that I
could see without being seen.



 The soldiers and the monks stood in silence. What were they
waiting for? Where was the king?



 A shadow appeared over the monks. The shade grew darker and wider
as their flying box descended to them. The monks gathered closely
together as the box lowered onto them. The black box rose into
the air. No lights shone from the box as they had on the night
that I had glimpsed it arriving at the monastery.



 All the soldiers looked up.



 “The monks are gone,” I said. “They flew away
in their black box.”



 “They’re slippery,” said the woman. “They
flew away last time too.”



 “They took people with them last time,” said the man.
“They didn’t bring them back this time.”



 “What is the purpose of the monastery?” I asked.



 “Charity,” said the man. “That’s why
I’m here.”



 “Me too,” said the woman. “I have nowhere to go
if I were kicked out of here.”



 “Me neither,” said the man.



 “Me too,” I said. “I’m stuck here.”



 “We’re both going to die here,” said the man,
“and we’re lucky to do so.”



 “I wonder if the other novices are safe,” I said.



 “Probably,” said the woman. “The king came for
the monks.”



 “I still haven’t seen him. Only soldiers are in the
square.”



 The shadow returned.



 “Wait,” I said. “Something’s happening. I
think the monks are back.”



 “Are you sure?” asked the woman.



 “The king has a new trick, and he’s using it,”
the man said smugly. “That’s why he came.”



 Horns sounded outside.



 The woman put her head under her pillow.



 The shadow over the courtyard grew wider and darker.



 “I don’t know,” I said. “I think
it’s another ship.”



 The soldiers cowered, moving backward to the edges of the
courtyard.



 My curiosity overcame my fear of being observed. I moved to the
window and gazed up. The soldiers’ attention was occupied
by the object in the sky.



 The need to know what occurred overcame me. I ran to the door to
the courtyard. I opened the door enough to see outside. I angled
my head up to see what cast the wide shadow.



 A storm cloud rolled in on itself in waves of grey and black.



 I stepped out into the yard.



 The black mist enveloped the courtyard.



 I stepped back inside.



 I ran back to my room.



 I strapped on my saint in the hope that it would have some good
advice for how to proceed in this situation.



 I went to my window.



 The mist had settled around the knees of the soldiers. They were
bent over, struggling to breathe. I watched them collapse to the
paving stones that the novices had recently laid.



 Go into the church. Go now. Hold your breath.



 The black mist had settled into black dust on the ground. I
couldn’t hold my breath all the way to the church. I
breathed freely halfway there. The air smelled sour.



 The monastery gates lay in large pieces scattered across the
paving stones. Small pieces of wood rested in the foliage of the
new trees.



 I pulled open one of the large doors and entered the nave.



 The townsfolk filled the pews. The people had warmed the room
with their presence.



 The other novices stood on the dais and faced the altar.



 Join them.



 I did so.



 Turn around.



 I did so, and so did the others. Their saints must have given
them the same instruction.



 My saint put words in my head, and I said them.



 “The town is about to be invaded by the king’s
forces,” I said. “You are safe here in the church. We
will protect you.”



 How would we do that?



 Humming sounded beyond the front doors and grew in intensity. My
anxiety grew with it. An unknown mechanical device approached the
church.



 The congregation turned its heads.



 The humming slowed and stopped.



 “Now, please duck your heads below the top of the
pews,” I said on the instruction of my saint.



 The other novices raised projectile weapons that they had
concealed under their robes. I had never seen these particular
weapons before. The monks must have distributed the rifles before
departing.



 The church was silent.



 A stringed instrument began to play on the other side of the
doors.



 The doors blew open. They reached their farthest point of motion,
cracked against the stone walls, rebounded, and half-closed.



 The king strode inside the church. He was the minstrel that I had
met on the road to the coast, and he wore a black crown. He
played his instrument without concern.



 Soldiers formed a human barrier in between the two half-open
doors.



 The novices fired at the king. Black projectiles hit the king and
broke open to release black mist. The king ignored the
projectiles and the mist and continued to play his tune.



 The novices fired another volley.



 The king ignored the volley and strode slowly up the center
aisle.



 “The monks are gone. The islands are mine,” he sang.
“You are my subjects now. I demand that you bow.”



 The black mist spread amongst the cowering townsfolk. They
coughed and breathed heavily.



 The king stopped playing



 “Oh. I see. You’re bowing while sitting down.
Innovative. Respectful.”



 The saints ordered the novices to stop firing.



 The king resumed playing.



 Take the recorder off the al