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It was a perfect day like any other in the kingdom of Cambridge with one minor incident. The sky is a pristine baby blue with a slight breeze coming from the east. The sloping hilltops are a mass of young trees each competing with their siblings for their daily nourishment. The grass is slightly moist from the morning dew, inviting the sun to do its magical evaporation trick. At the top of the tallest hill is a two-story guest house with a path leading down to a valley. Halfway down the hill is a bell tower standing fifty feet tall with the scythe symbol at its peak. The scythe is a religious symbol representing the time to sow, the time to nurture, and the time to reap. 

The monastery lies peacefully at the base of the sloping hilltops. It is a thirty-foot square with a single entrance. The second floor is roughly ten feet in length and width but about fifteen feet tall. The third floor is twenty feet tall and has narrow arches circling the structure. The roof is cone-like with the symbol of the scythe at its highest point. 

Directly in front of the monastery is a large vineyard with perfectly aligned rows of wooden poles dug deep into the soil. At every wooden pole is a single vine with its leaves stripped until the top of the pole. The vine has been allowed to grow on thin ropes to its neighboring wooden pole. 

Sitting beside the vineyard is a single tall cedar tree with a large trunk and massive irregular heads of spreading branches. Since it is the only tree near the vineyard, it appears like a sentry guarding its domain.

What made this day different than any other Cambridge had ever seen was the following few seconds. It was a moment of complete silence. There was absolute stillness as if all things were paused for this occurrence, as if time itself stopped to allow this interruption of reality. Within the silence, a brilliance of light fell from the sky. It was a single stream of white energy which lasted a fraction of a second, paused for a second, and disappeared in another fraction of a second. It is not something any person would have noticed, but one thing changed within those few seconds. A small basket appeared by the entrance of the monastery. As the complete silence ended and reality commenced without skipping a beat, so began the wailing of the infant within the basket and so began this tale.
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There once was a boy 

Who dreamed ONLY of being a man

As time passed and he became a man

He realized that he had wasted his childhood

And dreamed ONLY of being a child again.

As time passed and he became an old man

He realized that he had wasted his life

And dreamed ONLY of dying.
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I woke up earlier than usual and found myself staring up at the shadows forming figures across the ceiling. I let myself imagine them as the creatures Father Superior had told me lived in the deep woods beyond the borders of Cambridge: orcs and nameless things that attack people without cause. I know these stories are supposed to scare me, but I find them exciting!

Father Superior was once a great priest in the king’s service. He fought in many battles against these creatures to keep the kingdom of Cambridge safe. He used his prayers and blessings to heal and protect members of the royal guard. Father Andre even tells stories of when Father Superior was asked to personally heal the king himself! How wonderful it must have been to see such things and live in such times! I can only hope that I get to serve the king and do such amazing things.

Father Superior and Father Andre have been good to me. I have seen many acolytes and young clerics come and go in the monastery. They are usually brought here by their parents to be taught the priestly life. It is a great and honorable task, but it is not for everybody. We live here in the monastery and tend to all the chores. There is always so much to do! Outside of the monastery, we must take care of the garden, where we grow all our vegetables, herbs, and berries. We have our vineyards, where we spend most of our day. The vines must all be pruned of unhealthy leaves and sickly-looking grapes. It is of great importance because we depend on our grapes to produce the best possible wine. Father Superior gives the wine to the king and the nobles. Also, we tend to the beehives, which make a wonderful honey. We make a drink called mead from the honey, which the king especially likes.

It is not easy to keep the inside of the monastery clean. We must constantly sweep the floors and wipe the walls down. The cloister must be kept uncluttered. After all, it is the only place where we can all talk freely and listen to each other’s stories. The tower is always dusty since it is wide open to easily hear the bell sound off. This is how we recall ourselves for the prayer services. Our storehouses are full of different preserved foods, which the acolytes are taught to use for our dinner, our only big meal. We often check on the cellar where we store all the barrels of wine. It must be kept clean and dry. Any mold or mildew can easily destroy the contents of the barrels. Although we each clean after ourselves, after every meal the acolytes must sweep and wipe down the refectory. It is a long wooden table where we all eat and give thanks for our many blessings. There is also the transcription room, where we keep lots of seeds, leaves, and flowers, which we crush into powder form. By combining them in various ratios, we can make the stains used for transcribing our books. The younger and older clerics perform this duty. The acolytes are taught but not allowed to do it without permission since these ingredients are difficult to obtain. The library is usually off-limits until you become an older cleric. Sometimes, it takes years to produce one transcribed book! The older clerics and the priests read to us from these books during the prayers.

Then, of course, there is the prayer room. It must be kept immaculate for the morning and evening services. It is usually Father Andre who performs the prayers now that Father Superior is getting older. They have known each other since they served in the king’s army. Father Superior may have established this monastery to serve the king, but it was Father Andre who began relations with the nobles. It is the nobles who contribute funding and, occasionally, a young acolyte to keep the monastery running. It is not a large monastery, but it is very well funded. We are well known throughout the kingdom for producing devoted and accomplished priests. Like I said before, I have seen many of them come and go. They are my brothers and companions.

Unlike my fellow companions, though, I do not receive visits from my parents. I do not have any family. Nobody knows how I got here or who left me at the doorstep of this monastery. One morning, I was just here, and from then Father Superior took me in as one of his own. Father Superior tells me that it was quite a task for the clergy to watch over me as a baby. There had never been a baby in these walls before! It was Father Superior who gave me the name Valentino, which means “strength and health,” since I never seem to get sick.

I learned the skills of the acolyte very quickly. I can clean, sew, cook, take care of the vineyard, the beehives, and know many of the holy scriptures by heart. It is usually around the age of eighteen that an acolyte has learned enough to be tested by Father Superior. If they pass, they will begin to learn their clerical duties. A young cleric helps in making the wine and mead, transcribes the scriptures, assists with the prayers, and provides some of the blessings. If they fail, they are sent back to their parents. Only a few acolytes make it long enough to be tested. Most just run away or demand that their parents take them back. It is strange that nobody knows exactly what the test is. Those who fail the test are removed almost immediately, and those who pass never speak about it. Even the older priests never mention a single word about it. The test must be some sort of secret ritual.

I know that I am not supposed to be excited about such things. My life is supposed to be about praising our god and serving others. However, I cannot help it. Father Superior has decided that sixteen is when I get tested. That is only two weeks away! If I pass, Father Superior himself will teach me the first blessing, the purification of food and water. I do not know what will happen if I fail the test. I have no parents and nowhere to go. I better not think about it too much. I am sure that Father Superior would not test me two years early if he did not know I would pass. Someday, I want to be of service to our king. I want to fight off the orcs and other creatures just like Father Superior and Father Andre did. Just two more weeks and I can start my real training! I am going to be the best cleric ever!
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I slowly stand up and kneel a few times to stretch out my back and legs. I suppose I should make myself a new sleeping mat soon, but I think the fabric will still last another year. The sleeping mat is the only thing between me and the stone floor, so it gets worn out very quickly. I say my waking prayers quietly so as not to wake Brother Caino, who is a few feet away from me. He has always been a deep sleeper, but I do not wish to disturb him. He is a few years younger than me, still tends to oversleep, and asks others to help him with his duties.

I dress myself in the usual acolyte attire: a brown habit, brown tunic with a long brown fabric tied around the waist, and leather sandals. I begin my morning chores of sweeping the floors and wiping down the walls with some water. By the time I finish, it is time to tend to the garden and the vineyard. As I walk outside toward the garden, I see that a couple of my brothers are already there: Brother Rollo and Brother Ortega. They are both pulling weeds from the herb garden. I decide to leave them to their duty and move on to the vineyard.

“Good morning, brothers.”

“Good morning, Brother Valentino,” they both reply.

“Are you heading out to the vineyards?” Brother Ortega asks.

“Yes, I thought I would look into the southern half.”

“That is good. Father Superior would like to review that section. The grapes are not as ripe as he likes them to be,” Brother Rollo states with a concerned tone.

“Hopefully, I can find some dead leaves to remove or pull off some of the weaker grapes. That should help the others grow better.”

“I wish you well. Good day, brother,” states Brother Ortega with a small bow.

“Yes. Good day, brother,” Brother Rollo echoes a second later.

“Same to you, brothers.”

As I walk down to the vineyard, I notice that the sun is just starting to poke its head over the horizon. This is my favorite time of the day. I know that the sun’s heat has not had a chance to take full effect yet. However, it somehow feels warmer the second I see the brilliance radiating on the landscape. It is as if all life stands tall out of respect, all sounds dim to a whisper so as not to disturb the moment, and the sense of wonder can be felt all around. I can feel the fresh air with the morning dew leaving a moist layer on my skin. It is both refreshing and exhilarating. It is no wonder that morning is said to be the birth of a new day.

As I reach the southern half of the vineyard, I realize what my brothers were concerned about. The grapes are very small and unhealthy. The leaves are not a deep green, but instead a dull green with the tips wrinkled inward. Instead of the fresh, sweet, slightly citrus aroma, there is a wispy, acidic smell. I quickly start pruning the bad leaves and removing any grape that feels squishy between my fingers. I want this section of the vineyard to be as healthy as the rest. I want Father Superior to be pleased with the grapes and the wine they will produce. I want to do more for the vines than just prune them, so I decide that I will give them a blessing of my own. I have never done this before. I am sure that Father Superior would not approve since blessings are not taught to acolytes, but I do it almost without even thinking about it.

Little brothers... little brothers

Raise your leaves up high,

Your life and beauty matter

For those on earth and sky.

As I finish my little blessing, the morning bell begins to ring. It is time for our meal and morning prayers. I walk back to the monastery, feeling somehow pleased with myself. It felt nice to recognize the life usually unnoticed. We tend to appreciate only the life that benefits us or that we think is equal in value to us. For a second, I felt connected to the vineyards and to all the silent life around me. I continued to walk forward in my moment of reflection, not looking back. What I did not see was that the leaves of the southern vineyard began to open to their full length and the grapes began to grow large and juicy.
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When I reached the refectory, most of my brothers were already seated at our long table. Breakfast is almost always fresh bread, berries, vegetables, and some water. It is a good time to give thanks and reflect on what needs doing that day. It is a quiet time since we all eat and pray by ourselves. I take my meals slowly so that I may enjoy all the herbs cooked into them. Now that Brother Janus is old enough to cook on his own, it is a special delight. He is still learning and often adds too many herbs into each meal. I send out a special prayer for Brother Janus.

Slowly, my brothers begin to clean up and walk toward the prayer room. Father Andre always does a great job with the mass and the teachings. I wonder what he will teach us today and from which book he will read to us. I clean my wooden bowl and spoon then place them in the kitchen with the rest. I remind myself to help Brother Janus with the kitchen duty afterward.

I walk down the hall and enter the prayer room. I sit toward the middle on the left aisle. I kneel and begin my prayers until the mass begins. I send my prayers to god and ask that my parents are looked after, if they are still alive. I ask that one day, if it is his wish, I might meet them and hope that they are proud of me.

Father Andre enters through the front instead of the back from where we all came. He is dressed in the priest’s attire: a white tunic with a black cowl tied with a black leather belt. Only Father Superior and Father Andre wear the black or red cloak over the tunic and cowl. Our last priest was sent out on a mission a few years back. He is improving relations with the nobles of the eastern part of the kingdom. There was a mishap with one of the marriages and Father Braccus was asked to help make peace between the families. It is important that the nobles understand that the kingdom is ruled by our king, but only god can rule our hearts. When a vow of love is made in marriage, it is meant forever.

All seven of the acolytes are here and Father Andre begins the morning prayers. He begins to sing a hymn that I have not heard in a long time. It is a special one because it reveals his time of war against the dark creatures. Father Superior, Father Andre, and Father Braccus experienced the war. All the rest of us can only imagine and dream about those times.

My heart is like a river,

Bending and twisting with the flow.

My soul is like the wind,

Carried aimlessly with each blow,

But only god tells them where to go.

If war to our land comes

And death at every corner waits,

My blessings and prayers I bring

To turn the tides of fate,

But our souls are only for god to take.

I breathe a sigh of relief

When the battle at last is won.

Death’s thirst is quenched,

The flesh is finally done,

But through god the soul lives on.

We wait in silence as Father Andre opens a large book and begins to find where he wants to read. It always leaves me thrilled when we all sing in one loud voice. The whole monastery is built from stone, so the singing resonates in every wall. It is as if the whole building is broadcasting out to god. It gives me special pleasure to know that fact.

Father Andre finds the right page of the book as Father Superior enters the room behind him. We all stand out of respect, and Father Andre gives a small bow and walks down to give Father Superior the podium. The story that Father Superior reads is about a first son coming home after a very long war. The family prepares a great feast to celebrate the return of their son. However, the second son is left feeling hurt because he has worked so hard at his chores while his brother was gone, yet his parents have never complimented him or given praise to him. The parents scold the second son harshly for being selfish and not giving praise to his brother. When the brothers speak in private, the oldest son reveals all his war stories: the numerous days of sleeping out in the cold without food or water, seeing his comrades fall to their death, and the horror of taking another’s life. With each moment, the second son begins to realize how grateful he is to still have a brother and just how much was sacrificed to protect those too old or too young from battle. Placing yourself before others is a shameful act. After all, god sees everything and rewards or punishes in his own time.

It is that statement that stayed with me all day long. I was always taught that god was love and that through him all things could be accomplished. The thought of being punished by god left me overwhelmed. Father Superior once told me, “If god is with you, then who could possibly be against you?” It had never occurred to me that god could ever punish me, since I always pictured myself as being good. Is that a sin? Am I assuming too much by thinking that I am too good to be punished? Am I the second son of the story?

I prayed on this all day as I helped Brother Janus with the kitchen duties and as I reviewed the wine barrels in the cellar. I wiped down all the barrels and found no moisture. This is especially important because it can lead to mildew, which might ruin the wine contents. That got me thinking about comparing what can be seen, such as an action, versus what cannot be seen, such as an intent. The barrel may be perfect, but that does not mean the wine is not sour. On the other hand, the barrel may have grown mold and mildew, but that does not mean the wine has been tainted. An action that looks bad to others might be done with a good intention. Or what about a good action which intentionally leads others astray? Which is the greater sin, or are all sins equal to god? 

I find myself at our beehives, still pondering this great lesson. I have watched over our beehives since I was a small child. I have always been fascinated by their ability to not only make honey but to coordinate themselves into a single hive. It is the scouts who perform their dance of potency and direction to a field of flowers, so that the whole hive may benefit. The queen performs her duty of making more bees. The chosen males do their duty to mate with the queen before they die. However, it is the workers that feed an egg a special diet and therefore create another queen when it is needed. Each has its own purpose and value without dispute or despair. In other words, all things are equally loved by god. 

A bad action can be explained and forgiven if the intention is right. However, a bad intention is a willful excuse to be sinful. The bees do not behave badly because they do not have bad intentions. I see that now. To dedicate my life to god is a pledge to never have bad intentions. Yes, this makes sense to me. I send a prayer of thanks to my little brothers for teaching me this incredible lesson. As I do, I have a sudden feeling of being connected to everything around me. It is a feeling of pure serenity. I look down at the beehive and see that all the bees have left the hive and have begun to take their place on my tunic. Soon, they have completely covered me. I am a silhouette of a person made of bees. I begin to feel warm all over from their constant movement, but I am not afraid. 

I am not completely sure why, but I do not think I should reveal this event to anybody. I do not wish to be different from my brothers. Being different would result in being special in the eyes of god. No, I would never ask for that. I wish to remain as I am and nothing more. I walk back to the monastery as the bees go back to their hive.
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This has been my daily routine for as long as I can remember. From the moment I wake up, I pray, attend the services, clean, cook, tend to the vineyards, garden, beehive, and study the books Father Superior assigns to me. An acolyte’s life is not one of glory or adventure. We serve god, we serve our community, we serve our nobles, and we serve our king. From a very early age, we are taught to read and write. This is not always so in our community. In fact, many of our nobles can only read and write at the basic level. One of our main duties is to educate others. We often do this by spreading the word of god throughout the kingdom. Our priests have always been sent out to the community on various missions, but we always have the task of educating the community.

Father Braccus was the last of our priests to be sent out. I was very young when he was tested for his priesthood. I remember him learning the basic and advanced prayers and blessings. He would always tell me that through god anything is possible. Our priests have been asked to heal wounds, provide blessings against fear, purify food and water, remove curses, protect against evil, and, if necessary, go to war. I could always tell when Father Superior or Father Andre had taught him a new blessing or prayer. He looked even more grateful and eager to help others. The more he learned, the more he wanted to serve others. I remember the first time that I called him Father Braccus instead of Brother Braccus. He smiled at me and said, “Valentino, you have always been my dearest brother. When your day comes, remember that sacrifice is a temporary thing. Your heart can endure anything if your soul is set right with god.” He taught me many lessons, but that one still rings in my heart.

Tomorrow is my test to become a cleric. I will keep the lessons that I have learned close to my heart. I do not know what questions I will be asked or what tasks I will have to perform. I am anxious but not nervous. After all, this day is no different than any other. My brothers are busy at their duties and prayers. Father Superior and Father Andre have not shown any signs of preparation. The only thing that is new is that we have a noble staying at our guest house. He arrived yesterday evening. We often have travelers stay at our guest house. Sometimes, they bring news from one side of the kingdom or the other. Other times, there is a messenger from a noble house requesting one of our services. We always provide sanctuary and good meals to our guests. After all, we are here to serve.

Tomorrow is finally here! Father Superior asks me to change into my better tunic and meet him and Father Andre at the guest house. I only have two tunics. They both look the same, but one I use while performing my duties. The other I use for special events. I suppose being tested to be a cleric is considered a special event. But why am I being tested in the guest house? Is the noble a part of my test?

I walk slowly to my testing ground. I try to reassure myself that everything is going to be all right. I am an acolyte of this great monastery under Father Superior. I have trained my whole life for this moment. Of course, I will be all right. I open the front door and enter to see Father Superior and Father Andre standing next to an older but elegant looking man. He is well dressed and looking directly at me.

“Good morning, Father Superior, Father Andre, and you, good sir. My name is Valentino.”

“Peace to your heart and soul,” Father Superior responded.

“Blessings, dear Valentino,” Father Andre said with a small bow.

“Good morning to you. You can address me as Lord Mallus. I am here for your service,” the noble stated, as if I were one of his servants.

I waited to see what would happen next. It is not polite to interrupt a noble when they are speaking. I shift my glance back to Father Superior and look for a signal of what I am supposed to be doing here.

“Valentino, you have been an acolyte in our monastery since you were a baby. Most of our acolytes do not receive such lengthy training. I must admit, I do take a bit of pride in raising you since such a young age. I look forward to helping you continue your lessons as a cleric and hopefully as a priest. As you already know, we are here to serve each other and promote god. To do so requires us to be humble. To be humble you must first learn the lesson of sacrifice. This is your test today. You must sacrifice yourself.” Father Superior paused and was looking at me with the most intense eyes I have ever seen.

“Father Superior, I do not understand what it is that I must do. How must I sacrifice myself?" I felt something in his stare, but I dismissed it. I noticed that he looked a bit startled as if something which he expected did not happen.

“That is why Lord Mallus is here, Valentino. I sent for him to help you with this valuable lesson. Both Father Superior and I have informed Lord Mallus of your infallible service in your acolyte duties and devotion to our monastery. I have no doubt that you will be an equally skilled cleric, but first you must let go of the flesh. It is only the soul that matters.” Father Andre stated as he looked intensely in my eyes.

I still did not understand. Am I being asked to kill myself? I was beginning to have an unsettling feeling about this test. Again, something in the stare that my unconscious will had to dismiss and he also reacted a bit confused.

“How may I serve you, Lord Mallus?”

He grinned and I did not like the look of it. I noticed a growing bulge between his legs. No, I did not like the grin at all.

“I thought you could begin by undressing me. Then you can place my cock in your mouth. When I am ready, you will remove your tunic and I intend to go balls deep up your ass. This will continue until I am finished, then I will start again until I cannot go anymore. I have been known to go a long time... a long time.” Lord Mallus’ grin only got worse. Now, it was more like a grimace nearly reaching ear to ear. His manhood was ready to burst right out of his elegant attire.

I was in complete shock! How can Father Superior and Father Andre allow such language in their presence? What this noble was demanding is a sin! Why are they just standing there without correcting him? What is really going on here? Are my reactions being tested instead of my actions?

Lord Mallus moved forward toward me. I could see and feel his intent. It began to dawn on me: clerics never speak about their test, those who fail leave immediately, and even the priests never speak about this test. Father Braccus’ statement came back to me with a completely new meaning. “When your day comes, remember that sacrifice is a temporary thing. Your heart can endure anything if your soul is set right with god.” He endured this same test. His statement was meant to give me advice, to prepare me for this moment. Then I remembered the bees and the lesson they taught me. Bees do not behave badly because they do not have bad intentions. I do not think Lord Mallus has good intentions. In fact, I am beginning to doubt that Father Superior and Father Andre have good intentions either.

“No.” My word came out weak, but it was a good start.

“Valentino, this is your test. If you fail this test, you will be removed from this monastery. You have nobody and nowhere to go. You must let go of the flesh. It is only your soul that matters,” Father Andre threatened.

“Enough of this nonsense. You will come here and suck me dry! You are bought and paid for! Now come here and serve me!” Lord Mallus shouted.

“Valentino, without the nobles the monastery cannot support itself. They provide the funding we need to continue our divine work. Our acolytes are the grapes that we nurture until they are ripe. When they are ready, we give them to the nobles as wine. It has always been this way since our king and I began this monastery. Just so that you know that I am no different, I served the king when we were both younger. I continued to serve him through the Dark War,” explained Father Superior.

“Yes, Valentino. This is how things have always been. I also served one of the noble houses. I helped set up our testing style to continue the funding of our great monastery. I do not want to banish you. Please, sacrifice the flesh. It is only your soul that matters,” Father Andre pleaded.

“No.” This time the word came out with a strength I did not know I had. I began to feel a rumble inside me. It began to grow each time I repeated the word.

“No.” I saw Lord Mallus continue his movement toward me. The rumble grew louder. How could nobody hear it?

“No.” It was now a deafening roar in my whole being. As Lord Mallus grabbed my shoulders and tried to draw me down toward his manhood, I felt that rumble intensify even more until the whole world rumbled. Then it transferred over to Lord Mallus. I felt it move through me into him.

Lord Mallus was propelled away from me with such velocity that it appeared like he simply vanished and reappeared somewhere else. Where he appeared was across the room at the wall behind him. However, there was a horror on his face, frozen in stillness. His body was much wider than it should have been due to the impact splattering him on the stone wall. His elegant attire was a mass of blood and tissue dripping down to the floor.
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I saw the disbelief in Father Superior’s and Father Andre’s faces. They had no words and no actions. They were just standing there like frozen sculptures.

“No.” I shifted my gaze from one to the other. They both fell to their knees and began their lies.

“Have mercy... we wanted to teach you sacrifice... we wanted to keep teaching you our lessons...” Father Superior cried out.

“You pass the test! You are a cleric of our monastery... just show us mercy!” Father Andre muttered.

I raised my hand toward one and then the other. As I stared directly into their eyes, I found myself speaking from a voice deep inside myself. It was not the voice of a sixteen-year-old boy. It was older... much older.

“Since you place no value in the flesh, yours will rot with each breath you take. Since you place sacrifice at such high regard, then you will give up your flesh so that others need not learn your lesson. You will smell the rotting flesh as your nose putrefies from your face. You will taste the rotting flesh which are your lips and tongue liquefying and dripping down your throat. You will hear the shrieking of everybody around you as your ears decay into empty stumps. You will see the horror in everybody’s faces as your eyes sink into your very skull. But you will continue to live in this decrepit, rotting flesh with the knowledge that you still have your soul. After all, it is only the soul that matters.”

I stepped outside the guest house and closed the door. I walked away from the monastery, the vineyard, the garden, the beehives, and from my brothers. I walked through the field of grass and up the hilltop. I walked through the hilltop with its mass of young trees. I walked to lose myself. I walked to find myself. I walked with the questions screaming in my head: Who am I? What am I?

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/image001.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





