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The Gospyll According To Lent

They say the only way to change someone’s mind is to tell a big story. Someone believes eating cake is necessary to survive? Tell them a grand story about someone who ate so much cake they sunk through the floor. Someone believes bullying is fine? Tell them a grand story about a bully who was cursed by the gods to forever steal his own lunch. Someone believes squirrels are conspiring to burgle them? Tell a bigger story about flying squirrels saving the neighborhood.

This story takes place long ago. When Amor was still an empire and animals had a strange affliction that caused them to walk around in sandals. And let’s just say that many, many, believed the lie that they were “better” than others. That they could ignore the poor beggars on the street. That they could laugh at those dying from hunger and thirst. That they could continue attacking their peaceful neighbors while shouting something about revenge.

As long as they followed the many rules of their current religion—Juradism, or the Amori gods—they were fine, right?

“This means nothing,” said a fierce black wolf. He was at the front of a crowd gathered around a body of water. He looked around for support, and found only some of it.

Half the animals were wide-eyed, slack-jawed, staring at Krystina as she resurfaced. The other half were murmering things like “she’s just lucky the sun started shining” and “I don’t hear any angels singing, do you?”

Krystina herself was happy to be alive. Most animals didn’t know that a platypus could only stay submerged for about two minutes. To do so, they had to close their eyes, ears, mouth, everything really. The sights at the bottom of the lake might have been wonderful, with colorful coral and magical fish, but Krystina had seen or heard absolutely none of it.

“Then it is true!” yelled a turtle beside her who called himself Johnson Johnjohn. They suspected he added a random number of Johns to his name whenever he introduced himself, but could never prove it. Just as Krystina struggled to prove her magical powers. “She is the one I told you about! She is as prophecized! Look!”

All day long, a gray weather—cloudy and windy—had made the world dull and lifeless. But now the sun suddenly started shining. Rays of bright light cast down from the heavens. Their reflections in the water happened to blind the skeptical half of the crowd.

“I see a regular platypus swimming! That’s all!” yelled a fox.

“I see nothing at the moment!” yelled the black wolf.

“Then look better!” yelled Johnson Johnjohn.

A dove came down from the heavens. One of their best spies, or so I heard, during the famous Dovedilemma. I cannot fathom what that old pigeon was doing here. Surely no spying is needed in a crowd of fifty animals! Still, he ignored my questions and landed on Krystina’s head, as if in haste, and whispered something in her ear.

“That must be the spirit of God!” yelled Johnson. “What animal is more pure than a dove?”

“A deer?”

“A panda?”

“None, I say!” yelled Johnson undeterred.

“Well, I’m not convinced,” said the wolf. The sun hid behind clouds again and he regained sight. “I see a wet platypus—not a savior. Just a regular animal taking a bath.”

“You are right—” started Krystina, as she climbed out of the water. The dove was done whispering in her ear and flew away in such haste that he initially met a tree head-on.

“Yes, yes,” said Johnson quickly. “That’s why Krystina will now perform a miracle.”

“No, no, I didn’t say that, I—”

The day became gray again. The winds picked up again, bringing in sand from the nearby desert. Almost nothing could grow in that heat, and water seemed allergic to the place. Fires often broke out spontaneously, which meant the bright soft sand was mixed with a darker version: ash.

As the crowd was smothered by ash, the black wolf—now practically camouflaged—spoke up.

“I know just what to do!” he yelled. Nobody could see his wicked grin, the flashing of teeth. Nobody but I, the writer of this Gospyll, who was of course an eye witness to all these events; they can be taken as absolutely true.

“Krystina must be tested!” said the wolf triumphantly. “She must walk into the desert and stay there for a month.”

“What does that prove?” asked someone else. “It’s a waste of—”

“Without food. Without help. See how she magically survives that!”

“That’s … that’s …” Krystina struggled to speak, her mouth dry from sand and ash.

“That’s a great idea!” said Johnson the turtle. He used his big natural shield to deflect the minor sand storm. He found Krystina, picked her up, threw her on top of his shield, and walked towards the desert.

“No, no, I don’t think that’s a good—”

“You’ll be fine.”

“I’m a platypus! We’re not made for living in the desert!”

“Nothing was made to live in that desert,” replied Johnson, as he put her down. “Which is why it’s the perfect way to prove them all wrong.”

The large creature, ancient as the seas, looked down on her sympathetically.

“You’re the promised savior, Krystina. Thousands of years, tens of prophecies, and they all point to you. Did you not change water into wine?”

“That depends on how you look at—”

“Were you not born in Nazreti?”

“Being born doesn’t seem like a miracle—”

“Did you not bring someone back from the dead?”

“They were just unconscio—”

The turtle baptist placed his large, soggy, heavy paws on her shoulders. If he’d continued any longer, he might have pushed Krystina through the sand entirely.

“I have faith. Do you?”

Krystina’s heart was preparing a big no to that question. Then she looked at the crowd behind Johnson, as the weather cleared up again. Most of the animals were wounded, covered in dirt, skin so thin that their bones were sticking out. Many of them couldn’t even afford sandals, imagine that. I would have thought them all ill and run away, if I weren’t so determined to write down my account of what happened.

“I will try,” mumbled Krystina.

She looked over her shoulder. A few days walking—at platypus speed, that is—and she’d be at the desert. No food. No help.

What was she doing?



She shrugged the ash from her shoulders and attempted the miracle anyway. Because that’s what the dove had told her to do.

For years now, the strange beast kept visiting and predicting the future. The day Krystina accidentally swapped water for wine, the dove visited her in the morning and told her she’d “turn liquid red before the moon was high”. The day she walked over water, the dove told her the previous day that she needed to “use the sea for a miracle”.

He was friendly enough, she felt, and had been right every single time, but why? How did he know? Was he helping her or not? His infamous reputation, from the fighting during the Dove’s Dilemma, certainly wasn’t settling Krystina’s nerves.

And so she traveled through the desert. The heat made her burn inside and outside, as if some giant witch was boiling her in her kettle. The soft sand became grating and itchy after a while. The horizons of sandy hills, devoid of life, made her dizzy and disoriented.

And then the hunger arrived. Like a kick to the stomach. A painful reminder she was long overdue for a snack. On the second day already, the stomach aches made her double over and lay down in the sand for a while.

As she stared at the bright blue sky, she muttered to herself: “I’m just a platypus. I’m clearly not magical. I’m going to die in this desert for a very silly reason.”

She repeated it over and over, almost like a prayer, until she truly believed she wasn’t special. That all the miracles had been accidents, and that the dove was just her imagination. That the twelve animals that followed her, and dubbed her savior, were blind.

She lost count of the days. They were all the same; they were all torture. After some time, her body reluctantly accepted that no more food was coming, and stopped calling for attention. This, as you know, is obviously not a substitute for actually eating nutrients, and Krystina soon felt all her strength and energy fade.

At this point in my Gospyll, I’ll admit I have received complaints from friends and family. I am not deaf to the criticisms, no, even though they offend me by claiming I’m making this up. A platypus body, like most animals, can’t go for more than a few days without water. Surely, Krystina died of thirst and the story is over very soon, right?

Well no, my dear reader. Have you forgotten Krystina is magical? This is exactly the reason of the test! This is why she was sent into the desert, and why returning alive would prove her to be the real deal!

Although a bigger test arrived on the tenth day—which Krystina believed to be the sixth day in her confused state of mind, and because she failed math class in platypus school.

A desert snake.

Krystina heard it coming. The grating sound of his leathery body shuffling over sand. The wheezing sound of a snake already giggling at their dubious plans—and very thirsty and out of breath.

Although she heard it, she couldn’t flee. She barely had the strength left to turn her head and look at the approaching serpentine.

“You are hungry, are you not?” asked the snake.

“Hmm … hmm.”

The snake circled some small stones, which in turn circled Krystina. “Then use your magic, you fool! Turn these stones into bread.”

“I … can?” Krystina blinked and pushed herself from the sand. She looked at her own body—a weird combination of bird, fish and mammal—and wondered how the magic worked.

“Yes, yes, try it. Break your fast with these delicious—”

Krystina shook her head. Her magic made her incapable of telling lies, which meant she would have to tell everyone how she didn’t go without food. She would have to explain how she had a grand time eating bread and talking to snakes in the desert, which obviously doesn’t look like a “miracle” in the eyes of many.

“No. I will keep my promise.”

“You fool!” said the snake again, though they struggled with the word and more likely said thool or maybe drool. It was hard to hear, okay? I had to keep my distance from these events, hidden behind some sandy hills and a particularly prickly cactus. Or I would have given myself away!

“You’re an animal, not a God,” continued the snake. “You need food to survive. Or will you be the savior who, embarrassingly, died because they refused to eat?”

Despite the snake’s strong arguments, Krystina held firm. She kicked the stones away and banished any bready thoughts from her mind.

Wise words came to her at once. She did not know from whence they came, as she’d never said this before. “Physical sustenance is important, yes, but so is spiritual sustenance. I have my mind and faith to feed. They must be balanced.”

The snake disappeared, but not for long.

The next time he showed up, it was the twentieth day, though Krystina believed it to be the twelfth. She was hallucinating now—seeing things that aren’t there, because of the hunger and the heat—and thus decided to close her eyes. To a bystander, she would seem to be praying. She made herself a nice little seat in the sand and didn’t move for days.

This time, as the snake approached, Krystina cracked open an eye and greeted him.

“How will you tempt me now?” she asked. “Turning a cactus into a baguette?”

“No, no, no, you fool,” said the snake. “That’s not your kind of magic. You can’t do that.”

Krystina frowned. As the snake closed in, her body tensed, as if prepared for a fight. “How … how do you know?”

“I am more powerful than you think,” he said. “I am one of the final remaining gods. One with more power than all demigods combined. You would do well to listen to me.”

“What is your name? Why have we never heard of you?”

“Because I never tell anybody my name, you fool.” The snake used his tail to point at the highest hill in the desert. There once was a temple there. But it was destroyed by plagues long ago, and the First Conflict scattered all the Bearchitects who could’ve rebuilt it. Still, it was a tall ruin that loomed over the desert, its shadow long enough to touch Jerrysalum in the distance.

“If you truly believe you are magical, the daughter of an almighty God, then jump from that tower.”

“I’m a platypus, I can’t jump.”

“Then climb the tower and fall down—”

“Climbing? With these fins?”

The snake hissed. “I will bring you to the top of the tower. If you believe yourself to be special, then fall down and ask God to save you! Ha!”

“That’s the point,” mumbled Krystina. “I don’t believe myself to be special …”

“Oh but you are,” said the snake, suddenly sounding sweet and concerned. As if he were her father, trying to give his daughter some courage and self-confidence. “Very special indeed. Very dangerous—I mean, powerful, magical, sinless. Jump from the tower and ask for God’s miraculous intervention, and I will leave you alone.”

Krystina looked over her shoulder. There were a lot of unexplained coincidences in her life. Once she was swallowed by a shark, but the next time she opened her eyes, she inexplicably ended up on a beach far away and the shark had started a restaurant instead. “You really believe I am special?”

“Yes, yes, yesssss.”

Krystina thought back to all the “tests” she had to do. Almost dying in the desert was just the latest of many things others had asked her to do, to prove how special and divine she was. Most were never convinced, no matter what she did.

“No,” she said, closing her eyes again and shooing the snake away. Which, dear reader, is not a very smart thing to do if you ever run into a poisonous—possibly magical—snake. But this was no ordinary snake, of course. It was clear it wanted Krystina dead, or at least removed from savior status, but it wasn’t allowed to kill her himself. There were laws and promises, of magic and old kinship, about which the snake was often remorseful when interviewed by me. In fact, it was in his top five biggest regrets.

“You say it confirms faith, but it’s against the entire idea!” said Krystina. “Faith means that I believe God is with me without needing to test it.”

The snake left her alone again.

The first days in the desert had been the hardest. For a while, things were easier, as she found new resolve and grew comfortable with the situation. But after the snake left her a second time, her toughest days arrived. She had burned all her reserves. She had gone for days and days without water now, and could barely lift a paw or shuffle to a new spot in the shade.

Was it even worth it? Some would believe in her now. Many would still say she cheated, saying “well I saw her talking to a snake!” and “well maybe she secretly ate baguettes!”

Somehow, in such times of need, the dove would always reappear. He told her she would leave the desert alive and well after a month. That this action of hers would even inspire ape-like creatures in the future to fast for this much time themselves, though they’d be too cowardly to go to a remote desert as well. I know this, because the dove told me, Lent, the same thing. And I made it happen.

This encouragement was all it took. Often in life, dear reader, it’s as simple as that. You just need one person to say you should keep going. You just need one friend to say you’re beautiful and you’ll believe it for a year. You just need one Baptist Of Many Johns to really believe you’re the savior to start believing it yourself.

Krystina endured the toughest days, until on the thirtieth day the snake reappeared. At this point Krystina’s internal agenda had failed completely.

“You have shown yourself to be less of a fool than I thought,” said the snake, though he might have said stool or woolly mammoth. “You are strong of will and strong of magic. And strong of odor, at the moment, but you will soon be able to take a bath.”

“Oh, well, thanks a lot,” said Krystina. Her voice was dry and cracked. She had no energy left to actually smile or shake his hand, also because snakes don’t have hands. She was surprised by the snake’s kind words, until he revealed his intentions.

“But is that what you want? To be comfortable? To go back to living a normal life, eating bread and bathing, achieving nothing?”

“It sounds pretty good, yes.”

“But what about your mission? What a waste of your talents! Of your magic, and your special bond with the doves! Look over there,” said the snake, pointing at the outlines of nearby towns. “All those animals are looking at you. To end the cruel rule of the Amor Empire. To end injustice, and poverty, and wars. Would you throw it all away?”

“If you say it like that, it does sound like a bad—”

“I make you a once-in-a-lifetime offer,” said the snake, combining a hiss and a grin. “All the power in the world, all the kingdoms and the civilizations, they could be yours.”

“I only have three golden coins on my person,” said Kyrstina, “so unless you’re willing to sell for really cheap—”

“No, no, you fool, money is of no interest to me.” Krystina could see this, as the snake clearly didn’t own any clothes, luxury items, or sandals. “I need your loyalty and worship.”

“My what?”

“Worship me, instead of your false God, and you will get all the kingdoms in the world!”

The snake circled her, over and over, until she felt constricted despite the snake never touching her. Wait. He did never touch her. He would come close, he would look menacing, but maybe those “ancient laws and promises” made it impossible to even touch her.

Krystina remembered where she’d seen this before. Ardex, the late God of Death and Fire, was never able to get close to Gulvi, God of Water. Despite both being gods, powerful beyond belief, they still had to obey many rules. And they still didn’t survive the First Conflict.

All that was left now where the demigods, with a fragment of that magical power. And Krystina
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