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Prelude



This story takes place in the Dream Universe
of Herman’s Dream. As this is a dream world, some elements are
fantastic and unrealistic.

 


This story takes place at the time of “The
Great Crystallization”.

 


Herman or other “tourists” are not included
in this novella. All characters come from the dream world.

 


 




Remember, this is only a dream!
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The Visitor




The sound of rhythmic chanting and techno
music filled the air. It was a compilation that the monk had set as
an alarm. Someone had snuck onto the grounds of the monastery after
hours.

The monk sighed.

The entire area had been hit with a blizzard,
and things were just quieting down. He had been looking forward to
doing his prayers and going to sleep. He really didn’t want to go
out in all that cold and snow. Especially since no one had shoveled
the walkways. Unfortunately, he had to do something about the
intrusion.

Quickly, he pulled out his cell phone and
looked at the app, which showed the intrusion. He was so proud of
this app, since he created it himself, especially for the
monastery.

The app showed the layout of the monastery,
with outlines of all the buildings. One of the furthest buildings
flashed. It was close to the wall and half-way across the compound,
so the monk knew he would get some exercise tonight.

The monk got changed and walked to the door.
He glanced at the phone again to make sure the visitor was
remaining in the same place.

The building still flashed.

He had to put on his parka, gloves, hat, and
boots. Unfortunately, none of the paths were cleared, so he had to
wear cross-country skis. He picked up a pair from the closet and
proceeded to the door.

Taking a deep breath, he opened the door and
walked out into the night air. There was irony in his role: the
monks had made him Groundskeeper of the monastery, but he did not
like the outside. He was always happier inside, staring at
computers and his techno-gadgets.

Especially in winter. He really did not enjoy
going out in the snow. At least not until someone had shoveled it.
The newest recruits did that. He carried his cross-country skis out
onto a wooden platform and put them on his boots. Cross-country
skis. Never in his wildest dreams did he ever think he would wear
these!

Although The Order had modernized, there were
still many who had wanted to keep the older traditions alive.
Still, he could do what he could to bring them into the modern
world. Maybe there would be some alternative to this.

The monk was standing on a small balcony that
extended around the building. The balcony had a guardrail at the
very edge which went around the building.

There was a small flight of stairs that went
down to the courtyard. The stairs and the courtyard in front of him
were covered in snow. The snow looked several feet deep, and it
would take a while to get everything cleaned.

After he put his cross-country skis on, he
looked back at his phone. There was so much snow to be removed. He
set the alarm for the newest initiates of The Order. Then he glided
across the snow.

The monk skied down the path that went past
different buildings. Some buildings were set up for other monks.
One of them was a dining hall/kitchen, two of them were arranged
for prayers or to receive the public. All of them had snow coming
up some of their staircases. Shoveling all of this would take a
long time!!

Quickly looking at his phone again, the monk
wanted to make sure the intruder was still there. If the intruder
moved anywhere in the compound, the cameras, and sensors would pick
them up. These cameras were already geared to exclude the monks,
since each of them had been tested and screened by the new
system.

The monk was proud of this system; he worked
in computer security before joining The Order. He installed
everything and even calibrated the system to exclude animals.

That was when the building on the phone
stopped flashing.

His eyes widened.

That shouldn’t happen.

If someone moved from the building, he should
be able to see where they were moving on the map. The flashing
should continue somewhere else.

The monk moved as fast as he could to that
building. It was a hard go since he really wasn’t used to this. He
wasn’t moving fast; he was glad the other person wouldn’t be able
to move fast either.

The groundskeeper monk reached the building.
There was a single set of tracks leading up to the small building.
The double doors were closed. Moving clumsily, the Groundskeeper
monk moved to the front of the double doors.

Throwing open the doors, the
monk-groundskeeper staggered inside to find the small reception
area. There was nothing out of place except two things: a suitcase
standing upright in the middle of the floor, and beside it was a
small leather bag.

Nothing else was there.

Looking down at the small leather bag, the
monk bent over and picked it up. It was open and there was just one
thing inside of it: a small box with something sticking out.

The monk lifted the lid fully up so he could
see what was inside.

Inside was a fist-sized purple crystal.

 


 








 


 


The Four New Monks



The four newest monks were asleep in a
sizeable room. This room had twelve beds side by side, but only
four were occupied. The other monks had their own rooms in another
building. The new monks had to go through this initiation if they
wanted to be accepted by The Order.

All four monks were male. They came from
various social backgrounds and came here for different reasons.
That was usually the case with the recruits. All of them were young
and inexperienced. Coming to this monastery would open their eyes
to a different world.

Suddenly, there was the sound of a very loud
gong coming from the surrounding speakers. These speakers were
setup to torment these new recruits by the groundskeeper monk.

The groundskeeper monk wasn’t the only one
who made the lives of the new recruits challenging. The Teacher of
Lessons also took a great deal of personal interest in the new
recruits. He walked into the room and started coming towards
them.

The Teacher of Lessons was a tall monk
wearing a dark cloak. He was about middle age with a stern face and
receding hairline. His dark eyes could be very intense. His primary
responsibility was to look after this rabble, for the new recruits
were very young.

“The time for sleep is over,” said The
Teacher of Lessons. “The storm has finished and there is much work
to be done.”

All four young monks sighed.

None of them wanted to get out of bed. There
had been a snowstorm the day before, and the newest recruits were
being called to clean the snow.

“We must rise and clear the monastery before
breakfast,” said The Teacher of Lessons

The young monks all agreed and nodded,
patiently waiting for the superior monk to leave so they can go
back to bed. The clanging continued from the speakers. There was no
way for them to turn it off. The Teacher of Lessons was wandering
around them and snatching away the blankets from each of the new
monks.

“That snow will not clear itself,” said The
Teacher of Lessons, carrying the four blankets over to the box in
the corner. “You don’t expect our order to ski over to the dining
hall, do you? Your work clothes are in the closet hanging up.”

With that, The Teacher of Lessons walked out
of the room.

Reluctantly, the four new monks got up and
got dressed.

They had to prepare for the joyous task of
shoveling the walkways of the monastery.

The four new Initiates of The Order struggled
to get into their snow suits and then put on their boots. The
monastery did not have benches for them to sit on, so all four of
them had to balance as they put on their boots. After they had
gotten ready, the closest of them opened the door and they walked
out into the snow.

Looking at all the surrounding snow, the four
new monks let out a collective sigh of despair.

 


 








 


 


The Groundskeeper Monk




He had spent part of the night looking around
the building for any trace of the visitor. Not only had he checked
the building, but he checked the areas around the building.

He found some footprints that led into the
building, but nothing led away from it. The foot prints themselves
were in one direction only, so no one was trying to walk back in
their own steps. There were no signs of skis trails. The building
was not close enough to any tree branches, and there was nothing
that could support a person’s weight.

It made little sense.

The groundskeeper monk yawned. He had been up
most of this morning trying to figure out where this person had
gone. He was tired. Having talked with some other monks, a decision
was made for some of them to search the compound. Many of them went
out on cross-country skis in groups of twos or threes to see if
some evidence of the person could be found. Some others were
cleaning snow from the sidewalks.

A couple of monks would go through the
suitcase and the leather bag. Maybe some information would be left
behind. No one was sure what to do with the fist-sized crystal.
Although it was beautiful, no one had any use for it.

The Groundskeeper monk would do what he did
best: go to his computer system and see if he could find their
visitor.

It didn’t take long to find the recording and
play it back.

The visitor was wearing a large, heavy parka,
heavy gloves, and boots. Initially, it was difficult to see if this
was a man or a woman. Then, the camera could pick up the
individual’s face, and that person was a woman

The woman had put down the suitcase. Then she
placed the leather bag that she was carrying down on the ground.
Slowly, she hunched over the bag, opened it and pulled out the
small box.

As she opened the box, there was a sudden
flash of light and the signal went dead. Amazed, the groundskeeper
just stared at the black and white fuzz on the recording. The rest
of this record was blank.

There was another camera in the room.

He quickly called up the memory of the other
camera, which recorded the event from a different angle, and
watched the footage. This one faded out as the first one did, but
something caught his eye.

The flash of light was weird. It could be a
trick of the light, or maybe there was a spark somewhere. He did
not know, but it was worth investigating, especially if this had
anything to do with the equipment failure.

He would check on the equipment and wiring in
that building later. There was something else he could do to find
out who this woman was. He had an old version of facial recognition
software he could load into the computer. That might give them more
information.

The monk opened the drawer and pulled out a
thumb drive. He then plugged it into the computer and waited for
the thumb drive to open.

He was feeling tired. Maybe he needed a nap.
Thinking back, it’s been a long time since he slept. Funny thing
was that he spent longer periods without sleep and he never felt
this tired. It must be old age creeping up on him.

“You’re getting old,” he said to himself as
he watched the file open from the thumb drive. He double clicked
the facial recognition software and watched it download.

In the next few minutes, he had nodded
off.

 


The Groundskeeper monk did not know what woke
him up, but something jolted him awake. He must have shut his eyes
for a few minutes.

The computer had switched over to screen
saver mode and photos of the monastery were being displayed and
then fading away. Touching the mouse, the monk found that the
software had finished downloading and had already installed
itself.

Then he looked at the clock on the
computer.

Two hours had passed since he had started the
download.

That must have been some nap!!

Yet, he did not feel any better than before.
He still felt tired. Did he dream? He remembered nothing. He still
felt exhausted, as though the nap had never happened. Honestly, he
felt even more tired, like not having taken the nap AND then doing
two hours’ worth of calisthenics.

Weird.

Yeah, the doctor said I wasn’t getting enough
kale!

It must be age!

The Groundskeeper had the computer start the
facial recognition of the woman on the video. It would probably
take a while, so he thought he’d check out the investigation. Maybe
they found something interesting.

There would be an even sterner rebuke when
they find out about the facial recognition software. Wiring up the
monastery took some persuading, using software like this to find
the woman’s identity online. Well, that may be a different
bridge.

Still, if he could load the software, find
the woman’s identity and then unload it from the computer, there
would be no repercussions.

Well, it would take some time for the
software to run its course and no one drops by his workstation. The
groundskeeper monk decided it might be a good idea to see how the
other investigation was going.

He got to his feet, stifled a yawn, and
checked on the other part of the investigation. The crystal was
fascinating. He had seen nothing like it, though that really wasn’t
saying much. He never liked geography in school and knew nothing
about geology or those kinds of sciences.

Then his stomach rumbled.

Remembering that two hours had passed, the
other two monks would probably be at prayers right now. He had
already missed most of his morning duties because of his pet
project and his nap. This would probably get him a stern rebuke
from The Teacher of Lessons.

Fortunately, the other monks had moved both
the crystal and suitcase to a room in this building. It would not
take long to go through the suitcase and there may even be some ID,
which would make this mystery that much easier.

The monk walked down a long hall that
connected to a small room. The door was closed, and there was a
buzzer to the side of it. A sign above the door was labeled the
“Artifact Room”.

He pressed the buzzer and waited.

There was no answer.

Maybe they had left for prayers. No harm in
seeing if the door was unlocked.

The monk tried the handle of the door, and
the door was unlocked.

He opened the door and walked into the
room.

The room was small, with several long desks.
There were a few chairs setup around the tables and the lighting
gave the room a museum like quality.

One of the long tables had the side case
lying flat with all the contents stacked beside it. The clothes
were all piled together. There was a small pile of toiletries.
There were two books placed off to the side, both of which were
novels. Nothing of this pile seemed to be out of the ordinary for
someone who was going for a visit.

Beside the suitcase was a list. The
groundskeeper picked up the list, which had everything that was
found in the suitcase. The list omitted the crystal. There were no
markings or tags on the suitcase except for the brand name.

The groundskeeper monk dropped the list by
the suitcase and turned to another table. On that table was the
leather bag, the metal box, and the purple crystal.

The Groundskeeper involuntarily stepped
back.

The first time he saw the purple crystal, it
was maybe the size of a fist. This crystal was at least twice that
size. It looked like there had been two fists melded on top of each
other, with a point at the very top. The crystal was a deep purple
and almost seemed to pulse.

The groundskeeper found it hypnotic and
drifted closer to the crystal. As he moved closer, the pull of the
crystal became stronger.

“It’s bigger,” exclaimed the groundskeeper
absent-mindedly.

As he came closer, he felt light-headed.
There was something strange happening, and his mind seemed to fall
into a fog. As his vision blurred, he heard his own voice say in a
mono-tone half-whisper: “It has… to get… bigger!!”

 


 








 


 


The First New Monk




The First New Monk had spent most of the
morning shoveling snow. Although they were rather isolated, they
were still close enough to the principal city that they would often
visit. Many of the younger monks were sent out to clean the snow
for those who were unable.

They traveled to the homes of those who were
too old or those who physically could not do this work. Often it
took most of the day and with each snowfall, the number of people
they visited seemed to increase.

Not that this was a problem.

The First New Monk had often done this when
he was young. He had to clean his parent’s driveway in the winter
and then clean the driveways of his next-door neighbors. Back then,
he wasn’t doing the entire neighborhood.

Doing all this work meant that they would get
well fed this evening. Extra special meals were always prepared
when members of the monastery had to do physical labor for the
community. Especially when it would be for a prolonged period.

The First New Monk had just finished
shoveling an older woman’s walkway when he noticed it would soon be
time to return. The walk had a lot of ice on it and was very
treacherous for anyone coming to visit her.

After clearing the snow from the walk, The
First New Monk threw sand on the path as though he was giving it a
blessing (which he was).

He rang the doorbell to let the older woman
know he was finished. She offered to pay him, but the monastery
looked at this as a public service, provided free to everyone. The
First New Monk picked up the shovel and walked down the street to
their meeting place.

It was not a chilly day, but he was
exhausted. These days, The First New Monk didn’t like. It was warm
enough that you couldn’t wear your heavy outerwear, like winter
jackets, for long. Once you took off your jacket, however, it soon
became cold enough that he had to put it back on again. And so, the
day went, taking off jackets and putting back on. He wouldn’t be
surprised if he got sick.

So, The First New Monk walked over to the
drop off point and waited for the others to return. The others came
soon enough. It seemed as soon as one person had stopped; the
others would call it a day and joined them.

There were five people in a group, and five
different groups were sent off to help the community. The First New
Monk wouldn’t see the other new initiates until they returned to
the monastery. Not that there was much camaraderie between them.
They had nothing in common other than joining the monastery at the
same time.

The yellow school bus pulled up to the
rendezvous for the group. They had to do a series of stops to pick
up the other groups and then they would drive everyone back. Maybe
when you consider traffic, it should take an hour to get back.

He was sore. Maybe he would sleep on the
bus.

As his group climbed aboard the yellow school
bus, he noticed they were the first ones on. It would probably be
an hour or even longer. Time for a nap.

The First New Monk moved over to a seat at
the back and curled up. It wasn’t comfortable, but he was tired.
Within a few minutes, The First New Monk was asleep.



It was the bump on the road that woke him.
The First New Monk had been asleep the whole time until they had
reached the last leg of the journey home. He had missed each of the
other pickup stops and now was looking at a bus full of monks
sitting in rows of one or two people. Many of them were also
asleep, with some of those being awakened like he was. Others were
talking to each other, and a few were praying.

The road they were on now was bumpy and made
of gravel. It was the road that led up to the monastery. The city
had paved roads with the occasional pothole. This road, however,
was surrounded by forest. They needed to pave it so they would get
more visitors.

The school bus turned a corner into a
circular entrance. A small parking lot was off to the left side,
with visitor parking spots. Those were all empty. There was also a
large building by the parking lot where the monks would meet
visitors. Normally there would be people there if The Order was
expecting visitors.

The First New Monk was not expecting to see
anyone waiting for them when they arrived. There were, however,
three people standing outside of the door waiting for this bus. All
the other monks were also curious about this, looking out the
windows at these people. This started some speculation from among
those who were awake. The noise of this speculation brought those
who were praying, or those who were asleep, out of their reverie
and into the curious reality before them.

At first, no one knew who those three
individuals were waiting for the bus. As they got closer, the
speculation got louder. The more senior members on the bus thought
the three figures were some senior monks, though The First New Monk
didn’t know the names. He only knew a few of the senior members of
the monastery and often mixed up the names and the faces.

The bus came to a stop just in front of the
primary entrance of the monastery. Slowly, the monk passengers
started getting up and filing out of the bus in an orderly fashion.
The First New Monk was watching the three senior members. This was
unusual. It looked like one of them greeted everyone who came off
the bus, while the other two were doing a head court or looking for
someone specific. Maybe they were doing both. It was hard to
tell.

The First New Monk stood up and joined the
line to leave the bus. One by one, he watched as the others filed
out and were scrutinized by the three senior monks.

Then it was his turn.

He exited the school bus and was greeted with
a “good job” by one of the senior members. The other two looked at
him and seemed to make a check on a piece of paper, and then waved
him on. They were looking for someone. The entire experience was
rather odd.

The three monks had a look of urgency on
their faces as they scanned the people coming out of the bus. All
three of them were in their late fifties and they had their heads
shaved.

The First New Monk heard his stomach growl.
It was time to get something to eat.

 


The First New Monk had walked over to the
dining hall. He had passed by many of the monks who had been here
longer. Something had happened. Normally, this monastery was
peaceful, but he noticed many of the monks seemed uneasy.

They also seemed to look more tired than
usual. This was might have resulted from those monks having to
clear the snow in other sections of the monastery. They couldn’t be
as tired as he felt, though. He would have dinner, and then, after
prayers, it would be off to bed. He was sure that he wouldn’t even
hear his three fellow recruits enter the room. At least, that’s
what he hoped.

He picked up his food and walked by a few
tables with the more experienced monks. Still, being a novice, he
could not eat with them. All these monks were standing, waiting for
everyone to get their food. It was this order’s policy to pray at
the same time and to eat at the same time. Most of the monks were
silently waiting while a few of them were having whispered
conversations with each other.

Something was wrong.

The First New Monk moved to an empty table
and stood.

One of the senior members of The Order stood
in front and gave the ritual blessing of the meal while everyone
had their heads down in reverence.

“Before everyone sits down, we have a few
announcements,” said the senior member of The Order. “Three of our
Order have gone missing today. We are not sure the reason they have
left or whether this was something that they decided together. We
will continue searching on the chance that they are still here
somewhere, injured and unable to call for help. As a result, extra
duties and schedules are being planned and will be posted tomorrow
morning. These changes may be temporary, but check your phones for
your extra assignments tomorrow morning. Enjoy the dinner and thank
you for your dedication.”

With that, everyone in the dining hall sat
down and ate. The First New Monk looked at the plate of food. There
was chicken, mashed potatoes and green beans, gravy, and bread. He
was hungry and wanted to enjoy his meal.

Even as he was eating, sleep was catching up
to him. The news of the three people disappearing had surprised
him, and he had to start his own head count to see if it was anyone
he knew. There were many people here he did not know, so it was
entirely possible that these people he had never met before.

The new initiates could not talk to those who
had been here before, unless it was replying to questions of the
senior members.

The First New Monk ate his meal and puzzled
over the disappearance. When he was finished, he said another
prayer of thanks, stood up, and brought his plate back to the
kitchen. Then he left the dining hall.

Later he went for his prayers with a small
group of the newest initiates. They went to a private religious
classroom where all the symbols of the faith were displayed. There
were desks and chairs for them to read the sacred texts and
practice the prayers.

He found it very difficult to concentrate on
the lessons. His mind was racing, trying to figure out what had
happened to those three other initiates.

The leader of this group was The Teacher of
Lessons, instructing them on the proper prayers and recitations. It
would take them a long time before they would be ready to teach
these recitations to others or lead a group. They would have to
study them after, but The First New Monk just felt too tired for
that.

At the end of the session, they said a prayer
for the three missing monks and went back to their regular
scheduled duties. The First New Monk went back to his quarters. He
knew he should study his prayers and recitations, but he was just
feeling so tired now.

Once he felt rested, then he would have the
energy to tackle those prayers and recitations tomorrow. He would
also find out what his newly assigned tasks were. Maybe he would
have something interesting this time!!!

The First New Monk got changed and then
closed his eyes.

 


Or he tried to get some sleep!!

As tired as he felt, he was just too wired to
fall asleep. His mind kept racing, thinking of all the things that
could have happened to those three monks. Where were they? What had
happened to them? Was this something planned, or did all three just
leave at the same time? Maybe they were injured somewhere and
needed medical attention.

He also now realized the real purpose of
those three monks welcoming them back. They were doing a head
count, and they were checking to see if those three had gone out to
help with the snow shoveling. That would have been a noble purpose
if they did that.

Maybe they had gone out with us and didn’t
make it back in time?

That also meant that all their chores would
have to be done by someone else. Who would get the extra work? What
were the chores they did? It was almost certain that the newest
recruits would be given more work. What work would I get? Something
exciting? Was it something interesting? Something that I had talent
and skills for.

I got that degree in marketing! Maybe they
would have me assist the people who do the marketing for the
organization. Maybe I can help with the public relations aspect of
The Order. After all that shoveling, we could use that to get more
donations for The Order. Maybe there are other ways to get more
people to support this monastery.

Dozens of ideas flooded his mind as he
thought of all the ways to promote the monastery. He would use this
change to create an opportunity to help the monastery.

 


CLEAN THE BUILDINGS???

The First New Monk had checked his cell phone
to find he had to clean several buildings, including the main
one.

Already tired from not getting any sleep, The
First New Monk sighed with disappointment. How come they weren’t
using him to the best of his ability? He would be such a great
asset to them. That’s why he joined them so he could make a
difference.

The First New Monk got dressed and then
reported to the monk, who would give him his instructions. He found
out early on that it was pointless to question their decisions.
They didn’t want to hear it. So, The First New Monk just did what
he was told to do and didn’t argue.

The First New Monk had been given a small
cart with various sprays and clothes. He had a mop and a bucket.
There was also a large trash can. His duty was to clean up the
areas in the main building. The other monk would be back to check
on him later.

He spent most of the morning washing the
windows, sweeping up the floors, emptying the garbage cans, and
cleaning the tables. All the time, he was thinking about how he
could be used for something else. He agreed somebody had to do
this, but why him.

The First New Monk could be out there helping
in the search. He could help bring in more donations to the
monastery. At least, when he was shoveling snow from walkways and
driveways, he could talk to the people and show them the positive
contributions the monastery was making.

Periodically, The Teacher of Lessons would
appear and check to see if he was doing a good job. If his mind was
wondering, like it often did, The Teacher of Lessons would rebuke
him and try to bring him back to his present tasks.

The morning progressed this way. At least he
wasn’t the only one. The First New Monk saw a few others who were
also exhausted. It seemed everyone was worried about what happened
to these three monks.

The first monk made it to an area with a few
different halls. He had to do all these halls and the rooms that
connected to them. The Teacher of Lessons came by on one of his
inspection tours and looked at the monk.

“I want you to wait here,” The Teacher of
Lessons said. “I have a short meeting in the office and then we
other assignments for you.”

The First New Monk nodded, and The Teacher of
Lessons left. The First New Monk just looked around the hall and
then back at the cart. He had to wait. He hated waiting.

Well, he might as well finish this job he was
given.

The First New Monk looked around to the
closest hall. He might as well start there and just finish up those
rooms.

The monk walked down a long hall that
connected to a small room. The door was closed and there was a
buzzer to the side of it. Over the door was a plaque that said
Artifact room.

He pressed the buzzer. No answer.

So, The First New Monk cleaned the door.

He tried the handle of the door.

It was unlocked.

He opened the door and walked into the
room.

And he was never seen again.

 


 




 


 


The Second New Monk


The Second New Monk originally had been
scheduled to help with cooking in the kitchen. He was not a chef
and did not like it. Most likely, he would have been washing dishes
and cleaning the oven and grill. They won’t give him food
preparation anymore. The last time he was given that task, The
Teacher of Lessons suffered from food poisoning.

The Second New Monk had come from a
privileged background and was not used to the austerity of this
lifestyle. Though it was against his relatives’ wishes, he had
foregone a life of ease and dedicated himself to a higher
calling.

Now he was understanding what those
sacrifices really were.

He did not sleep well the night before. Part
of this was because of those three missing people, but he also felt
very uneasy about things now. That was stopping him from falling
asleep.

Everyone else in the monastery was feeling
this way. He had noticed that many of them were also sleep
deprived. Some of them were even grouchier than usual. Most people
were tired from the searches, tired from the lack of sleep or
both!

Still, there was some excitement this
morning.

They had said people were switching
assignments, but when the new Second New Monk checked his schedule,
it was the same.

So, most of the morning was spent washing the
dishes, cleaning the grills and the ovens. He had to clean up the
tables and make sure that everything looked great for when the
others had breakfast and lunch. As he predicted they did not let
him near the food or help in any of the preparation, which was a
relief.

It was getting on to later in the morning,
when The Second New Monk received a surprising text message. The
message said that he was to report to the Arch’s office. Everyone
used the term “Arch”, but the full term was Arch Director. The
Second New Monk did not know what to think. Maybe they were getting
ahead of the food poisoning issue, or maybe there was something
else that he had done wrong.

Or maybe this was something he had done
right!

Once The Second New Monk reported the message
to his kitchen boss, he moved quickly, so he did not disappoint the
Arch.

The Arch’s Office was in the main building
and The Second New Monk had to hustle to get there in time. The
Second New Monk bundled up and dashed through the cleared paths to
get to the main building. He was proud of the job he did shoveling
and felt that his path was exceptional.

The Arch’s Office was near the entrance of
the main building. It was off to the side, away from the main
traffic of the entrance, but had enough windows located around so
that the Arch could look out and see what was happening.

The office was not large, big enough for the
Arch and three or four visitors to be seated in chairs around a
square desk. If the Arch wanted to converse with more people, then
some would have to stand. As it was when The Second New Monk
arrived, the office already had three or four people sitting in the
chairs around the desk.

These three people were all senior members of
the clergy. The Second New Monk did not know them by name, only by
reputation. None of them were too kind to the newer Initiates, and
it took a while before they “warmed up” to anyone new here.

The Second New Monk waited quietly outside
the door, though he could hear everything happening in the
office.

“Our search teams have been checking all over
the property,” said one monk seated in the chair. “We cannot find
those three people. Are you sure they did not leave the
compound?”

“If they left, they had no intentions of
staying long,” replied another of the seated individuals. “We
checked all three rooms. Their belongings are still here. Nothing
has been packed up or sent away. Maybe they had trouble in the
city, but if that’s the case they could be anywhere.”

The Arch looked at the people seated before
him.

The Arch always had a reputation of kindness
and fairness to those newcomers. This seemed to counterbalance the
experience the Initiates often had with the more senior members of
The Order. In fact, it was this reputation that often brought most
people to this order. That and those who studied here often said it
was their most enriching experience they have ever had.

“I’m questioning what we know of these
disappearances,” said the Arch calmly. “When I came into my office
this morning, I noticed that the cameras we have in the artifact
room were malfunctioning. So, I sent in one of our monk-technicians
to have a look at them and fix them. He hasn’t reported back yet,
and nothing is fixed. In fact, more systems are down. So, an hour
ago, I sent someone else to check up on the technician. I haven’t
heard from that person either.”

The other three men gave each other worried
looks and perplexed faces.

“What does that even mean?” Asked one of the
worried monks. “What would cause something like that and why
wouldn’t we know about it?”

This news disturbed The Second New Monk. He
did not understand what they were talking about and the
implications were very frightening. How could people just be
disappearing like this? It made no sense!! What was causing all of
this?

At this very moment, there was a sound of
someone clearing their throat behind The Second New Monk. This
effect had some unintended consequences. The Second New Monk
jumped, which also startled the senior monks were in their seats,
unaware that someone was at the door.

The Arch tried to hold back a smile at all
this for he seemed to be aware of the visitor at the door.

“There is some other business that I have to
attend to,” said the Arch nodding at the door. “I think we need to
keep everyone away from the artifacts room for the time being. I
also want you to keep searching the grounds, just in case we missed
something earlier.”

“What about the city?” Asked one of the
seated monks.

“We can’t search the city just yet,” said the
Arch. “I will ask for some outside help. They may help us. Now, my
brothers, I know you have a lot of work to do.” The Arch gestured
to the door.

As the three senior monks left, they scowled
at the young monk hiding out in the hall. The Second New Monk could
feel the embarrassment and loss of dignity suffered by those men.
He knew he would be careful around them for a while.

“Come in, you two,” said the Arch gesturing
to the empty seats.

The Second New Monk had his head bowed in
shame as he walked in the door.

“I am so sorry Arch Director,” said The
Second New Monk with his head bowed down. “I never meant….”

“That is all right,” said the Arch Director.
“I had hoped that you heard that. I saw you waiting, but I could
not invite you in, not without causing a scene and losing track of
the conversation. Those men, they feel they should not be seen in
an important meeting with recruits. I was quite amused
however.”

The Second New Monk lifted his head and
looked around. The Arch had a cup of coffee sitting on the desk in
front of him. At the far end of the table against the left wall was
a series of cameras that scanned each of the important rooms. Now,
more than half of them weren’t functioning.

The Arch had his laptop computer set up on
the desk and a scribbling pad. There was also a more formal note
pad and an elegant looking pen, on the table beside it.

The Teacher of Lessons had sat down in one
chair.

“Did we find out anything about that woman?”
The Teacher of Lessons asked.

“No,” said the Arch. “She is a mystery. Even
that immoral computer program could not find out anything about
her. Nor do I have any information about that crystal she had with
her.”

There was a moment of silence as each one
looked at one another.

“What do you want me to do?” Asked The Second
New Monk.

“An excellent question,” said the Arch. “I’ve
been noticing more and more problems with some of our equipment.
The ones connecting to the inside are problematic, but I don’t want
to lose our connection to the outside world.”

“Do you really think that will happen?” Asked
The Teacher of Lessons. “The cameras in the rooms are
malfunctioning but I don’t think there’s a problem with the cell
phones.”

“Not yet,” sighed the Arch. “Do you really
want to wait until something serious happens?” The Arch turned back
to The Second New Monk. “That is where you come in. Do you know the
city well?”

The Second New Monk nodded excitedly that he
did.

“Good,” said the Arch quietly. “I will make
you my messenger. I will give you a document. Take this letter to
the main temple and give it to the Master of Secrets there. He will
write a reply and send it back with you. Do not read this. This is
for his eyes only, do you understand?”

The Second New Monk nodded he did.

“Do you want me to go along?” Asked The
Teacher of Lessons.

“No,” the Arch sighed. “You have your other
charges to worry about. Besides, I want you to make sure that the
buses are ready. We may have to get out of here in a hurry and I
don’t want to leave anyone behind.”

The Teacher of Lessons nodded in
agreement.

The Arch looked over to The Second New
Monk.

“If you can wait here while I attend to
something,” said the Arch to The Second New Monk.

At that point, the Arch reached for the fancy
paper and wrote a note with his pen. When the Arch had finished, he
put the paper in an envelope, sealed it with a wax seal and gave it
to The Second New Monk.

“Take this to the main temple and come back
with a reply,” ordered the Arch. “Now, go, quickly.”

 


The Second New Monk took the envelope and
headed out to the door. It was still winter and there was no way he
could take a bike into town. There were two buses, but they had to
stay here in case they were needed. He couldn’t take his skis
because that would take a long time to get where he needed to
go!!

“Wait,” came a voice from behind him.

The Second New Monk turned around to see The
Teacher of Lessons jogging towards him.

“Take the car,” said The Teacher of Lessons
as he threw The Second New Monk the keys. “One other thing, if you
need any help to get into the temple, send us a message. They can
be strict, but our Arch Director has some clout.”

The Second New Monk nodded back
appreciatively. He took the keys and ran for the door. There was a
car parked in one of the designated staff parking lots.

As he walked away from the building, the
Second New Monk noticed a strange swirling grayish mist or fog that
seemed to be on the ground. They sometimes got these fogs up here,
but this seemed to drift. It was not thick or even that high. Oh,
well. Its nature, what can you do?

Walking over to the staff parking lot, the
monk hit the unlock button on the key chain. The lights and horn of
a small compact car signaled the monk
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