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THEN 


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 and
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 orphange, 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 ocurred 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 whorkshop 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 whispy 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, whisps 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 orpan. 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 emjoyed 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 visist.



 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 rectanglar 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 monk’s 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 sprit 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 scaped 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.



NOW 


1. 


I sleep in a clean bed in the monastery hospital. Orphans bring
me my meals. I am a novitiate 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 novitiates. Some supervise the orphans. Most are now
occupied with taking up paving stones and planting grass, shrubs,
and trees in the monastery grounds. The novitiates 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.”



 When I graduate from my novitiate, the monks want me to transform
myself as they have transformed themselves and join them on their
next mission. I don’t want to do that.



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