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Invocation of the Dawn

Thank you for reading Invocation of the Dawn by Matthew W. Grant.

The monk shuffled across the stone floor of his sparsely decorated cell. His well-worn sandals offered little resistance to the cold which crept in under the arched heavy wooden door. The unwelcome draft settled into the flooring like a dense fog hovering over a moor on a frigid winter morning.

He dropped his cane and fell to his knees in prayer by the edge of the bed. At his advanced age, “fell” was indeed the most accurate word to describe the clumsy and choppy motion his body took as it moved from a standing position towards the floor. His bones and joints hadn’t moved in decades without sending up interior pains of protest every time he shifted positions.

The monk’s fingers traveled the rough leather cover of his Bible. They traced the ridges of the gold leaf lettering embossed with his name, Brother Roger. He liked it. It meant “famous warrior.”  Whether it was a coincidence or divine inspiration prompting the abbot to chose that name for him because he would someday have the coveted job of protecting the sacred relic, he never knew. Of course, Brother Roger had another name once, before he came to the monastery. It had been so long since anyone called him by that name, he no longer remembered it. What was it, he wondered.

He knew he mustn’t dwell on it. Anything that distracted him from his prayers, especially on this most holy of days, would be a sin. In any case, it would probably come to him later as most lost fragments of old memories tended to do these days.

Brother Roger glanced out the window. The late afternoon Winter Solstice sun had already dropped to a point just above the horizon. It was sinking fast. In less than an hour, he and the other monks would bid goodbye to the shortest day of the year. More importantly, they would gladly usher in the longest night of the year.

He quickly finished his prayers. He knew that rushing through vespers could be considered an even bigger sin than being distracted during them. However, he had to admit the obvious. How much more meditative preparation could he do for the upcoming ritual in the next few minutes that he hadn’t already done in the preceding year? Just to cover all his bases, Brother Roger planned to mention his minor transgression on one of the slips of purge paper.

The elderly monk gripped the edge of his bed with one hand. He positioned his wooden cane with the other. The only thing more painful to arthritic joints than kneeling was rising from that position later. He hoisted himself up in one utilitarian, if artless, motion, mostly using will power.

The fact that he hadn’t eaten since the previous midnight didn’t help either. Fasting before the ritual was not optional, regardless of age. Every year, it got a little more difficult. His faith led him to believe that it would all be worth it on this exalted night.

Brother Roger left his room. A lone candle flickered on a windowsill at the end of the dark hallway. It offered practically no light to help him navigate his path. No matter, he could make his way around the monastery with his eyes closed if necessary. After so many years, there was no inch of that building that he hadn’t explored and seared in his memory.

The monastery had never “modernized” by adding electricity so Brother Roger and his fellow monks were quite used to making their way around the building and the monastery grounds in less than optimal lighting conditions. The order’s property spanned hundreds of secluded acres. From any point  in the wooded area, the candles blazing in the windows of the old stone building made an impressive sight on a cold winter night.

Jean-Pierre! The name flashed through his mind like a blazing comet across the night sky. That was his name when he was a little boy! He smiled thinking of the faded memories of the happy times he had with his parents as a youngster. He could no longer recall their faces, especially his father’s since he had died before the little boy’s fourth birthday. He remembered his mother to be short in stature, but large in personality.

She had tried her best to clothe and feed him, but there was little a single, God-fearing woman with a young child could do to earn money. She eventually sold little Jean-Pierre to the Church, as people did in those days. There was no need for the Church to wait for young men and women to get “the calling” to enter religious life. An abundance of poor families in dire situations gladly welcomed a blessing of currency in exchange for sending their children into the loving embrace of the Holy Roman Catholic Church.

He managed to recall his mother’s final words at the fancy wrought iron gates which joined the two sections of the menacing stone wall at the fringe of the monastery grounds. Her cracking voice, dry lips, and eyes on the verge of letting out a torrent of tears betrayed her strong words. “Be brave, my little love. There is nothing to worry about. The monks will take good care of you.”

Little Jean-Pierre watched in silence as the brown-robed monk, who he’d soon learn to be named Brother Charles, handed his mother a brown velvet pouch with jingling coins. She nodded her thanks towards the monk and reached out to stroke the side of the little boy’s face. She stopped just short of his cheek with her rough fingers. His mother withdrew her hand abruptly. She turned away in haste and never looked back.

Although he could only see the back of her ragged cloak, Jean-Pierre was sure she had moved her hand to her face to wipe away a tear.

As the now-elderly monk neared the circular staircase at the end of the hall, a scent wafted through the air and tickled Brother Roger’s senses. The comforting and familiar smell perked up his weak, famished body. It beckoned him all the way down the stairs.

Brother Roger inhaled deeply as he entered the monastery’s common room.

“I knew this would get those old bones of yours moving, Roger,” said Brother Declan as he looked up with a knowing smile from his task. Declan stirred the ingredients in a cast iron cauldron while the flames leapt at its base. He toiled on his concoction in a walk-in fireplace that seemed to take up half the wall it was built into.

“True. There’s nothing like your Winter Solstice wassail on a freezing cold day like today. Especially after starving for the past sixteen hours,” Roger muttered.

The simmering liquid continued to release its apple cider and cranberry juice aroma into the air. Brother Roger could also pick out the subtle hints of cloves, cinnamon sticks, and orange peel that Declan skillfully blended in just the right amounts.

Roger retrieved a small satchel from the pocket of his cassock. He carefully handed it to Declan.

Of course, the soothing drink wouldn’t be ready until Declan added the final touches – the contents of the satchel and a bottle of brandy. The monk never varied from his annual routine. He added the liquor, along with the priceless ingredient, precisely at sundown which was only a minute away. That was the official moment the monks would break their fast.

Brother Roger took in the festive sights of the room. Brother Kevin had really outdone himself this year. The seasonal decorations were all natural items that he had foraged and fastened from the monastery grounds.

A beautiful wreath made entirely of nuts and berries adorned the center spot over the mantle. Evergreen boughs cut from balsam fir trees lined the edge of the mantle and hung from its sides, giving off the distinct fresh smell of the forest.

Brother Kevin created ingenious candle holders by carving holes in logs and tree stumps. He decorated them with mini pine cones and generous sprigs of ivy and holly.

Brother Roger also admired the candles which were Brother Kevin’s pride and joy.  The burning candles gave off a light and pleasing honey aroma. Kevin created them from beeswax which he harvested from his own hives on the monastery property. He loved the reuse of the Earth’s sacred resources.

The abbot’s bell jingled to signify that the sun had completely set and the official Winter Solstice ritual would begin with Brother Declan’s spiked wassail followed by an absolute feast. With all appropriate reverence, Brother Declan shook the contents of the satchel into his brew. All the men cast their eyes down in prayer as Declan stirred the mixture with his ladle.

The monastery’s dining room table overflowed with freshly caught wild game and all manner of fruits and vegetables which had been harvested and carefully preserved throughout the previous growing season. Brother Roger’s mouth watered as a fellow monk set each new overflowing plate before him.

The twelve monks ate, laughed, and partied for hours as if attending a Roman Saturnalia. As always, the discussions turned from lively to boisterous and sometimes almost heated. After stuffing himself with roasted venison to the point at which one more bite would make him burst, Brother Roger turned towards a couple monks debating an inevitable topic of discussion on a night like this.

“If only the pope knew what we were doing...” Brother Declan said.

“Oh, I’m sure the old goat knows,” Brother Kevin replied with a nod of his head and no apparent regard for referring to the pope in a dismissive and disrespectful tone.

“I’ve been through more popes than I can count,” the abbot stated. Brother Roger noted mentally that may have been an interesting fact, but did nothing to settle the matter one way or another whether the pope did in fact know about the monastery's Winter Solstice ritual.

“The Vatican renounced us so I renounce them!” Brother Kevin stated so loudly that all the other conversations in the room halted.

“Expunged would be more accurate,” Brother Roger explained. “Technically, the Vatican put our order in a state of non existat.” He used the Latin (still the official language of the Holy See) phrase which simply means does not exist.

“Which is really stupid since, uh
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