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Part |



They would pry the devil from me eventually, even as I wailed and whined. Even as the
mice forgot their silence, even as the Shepherd averted his eyes. So unique was my possession—
so deeply had she burrowed in me—that they would come to describe it as a Satanic Baptism.

It would be blasphemous if it were not so accurate.

In truth, it was as though she—i#—had made a home of me. It was a warmth like no other,
like blood spilling free from the vein. Like she alone was what stitched these fractured parts into
body, made up the sinew that married every muscle to the bone.

Of course, I was the one who had let her do so.

She had taken root at some time in between my rescue and my flowering. Were it not for
the efforts of my Shepherd and his ministers, I am certain that she would have fully bloomed. I
am overjoyed to be finally free, but I should never hope to return to that chair, to that room
where they finally rid me of her tyranny.

They’d worked in shifts, clasping their hands, pacing the room, speaking in tongues, all
to save a wretch like me. To keep one lamb from going astray.

Occasionally, between chastisements, their holy hands would fall on me, warm enough to
burn this skin that had grown frigid with her absence. But I would learn that day the truth about
deliverance that is so often misconceived:

It is not color.

It is not “joy™.

It is not all-consuming warmth.

It is a pure, unbending white; at once blaring, and dead silent.

But I could not know that before.



My new home had many names. “The Abbey,” for one. This was old-fashioned even in
my time, [ am told—a remnant of a previous era that thought of Our Lord as more a sacred relic
than someone alive and among us.

The same could be said of “The Monastery”—a title perhaps more ancient, still. Then
there was “The Orphanage,” a name that smacks of the secular. But I prefer “The Nursery,”
because that is what it was—and is—to me.

The Nursery was quite a ways inland from the coasts relative to that makeshift village I’d
once called home. The salty air of the coast I encountered while in detention, too, was long
forgotten, and there were no snow-dusted mountaintops near enough to keep the district’s
customary heat at bay.

I had spent the ride most restlessly, to the displeasure of my driver, a portly male whose
age I could not grasp, and whose name I cared not to ask. He was, after all, only the fourth I’d
ever met, not counting the little band of scouts who’d tracked our village down.

I would not have recognized it as such at the time, but that encounter, along with the
weeks in detention following, had left me sufficiently, if temporarily, cowed. He had attempted a
smile, dim in the distant lamplight, when my keepers dragged me out in the dead of night,
pushed me and a weathered handbag into the backseat of his car.

“You can let loose in here,” he had tried, perhaps to break the stretching silence. “I won’t
tell anybody.”

Still, I had found him as strange as the broader affair and chose silence. The passing trees
were a smear against a black sky. I had never moved so quickly before, or for such a long time,

and the sensation was nauseating. When I opened my eyes again, the sun had added streaks of



gold to the canvas window, and the driver was peering in the silvery glass, worrying over rich
tufts of ink-black hair, while occasionally glancing sideways to study me.

I did not know that the world could be reduced to a passing stream. That in the span of
little more than a month the ground beneath me would shift so dramatically, that the only harbors
I’d find were leather seats and a pair of reflected eyes.

This is why I’'m in socks and heavy boots, 1 thought. I was accustomed to walking where |
needed to be, but those trips had lasted a day at most. We would go in light slip shoes most of the
time. Barefoot on languid days when the forest floors were kind and warm, or in the mornings
where the thrill of dew was too sweet to ignore.

But now I wore boots, with many laces I did not know how to tie. They choked my ankles
and kept my feet overly warm. I wondered if I’d be wearing them next time I saw my mother.
Would she notice any difference? Would she think I’d grown taller?

The thought of a world so wide that one had to swim through parts of it was daunting. |
would be proven right—or so I would think—after the car came to a halt, and the driver watched
silent as I let myself out.

He parted from the car and rounded on me while I gawked at the mist-white valley. I had
forgotten my caution, and before I knew it, he had thrown my bag to the gravel and left without
another sound.

I had never felt more truly orphaned than I did now. The one I had called Mother, the
forest and people I called Home, were gone. And being a small thing, still, I did not—could not
—understand for just how long. I only knew that I was angry; with my betters, with their laws. I

had heard their words: that she had done wrong in keeping me; that it was treason to spirit



children away from the State, from the Almighty God. But my ears were deafened then, shrouded
by years of depravity. No amount of reason could have shaken what I privately believed.

Some might find it no surprise that girl raised in this way would know not of her wrongs.
Others might believe that even the lost have some inkling of discernment beneath the deceptions
of the enemy. Perhaps this latter assertion is true—but if it is, it will be news to me. As I recall,
we are all born fallen, even as we bear His image. From what I can remember, if I am not in this
moment, too, being deceived, the errors in my judgment were, at the time, utterly unknown to

me.



“She’ll have to be sent to the orphanage in Saint Potosi,” I recall one man had said above
my head as I jerked back to find the source of the voice. I was still in the throes of grief and
shock at being divorced from the only world I’d known. Even more from the week I had passed
in a cell of concrete walls, thick enough to block out any sound.

The helper tasked with wrangling me—an old spinster, I can only guess now, for she was
darker than even I was after years unprotected from the sun, and surrounding her deeply lined
face hung hair as brittle as a skeleton’s—pinched harsh the tender meat of my shoulder,
reminding me of the first and greatest rule I’d learned since I’d arrived: in the presence of men,
lower your eyes.

I kept them steady.

“It’s the only facility within reasonable range of her birthplace. Any farther from it would
raise alarms during quarterlies.”

For a moment, the speaker glanced at me, his lip curling.

“Lower your eyes,” came the old maid’s whisper. The offense, I suppose, was grave
enough to warrant breaking her silence. But I would not hear it, still.

In truth, I cannot recall even if I fully grasped what she’d meant. I only wanted her off of
me, and so I pulled against that pinch of hers, until it grew harsh enough to bring memories of
the one I called Mother thrashing up to the surface.

How many times had I felt this way? And why was the result so different now? The
pricking behind my eyes told me that she was truly gone, and the tears that fell carried away with
them the last dregs of my mulish pride.

I am in a den of lions, 1 told myself, looking down. I'll lay low, then make my escape.

The shorter man picked up where his superior left off.



“That’s a ways from here, let alone from where we found her. How do exactly do you
propose we transport her without being intercepted? She is wild!” He swung his hand through
the air to point at me. “The watch will suspect something just by looking at her. Anyone would.”

I did not like him.

Before coming here, I hadn’t known anyone to grow hair from their faces, and his
uniform—standard cut, it turns out—was a disorienting patchwork of olives and radiant blues.
What could those glinting medals mean except that he would make a poor companion for
hunting? And what, I thought, did the figures cloaked in white think of all this? What help could
they be standing there like headstones, lending nothing?

At the corners of the room stood figures whose faces, behind their pearly veils, were a
mystery, but whose gazes could be felt on the men, on the helpers, on me. As the two men
carried on, one of them straightened before my eyes, then floated towards me.

I finally saw them as she drew near: black pupils like pinpricks peeking through the veil’s
pristine face, almost opaque.

I did not like her. Or it, as I nearly believed. Surely it was not a person in front of me, but
some shy spirit; present, but hiding. How else could I explain the cloth hand hovering aside my
wet cheek? Spirits could reach, but unlike humans, they could never touch. Still, they could
remember life before, could float by our sides as though tethered by some invisible line. Perhaps
this one had not wanted to be noticed, for fear of scaring me. But, then, it had wanted to touch.

I was filthy.

I had not known it at the time. The Shepherd would relay to me the details of this meeting
many months later, when I had warmed to his beck, and to the long evenings spent in quiet

companionship. Nothing I would carry through would not be known to him, I’d find—not even a



single breath in the year before my final repentance. But filthy as I was, mud caked in my hair’s
every disheveled strand, my tunic a fraying patchwork of green splotches from afternoons laying
in soft grass, she had approached me in her faultless white, and nearly wiped my stray tears with
her hand. It was useless, though.

“It only takes one phone call for the Ministry to get involved.”

“Who’s to say she must be seen?”

These men were not very good at whispering.

“We have ample shipments to send that way, in perfect legitimacy.”

The old maid—Meredith, I should say—had loosened her grip on my shoulder at last,
perhaps to let the spirit fuss over me, if her silent hovering could be called that.

The shorter man stared slack-jawed at his partner for a moment, then his face fell,
growing ashen as the cloth-spun spirit at my side.

“You can’t mean—" his voice caught, then shifted; the wind through the reeds, a snake
through the sand. “You can’t mean to smuggle her in like contraband!”

The taller shrugged. What height he had on his friend was scant, but chest was wide and
more decorated, his uniform more crisp, its coat a richer shade. He scoffed. I felt strange, as
though I were by the fire back home, watching a play. I checked my hands, almost expecting to
find them draped in white cloth, too.

“Not like,” he said, an idle hand worrying the small, embroidered doves dancing at his
sleeve cuffs. “She’s as much a liability to us as she is to the district that lost her in the first place.
You fear the charge of being caught sending one little mouse back where it belongs. Imagine

what they’d do if they found her here? You think it would end once she tipped them off to all the



others? You think the punishment for letting a whole flock go undetected in our borders for over
a decade would be any less?”

He’d grown larger with rage, and his partner had shrunk away. Then they had turned to
me, seemingly finished negotiating. Their gazes felt heavy, stilling the air for the space of a
blink.

“You’re right. Of course.”

A motion, and Meredith’s hands were on me again, steering me away. I heard the sound
of a match, and the smell of burning tobacco tinged the room.

“We don’t got a choice.”

10



Grief had visited me from time to time while my feet, cold from muggy air that paid no
regard to my thin socks, dragged against the dust and silt, towards some structure I could not see
or know. I had been instructed to follow the dirt trail from where it branched off the gravel bay,
but I had also been assured my that my driver would serve as a guide until I’d safely arrived. But
getting lost was said to be quite impossible, and so in his absence, all there was for it was to
press on.

I thought of the witch even now. My “mother”. I longed for her deeply, with every part of
me. I still carried the memory of our village, our forest, our fortress in the trees.

It was easy to think, then, of this new world I found myself in as the true illusion, as
something that could burst with the streaks of morning sun that would soon break through the
lids of my eyes. Here I was, yes, between these tall and foreign grasses, shrouded in fog, utterly
lost. But this, I reasoned, was indeed temporary. My true home, on the other hand, was not.

Dream or not, the day stretched on without mercy, until the mists were seeping well into
my clothes, wetting my skin, freezing me to the bone. I wanted badly to slow down, but doing so
only invited the chill to take me faster.

I do not know how long passed. Keeping warm was the only thing that kept my tired legs
trudging on. [ was quite young—still the age where minutes are days and days are months, and
so it could have been that hours passed, or that half the day went by. In any case, Eternity had
come, and gone, and come again.

Then I arrived.

11



I truly had tried to remain vigilant in spite of my fatigue, alert to even the slightest signs
of its approaching me. It made no difference. The road led me straight to its dark stoop, and the
rest materialized in front of me before I knew.

Its walls were of a wood so deeply coloured that the whole building seemed drawn from
shadows. A new sort of coldness took me. Never mind that the air was thick and wet from the fog
—in an instant, my throat felt dry enough to burn, as though all the fog had been replaced with
smoke.

I tested a stair, black with mold, and the splintering wood parted easily to reveal its pale
insides. Another step, and so damp were the planks underneath me that it felt as though my feet
were sinking through.

I could tell you now about the brass knocker in the shape of a cross—maybe golden once,
though certainly not any more. I could describe the fat little fingers, the same brown as mine, that
cracked open the door, curling around to reveal just what, and who, waited inside. But I feel now
that it may be imprudent to introduce this character so early on; that doing so might invite the
reader to dwell on vice for longer than posterity should rightly allow. Enough to say, then, that
for the moment, I was ushered in to this new life—to the Nursery—by someone who I am unable

to detail for now.
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In the foyer, there was a silence like none I had encountered, helped by plush carpet and
walls too thick to welcome in any sound.

They love candles, 1 thought, eyeing the chandelier, the candelabras. Mother did, too. But
these were unlike any I had seen, nestled proud in silvery stands.

[ was awaiting the arrival of those who, I was told, would be taking me in. Those who
were to replace the one I still called Mother in my heart, and all the other pagans I’d been raised
to believe were friends and family. It was too early to tell. My eyes wandered, and I traced the
wide double stairs, the barren walls, the narrow doors opposite each other, leading away.

“Is this a little mouse I see?”

Here /e arrived, gentle as rain.

The Shepherd was a lonely fellow. To the conscientious, it would have been clear from
just a glance. Tall and gaunt, wintry in complexion, his face was drawn and shadowed by
troubles unknown to me. He stepped lightly, but with intention that edged on the severe. When I
faced him, good manners still escaping my grasp, something in his look stopped me in my tracks.

He was unperturbed. Polished, and keen, he pulled dark gloves from an inner pocket,
slipped them on with ease before drawing nearer to me.

[ am sure I must have been taken quite aback by the strength of his spirit, that divine
anointment that had enveloped him like a fine cloak wherever he’d go. I know I was quite
frozen. Here was an essence | had not encountered before, and it must have stilled me. My mind
grew quiet, except for a distant hum. Words fell away as my focus melted outward, broad enough
to brush against every corner of that room, to try and commit it all to memory. Suddenly, I could
count the pairs of footsteps trodding the floors above and beneath me. I could feel the shifting

winds through the leaves outside as though they were brushing against my cheek.
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To my chagrin, however, I was not the only one who had grown suddenly keen.

As he approached, he noticed it, my dreadful defect, before any other thing. Most could
not tell right away—or so I had been made to believe. In fact, I had not known of anything to be
ashamed of at my previous home, though the slight blur that would take over my vision at times
ought to have clued me in. I can recall only a single time that the one I called Mother mentioned
it in passing, though she kept from me its status as a defect, to my great detriment.

In simple terms: my left eye did not follow the lead of the dominant right. When not in
exercise, then, there was the hideous problem that arose, of its gaze beginning to float off.

Next to catch his eye were my clothes—clean, at least, but far from presentable. Those
who had smuggled me across districts had done me the courtesy of washing what little I’d been
found in. But I wore a ragged scarf around my neck that would not be carried away, no matter
how much they chastised me.

It was special to me. A hand-me-down from my mother, who got it from her mother
before. I did not trust the Old Maids to handle it gently. Not when they had been so rough with
me. So when they’d rapped at the cell door to collect my things, I’d hidden it beneath the
mattress and pretended to be asleep.

But.

“This won’t do,” the Shepherd said.

If it had not been for his kind voice, his slender hands, I am sure I would have protested.
But I was tired now. The journey had been long. And some part of me had been hopeful. If what
those wardens had said was true, then maybe for a moment I could rely on him, as family.

Already he was kindest of the adults I had met so far outside my old village. I watched

quietly while he undid the scarf, leaving me colder than I had thought possible.
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In the village, we had always done the wash together, my mother and me. When it was
our turn, we would stop by every home in the clearing, load our rusted cart with heaping baskets
and roll them all down to the creek. We’d hang them to dry out on a line we’d strung up between
pairs of pine trees. We’d lay in the grass and watch them dry by wind and sunlight, chew dried
plantains and doze under their gentle shadows, their whispered drum against a wide, cloudless
sky.

It still smelled like her. On this day, maybe for strength. I’d worn it smartly, tied like a
ribbon around my neck. What a sad sight it must have made, damp and wilting from that long
trek through the mists. Even while sweat and fog seeped in, I couldn’t bring myself to take it off.

I opened my mouth to say something as he carried it away. I do not know what. But on
seeing his gentleness in folding it up, in turning away to call for someone down the hall, I shut
up.

A girl appeared at his beckoning. My heart skipped at the sight. She was about my age, of
darker skin and hair, but there was a marked sluggishness in her gait. Only in seeing me did she
perk up, though not with a smile. She turned to face him, but did not look our Shepherd in the
eye.

He held the scarf out to her.

“This seems like an important piece,” he said. “Please have it cleaned.”

He eyed me again, knowing.

“Gently, I think.”

She lowered herself in what could only be assent, and strode off with it, the grim line of
her mouth never bending. At that moment, while my eyes were fixed, the sound of a bell rung

from somewhere near. In a heartbeat, a new figure had appeared in her place, floating through
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the east wing door in a familiar fashion, like those white wisps I’d met all those miles away.

“Lamb,” said the Shepherd, patting gently his breast pocket. His tone was velvet, yet his
eyes were dark and sunken. “Show this one to her new room. Have Lucrecia draw her a bath and
prepare her for the evening meal.”

“Yes, Shepherd,” came her voice, sweet as a bird’s. Then a tilt of her head, some silent
request.

The Shepherd raised a brow.

“We’ve many now, My Shepherd...”

I could not tell what she’d meant. The Shepherd, though, hummed.

“Indeed, we do. Please ensure the other mice do not pester her. No doubt she is quite
tired.”

“Yes, Shepherd.”

The wisp said nothing to me, but floated near expectantly. She cut as a strange figure as
the others had, but her visage was singular to theirs. Where they had worn unblemished white,
she was draped in sheer, pearlescent frocks, her form still wholly shrouded underneath their
countless folds.

It was then that the Shepherd took his leave, and I took my first step towards a new

beginning.
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Her hand is warm when it presses against my chilled cheek. She is smiling, but her
eyebrows are wrinkled up, too.

“Just what am I gonna do with you?”

I wiggle my toes, and my fingers, and my nose while she pats away the powdery snow.

1t s speckled all over my sash, in my hair, even on my eyelashes. White splotches like
round clouds dance in the corners of my eyes. The sun, what's left of it, makes it all glitter like
pale stars—or even flecks of dust, when the light catches it right.

I’'m almost ten now.

That's what Mama says every time I do something silly, like right now. Only she doesn t
know the whole story, and the reason I had to. She didn 't see that scheming owl, or my friend the
little mouse, sniffing around the trunk of his home, without a clue. Someone had to make a scene
and catch that bird s wide eyes. How else would the mouse escape? How else would he survive?

Even when I tell her, Mamd doesn 't change her smile.

We leave the sash and my shoes in a soggy pile to wash tomorrow. Mama pulls the covers
off our cots, saying “we may as well wash these, too”. I help her pull fresh ones over them and
then the bear in my tummy starts to act up.

Mama laughs. She heard it loud and clear. She says it’s time we got ourselves some food.

18



The Shepherd was there when I awoke—a rare occurrence, I would find—seated at the
foot of my new bed.

I knew nothing of him yet. I could not appreciate his sweet somberness, etched into the
shadows of his every expression. Like a horse with blinders on, I was naive to anything outside
my sense of loss, and my present discomforts. For the moment, it was the apparent strangeness
of his arrival, the unsettling prospect of his having known something of me that I did not.

It would become a theme, this struggle of mine against paternal observation. Having lived
so long without it, I would not come to understand its value for quite some time.

There was some pale, diffuse sunlight spreading outwards to color my room. Like
everywhere but the ground floor sunroom, where the Shepherd took his tea on occasion, the sole
window in here was fitted with frosted glass. I could not see what lay out there from within.

I had never needed time in the village. Not in the way of clocks, with their razor
precision. But here, tracking the passage of seconds would become more natural than
remembering to breathe, to keep a heartbeat.

A warmer light seeped through my open door, from the candlelit hall. I could hear the
wordless scurrying of my fellow mice, stirred from their sleep and already getting ready for the
day—unlike me. Their footsteps were still loud and clumsy, untrained in the way of seamless
grace that we would need to learn by the time we reached lambs’ age.

There was an air of patience in the Shepherd’s demeanor, waiting, plainly, for me to wake
up. His gaze was distant, not on me now, but staring through the door frame, to the dancing
firelight. Even though I was aware now, I did not immediately stir, as [ might have done under
different circumstances. To watch him right now was my insurance, I’m sure I thought. My petty

revenge.
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I was a conniving little thing. There was violence in me.

All the more proof of His transforming glory.

It is probably the case that I also felt deeply lethargic. I was far from my forest, far from
the familiar sough of windswept leaves, the bright trills of early morning birdsong. They, their
wildness, were the wellspring of my energy, but like my mother, they had all been ripped from
me. I found the silence of life between walls unnerving.

I sniffled, and he turned to face me, searching. He lifted a hand, placed it gently on the
blanket over my knee.

I kicked it off.

In the post-exorcism period of my life, I have never once questioned the methods my
Shepherd used for discipline. I only reflect on this moment in particular, on its chilling warning,
due to the intimate knowledge I hold of my old, feral self. I am quite sure that if so early on, I
had faced a befitting consequence for this behavior, I might not be here, saved as I am. It would
have broken me.

The air evaporated. Inside of myself, a coldness bloomed; something deep and foreign
and viscous. It would not be moved, no matter the ferocity with which I pushed against it. It
would sooner move me, and soon I was trembling.

I had not known fear before that moment; how it anchors the body in place, how it
suffuses every limb. At this point, however, there had been no previous experiences for me to
reference, and so I had little earthly reason to have begun to feel this way. There was only the
sudden stiffening of the Shepherd’s normally soft face, and with it the withdrawal of any hint of
recognition. I felt myself transformed before his eyes into an unsightly object. An omen, perhaps.

God’s whispering breath, guiding me back into place.
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The softness returned almost as quickly as it had gone. There was a flash of something
like pity, or quiet pleasure, just before his customary moroseness returned.

The air returned with his reanimation, though a heaviness fell over me in turn. He paid
me no mind, letting off an affective sigh. The bedsprings creaked as he stood, and the shadow he
had cast over me was finally in retreat.

My lower half rose along with the mattress where his weight had sunken it. This only
angered me again, in the wake of my brush with fear, now quickly thawing. For whatever reason,
I was certain in that moment that no kindness dwelled in him—only aimless tyranny. I grabbed at
the covers this Nursery had so kindly provided me, and turned fiercely on my side, preferring to
stare at the wall, and shut my eyes tight.

I must have been crying in the night. Exhaustion had tamed me, but it had also made me
weak to the throes of grief. Yet now I was rested, and here it was, coming again. My eyes stung
bitterly, the skin around them feeling raw and fattened. The Shepherd drew away from me,
crossing to the tall wardrobe, wherein I supposed resided my new clothes, though I had not seen
them.

“You must get dressed, Dear One,” He sighed. “Into something proper. Get up.”

I’d pulled on the same shameful dress I had arrived in once they’d been cleaned, and had
refused to wear anything besides for three full days now. They were certainly growing tired, but I
feared if I got out of them, they would be taken from me again for cleaning—only this time, they
would never come back.

The clap of his shoes against the floor drew closer, but grew muffled while I sulked.
Distant, as though we, this whole room, were under water. There was anger in those steps, I told

myself. If I could hear normally—if my head were not swimming—they would be thundering.
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But this, too, was baseless accusation, and he was only ever kind when he pulled me up by the
shoulders, pulled off my foolish dress.

I was the one who was angry, seeking cause for rebelliousness.

“You still have not told me your name,” he said later, when I was properly dressed in my
gray mouse’s frock, while we walked down the creaking staircase. There was no hint of his
earlier coldness now, only curiosity.

He was full of gentleness, when I was correct.

It was true that I had not shared my name with anyone yet, including him. Not the other
mice, not the old maids, not even the faceless lambs. I had held the secret tightly. I had not

wanted to give it away.

His expression fell. He looked away.

He faced me again. His jaw was set.

“We will give you a proper life for one of your nature,” he said. “And a proper name.”
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The name he gave me, Una, seemed to fit like a well-worn glove. I had come to love
hearing it, though there was rarely anything good in having one’s name called. Still, I wanted to
hear it said, even at the risk of my own health. It was something of a game to me, to draw it from
the mouths of other people. If it were from the Shepherd himself, especially.

By now the Nursery’s training methods will have corrected for this oversight. As part of
my contributions to the sixth edition of In His Image: Raising the Future Foundations for Godly
Families, still in development at the time of writing, I have argued for the removal of names
altogether, replacing them with number sequences that change at each stage of the female’s life.
It is much harder for these sorts of narcissistic ploys for recognition to emerge in mice with no
names to stoke the ego.

My name would prove crucial for this very reason. Having born witness to the defiant
mind from the inside, I know better than most how to combat its tricks.

On this day, I had already heard it twice—once from the Old Maid who’d had to drag me
out from under my bed when I’d tracked in mud from outside, and once from Miriam—the
somber girl who’d first taken my scarf to be cleaned, and who had since been assigned to
chaperone me.

None of us girls were born to the Nursery, of course. But I had been delivered much later
than the law required. The other girls had all been brought here to us within days following their
birth. In fact, with the exception of those who had already been here when I arrived, every girl |
would come to know from then on, I would meet first as babes left before the entryway.

Sometimes, their mothers could still be made out through the mists, crouching amid some
distant patch of trees. Those types were to be pitied. Some flaw of their animal flesh had made it

hard to let go, even knowing this was best for the nation, for them.
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I thought them admirable. They would leave their offspring swaddled, resting peaceably
in baskets of roots or reeds. But really, these sorts of deliveries were few and far between.

More often than not, we would find the newborns splayed out and screaming—if we
found them in time. Some would writhe so violently over the splintered porch wood, their grime-
dark skin would speckle over in tiny, bleeding cuts. If they were covered, it was in blankets,
threadbare towels, ratty nightgowns; the only sign of their mothers a fading outline, torn into the
foggy plumes.

My rebellions had become part of the Nursery’s daily routine. It was Miriam’s job to
show me the ropes and to try to keep me in line, if I did not succeed in dragging her down, first.
Order was all that was asked of us, and yet I would always find some way to undermine it.

There was little to be gained from this, except perhaps attention. The Shepherd and his
punishments were not enough, I had thought, to keep me in line. I was no stranger to pain—not
anymore. Nor to the rush of fear that its inevitable coming had once instilled. My legs and back
were always littered with painful welts, yet if you can believe it, I wore them like badges of
honor, even though none seemed to share what pride I had in myself.

In short, I was a fool. This, too, was part of the Shepherd’s plan. Everyone but me knew.
There was a reason the Old Maids took my abuses with such grace, why the other mice looked at
me not with the admiration I’d thought I’d earned, but with that sort of hollowness that only
comes with knowing. Nevertheless, on this day, I was determined to earn my third prize. It
would be the Shepherd that called my name his time, and it would not be out of frustration, but

delight.
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It is likely that my illustration of the first months of my life in the Nursery have given the
impression that [ was the worst-behaved out of all the mice. But this is not the case. Rather, it
was Sara, the left-handed twin, that held that title, drawing more of the Shepherd’s ire than even
L.

And it would be to my advantage. I had seen by now, in glimpses, what lay beneath our
Shepherd’s troubled face. And so today I would see poor Sara wield her devil’s hand again on
instinct, and then I would report this lapse to the Shepherd myself.

One can likely spot the great evil that resided in this little scheme of mine. It is one thing
to behave sinfully, as oneself. It is another to lead someone else to do the same. I could not have
cared for this distinction, though it would make all the difference. It was just this sort of slip that
my Shepherd had been waiting for.

I often think on the great debt I owe to Sara, for the gift she granted me in revealing my
shortcomings. For the pain the episode would bring her, too, as the Shepherd brought us both

nearer to Godliness.
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“Here, Sara,” I said, holding out a wooden bowl of peeled potatoes. I had sliced them up
into thin, white disks, had only nicked myself a pair of times. We were hard at work in the
narrow kitchen, setting things up for suppertime. Miriam hovered by the stove watching the pot,
and a pair of lambs were stationed at opposite walls.

Sara had always to be focused, as she was now, on performing her tasks right. She had
adopted the strategy of keeping her left hand twisted behind her back, clung to the yellow fabric
hard enough to paint her knuckles starkly white.

She stiffened at my voice. Of all the mice, Sara was the most reluctant to be near me,
though the Shepherd often had us work together. I think now that she could sense the hold Satan
had on me. Perhaps because she, too, was prone to falling under his thrall.

It was common to spy her with her ghostly pale sister who, in spite of being her mirror
image otherwise, did not suffer from whatever it was that made Sara’s hands so prone to folly.
Holding onto each other, they would whisper secrets none but them could hear, track the
movements of everyone else from any one of the Nursery’s shadowed corners. I, too, would land
in their sights at times, before their gazes flitted away again.

Without her sister here, however, Sara was defenseless as the rest of us. Her grip grew
tight on the fabric of her dress at my approach. She slowly lowered the pairing knife in her good
hand, and turned, reluctantly, to face me.

Sara, the Shepherd often said, was not much to look at. Her sister’s eyes and hair and
hands bore echoes of the divine; as though the Lord had taken the greatest pleasure in crafting
her before sending her off into the world. Sara, on the other hand, had a visage almost as dim and

muddy as mine. Her skin was off-color and patchy, her hair a thick, soily brown. “Children of the
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Earth,” my Shephard had called us, many a time. Migrant hopefuls aiming northward, as we all
were, for the Heavenly Realms.

Sara stuck out her right hand to take the bowl from me, and I pulled it back from her. Her
jaw slackened, confusion making her dumb, but I kept my face carefully blank.

“Una...” she stammered, half a whisper, trying again. She was used to my antics by now
—mnot, of course, that it would help.

My eyes grew wide.

“Sara—the knife!”

She leapt into motion. In an instant, that devil’s hand had released its grip on her dress,
reached for a falling utensil that did not exist. I watched her mutely, her almond eyes flittering
around, her expression frantic, then falling. Her face grew pale, and I fought to keep down my
wicked smile.

“Una,” she said again, this time in pleading.

I pursed my lips.

“I have to.” My tone was grave, like the Shepherd’s, and she shut her mouth. She pulled
that hand back into place, wrenched behind her dress, and turned away.

Of course I had to tell. It was only the correct thing to do, regardless of my role in
pushing her towards it. This is another thing that many a Shepherd—and many a flock—might
fail to understand. There is no combination, no arrangement, no degree of complexity, that can
render sin as anything other than what it is. No matter the so-called justification, no matter the
cause. All must be confessed, and subsequently gouged out.

I could not watch the wetness building in her eyes. I skittered towards the farthest wall

where there hung a round clock, as well as a long rope. It dangled through a hole in the ceiling,
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stretching up and up to where it was attached to one of the labeled bells inside the Shepherd’s
Loft.

We had never seen them, of course. None had been so high up the stairs, to his watch
tower. But he had told us how they had worked, and I have, since coming to take his place,
confirmed his words to be true. There is one for every room, so that the Shepherd can be called
whenever there is need. I first saw how spotlessly they shined three years ago as of writing, when
he brought me here with this peculiar proposal of his. Their plating is a lustrous platinum, bright
enough to turn in its warped reflection even a complexion like mine heaven-white.

The creaking of the wide stairs bled slow and long from the hall, our Shepherd
approaching in a drawn-out procession. His somber dance set the shoulders of all the mice tight
—except for mine. I had not learned to fear as they had, from birth, and my comeuppance was
still nigh. The quiet lambs, normally stiff, bowed their pale heads in perfect time with his
appearance. As though they’d known when he would arrive. As if they’d counted down the
seconds.

He stood in the doorway now, paused severely, clad in his evening dress. His ink-black
hair was combed neatly, as customary for him as the bruise-like circles just beneath his sunken
eyes. He surveyed the room in silence for a moment, until he caught my eye. All had stopped
their activities, turned to face him, though they looked down. Only I had approached him, had
met his gaze, believing myself beyond such reverent displays.

I spoke without waiting.

“I have witnessed something, Shepherd,” I said, only then curtsying with awkward pomp.

He pressed his lips together, deciding on his words. His gaze flicked to Sara, who,

standing next to me now, was trembling.
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“You assert yourself,” he said, a gentle scold. “I, too, have borne witness. Know that it
will be recorded.”

“...Yes, Shepherd.”

“Now tell me what you have seen. Do it properly.”

I wilted some.

“Una,” 1 began. It felt odd to refer to myself this way, but it was what would be expected
when we became lambs. ““...Has witnessed another mouse sin.” I pointed to Sara, without
looking. I kept my eyes on my Shepherd.

Sara squeaked, and I could guess she was fighting with herself, trying not to speak up.
The Shepherd stared down his nose at her, waiting a moment, as though to let her. It was a game
of his, almost, I recall thinking at times. One without pleasure, but that must be played. Secrets—
heavy ones—tended to leak out in silence. Sara lost again, that day.

“She did it to me!” Sara squealed, already weeping. “She made me think—on purpose!
Led me astray!”

Her voice was breaking, her breaths coming full and quick and frantic. I shot her an eye
of deadly malice, but the Shepherd saw that, too.

Truly, I was a fool.

“Is this true?” He looked to me, now. “Tell me, in full—and do not think to deceive me.
Go on, then.”

In the corner of my eye, through the doorframe, peered in the some eavesdroppers, Claire,
Esther, and Jade, come to watch the unfolding scene. Their feet were quiet, frighteningly so, and

had the Shepherd ever noticed their spying, he had not said so.
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Keen as he was, it is my thought that he allowed for mice to spy on such occasions, and
to report back to the others with what they had seen. I do the same. If anything, it may ensure
other mice learn by example. Fear and shame are gifts, designed to steer us away from sin.

I hated them, though. I would remind the three of them later, after all this. But first, there
was the matter of my name, and my twisted sense of honor. I had earned the right to be
acknowledged, I thought. I would have my prize, no matter what.

“Una saw Sara using the Devil’s hand,” I fudged. “It was reaching for the knife! And now
she hides it behind her back, rather than present it to you, Shepherd. Something must be done—"

“Enough.” His tone was sharp, his lip curled in disgust. But it was not with her that he
was angry.

The eavesdroppers scurried away.

“I warned you not to deceive me.”

My knees felt weak, and I clawed for words. What was this? How could he know?

“I—Una has not deceived you, Shepherd.”

His gaze only grew more cold, more murderous. We are commanded to hate sin, he knew,
just as the Father does.

“Get out,” he barked to the other mice, including Sara, and they fled. “Stay,” he said then
to the lambs, who had not moved a muscle, as though already knowing his thoughts.

“This, too, shall be recorded,” came his chant, his tone thick and ominous. There was no
trace of that customary, tortured sympathy. Only irritation, only rancor.

Little did I know, there was more to those lambs than met the eye. I would learn this for

myself while training to become one for a time, before the truth of my rotted womb would be
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revealed. The warding veil, as it is called, obscures her most sacred weapon: that which protects
not only her own purity, but that of the entire herd.

“Una.”

At last it came, but there was no room for triumph. Something in the air had set my teeth
on edge. The Shepherd’s hands came to clasp before him, and he held them to his mouth, shut his
eyes as though thinking, as though praying, but in silence.

I did not know what to do. I simply watched him.

When he looked up again, his moroseness had returned, even as there was still a slight
edge.

“Go to the sunroom,” He said to me, then eyed one of the lambs, who floated away. “You
will remain there in fasting, until the morning,” he told me.

Already, I hungered.

“I will see to it that your correction is carried out under the light of day.”

With that, he left me, speechless. Untouched, and yet strangely abused. This was not what
was usual, and the sudden change in custom left me feeling heavy as lead.

It took some time before my legs would move as I wanted them to, without rooting
themselves in place. By that time, a new set of three mice, and two more lambs, had already
filtered in, had gathered the food we’d made and tossed it out, started over again.

My belly churned, hollowed out by the day, and the empty hours it seemed to know were
to come.

A bow-legged mouse I did not see much of, whose name I did not know, carried a bowl of
spare rolls from the pantry, among other things, then set it on the near counter as she threaded

around me. She did not look at me, seemingly avoiding my eyes. And yet.
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The lambs stood in their usual silence, ghosts carved from marble.
I reached for the bread, but paused, though none had stopped me. I let my hand fall, and

left with nothing.
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There’s a hole in the roof, high above where we usually lay the fire. Or at least, where we
do when we don 't have to worry about stuff coming down to soak us and the wood and the food.

Mama's leg has been keeping her from getting up there to cover it on days like this, but
she won t let me go up there now matter how many times I say I got it. Every time I ask she says
the same thing: maybe when ['m ten.

1 like to look out of the hole. In the day, it s either blue or white, or some mixture of both,
or both apart, but side by side. But at night it s even better, and maybe even more on days like
this, when it snows. When I'm done with my fish and my sweet plantains, I throw the little bones
in the fire and go to the little white circle on the floor, looking up to watch the last few flakes still
gently floating down.

Mama appears next to me, looking through the hole herself. Her lips are quirked, and
she's shifting her weight, crossing her arms, squinting her eyes, like she's trying this hobby of
mine on for size.

“I don 't know why you love that thing so much” she says after a while.

I turn, and she's not looking up, but at me. I try to lift just one of my brows, but I can't do
it good like she can. I give up and stick out my tongue, catching some of the flakes. She huffs, but
then then she's watching me for a minute. Then her brown eyes are smiling again.

“Do you want to see something really special?”
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October.

The wind was whispering through the motley fig leaves that many brittle things would
soon be dying. I had gathered my stone and my bar of tallow and was carrying them in a bucket
towards the eastward well. Over my shoulder hung the cords of a hamper, full of clothes for
fourteen girls, and under my arm was the steel washboard, whose ridges made all manner of
eerie noises when pressed.

I had grown sick to death of the nursery’s quiet. It was an easy choice to volunteer for this
task, pruned hands be damned, and I was content enough to have the washboard’s strange music
as a companion for the afternoon.

It was not that [ had come alone. Clambering along in her unsteady gait as always was
Sara, but she would speak to none but her sister these days.

Looking after her in the aftermath of her chastisement was a responsibility that had fallen,
unthinkably, to me. I suppose the reverse was true, as well. Perhaps the Shepherd believed our
shared history of mistakes would help us keep one another to the righteous path.

We could not have been more than a few feet from the well when Sara’s long-held silence
broke, her voice ripping through her.

“Who is that?” she whispered.

My limbs stilled, summoning quiet.

“There, in the thicket!”

I tried in vain to follow her widening eyes.

It was that hour when the only relief from blinding light came by passing clouds, but
there were none. The only shadow was where he was, crouched under the coiling branches. But

Sara’s eyes were sharper than mine—her wide-brimmed hat shielded them from the sunlight, and
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hers were wholly unfettered by any lazy eye. Still, she was clumsy. She lifted her dumb hand to
point, then teetered forward, as though shocked by its weight, the iron cast she’d wept so bitterly
over all but forgotten—if only for a moment.

Maybe the man thought me distracted by her faltering. [ was not. Be what it may, he saw
chance, and leapt out onto the grasses, barreled towards us with eyes only as fierce as his violent
stride. The rains from the night past had left the grounds damp, and were we not frozen, we
would have been hard pressed to try and flee in our old, worn boots. It should have perturbed
him, but he was before us in an instant, and in the next, he scooped up Sara and held her close, in
a tight grip.

I was stunned into silence watching them. He pet her dark that had grown disheveled as
her sunhat tumbled to the ground. He was saying something to himself, or to her, in between
breaks of moaning, and of her name. His cheeks were wet, and so were hers, even as she lay
expressionless.

I had tumbled backwards, and stood slowly back up, not making a sound. He did not
notice. He was undoubtedly male. I did not know what to feel as his hands brushed all over her. I
could not think what the Shepherd would say, what it would take to cleanse her again. But his
face bore no sin, and his hands were not lecherous. They were anxious, disbelieving, and full of
tenderness.

His legs began to falter, and he knelt, letting her back down onto feet that were unsteady.
He pulled away reluctantly, only enough to really see her, to search her face and withered body.

“Wh-who are you?”

I had found my words at last, but he would not hear them. His gaze had fallen to her

dumb, heavy hand, and he grew rigid as its fresh, iron cast.
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“What have they done to you?”

It was then that I noticed his strange attire: he wore a wide strip of leather around his
waist, with loops and pouches sewn all around. His shoes, mud-caked and ragged, were fitted
with short protrusions outlining the soles.

His soiled skin had fooled me—Ilooking back, he could not have been more than
seventeen—but he seemed as adultlike as any man I could envision, and that alone had carried
with it a weight of authority I’d be foolish to ignore. For all I knew, though, he could be
anywhere from the late teens to his early thirties.

But. He was not the Shepherd. Not our Shepherd, at least. And I had resigned to say as
much, when Sara broke her silence for the second time in weeks.

“Why do I know you?” she knew not where to look, hiding in his chest, pulling away to
see his face, then hiding again. The wind had begun lapping at her fallen sunhat, the white brim
rocking back, threatening to leap up and escape.

“You knocked over her hat,” I said to the man. He finally seemed to notice me. “You act
like you know her. Shouldn’t you be nice?” I had plucked it up and carried it to her now, pressed
it back onto her head before she could stop me. I pressed more roughly than was kind; pressed it
low to cover her eyes.

He seized my hand, and flung me aside, too quickly for me to even cry out. When I
looked back at, the eyes glinting behind russet strands were nearly as wide as mine.

“...Don’t touch her,” he settled on, turning from me. Then, more quietly, “I’m sorry.”

He thumbed away the wetness staining her flushed cheeks. “Please, just leave us be. She
doesn’t belong here. She is my sister. She belongs with me.”

“Your sister?”” Sara repeated.
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“Yes, ” his voice was strained. “Don’t you remember me?”” He paused, searching.
Scanning the clearing. “Quickly, where is Jacob? We have to go.”

Sara’s expression broke all over again.

“You must really be telling the truth, then,” she whispered. “How else could you know?”

It was true, in a sense. If he had been merely watching the Nursery—watching her—her
could not have known that she had a sibling. Her sister was ghostly, where Sara’s skin—and this
man’s—were nearly as bronzed as mine. Her hair, too, was pure white, while this pair’s were the
color of fallen leaves.

Furthermore, there was the matter of her sister’s defect. This appears to have been the
source of confusion on his part—and on mine at the time, though Sara picked up on its meaning
readily. In short, the young man believed Sara’s sister to be male, due to an affliction commonly
misunderstood among the uncivilized.

The fetus longs for its father. Even in its mother’s belly, it is feeling, sensing, measuring
all, to determine what essences await it out here in the world of men. Most of all, perhaps due to
some a priori awareness of its own malleability, it wishes to know the order of the world, and
molds itself in order to fit.

Without both the fatherly and motherly presences, the fetus cannot adequately discern the
boundaries between the two forms human beings are meant to take. In some rather unfortunate
cases, her development may come to reflect such confusions, as in the case of Sara’s unusual
twin, Jezebel.

Those uneducated on the topic are prone to misidentifying the defective female for a male
child. This, I believe, is what the stranger thought, perhaps even what their mother once did. And

I believe it is what made Sara believe him to truly be family.
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It was a doomed endeavor, this “rescue” of his. The Shepherd rarely let the pale twin out
of his sight, in spite of her near-perfection in his eyes. When she was not with Sara, she was with
him.

The boy would crumble as reality dawned on him when we explained. He would, through
tears, through gritted teeth, make many promises: He would be back. There would be others.
They would save the twins, his sisters, from this “awful, sick place”.

He fell back through the listless grasses, weaved between the aloof trees. Sara watched
him go with tears in her eyes before we washed the clothes and went back inside.

In the end, his visit would only serve to further damn her in the eyes of the Shepherd. He
would keep her twin separate from her, somewhere we could not see. Stained cheeks would join

her permanent silence once the Shepherd announced the intruder’s killing.
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Like magic, the last of the clouds have passed, but the white dusting over the world stays
in tact. I'm amazed at how Mama could know when they would pass, but I don t tell her so.

We have goose bumps in the cold. My legs are shorter than hers, but she is moving sure
and slow, and my hand, warm inside hers, keeps us from drifting apart. The smell of cold is sharp
and exciting, seasoned by the tall pines. We trample their needles and cones, and soon I can hear
it, the special thing, from beyond one last slope.

“What's out there, Mama?”’

She only smiles, then lets go of my hand and climbs the dampened soil. She faces me and
reaches out one hand, inviting me to try. I tread the same path, tall for my size, one high step at a
time. When [ reach her, we both smile.

The moon is bright and wide without the clouds covering her face, and the trees, halting
their age-long waltz, have given way for a clear, wide lake. Against its deep black rests the
moon s pale twin, hidden in the calm water, safe among earth and grass.

I watch in awe her nightly dance, my careful feet pulling me forward now.

Mama is still here, somewhere, hanging behind at the treeline. But what I see from the

rippling water s edge is a gift, that's only mine.

[the next excerpt takes place much later in the book]
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April.

I had lost sight of the Shepherd.

It was after supper, and as on every other night, I was with Miriam, clearing the last of the
dishes we had sullied at mealtime.

Were I in my right mind, I could have sensed his radiance at any time, without eyes,
without ears, even through the walls.

In its stead, sensation seemed to abound. I could hear the creak of clumsy feet galloping
out on the stair, feel the weight of the heavy, grey clouds outside bearing down. In fear, all
movements, all signs of life were sharpened, amplified. Loud enough to drown each other out.

He had come to visit me the night before. His final word still echoed, even now.

Something shattered.

“Unal!”

There were beads of red budding through Miriam’s pale stocking. Shards of white
porcelain, glazed and glistening, scattered and stilled across the wood floor. Her cry had
awakened me, and belatedly, the shards piercing my skin made themselves known like a hoard of
biting mites.

“Sorry,” I whispered. I forced my leaden feet into a tip toe, to where we stashed the
broom and pan, averting my eyes from her cross expression, her shield against panic. Had
anyone heard the shatter, aside from the lambs? Or Miriam’s shout? Would they come barreling

in to punish us? Were they on their way now?
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The shards were quick work. Bloodied stockings, on the other hand, would take more
time to sort out. We stripped them off, and I wet and soaped them in the deep sink while Miriam
turned her vexed gaze through a crack in the door, keeping watch.

It was just when I had lit the stove, holding the first length of damp cloth over the flame,
trying to dry and not to burn, that the first of the ministers sidled inside.

Later, Miriam would tell me how it happened on her watch. How she’d only turned to
check on me for a moment when a hand slipped silent over her mouth.

And I would hate her for this, more than for any other thing. I still do, even when I look
back. And if they’d come, why hadn’t she warned me? Why hadn’t she screamed? Why had she
left me helplessly unaware, unprepared?

“What are you doing?”

Hands snatched my wrist, ripped the cloth from my hand, handed it off and all the others
to my Shepherd’s waiting hands.

I swallowed my tongue. Here they had come, just as he’d promised, and Miriam was
nowhere to be seen. Six men in alabaster robes, and my Shepherd. Inspecting the stockings—
faintly red and splotchy—the fire-lit stove, my naked feet.

The Shepherd’s lips pursed. His troubled brow furrowed. A delicate hand rose to cover
his mouth as he cast his shimmering eyes faintly down.

“How I have failed you...”

His voice was pitiful. A fervor gripped me.

“You're wrong!” 1 cried. He had to see.

The grip on my wrist twisted violently.

“It’s not what you think! Listen to me!”
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Where before the minister’s grip had pulled me back from the flame, it now stretched my
arm out over it.

Heat swelled, and like a dog I yelped, suddenly aware. Whatever it was they believed I
had done, they were going to burn me for it.

As though their reason for coming here were not painful enough.

Two of the minsters had laid their hands on the Shepherd, guiding him some steps back
from where they held me. His retreat heightened my frenzy. I snarled and thrashed, kicked out
my heel at robed the men, tried to yank my hand back.

It won me nothing. Another minister moved in to join the first, gripping my hair. Another
held my heel. The final one clasped reverent hands in prayer, entreating the almighty in holy
tongues.

I heard nothing. Instead, I saw, as in a waking dream, the skin of my arm melting.

“Stop, please!”

A palm rebuked me. My cheek flared, swelling.

“It is worse than we thought,” The man gripping my shoulders said. “You are nearly
taken, child,” he said, shaking me. “We must use what is at hand to drive this madness out. We
have heard all from your Shepherd already. Of your sordid upbringing, of your heedless heart.”

His temple pressed against my own, as though I were precious. As though he hadn’t
slapped me. As though I weren’t burning.

His voice brushed my ear. I couldn’t move enough to shrink back. “With God’s grace,” he
said, more chant than declaration, “We will banish this foolishness here and now. Then we will

do what we were called for, and set your soul right.”
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Pain consumed me again with this echoing phrase, but something crumbled within. He
pulled away, and so too, did all my resistance.

My struggle slowed. Was it not just as they has said? I thought of Sara, her iron hand.
Placed there, because of me. My heart and soul were twisted. Blackened. Even more than regular
mice.

All because of the one I’d called “mother”. All because, even now, I continued to resist.

Through tears, I gazed at the arm, took in the searing pain.

Fire.

Sunlight.

The purity of white.

The blue of unmarred sky.

All things that echoed God were flawless, were without compromise. We could never
hope to be as them—but we could chase. No matter how fleeting, we could reach out, take in
glimpses of holiness.

If this layer of skin were burned away, would a new one take its place?

I relinquished myself, and welcomed the flame.
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Part 111
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There is a bear.

Out in the forest, somewhere. No one knows how long it has been lurking, keeping watch
over the world. Not even Patricia s grandmother, gone blind with age. And she is old enough to
remember when men lived with us, too. I know she does, because I have asked, and she told me
so. But when I last knelt on the circle rug in front of her chair, let her braid ribbons in my hair, 1
made sure to ask of the bears age. She thought long on it, but could not say.

Mama has seen it, too.

She has countless stories. All the older women seem to, tied up in every odd trinket, in
every stretch of faded cloth. It is how the world I don t know can seem so full and colorful, even
though it’s nowhere around to explore.

But the bear, she rarely wants to speak of.

“Why are you bringing up that silly story?” She will say, if I am not smart about when I
ask. I remember it well enough, I guess. Only, there is something in her voice that makes it better
than just knowing. There is something about being told.

“Through the fog,” she had started that time.

It was the cool evening hour. the moon had climbed high, our path silver and bright. We
were too hot in the night for sleep, and so we were coming back from the river, carrying heavy
canteens.

“I saw the slope of another mountain, off in the distance. One quite formidable—but that
I had never seen before.”

Her tone was still and low, its cadence chant-like.
“I stepped to it, in disbelief. How could I have never noticed something so majestic? Just

then, the light shifted. That's when I saw it breathe.”
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“The Mountain,” Mama calls her now. So fierce a presence. Lone and sturdy. Ancient,
but sure.
“There are probably others,” she’d said. “Or there were, once. Before. Now, though, it is
just her.”
That made me sad.
“What happened to them?”
How could there be no more, I thought. The forest was just here, waiting for them. So full
of berries, of bees, of sweet and sacred things.
She swept the dark strands from her face with a hand, switched the swashing canteen in
its saddlebag to her other side.

“Maybe she ate them,” she said, and then faced the sky. It was selfish of her to do. I

couldn t see her smile.
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When I awoke, I knew I had lost more than could but put into words. The sharp scent of
alcohol drew my thoughts from the fog and towards a blurred window. White blobs hovered high
above, and at last [ noticed the slurry of pale blue and olive brown pulling away from before my
eyes.

The hand that held the crystal bottle to my nose slowly replaced its cap, and its scent was
muted at last, overtaken by something like a mix of blood, metal, and dying flowers.

Where am I, I would have croaked, if I could. My mouth was dry and cottony, and my
chapped lips, though I pulled, refused to part. The brown hand drew near again, and wrinkled
fingertips came into focus before a clammy palm rested on my forehead.

“Don’t try to speak.”

It was an English more familiar than that without accent that I’d regularly hear at the
Nursery. Its valleys, its peaks, were ones I could have traced, could have call home. “My
anesthesiologist seems to have miscalculated your dosage. It’1l be a while before you’re back to
normal, so... Just try to rest, now.”

His back had turned to me before I’d noticed. Time was moving quicker than it ought to
have been between the beat of every blink, but I soon found my eyes shutting on their own again.

When they opened, cool liquid was tickling the flesh of my lips, pressing them open. I
pressed the damp cloth with my tongue that felt heavy, felt every droplet trail down towards my
gut.

There was a sensation blooming further back from where it pooled; first a feather, then an
ache, and then a breathtaking pain.

My heart leapt. There was something new here. Something that didn’t belong. Something

tall and foreign and flush against me, teething along the length of my spine.
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I wrenched upward—away from the cold teeth of this parasite. It only followed. Its close-
knit grip tightened, tugging the delicate fibers inside me.

Panic seized me. Something curled inside my gut, like cold blood.

“What did you do to me?”

The pain was screaming now. The doctor became a blanket over me, pressing down.
Large as he was, in a panic like mine, his weight only just kept me from rising.

He buried his face in my shoulder, his instruments clattering to the floor. Distantly,
underneath their metallic ringing, I thought I heard him weeping.

Another long blink, and I was surrounded by a rush of activity now, flooding the small
room. Three new men, not much older than I, had replaced the old doctor, their hands gripping
harshly at my ankles and wrists, keeping me from flailing around. They were near to my age, and
it made them clumsy, but there was a hardness in their eyes that didn’t match cheeks still soft
with baby fat. They held me down without seeing, and when I pulled one leg free to kick them
off, the movement only brought more shredding pain along my back.

I screamed.

Something is in me.

This time, it stuck. A tremor welled up from my extremities, crescendoing in the gums
behind my teeth. I tried to be still, but I was twitching with the pain, with the knowledge that in
the night, while I’d slept, I’d been made host to something.

I might have noticed what bloodied rags the doctor had left behind when they’d traded
places. He’d left them on the little table his tools had fallen from, though at some time those had

again been picked up. Or, perhaps, I’d have noticed that none of the boys assigned to me were
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doctors, but nurses in training. Or that my Shepherd, who’d ordered this, was not around to
check on me.

No one was.

The final blink had me, again, bed bound—though not in the one I had previously woken
up on. No, I was in a room—my room—made wholly unfamiliar, filled with new, unwelcome
fixtures matching the cold companion weighing heavy on my crown.

I was shackled. The chain was short. Stuck not to the bed, but to the wall it was pushed
against. Its end was wrapped around my wrist, and threaded through the cuff, there led out a
strange, black cord. That, too, came from a box on the wall, but snaked further up my arm, over
my shoulder. I could not see where it led, but I was not so foolish that I could not guess. It was at
the point where the Eye and the Rod met.

The surgery was risky—but not, as my Shepherd would say, more risky than letting an
aspiring lamb be led astray. As it stood, he was correct. It was a fine invention, even if its
implementation on a live specimen was more early than standard. What mattered was that my
operation was a success, even if it did not quite feel like one at the time.

I don’t know how long I spent there, in misery. On top of the metal arm fused along my
spine, they had sewn in delicate wires at each interval between my vertebrae. It was only worse
while laying. Endless spasms radiated down my spine, spreading heat outwards over my
shoulders, like formless wings of pain.

The wires, I learned, were designed to pick up on changes in my physiological state.
What signals they found were sent back up through the Rod where they converged, and delivered

to the waiting Eye.
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In spite of the pain the Rod brought me, it was the Eye I would come to find most
maddening. It sat heavy atop my head. The curved metal slab forming its lower lid, pressing
coldly against my scalp, encouraged me to keep my head bowed—a difficult thing, you can
imagine, for the proud. In between its lids sat a black, globe camera, surrounded by pale screen
light, that—so long as it was charged—never ceased to shine. It would see all that lay before me,
feed a constant stream to my Shepherd’s loft. Keep me under his watchful eye, until the day I
was finally right.

He appeared before me again, later, after my cheeks had dried, and the pain had become
more familiar. He swept through the room like a gentle shadow in his melancholy gait, the
sadness on his face more plain than was custom, even for him.

“My Dear...” he whispered—moaned—and was at my side. “My dear, Una... How it
must pain you to be so changed, and all at once...”

My neck was hurting from the crook the heavy Eye forced it into, and the echo in my
skull of its low whir made his words difficult to hear. The pale glow from its white screen, too,
had made his face ghastly, and for a moment, I felt glad for the ease with which it encouraged
my gaze downward, away from it.

“You must keep your chin up,” he said. His cool hand had wrapped itself delicately
around my shoulder now, careful not to disturb the charging cord. “You have such great gifts to
give to Him, Una. By His grace, I shall do all in my power to help you realize His plans for you.”

No words left my mouth.

He sighed.
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“These are but growing pains, my dear. You must think of them as nothing more.
Corrective lenses—of a sort. To keep the vision strong, until you’re finally able to see clearly, on
your own.”

He was more lovely in my memory. In my mind, the soft light of little fires in the candled
halls painted him kindly, just as the day he’d scooped me up, pulled me out of destitution and
underneath his gentle wing. He should not be cast so starkly, so unforgivingly, by such a
wretched light as the Eye’s. It was natural, then, for me to resolve not to look upon him again, so
long as I continued to need such measures. Until I’d graduated from this state of my maturation,
and the Eye and the Rod were, at last, uninstalled.

It would take me a few weeks to grow accustomed to the enhancement, and then I would
be back to the mornings of chapel and evenings at the dining table, surrounded by girls—my
peers—now in their white cloaks, while I was still sequestered to the mouse’s color, a grey
shadow. I envied them, and they must have known, but there was nothing for it now. I am sure
we made a strange sight: twenty young girls dressed in white, and one black sheep, cowering

beneath a glowing Eye.
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August

We were visited in the afternoon by a few of the bishop’s wives who had been sent to
inspect our group of lambs for quality. They wore what was standard for the time: white, with
accents of red velvet threading the edges of their robes and cuffs, symbolizing the fate of all our
kind in childbirth, as well as the blood of Christ.

Even though I’d known they were coming, their appearance had struck a chord in me, and
I felt ashamed. I did not want them to see me in my Eye and Rod, did not want them to know I
was incomplete. But this, too, I think, is part of the very reason such measures are needed. What
breeds greater repentance than overwhelming shame?

When they saw me, hidden as I was behind the other girls, trying not to draw attention, I
watched their gazes catch the glowing Eye, their faces morph, visible even behind their
transparent veils.

Who could have predicted how the day would conclude. The fireplace blurred as my lazy
eye drifted outward before coming into focus again. We were lined up by height, and I was two
girls lower than before, due to the crook the Eye caused in my neck.

I cursed the thing in my mind. I was feeling, always, that something had been taken from
me. If the urge ever appeared to blame something, I would. Now I carried around a perfect
candidate, one that never seemed to leave.

The first wife—maybe the most important of them, with her colors reversed—stalked
around us with a severe look on her face. The years had clearly not been kind. Weathered cheeks
had lost their lift, and her hair, largely contained by her head covering, fingered stubbornly at its

edges; crooked wisps of salt-and-pepper grey, nearly as limp as her gait.
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Behind her trailed a marginally younger woman, small enough to have been mistakenly
added to our line, were it not for her attire. In her hand was a clipboard, her pen hovering at the
ready, jotting down whatever important impressions the elder woman voiced while she worked
down the line.

“Teeth,” a pause, a hand in a mouth. “Straight. Slight yellowing. Hair,” another pause,
before her voice pierced the air. “Black and healthy. Straight.”

It hurt me to keep looking from the corner of my eye, so I let them fall. Sometimes it was
nicer that way, to just let my toes turn into twin black clouds dotting a world of fog. The Eye
liked it too, I was finding. The calmer I was, the more its heavy whir quieted to a low hum, and
even the pins in my spine seemed to grow almost pleasantly cool, a calming numbness bleeding
out, spreading over my body.

The wives continued their march, sending us away one by one when they were through
with us. I envied the girls who were the first to be inspected, and the first to go. When they
reached Sara, standing a couple of girls down from me, the leader first thumbed the name tag
around her neck before her eyes flicked down to her dumb hand, heavy and limp at her side.

Her lip curled. She moved forward without a single word. The one trailing her scratched
her pen against her clipboard all the same. Sara turned and left, her dark hair flicking behind her
before I could catch a glimpse of her face.

When they arrived in front of me, there was a heavy pause, as though the clouds had
gathered, and the air had grown heavy with unformed rain. I was content to keep staring at my
shoes, or so I thought, until my eyes flitted up without my consent, locked with the hers for a

fraction of a breath, before falling again.
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The girl to my left grew stiff. Nothing was said for some moments, the woman’s cloak
not so much as wavering. It must have been that she was contemplating what to do with me. My
cheeks grew hot in my waiting. The whirring of the Eye seemed to grow louder as time went on,
as though reminding everyone present of my failures, of the fact that [ was still so wrong.

“This one...” the woman trailed off, her voice cold. “In training. We’ll check again in a
month.”

With a nod, her servant scratched out something on her clipboard, and then moved on.

My heart had been beating hard already, but it spiked once more as I turned on my heel,
trying desperately to keep from running. I needed to find somewhere to calm myself, before the
anxiety coursing through me triggered a response from the apparatus and alerted my Shepherd.

I could think of nowhere to go—at least not consciously—but my legs were carrying me
before I knew to a place, a lonely pond, to which I had not been in quite some time.

The tree line was higher up than before, their tips too far for me to see without straining
the neck and eyes. I couldn’t help the sense of loss that this caused me, even as I tried to
appreciate the soft grass pressed under my shoes.

But coming so far had taxed me. Already, the sun was winding down from its peak, but
not even the golden light or the gentle breeze could refresh me. I was outside for the first time in
months, but the heavy weight atop my head was suffocating. More, I thought, than if my

Shepherd had buried me alive.
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Back inside, I neared the end of the hall, and had almost rounded the staircase, when my
steps were halted by his quiet words.

“Stay for a moment, won’t you, child?”

The Shepherd spoke so gently, as he ever did, but something was not right. I felt his voice
was tinged by some private pain, one he was weighing whether or not to disclose.

He sat in his wicker chair in the sunroom, in spite of the late hour, his eyes cast out into
the spotless night. In the fire-lit window, I saw myself, a shrouded lump of grey-ish white. The
whirring Eye, heavy on my crown and halo-bright, stood where I might have held my chin, in
another time.

“Una is here,” I intoned, harboring a tender hope. Would he find my voice pleasing?
Would he know all at once just how much I’d been practicing? Maybe today, I thought, would be
the day he finally saw God’s work in me. Maybe today, he’d lay his gentle eyes on my form, and
deign to set me free.

His delicate hand, grey as ash, curled cat-like around the knobby armrest, two fingers of
his other curling to draw me to his side. I staid the leaping of my heart, though I knew this, too,
to be futile. It had already been recorded, digitized. He would need only to go upstairs, to review
this hour’s feed, to know my mind.

But never before had I felt such a desperate yearning as I had then, and the Eye reacted
swiftly, giving off a warning keen. Again, I was caught naked. He had wanted me placid. Had
spent countless months, countless years, trying to mend me. But now I was trembling beside
him, overwhelmed by my own desperation, and he suddenly seemed more precious to me than

all of life—more precious, even, than breathing.
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Surely it could not be blasphemous to have known such a man, and wonder if God hadn’t
sent his Son again.

Any yet.

I could not gain control of myself. The Eye’s whir, now, was almost blaring. I could not
keep from dishonoring him.

His head had lilted to one side at its noise, almost towards me, but not quite. The sound of
the Eye had made him halt, his hand coming up to cover lips, no doubt pressing in a tight line.

The air left my lungs.

“I—Una is sorry,” my voice was raspy, ragged. Grating on the ears. Unfeminine.

Unsightly.

I might have said more, in desperation, though it would do nothing to help my cause. I
might have strayed farther out of line, but my throat had gone fully dry.

The silence stretched on as I sniffled, as my nails dug into my skin to keep from sobbing.
I did not know what he might do to me this time, what he might #ave done to me, now that he’d
borne witness to my hysteria, not through a screen, but with his own eyes.

The tears burned thick as they fell, and I wondered why God made wretched things. Why
He let us pray for change, when we were hopeless in every way.

In that moment, something shifted inside me. I can hardly find the words. I can only call
it something like a deadening. I wonder now whether or not it was at this moment, in this
weakened state, that the dormant devil waiting inside of me awoke, extended her reach.

Nevertheless. To my surprise, my Shepherd only sighed.
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“Be calm,” he said, plainly. “You have not changed in my eyes.”

I did not know whether to rejoice or despair. I was blank. Miraculously, the Eye’s whir
began to fade.

“The twins, on the other hand...” his voice trailed off and he sighed. I stirred to life again,
to find my chest growing tight in seeing how heavily we girls weighed on his mind.

A slender hand kneaded his brow, rubbed at his deepest eyes. “Another demerit, I fear.
The poor wretches...”

It was not contempt that laced his tone, but concern. Something like kinship, or pity.

From the hall, I knew, the grandfather clock was keeping steady rhythm, but our time
seemed to stretch between its every quiet tick. What should he want from me, I wondered, to
lighten his burden? I thought of them as mice: their shaggy cloaks, the endless knots in their hair.

Nothing too hurtful, a wayward voice in me plead. As if sparing the rod now would do
their souls any favors in hell.

“It’s been—" He paused. Collected himself. Began again. “It’s been one too many times,
I’m afraid.” His voice was a whisper. “I’ve seen to it now, and they shall be taken away from
here. It is for the best.”

He turned away from the black night as he said this, and looked about, his thick brows
rising lightly, as though seeing this room for the first time. I watched every twitch of his dark
lashes, stark between my veil’s grey threads. Their every flicker lanced through me, like knives
of dread.

“It is unfortunate, of course. I know how dearly they were regarded. That young intruder,
too, I’m sure, before he came to be possessed.”

He stood up from his chair with a sniff; one long, graceful motion.
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“You’ll be taking on their duties,” he said, and—to my honor—paused in his steps to turn
and regard me, at last.

I wanted badly to lift my head, but the Eye remained heavy, as it always did. And so |
envisioned his face looking down gently on me, as it was too high up now for me to see now. He
let some moments pass, and I thought of how he was ever out of reach, like the passing clouds.

“You are dismissed, Dear One.”

I did not move as he left the room, turning only when I knew beyond a doubt that he was
gone; when the air turned still and cold without him there to warm it up.

At last I exited the room, steps measured and slow, careful of the wires pulling at my tired
spine. Gingerly, I climbed the stairs, as slowly as I could. The Eye lolled with every step, tugging

my head from side to side.
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