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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The youthful faces of the three sisters glowed in the light of the flickering flames. Maren, Dorothea, and Mafalda prepared for the evening meal and sat down by the crackling fire. Their mother Hildegard handed them a platter of fried fish, eggs, beans, and grain porridge, from which they each took a portion. Mafalda, the youngest of the family, helped herself generously to the honey-sweetened porridge. Her eldest sister, Maren, took the spoon from her hand. "My dear, don't overdo it. We all like it."

      "Why don't you eat your fill of the main meal? Then I can have your porridge on top of mine," Mafalda replied cheekily.

      Maren shook her dark curls. She loved her lively little sister, but she shouldn't always get what she wanted.

      The other sister, the sturdy Dorothea with the sparkling eyes, spoke up. "You can have my share."

      "Thank you," Mafalda laughed, reaching for a generous portion. She had won.

      Maren paused. Dorothea always did the opposite of what she wanted. As so often before, Maren was annoyed by Dorothea's stubbornness.

      "The fish is delicious, Father," Dorothea praised as she pulled the bones from her mouth pretending not to notice Maren's reaction.

      "In big waters you catch big fish, in small waters you catch good ones!" her father replied.

      In the afternoon Orontius had indulged in his favourite pastime. The forest pond near which he had set up camp with his wife and three daughters contained carp and pike bred by the local monastery. When he asked if he could fish in the pond for his meals, the monastery's pond keeper told him to take only the biggest pike. The pond had been standing for a long time and the pike had grown too big. The bigger they got, the more they ate the carp that were needed to grow new pike.

      Orontius did not need to be told twice. Fishing was rewarding and fun. The pike were of considerable size and easily baited with frogs on his home-made line. With a chuckle he remembered how his rod had twitched time and again. Often, however, all he had pulled out of the water was a small carp, which he threw back into the pond.

      Satisfied, Orontius enjoyed the warming fire and his family. The girls and his wife were happy and had enough to eat. "We're going to stay here for a few weeks," he announced. "I made arrangements with the abbot. He has compassion for people like us and appreciates the wisdom we bring from the world."

      "Yes, people like us," Mafalda said, suddenly looking sad. "It wasn't long ago that a gentleman in the market called us the devil's rabble!" She looked over at Dorothea, who nodded in agreement.  "We were wearing our feather dresses and doing the bird dance," Dorothea explained, "what's wrong with that? The audience clapped enthusiastically and laughed at us. Maybe we wiggled our hips too much and that made him angry?" The daughters looked at their father expectantly.

      "You know, women are quickly condemned as witches if they behave a little differently. That's why we should be careful of people like him. Besides..." Orontius paused, "do not forget that we are the travelling people, the lawless and homeless, lacking everything that gives security and honour. The lives of other people are surrounded by the signs of borders and the rights of a homeland. They think they are better than us."

      "Why do we need the abbot's mercy?" Maren asked. "Even if they think they are better than us, we are no less worthy than the sedentary people!"

      Orontius thought for a moment. "Well, the vagabonds have always been despised by the noble societies. That makes us vulnerable, and people like that nobleman at the market take advantage of that."

      "What would he gain by calling my sisters a bunch of devils?" Maren asked.

      "He uses it to demonstrate his power over others," Orontius replied. "It brings out the worst in people when it comes to their standing in society."

      Dorothea rolled her eyes in disgust. "Although, as keepers of our cheerful artistry, we are very welcome to clergy and laity, and bring joy to the nobles during their court and church festivals with our performances!"

      "Exactly," Orontius agreed. "This is why I do not understand why we are looked down upon. The terrible thing is that we are also known as the devil's children and hated by the Church. It is a shame that the travelling race is denied the right to partake of the sacraments of Christianity."

      There was a pause for the family to reflect.

      "Did they also despise you in the monastery when you were a monk?" Mafalda asked.

      Orontius thought. "No, but I was an outsider because I liked to do tricks. That way I could communicate with God. The others just prayed - day in, day out."

      

      Much had changed since Orontius left the Franciscan monastery and he and Hildegard set out with their troupe. In those days, all they needed was the cart they called the Ark, which they took over from the old juggler Eberlein.

      In the meantime, the family was accommodated in two horse-drawn carriages, as there was not enough room in the Ark for the parents and their three growing daughters to sleep. The second carriage, which the daughters called their Nest, was set up as a place for them to sleep and rest, while the Ark also served as a place for cooking and shelter on rainy days.

      

      On the other side of the pond, the other members of the troupe set up camp, including the poet William and his family of six, various minstrels, and former nuns and monks who had gradually joined Orontius' troupe. The flames of the scattered campfires they had lit around the edge of the small pond reflected on the smooth surface of the water. As if from a magical world, the soft sounds of the lute, accompanied by the rhythmic beats of the tambourine, filtered through the natural surroundings.

      The troupe had a law that everyone followed: no one should feel alone, but each member gave the others enough space to enjoy a respectable distance. At the same time, their collective spirit gave them the strength to overcome the challenges of their colourful lives and to support each other in providing the necessities of life.

      

      There was one significant difference between Orontius' daughters and the other, particularly female, members of the vagabond community. Maren, Dorothea, and Mafalda could read and write. Their father was well versed in all matters of Christianity and worldly affairs and was able to teach his daughters anything that could be put into words. Over time, each of the girls developed her own handwriting, learned to read, and acquired a knowledge that their peers could only dream of. But with this knowledge came danger. Young women were usually uneducated and had no choice but to marry and have children. Moreover, educated women were quickly accused of witchcraft because of their different mindsets. Orontius knew this too, and he warned his daughters to be careful in their daily activities, not to be arrogant towards others, and to hide their knowledge as best they could, using it only for their own safety.

      

      Mafalda's thirst for knowledge was insatiable. It was difficult for her to pretend to be different from who she really was. "Father, may I look at the religious icon again today?" she asked as she stuffed the sweet porridge into her mouth.

      "Of course. Go ahead, my dear, take it. And then it's time for bed. I wish you a blessed night."

      The three sisters cleared their plates and disappeared into their carriage. The candle at Mafalda's bedside was not to be extinguished for a long time, for, as she had done so many times before, she studied the religious scene depicted in the small box-tree icon. Her father had explained its meaning in detail. This tiny piece, so small that she could roll it back and forth in the palm of her hand, played a significant role in her father's life. Its sentimental value was deeply ingrained in him, and this precious icon would be his support in his old age. For Mafalda, looking at the small artefact triggered something quite different: a burning interest in all things old and venerable.
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        * * *

      

      One day in 1551, something happened that was to be a turning point in Mafalda's life. The family decided to make a detour via Siegen, while the rest of the troupe continued south-east towards Koblenz. The town of Siegen and its wooded surroundings had a special significance for Orontius' family. His late mother had been a native of Siegen, and Orontius had spent over two decades at the Siegen Franciscan monastery. Years later, in August 1534, Mafalda was born in Flecken, a small village not far from Siegen, later called Freudenberg. Six years later, the town and its castle were destroyed by a devastating fire. The Count of Nassau rebuilt the centre of the village in parallel rows of houses made of clay and wood.

      Mafalda was eager to see her birthplace, and as the family felt at home in the area, no one objected.

      

      They trundled into the village on muddy roads and settled into a small inn, where they celebrated their arrival with a hearty meal of venison, beans, and bread. It was something special to be served a meal without having to work for it. Later, as they sat back in their carriages with full bellies in search of a place to spend the night, their spirits were high. A tree-shaded campsite on the banks of a small river called the Weibe, near the centre of the village, provided plenty of firewood. Soon the family had a crackling campfire.

      Mafalda watched the loose sparks rising from the blaze. Her eyes were shining. "Father, have you seen the old castle tower?" she asked.

      "Yes, you can't miss it. I think the tower is the only thing left of the old castle. The fire destroyed almost everything."

      "Some of the walls are still standing," Mafalda objected.

      Orontius grinned. "I didn't think you'd missed that."

      "What did the castle look like when it was still standing?" Mafalda continued.

      Orontius pondered. "It must have been built before the 11th century. Only the low walls were of stone, the rest was of wood. The gatehouse impressed me; it had a heavy portcullis. The courtyard, the residential and farm buildings, the barns, and stables were not visible from the outside. I remember that near the castle there was a small chapel dedicated to St Catherine. A chaplain celebrated mass there with the congregation."

      "Do you mean St Catherine of Alexandria?" Mafalda asked.

      "Yes, that's who I mean."

      "Who is this woman?" Dorothea interrupted.

      "She is a saint," Mafalda replied. Zeal lit up her face. "St Catherine's Monastery at Sinai serves as her memorial."

      "Where is Sinai?" Dorothea asked.

      "In Egypt." Mafalda replied promptly.

      The parents exchanged glances.

      Dorothea looked at her sister in surprise. "How do you know all this?"

      "I read it in a newspaper at the last church festival we went to. A merchant from Basel lent it to me for a while." Mafalda picked up her dress and stood up. "I'm going to explore my birthplace."

      "Be back by nightfall," her mother said. "And please, be careful!"

      Mafalda nodded. It was not the first time she had set out on her own. She knew the dangers that could befall a young woman.

      

      The place where the old burnt castle stood drew her like a magnet. It wasn't just the ruins that fascinated her. It was also the place where adventurers, treasure hunters and other shady folk hung out, searching for ancient artefacts that had been buried, hidden, or overlooked by others. Mafalda did not count herself among them, for she was not out to make a deal, but simply interested in man-made objects from the past.

      

      The remains of the walls, covered with thick moss, showed the passage of time. Mafalda stuck her fingers into the damp, soft growth and felt a tingling desire. Something was about to happen over which she had no control. It was as if time stood still, for what she was experiencing was beyond reality. A woman with noble features appeared before her, dressed in a white robe that clung softly to her body. Mafalda was taken by her shapely contours and reached out to touch her body. The woman, who resembled a goddess, did not retreat; she came closer, took Mafalda's hand, and guided it to her body. Mafalda accepted the invitation, moved closer and began to caress her breasts and hips. The beauty smiled at her sensually and pulled Mafalda greedily close to her.

      At that moment Mafalda realised that the woman was from the distant past and that her appearance was a mirage. The present hit her like a blow. Her hands were still buried in the damp moss. She was not sure what she was looking for, but her instincts told her it had to do with her encounter with the goddess. She needed to touch and see the mysterious something to understand what had happened.

      One of her fingertips hit something hard. She dug deeper, breaking through the layer of moss, and tried to pull the object out. As she did so, she felt herself tearing at the fine limbs of the rootless plant. The hard object was enclosed in the green cushion; it had been hidden by the fine plant for centuries and was tightly embedded in it.

      Finally, Mafalda got hold of it. She carefully pulled it out and examined it, but first she had to remove the dirt. A coin! Hastily she took her handkerchief from her dress pocket and polished it.

      What she saw took her breath away. She recognised herself in the full profile of her head. Several times Mafalda turned the coin between her fingers. The head was only embossed on one side. Why? She brought the coin closer to her eyes to see better. Perhaps the embossing had rubbed off on the back? But no, now she saw the outline of flames leaping from the centre of a raging fire.

      She had to show the coin to her father; he would have a plausible answer to her confusion. Why was her face on the coin? She looked at the profile again. The shape of her head in side view, with the straight bridge of her nose, the full lips, the round chin, the high forehead - they were strikingly similar details of her own! Was she dreaming? No, she felt the cool metal in her hand and squeezed the coin to make sure it was real.

      

      Mafalda followed the river and reached the family's camp by nightfall. Hildegard looked up in relief. She knew her daughter's thirst for knowledge and the carelessness that often accompanied it. Mafalda trekked over mountains and through valleys to further her education. Although she was the youngest at seventeen, she was far ahead of her sisters in terms of knowledge.

      "You're glowing! Have you found something?" Orontius inquired.

      "This coin." Mafalda handed it to her father. He examined it carefully.  "For God's sake - it's your head!"

      The family gathered around him to get a better look.

      "You have a double!" Dorothea exclaimed.

      "One from the distant past!" Orontius looked at the coin through his magnifying glass, which he always carried in his waistcoat pocket for just such an occasion. "The year 415 is stamped on the edge. The coin dates from the early fifth century."

      "Who is this woman?" Mafalda asked.

      Orontius pondered. "Well, it could be the wife or daughter of a mint master. They were free to design their own coins. I imagine it is a family coin. Besides," ... he rubbed it, "it's made of copper - it's not valuable."

      "What do the flames on the reverse mean?" was Mafalda's next question.

      "I have no answer to that. The flames can mean many things." Orontius mused. "Maybe this woman died in a fire. Or perhaps the master of the mint wanted to express something else."

      "Perhaps the lady had a fiery temper!" Dorothea interjected. Orontius grinned.

      "He must have loved her very much," Hildegard said, moving closer to her husband so that she could touch him. He smiled at her. "I should have a coin minted with your head on it."

      "And the three of us would be on the back!" Mafalda suggested.

      They all laughed. Mafalda always managed to bring the family together with her humour. Then she got serious. "Father, I need to know who this woman was. She looked like me, lived 1100 years before my time, and someone thought she was important enough to immortalise her on a coin! There is something that links me to her. I must find out what it is that makes me like her."

      "But child," Hildegard said, "it may be a coincidence that you resemble her."

      "You can know many things unconsciously, just by feeling them. I know there is a connection between her and me. The time gap between us makes the mystery even more interesting. Also," Mafalda continued, "there was a goddess who appeared to me like in a dream. I feel she has something to do with the meaning of the coin!"

      Orontius straightened up. His life had always been about his impulses. He was open to adventure, to new knowledge, and he liked to be challenged by puzzles. The coin with his daughter's face reawakened his old longings to unravel mysteries and learn about the world, for which he was now too old. He understood Mafalda's urge to find out about the woman on the coin, especially since the goddess's appearance could mean a link to the pagan spiritual world. So he was not averse to Mafalda's idea of travelling. However, he wanted to sleep on it and discuss it with his soulmate before making a final decision. "Let's eat and enjoy our first evening back home. Mafalda, William and his children will arrive tomorrow. We will discuss it with him. William has the wisdom of a poet and knows things that people like us don't."
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        * * *

      

      Slowly, William's mule approached. The wooden wheels of the carriage behind the animal dug into the mud, adding to its burden. Inside the carriage sat the widower's six children, three of them boys. The eldest, Engelbert, poked his head through the opening of the tarpaulin as they arrived at Orontius' camp. His eyes were fixed on Mafalda.

      William, his father, pulled on the reins and brought the panting animal to a halt. He descended slowly from the carriage seat and tipped his hat elegantly. "Greetings, with joyful delight, in the golden evening sun."

      Engelbert had inherited nothing from his father. One wondered if father and son had ever exchanged a sensible word. He lacked all the usual manners and barely spoke. It was suspected that he was linguistically inept, since his father waxed poetic on almost every occasion and only spoke in the vernacular when scolding his children.

      Instead of greeting the family, Engelbert walked straight up to Mafalda and smiled at her. Mafalda was noticeably irritated by the attention, took a step back to get away from his immediate vicinity and admonished him, "Engelbert, behave yourself!"

      Immediately, the lanky young man took a few steps to the side, never taking his eyes off her.

      They grew up like brothers and sisters. Mafalda was the only one who treated Engelbert with respect. She liked him because he was different. Even if strangers found him threatening because of his unusual behaviour, she knew he had a kind heart and wouldn't hurt a fly. In the last few weeks, however, he had taken a different interest in Mafalda. She knew this was common among young men, but she consciously rejected Engelbert's attention, feeling nothing for him but sisterly love.

      

      The fathers of the two families greeted each other with a warm embrace. Their joint performances at the nobles' castle feasts, church squares, fairs and marketplaces brought fun and joy to the local communities and many guilders to the troupe. Although Orontius was not as agile as in his younger days, he could still perform some amazing tricks. He could stand on his head and spin his legs in a circle or do cartwheels without touching the ground with his hands. William's job was to comment on Orontius' feats with appropriate poetry, which was sometimes so funny that the spectators held their stomachs, and the old women squeezed their legs together for fear of urinating in their underwear. The two families had even managed to save money, which was unusual for the travelling people.

      "Join us! We have enough food for everyone," Orontius invited the extended family. The girls obediently sat by the fire while the boys stoked it. Hildegard and Maren went into the Ark to prepare a meal and returned with a wooden platter filled with stockfish, rabbit meat, bread, and cheese. William's family took plenty - the smacking of their lips could be heard as a sign of their enjoyment and gratitude.

      When they were full, Orontius told the poet all that had happened. As he listened, the poet turned the coin in his hand and fell silent. He looked closely at the image of the head and at the reverse with the raging flames. Orontius knew his friend well enough to see that something was going through his mind that would help unravel the mystery.

      "The chapel where St Catherine was celebrated and the place where the coin was found has a connection," he began. "Sinai, the monastery of Saint Catherine, is the place where the answer is buried."

      Mafalda looked at him excitedly. "I have to go there!"

      "How will you get there?"  Hildegard asked.

      "By boat!" Mafalda replied.

      Everyone understood that she meant it. There were two sides to Mafalda. Her childish side was looking for fun and jokes. But her adult side was serious, persuasive, and sometimes surprisingly knowledgeable. What she had just said left no room for ambiguity. Her adventurous spirit, her courage and her strong will were breathtaking.

      William turned to Orontius. "I know a merchant by the name of Piero Visentin. He sails twice a year from Venice to Alexandria to exchange goods. He takes on passengers and pilgrims in both directions."

      "Women too?" Orontius asked.

      "Yes, but Mafalda was to travel in company," the poet replied.

      Engelbert stepped forward. "Me!" he shouted into the circle. Everyone knew that Engelbert did not understand the implications of his offer. All he understood was that his beloved Mafalda needed a companion, and he wanted to give her one before anyone else offered.

      "Take him, my eldest son! He will accompany your child and guide her on her way," the poet enthused. "We will share the cost."

      "You are very generous, my friend," Orontius said.

      "In the forest I met thee. From the safe grave thy bounty raised me. Blest me with spirits of life. See me in thy everlasting debt."

      "But William." Orontius laughed. "That is in our past! Thou shalt not feel thyself in my debt."

      The poet did not answer. He meant what he said.

      It had become a legend among the travelling people how Orontius had restored the poet's joy of life, who had once dug his own grave in the forest because he was tired of life. This incident earned Orontius the nickname of God's juggler.

      Hildegard turned to her husband anxiously. "Mafalda is still very young. Will she be safe?"

      Orontius took his wife lovingly in his arms. "My dear Hildegard, travel educates. It is a chance for our youngest daughter to see the world in a different light."

      Hildegard trusted her husband and was convinced by his words. But she also knew her way around the world. "The road from Alexandria to the monastery is long," she mused aloud.

      "There are organised caravans that make the journey. Many pilgrims join them," William explained, "and Piero Visentin knows the place and will be able to help from Alexandria."
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            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Mafalda stood at the railing of the giant three-master, the Santa Neothea, and waved goodbye to her family. No, she was not sad - far from it. She was filled with a mixture of adventure and excitement at the unknown distance. Her chest rose and fell under the heavy breaths of her inner tension and her cheeks glowed. Engelbert stood beside her, staring unrestrainedly at her rising and falling breasts, while she restrained herself from giving him the slap he deserved for his indecent behaviour in this place and time. She would save it for later, it flashed through her mind as she sent a final kiss to her parents and two sisters.

      The crew hoisted the sails, a rising wind from astern gave them the necessary impetus, and the mighty ship began to move. The travellers waved to their loved ones one last time, the white handkerchiefs of those left behind becoming dancing dots until the crowd in the Venetian harbour faded into a blur and then disappeared altogether.

      

      The voyage would take weeks. Mafalda was not afraid because she knew what to expect. She was one of the few women who could read, and she knew about the diseases and cruelties of the high seas. Plague lurked in the corners of rat-infested old ships, and when it broke out, there was no turning back. She read of an unscrupulous captain who, out of greed, starved his sailors to death for a paltry profit, and enjoyed watching the sharks feast on their corpses. To quell the rising waves of restlessness, she tried to block out the images of bloody fights between prisoners and guards, beheadings, torture, rape, and other atrocities.

      Nothing could stop Mafalda from her journey. She had to unravel the mystery of the coin, which she had sewn into her undergarment so that she would always have it with her. She had found the round metal in the dense moss, pressed up from the depths of the layer of earth that had formed over the centuries and hidden the coin. She could not go on living without knowing who the woman on the coin was whose head she resembled in every detail. And what about the flames on the back? Was it a warning, or was it something that had happened to the woman on the coin over a thousand years ago?

      She pulled her shawl tighter around her shoulders and looked around. Engelbert had made friends with a sailmaker's helper whose face was scarred by the salty sea winds and the hard rhythm of life on the ship. Mafalda stared at him for a moment longer than she should have, and immediately the man lowered his eyes. He was not used to women or attention of any kind; he knew only the vast sea and the unpredictable winds he had to steer and set the sails to. Engelbert gestured to her, and Mafalda knew that his first move was to the tap of one of the many wine casks in the dark belly of the ship. His behaviour at the beginning of the voyage made her suspect that he had already forgotten his promise to her father to protect her from danger and keep her company. She was on her own. Not that she didn't like it - she was an independent young woman who knew how to fight her way through life based on her knowledge and experience as a member of the vagabond people.

      

      The large room below deck was separated by bulkheads for men and women. These were movable to allow the space to be used for other purposes. Some of the male passengers took advantage of this to pay brief visits to their wives during the night. If there was a lot of movement under the heavy blankets, the other women would exchange sympathetic glances and ignore the comings and goings of the male visitors so as not to interfere with the romance.

      As the waves rose, the hammocks dangled in the ups and downs of the ship. The passengers' belongings were stored under their swinging beds. Mafalda's place was close to the side of the ship, which gave her some distance from the others. In heavy seas, her hammock hit the wall and she spent those restless nights in a rhythm of rocking and swaying. On the first day, many of those affected by seasickness vomited into the containers provided, which were not always emptied and spilled over in high seas. The vomit soon formed a disgusting layer on the floor, so Mafalda took her few belongings into her hammock. She fell asleep curled up in a ball, woken by the cries of the others and her own discomfort.

      

      The days on deck in the warm sun and fresh breeze became Mafalda's escape into life. She didn't see much of Engelbert; he seemed to have disappeared into the secret and strange world of the sailors. These men were tattooed with alien symbols, they wore unusual jewellery in pierced nostrils and earlobes, and many had their hair shaved in strange patterns. Only they could understand their language. After listening carefully to their words and watching their facial expressions, Mafalda learned that their coded phrases served a purpose. Yes, on the Santa Neothea, the worlds of the two communities aboard were as different as heaven and earth. These men amused themselves by teasing the passengers, making jokes about them, and thus sweetening their daily lives on board. Their crude curses broke all moral codes and were condemned as blasphemous by the clergy on board, but the sailors ignored them completely.

      But there was a third category of people on board: the captain's wife. Piero Visentin had warned Mafalda about her when they were still at anchor in the harbour. "The woman is diabolical, beware of her," he whispered to her as Ludovica Greco rushed past them, her clothes rattling, and her head held high. "On land she's a nobody, but on the ship she's like the flames of purgatory."

      

      This was after the daily Bible reading on the quarterdeck. Adherence to Christian norms was supposed to prevent provoking God's wrath and contribute to the salvation of everyone on the ship. Mafalda listened to the wind in the rigging, the wood creaking and the sound of the water. The ship's bell rang once to begin the new cycle, and the sailors routinely rotated to either take their posts or go to rest.

      Loud voices reached Mafalda. Her curiosity brought her closer to the main mast, where all the important things happened. It couldn't be a rally, for the captain was nowhere to be seen. Like many sailors, he was addicted to wine, slept through most of the day and only came out of his cabin in the evening when he was thirsty. Most of the time, the Santa Neothea was in the hands of the helmsman, a lanky man who stood at the great wooden wheel and stared dreamily into the distance. Mafalda caught glimpses of Ludovica Greco's colourful dress shimmering between the strong thighs of the sailors. They formed a circle around the scene that was taking place between the captain's wife and one of her comrades, who stood at the mast, ashamed and humiliated. Ludovica paced excitedly in front of him, throwing degrading words and dirty objects from the kitchen at the poor man.

      "You," she pointed at him, "I saw you touch him!" Her gaze wandered searchingly from one man to another until it settled on one. Mafalda followed her gaze and froze. Engelbert tried to push his way backwards from the first to the second row to escape Ludovica's gaze, but he could not. The men turned to him and looked at him from top to bottom. Some seemed confused, some amused, some horrified. "Sodomites," Mafalda heard someone shout from the crowd, others joining in the accusation, the word growing clearer and louder with each repetition until the sensation-seeking men were shouting it loudly in chorus, slapping their hands on their thighs. "Sodomites, sodomites!" They grabbed Engelbert, trembling all over, and placed him next to the other man, whom Mafalda recognised as the shy sailmaker's helper.

      Ludovica disappeared and returned with a burning torch.

      "Put it out!" one of the ship's officers shouted warningly, trying to take it from her. With quick movements she managed to pull the torch away again and again, just out of his reach. The woman's devilish mood lifted; she loved the game and the attention she got during her spectacle. As the men recoiled from the flames, Ludovica waved the burning torch back and forth in front of the faces of the two accused. "You are both accused of practising sodomitical vice on board my ship. Sodomite fornication is blasphemy and punishable by death!"

      The sailors murmured in agreement and began to shout. "Hang them! Hang them!"

      What happened next was forever etched in Mafalda's memory in all its detail. A sudden gust of wind loosened one of the sails, turned it towards Ludovica's torch and caught fire. It happened so quickly that none of the men could have prevented it. Engelbert, who was closest to Ludovica, grabbed the torch from her hand and dipped it into a barrel of water. In vain. The canvas ignited like tinder; it was too late to try to extinguish it, for the fire immediately spread to the next sail. The flames leapt to the ropes and masts, while the wind spread the fire throughout the ship at top speed.

      

      "All hands on deck!" the captain's coughing voice broke through the din of panicked people. The ship's bell rang several times in quick succession. Women, children, and men poured out of the ship. No one cared for anyone else, driven by a survival instinct that made them merciless. Those who fell were simply run over. A woman was struck by a burning rag, the silk of her billowing dress instantly catching fire. Her screams of pain as she burned alive penetrated Mafalda's ears so deeply that it hurt. Finally, she stopped. Mafalda tore off her shawl and tried to throw it over the burning woman to extinguish the flames, but Engelbert, who suddenly appeared beside her, stopped her. "It's too late, the woman is dead." Mafalda felt Engelbert's hand in hers, pulling her with all his strength to the quarterdeck, which was still free of fire. "Stay here," he told her, and ran off to help other women and children. Weeping, Mafalda watched him disappear into the flames at the stern.

      Some sailors tried in vain to form a human chain to carry buckets of water to the quarterdeck and pour them out. Soon they too were engulfed by the flames.

      The heart of the ship, the main mast, was ablaze. The hopelessness of their situation grew until someone had the idea of freeing the two stacked lifeboats from their moorings. Everyone immediately understood that whoever had designed this ship had not anticipated a disaster of this magnitude. These boats could only carry up to 20 people each - who would be the lucky ones? The desperate scramble to get to the lifeboats began even as the sailors lowered the first boat into the water. Male passengers fought their way forward. They tried to get into the lifeboat, jumped overboard and missed it, then disappeared in the waves.

      When the first lifeboat reached the water, a rope ladder was lowered to provide access. Finally, someone took the floor. "Women and children first!" the man shouted into the chaos. A woman with four children was let through. She clumsily climbed the ladder, followed by her children. There was no way she could move fast enough. The flames were now threatening to reach the quarterdeck. Another mother with a toddler managed to leave the ship via the rickety ladder, followed by several boys and girls. The children's desperate looks for their parents went unanswered; they were nowhere to be seen in the crowd. The boat was filling up fast. While others tried to stop it, one sailor managed to detach it from the ship. The distance between the burning Santa Neothea and the rescued people grew rapidly until they disappeared behind the swell.

      With people running around in agony, burning alive in the infernal flames, and more and more gathered on the quarterdeck, there was no chance of getting the second lifeboat into the water. In a desperate attempt to launch it, it tipped overboard and disappeared.

      A loud bang made everyone freeze, followed by a jolt back and forth. The unmanned steering wheel spun out of control, turning rapidly one way, then the other. Mafalda could hear the water rushing into the hull. The situation was changing drastically, for everyone knew that the ship had hit something and was doomed to sink.

      The stern of the ship began to sink. Waves washed over the wooden floor, extinguishing some of the flames but causing the ship to lean dangerously. The bow was heaving, and the few people left clung desperately to one of the remaining masts and its ropes. Without hesitation, Mafalda stripped off her outer garments. The heavy linen would drag her down into the water. There was no time to think, she had to act to avoid being sucked down with the sinking ship. By then the stern was completely under water and the bow was becoming more and more vertical. Mafalda climbed onto a part of the bow that jutted forward, pushed off hard and jumped.

      

      Icy wetness surrounded her. Instinctively, she struggled to the surface. In the desperate hope of finding someone, she spun around several times. Gasping for breath, she forced herself to calm down. The salty water ran down her throat and burned her eyes. Unable to think clearly and paralysed by the icy cold of the water, she let the current carry her along. The distance to the Santa Neothea was rapidly increasing. Mafalda never took her eyes off it. The figurehead, the last thing left of the Santa Neothea, stood proud and high above the water - about to vanish into the depths of the ocean. Despite her desperate situation, Mafalda recognised a resemblance to the goddess she had encountered during her spiritual episode before finding the coin; a female figure dressed in a white robe. This time the goddess appeared in the form of the figurehead, which sailors believed would protect the ship from misfortune. What did it all mean? The flames, it flashed through her mind. The flames on the reverse of the coin manifest themselves on the Santa Neothea. The goddess has wielded her power. My fate is in her hands, she is testing me and preparing me for the difficult path ahead.

      A half-burnt plank drifted close to her. Maybe it's her mercy, she thought as she grabbed it hastily. There was no other choice, she clung to her only chance of survival; a board just big enough to keep her afloat. At least her upper body was out of the water, perhaps prolonging her life by a few minutes before she died of hypothermia. She could already feel herself losing control of her legs, shaking so badly that she could barely keep herself on the plank. Don't fall asleep, she kept telling herself as she looked up at the sky, hoping for a sign. She could no longer think clearly, the view of the sky and the turbulent water blurred before her. Powerless, she let go of the plank and watched it drift away from her. "No!" she screamed out as she struggled in vain to get it back. "No!"
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        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Hands reached for her. "Pull her up! One, two, three - up!" The impact on the hard floor of the wooden boat woke Mafalda. She was lying on her side, hands tugging at her. "Quick," she heard a woman say, as if from a distance, "wrap her in the blanket!"

      The group in the lifeboat, made up of women, children and young people, had their hands full trying to bring Mafalda back to life. Half frozen, she lay there with blue lips, trembling uncontrollably. She mumbled strange words that made no sense and tried to fight her rescuers. The woman who called herself Genoveffa asked the others to help her lift Mafalda onto the blanket she had laid out for her. Everyone stepped back and squeezed into the narrow space. Then Genoveffa wrapped Mafalda in the blanket and lay down on top of her. "Come, children, lie down around the woman. She needs your warmth to get well." The children humbly did as they were told. They were still paralysed from the trauma of the Santa Neothea sinking. They cuddled up to each other and to Mafalda. Some fell asleep from exhaustion, others cried out, calling for their mother in the cold darkness. Genoveffa's voice came softly through the boat and those who could prayed with her:

      

      
        
        "Our Father, who art in heaven

        Hallowed be thy name

        Thy kingdom come

        Thy will be done

        On earth as it is in heaven.

        Give us this day our daily bread

        And forgive us our trespasses

        As we forgive those who trespass against us

        And lead us not into temptation

        But deliver us from evil

        For Thine is the kingdom

        And the power and the glory

        Forever and ever

        Amen."

      

      

      

      Mafalda awoke at dawn. The rocking and the soft cries of the children lying around her brought her back to reality with a jolt. Carefully she lifted the arm of the woman who lay half on top of her. She had given her warmth during the night. As she sat up, Mafalda saw the orange horizon in the distance, heralding the rising sun. At that moment, she needed the warmth of it so much that she could hardly wait for the first rays to appear. She watched the first gold of the sunrise inwardly, while the small waves made gentle sounds against the boat. A poem once spoken by the poet William came to mind.

      

      
        
        I am the East,

        the first-born of the sun.

        Saturated with the first morning light

        I rise above the horizon.

        While the rest of the universe

        Wanders still in darkness.

      

      

      

      
        
        In great splendour I rule the world like a queen.

        Trees grow in my light,

        In my warmth children flourish,

        My rays surround the Holy Spirit.

        In my shining hands I carry you through the world.

      

      

      

      Mafalda folded her hands. "Dear East, firstborn of the sun, I would like to place myself in your hands, to feel myself surrounded by your rays and to let your warmth flow into me. Lift me out of the darkness and illuminate me with your first morning light." She lifted her face to the first rays that were now slowly rising over the horizon.

      "Why don't you pray to God our Lord?" she heard Genoveffa ask. The strong woman who had saved her life overnight handed Mafalda one of the two water bags. The life-giving nature of this woman made a deep impression on Mafalda. She gratefully accepted the bag and took a hearty drink. She felt the cool water run down her throat, parched by the sea air, and spread through her body. Invigorated, she replied, "The sun is the emblem of our Lord. It is one of His creatures, like the moon, the stars, the wind, the earth, the water, and the fire."

      Genoveffa, God-fearing as she was, looked up to heaven and quoted from memory a Psalm from the Bible. "Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image, or any likeness, neither of things that are in heaven above, nor of things that are in the earth beneath, nor of things that are in the waters under the earth."

      Mafalda hesitated to answer, pondering as she enjoyed the slight warmth that slowly spread through her body from the rising sun. "An imageless faith is a desolate faith," she said quietly so as not to wake the others. "The Bible says: The Lord is my shepherd; the shepherd serves as the image of God, caring for his charges and protecting them from danger."

      One boy sat up. "Why didn't the shepherd protect us on the boat? Why are my parents not with me?"

      A middle-aged woman with two children had overheard the conversation and spoke up. "Those who wait on the Lord are given new strength, that they may soar with wings like eagles, that they may run and not grow faint, that they may walk and not grow weary."

      "What do you mean?" the boy asked, crying. "I want my mother!"

      The woman who called herself Adelheid put her hand on his shoulder. "It means that you must trust in God and hope."

      

      One by one the other children awoke. Confused, they looked around and rubbed their eyes to take in their new surroundings, which consisted of nothing but water and a distant horizon. The little ones were whining, the big ones were silent, lost in their own thoughts and dreams. The smallest of them all was two-year-old Loretta. Her mother, Mechthild, was the fourth woman on board. She had managed to get her four children on the boat with her. They clung to her anxiously.

      The women had an unspoken agreement to look after all the children equally. A wooden bowl, used as a toilet at that time of day, was passed around. The girls would hide it under their clothes to relieve themselves. The boys peed overboard, and when someone had a bowel movement, the others would turn around. Wordlessly, everyone tipped the contents overboard, a quick rinse in salt water providing the necessary cleansing. Then there was silence, as everyone became aware of their hunger, which became more and more gnawing as the day wore on. Under coats, shawls, and every scrap of cloth they had salvaged from the Santa Neothea, they remained in their places, hoping.

      

      Mafalda grew up in the great outdoors and therefore had a special relationship with the natural elements. She loved to feel the rain on her skin, to see the steam of her breath in the cold and to watch the mist spread like a blanket over the water. She often watched her father fish in the pools where they had set up camp. Fishing had been ingrained in her from childhood as an easy and free way to get a meal. This came to her mind as she sat in the crowded boat with the others, reeling from the survival experience she had had the day before. She looked around. Under the covered canopy she found several iron wire hooks and wooden sticks of various lengths, sharpened at both ends. A fishing line coiled into a ball and a landing net were also there.

      "If we are lucky, we can catch fish with these." She looked at the rods more closely. "We catch a bait fish, stick the rod into the live fish and use it to attract bigger fish."

      "How is that going to work?" one of the young men asked in a dark voice. His name was Augustus. He was tall with black hair and dark eyes and by far the oldest of the young generation on board.

      "Well," Mafalda explained, "the big fish bites, turns its prey in its mouth and swallows the bait fish on the rod headfirst. At that moment, we pull hard on the line, the rod positions itself across the fish's gullet and locks in with the tips. Then we pull it in."

      "And how do we get the bait fish?" Augustus asked.

      "With this!" Mafalda held up the fish hooks.

      "Let's try it!" Augustus eagerly pulled a small leather pouch from his pocket and took out a piece of bacon.

      "Perhaps you should keep your treat for yourself rather than give it to the fish," Genoveffa remarked.

      "That piece of bacon can help us all to a meal," he replied. The hook with the bacon was on the string that he wrapped tightly around his hand. Mafalda tied a bird’s feather to the hook, which she had taken from Adelheid's elegant headdress with her permission. It bobbed in the current, hoping to attract the attention of the odd fish.

      

      They drifted, letting fate determine their path. The sun took its course and as dusk fell, Mafalda and Augustus noticed the first fish beginning to nibble at their baits. They soon learnt that they had to hold the line until they got a firm bite. At that moment, they gave the line a violent jerk so that the hook would anchor itself in the fish's mouth. Once this was done, they would pull the fish up by wrapping the line around their hands. Dusk proved to be a good time as they caught several fish of different sizes. Two of the medium-sized fish were suitable for live bait, the others they cut into small pieces to eat. Eating raw fish was nothing unusual, and although some of the children had a problem with it, hunger left them no choice but to join in.

      Augustus had to work hard to get the stick through the live fish. As Mafalda had explained, it was the only way to catch bigger fish. There were four women and fifteen children on board, and as the oldest man in the small crew, Augustus felt responsible for their care. As he lowered the wriggling bait fish on a skewer into the depths of the ocean, he immediately felt a strong twitch. The line sliced into his skin as he tried to reel it in. "This must be a huge fish," he exclaimed, trying to ignore the pain of the bloody cuts.

      Mafalda wondered what to do. With the net in her hand, she bent low over the edge of the boat and waited for the catch. At last, she saw the silver scales shimmering in the water. The fish struggled with all its might against Augustus' tug and tried desperately to escape into the depths. When it was just below the surface, it gave up and swam exhausted into the net. Together, they lifted the net and its contents into the boat.

      The excitement of having a full-grown perch, enough to feed them for two days, was muffled by a loud rumble of thunder. Dark storm clouds were forming above them, bringing with them a brief but violent thunderstorm. The swell that followed made the boat's occupants fear for their lives. The women lay down to protect the small children, the older ones lay down on top to prevent the little ones from being swept overboard. They clung to each other, sobbing, and praying, in the fear of death that overcame them again so soon after the sinking of the Santa Neothea. The children cried out for their parents, and the women and Augustus tried in vain to calm them.

      After a night of terror, the sea calmed. The first rays of sunlight appeared, and the traumatised castaways rose from their pitiful positions. Their clothes were wet, their skin salty, and they were tormented by hunger and thirst. In croaking voices, the women sang nursery rhymes to distract themselves and the children from the memory of the night and to ring in the new day with a positive tune. Augustus cut up the perch to feed his group of hungry people. He also managed to fill the water bags with the rainwater that had collected in the boat during the brief storm. A silver lining to all the suffering they had endured.

      

      Silence returned not only to the sea, but also to the people on board the small lifeboat. The sun was beating down relentlessly, and their clothes were drying in no time. They covered themselves to avoid burning. It was not only the sun that made their skin and eyes burn, but it was also the biting wind and the salty spray of seawater from the small breaking waves that splashed into their faces.

      They were drifting aimlessly in the vast open ocean, their hopes of rescue dwindling by the hour. The little children cried all the time and their growing weakness affected everyone deeply. Although Augustus and Mafalda continued to cast their lines, it seemed as if the fish had also retreated. It was as if the Lord was giving them only what was necessary to survive. Genoveffa prayed unceasingly, while Mechthild stared steadily at the sky. Then, on a day not unlike the previous one, little Loretta whispered into the silence: "Bird!" She pointed into the air. A sea bird was circling above them.

      "Land can't be far away," Augustus declared, his throat dry. He straightened up and scanned the horizon. "There!" He pointed to a point in the distance. "A ship!"

      Mafalda awoke from a fitful sleep and was immediately alarmed. Putting a hand to her forehead to shield herself from the glare, she recognised the colourful coat of arms of the Ottoman Empire flag. In her mind, she briefly saw the face of her father, who had taught her so much about the world that she could reproduce every detail of the enemy symbol.

      "This is a ship of the Ottoman army," she explained.

      "The Sultan's army." Genoveffa crossed herself.

      "What are we going to do?" Augustus asked.

      Mafalda looked worried. "We can only hope that they treat us kindly."
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        * * *

      

      The galley had a long, slender hull and was propelled by several rows of oars that moved just above the surface of the water. You couldn't see the slaves behind the oars, but it didn't take much imagination to know that they sat in close rows below deck, sweating and doing their best to move the long oars in a steady rhythm with their combined strength. The bow was fitted with a pointed ramming spur, capable of inflicting great damage on an enemy ship that was now slowly turning away from the lifeboat. The closer the ship came, the more cautiously the oars moved until they had a calculated distance in front of them to brake against the direction of travel.

      Despite her inner tension, Mafalda noticed that the galley had three levels. The sails, which could be used when the wind was favourable, had been taken in. She looked along the side of the ship and saw iron cannons in their bays ready for attack. The ambitions of her supposed saviours were clear to her. The Ottomans ruled the Mediterranean and had been at war for decades. She knew that the Ottoman army under the rule of Sultan Suleyman was a major rival to the Habsburg Empire. The Ottomans had won respect for their martial prowess. Unfortunately, there was also a lot of talk about the atrocities they had committed against Christians, but it was not known if they were true. Her father had told her that Sultan Suleyman and is army were currently campaigning in Persia with his army against the Shah Tahmasp I. This was not the first Ottoman attack on the Safavid dynasty.

      Trembling with anxiety, Mafalda’s mind was on one thing: how would the Ottomans on this warship treat the shipwrecked women and children from the land of the infidels? Would the truce that had been in place with the Holy Roman Empire since 1547 have any effect on their reaction?

      

      A rope ladder was lowered and landed awkwardly in the small boat. The children recoiled and clung to each other. Most of them did not understand what it all meant. They were at the mercy of the decisions of the few adults who had accepted to protect them.

      The women had agreed beforehand who would board the Ottoman warship to negotiate a rescue from their desperate situation. Adelheid, middle-aged and naturally confident, but weakened by a lack of water and food, climbed the rickety ladder with difficulty. To reach the steps, she lifted her dress, bleached by the sea salt and the sun and hanging down her emaciated body, up to her knees. She stumbled several times and those who were left behind held their breath. At last, she had made it to the ship's rail. From below, Mafalda and the others watched as two turbans and arms covered in wide sleeves helped Adelheid over the last hurdle of her climb.

      

      The wait was unbearable. They did not know what would happen to them, for now they were in the hands of the Ottomans. Whatever their near future would be, it would be controlled by these foreigners. They all looked up, waiting for a sign from Adelheid; a look, a wave, whatever it was, it would either help out of their miserable situation or at least bring about a change. As dusk fell, the time had finally come: Adelheid climbed over the railing and carefully descended the rope ladder, her dress gathered around her. Her desperate look did not bode well. Augustus carefully helped her into the boat.

      If you could cut the tension with a knife, you could cut the air. Adelheid put her hands to her face and shook her head in despair.

      "Now tell us, what's going on?" Genoveffa asked.

      Adelheid turned to Mafalda. "I am sorry, I’ve tried everything not to let it come to this. I offered myself, but they didn’t want me."

      "Excuse me? What do you mean by that?"

      Adelheid lowered her head. She avoided looking into the faces of her shipmates, whom she had come to think of as her own family, in the face. "They want to take you and Augustus with them. In exchange, the rest of us will get a compass, oars, food, and water. They say Alexandria is three to four days away if we keep our course south."

      It took a while for the words to sink in. Augustus froze, Mafalda turned white as a sheet. Shock was written all over their faces. "They want to send you on your way to Alexandria with food and a compass in exchange for Augustus and me?"

      "Yes," Adelheid nodded. "The bad thing is, they gave me no choice but to agree. Because if I hadn't, they would have sent us all to certain death."

      Mafalda swallowed. "And where are they taking us?"

      "They wouldn't tell me," Adelheid explained. "But I suspect they are on their way back to Anatolia."

      

      Mafalda looked up the side of the ship towards the railing. What were these people going to do to her and Augustus? She became aware of both their youth and a thought crept into her mind so horrible it made her blood run cold: slaves. She had heard of Sultan Suleyman's harem, of his Christian concubines, and of his power-mad wife Hürem, who had given him several sons. In the West, there was talk of the splendour of his court and his cultural achievements, but also of the competition that existed between Hürem’s sons and Mustafa, the son of Mahidevran, the Sultan's first wife.  Mustafa, who was popular with both the army and the people, was currently the prince-governor of Konya and a candidate for the throne. Did the Ottomans create a harem for Mustafa in preparation for his accession to the throne to demonstrate his absolute power? Would they force Mafalda to serve as a concubine in Mustafa's palace for the rest of her life?  But what did they want with Augustus? She looked at him and took his hands. "Augustus, I don't know what lies ahead, but we must stick together, come what may."

      The young man nodded. He could not bring himself to say a word. On the boat, he did everything he could to help the women and children. His father had taught him to be helpful before he died unexpectedly. Augustus had made the voyage to Alexandria to stay with his relatives. He was relaxed about the journey, knowing that he would be looked after by his uncle. At that moment, the uncertainty of his future and the fear of these unknown people paralysed him. But he wanted to be brave. "I will protect you," he whispered between his tight lips as he held Mafalda's hands tightly in his own.

      The women and children wept as Mafalda and Augustus took their leave. Sticking to her original plan to discover the secret of her double on the coin, Mafalda tore the piece of cloth the coin was sewn into from her undergarment and handed it to Adelheid. "Please," she said with pleading eyes, "deposit this piece in Alexandria with Piero Vincentin’s contact. The priest, whose name is Abakir, is in charge of the pilgrimages coming from the Roman Empire. He speaks many languages and wears the holy tattoo, the Coptic cross, on his face as a distinctive mark. It is the size of half a finger".

      "I will do it," Adelheid replied. "I promise you."

      Mafalda looked around. A last look at the sad group made her heart sink. She didn't suspect anything good, but deep inside she felt strong. She promised herself that she would escape her impending imprisonment. "Tell him I will pick it up from him."
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            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      A group of silent men awaited the young couple as they arrived on the deck. The men looked foreign. Each had a full beard, and they wore turbans that were elaborately wrapped. They eyed the young couple from head to toe.

      At that moment, Mafalda did not care what was going on in their minds. Her only concern was that the promise Adelheid had negotiated was kept. She looked around carefully. There was no sign of the promised help for her people in the boat and she began to mistrust the men. Where is the food and the compass for my friends, she thought? No one tried to make the deal happen. Only the faint whisper of the wind could be heard.

      Just before she had left the boat, Mechthild quickly threw a blanket over her, covering half of her undergarment. Standing in front of the men, Mafalda wrapped herself in it. Were they staring at her because she looked pitiful? Or had they never seen a woman in her underwear before?

      One of the men approached Augustus and indicated that he wanted to take a closer look. Augustus did not resist. The Ottoman stood out from the others by his appearance, but above all by his hornlike headdress, a bork. On the front, Mafalda stared at a pod shaped, beaded ornament with a seal and a word written on it. She knew nothing of Arabic writing but guessed that it could only mean Allah. Lush feathers protruded from the ornament, bobbing back and forth as it moved. At the back, the bork was extended by a wide, felt-like tail that fell over his blue buttoned tunic, which was tied at the waist with a cloth and wrapped around loose trousers. He also carried a curved sabre, a rifle and a mace in a sheath provided for the purpose. The weapons identified him as a soldier. Still, the man was dressed nobly; Mafalda could hardly imagine him in a combat situation.

      "It is an honour for you to be trained by me as a Janissary," the soldier said in broken German. Mafalda listened in surprise. "I ask for nothing less than respect and discipline, hard work and total dedication to your training."

      "What’s a janissary?" Augustus stammered.

      A hint of surprise crossed the soldier's stern face. "A bodyguard of the future Sultan Mustafa." He took Augustus by the arm, who was trembling with weakness and fear. "First you must regain your strength." It sounded kind. At least he expressed humanity alongside his severity. Then he motioned for two men to take the young man away. But before Augustus left, he gave Mafalda a long look. He was concerned for her fate, while Mafalda was relieved that he would be taken into the hands of the army and not used as a slave.

      A black man, who stood out from the other seafarers with his high white turban and red robe, and who looked as if he had a servant’s position, approached her. He motioned for her to follow him. Mafalda noticed his dislocated lower jaw and concluded that he was mute.

      Again, she looked around. Finally, two men appeared, recognisable as slaves by their simple clothing and headgear. They placed a filled sack and a water bag in a large basket secured with ropes, apparently to carry items over the railing.

      "Your people will be taken care of," the servant, whose name was Malik, Mafalda later learned, indicated with a wave of his hand and nodded encouragingly at her. He radiated honesty and compassion. Mafalda trusted him. But the events of the recent past tormented her. She was exhausted and hungry beyond belief. All she wanted was to eat, stretch out and sleep, away from the sun and the wind.

      "What do you want from us Christians? Why don't you take your own people?" she muttered angrily as she followed him. Malik did not react. Without giving another sign, he led Mafalda into the belly of the ship.

      

      It was cool and dark in the narrow passage below deck. Malik opened a chamber door at the end of the corridor and motioned for Mafalda to enter. Apart from a small area in front of a narrow couch, the chamber was furnished with a table, a washbowl, and a jug. A little light streamed through a small porthole, just enough to find your way around the small room.

      "I'll get food," he indicated to her, bringing his hand to his mouth. She sat and waited, staring straight ahead, hoping that he would return soon. Her hunger became painful, gnawing at her clear mind. She saw her favourite food in front of her, the honey-sweetened porridge her mother had lovingly prepared. Involuntarily, she clicked her tongue as a loud command drew her attention. The porridge faded from her memory, replaced by pain. The ship moved with a jerk. Every stroke of the oars pierced her like a knife in the heart as they separated her from her loved ones on the boat. In her exhausted mind, she saw the three women and the children laughing and crowding around the food, passing around the filled water bags as the small boat disappeared into the distance.

      There was a knock. Moments later, Malik reappeared, bending slightly so as not to bump his high turban. Mafalda's mouth watered at the sight of the silver tray filled with all sorts of food, most of which she didn't recognise, but which looked tempting, nonetheless. She couldn't help herself and started nibbling at it while Malik was still there. He fetched drinking water and made sure the jug by the sink was full. Then he left the chamber.

      She was finally alone to relax, enjoy the delicious food and drink as much water as she wanted. A pile of fresh clothes was waiting for her. They were simple robes but made of fine cloth and easy to wear. After washing herself, she put on two of them on top of each other. She did not know how to wear them, nor did she care. After all that sitting in the lifeboat, it was a relief to stretch out on the narrow couch. For a moment she saw Augustus' sparkling eyes before her and hoped fervently that he was as well as she was at this moment. Then she fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.

      

      A breeze woke her. The chamber door was ajar; a block of wood was wedged in between the door and the frame. She opened the door a little further and stuck her head out. No one was there, so she took advantage of the moment, closed the door, pulled the chamber pot out from under the couch and relieved herself. Then she heard someone coming.

      Malik knocked softly before entering with another tray of food and a glass of milk. He indicated to her that she had been asleep for a very long time and that they had arrived. The map he held up to her eyes showed Anatolia. He tapped Alanya twice and then moved his finger northwards to Konya, which he tapped again. A master of body language, Malik made it clear to her that she needed to get ready. He placed a cream-coloured headdress for her on the small table, bowed slightly and disappeared.

      Mafalda looked through the small porthole and saw a peninsula with mountains in the background. The peninsula was flanked by masonry that looked like part of a fortress.

      So, Konya is where we are going, she thought as she ate and got ready. She wore trousers under her vest and a long beige-brown blouse that she pulled tight at the ankles and waist. Lastly, she put on her hat, which was adorned with a long veil. She had never been vain, but at this moment she longed for a mirror. She also longed to see Augustus before she would leave the ship. At the very least, she needed to know where they were taking him so that she could find him in the future, whatever it might hold for her.

      When she came out onto the deck in Malik's company, she saw him standing next to a group of soldiers. He looked rested. Mafalda walked towards the group and stopped beside Augustus. The soldiers noticed but let her go. For the second time she thought they were sympathetic, even if they wanted to take them as slaves.

      "Did you get some food, and did you sleep well?" she asked him.

      "Yes, and I hope you did too." They looked at each other and Mafalda caught a glimmer of fear in his eyes.

      "They want to train me in the army. But first they want me to learn the language, the Koran, and their customs. For that, I am to live with a peasant family in Konya for a year and then attend a military palace school."

      "I have to go to Konya too," Mafalda said. "I hope we can still see each other."

      "That would be nice. I will look for you."

      "Augustus," she said, taking a step towards him, "I will not spend my life in a harem. I will do anything to escape."

      He nodded and was about to reply when his superior, the noble soldier with the bork, interrupted them. He took Augustus by the arm and led him to the first dinghy that would take the new arrivals ashore. Mafalda followed in the next, and when, after a long time, she felt solid ground beneath her feet, Augustus was no longer there.
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        * * *

      

      The bustle in the harbour was colourful and lively. Without Malik, Mafalda would have been hopelessly lost. He knew the way and led her through the many corridors that connected to each other and served as the main passageways under the mighty vaults. He stopped at a door decorated with Islamic symbols and knocked. A servant, also black and dressed exactly like Malik, opened the door and waved them in.

      A large hall opened before Mafalda. She was astonished. The floor and walls were covered with geometric mosaics, and because of their constant repetition and interweaving, it seemed to her as if the surfaces extended beyond the room. It gave her a sense of infinity, something she had always tried to imagine. In her life as a vagabond with her family and troupe, she had often had the opportunity to engage with art, but the sight that presented itself to her in this place triggered a unique realisation. Infinity, if not in earthly life, existed in another dimension.

      Seven columns, arranged in a circle and framing a dome in the high ceiling, gave the height of the room its relationship to man. Mafalda felt insignificant. She was overwhelmed by the impressions of this strange world and felt that she had reached a turning point in her life.

      A door opened on the other side. Malik bowed as he took a step back, a sign of his inferiority. A woman, followed by another, approached Mafalda. She wore her pompous golden robe open over a pair of wide trousers that fell long over her slippers and were gathered at the waist and ankles. Under the robe, Mafalda saw a blouse embroidered with gold thread. The richly patterned train and glittering headdress crowned her appearance and suggested to Mafalda that she was of high status.

      The noble woman smiled as she looked at Mafalda. "I am Mahidevran Sultan. Welcome to the Ottoman Empire. I will do you the honour of serving as concubine to my first-born son, Mustafa, the Prince Governor of Konya and future Sultan." The other woman, overweight, plainly dressed but well groomed, translated what was said into German. She spoke fluently and without an accent. Astonished, Mafalda asked: "Were you also taken against your will?"

      "No. I grew up here and I accompany people like you as an interpreter. She smiled kindly at Mafalda. "My name is Lamia. The servant who brought you is called Malik. He is the guardian of Mahidevran Sultan, the mother of Mustafa Sultan. Malik will be at your service."

      "Serve me? Surely, I am not a queen!" Mafalda replied.

      "As the Sultan's concubine, you will have to get used to it. Once you have settled in, you will find that your life in the harem is very pleasant."

      Mafalda looked at her in surprise. "But I am being held captive and have to do the bidding of a strange man. What is pleasant about that?"

      "He is the Prince Governor of Konya and will take the throne of the Sultan. Ruler of the greatest Islamic empire! If you manage to become his mistress, you will have power!"

      Power? thought Mafalda. What do I want with power? I want to be free! She realised that Lamia, just like the mother of the supposed future sultan, had a world view she would never accept.

      "Why are you using Christians for this purpose, and not your own women?" Mafalda wanted an answer to the question she had already asked Malik.

      "Because the Koran forbids the enslavement of free-born Muslims," was the answer. "Besides," Lamia continued, "the Sultan sees the enslavement of Christian women as a sign of his religious and temporal power."

      Mahidevran made a commanding gesture to Lamia to end the discussion.

      "Come," Lamia signalled her with a wave, "I will take you to our dormitory. Tomorrow we will take the caravan to Konya. It will be an arduous journey. You should rest."

      

      The bed was wide and soft, with colourful blankets and pillows. Mafalda, who had grown up as a vagabond and was used to sleeping in the Nest, the carriage she had shared with her two sisters, marvelled at so much splendour. She had guessed correctly; the women of the harem were well treated. Relieved, she lay down. At least she would have nothing to worry about, even if this strange world made her want to flee at the first opportunity.

      In the evening Lamia woke her up. Mafalda felt well, the food she had eaten since leaving the lifeboat had given her new strength. New, delicious smells rose to her nose and her stomach began to growl again. Lamia spread cushions around a large round tray in the centre of the room. She was already sitting and waved to Mafalda.

      "Sit down, I will show you how to eat." She lifted a copper pot. "A meal always starts with soup. This is meat broth," she explained as she filled a bowl for Mafalda, who accepted it gratefully and drank. The broth tasted delicious.

      "You tear off a small piece of bread and dip it in the pilaff. You don't pick up the meat with your fingers, but with the bread."

      "What's in the pilaff?"

      "Rice, yoghurt, garlic, dried vegetables, mutton and more."

      They chewed in silence. Mafalda avoided eye contact with Lamia, who watched her intently.

      "These dough balls are my favourite," Lamia announced, stuffing the crispy looking delicacy into her mouth. "Every kitchen fills them with something different."

      "What are these balls filled with?" Mafalda asked, before taking one.

      "Marinated chicken," Lamia replied, popping the third into her mouth. She was blessed with a prodigious appetite, which showed in her voluptuous figure. A bowl of honey-sweet milk pudding lay untouched on the tray, but she soon made her way to it as well. Mafalda's stomach was overwhelmed by the unfamiliar food and the generous offer. She left the rest to Lamia, which caused her no problems. Malik brought coffee, a welcome refreshment after the substantial meal.

      "Tell me, Lamia. What is it like in the harem? You grew up there, right?" Mafalda asked.

      "Well," Lamia began, scooping the last of the milk pudding into her mouth, "the harem of Sultan Suleyman, Mustafa's father, is very well off. When I was young, we had only the basics. We had a home that gave us security, but it was very boring because we had no opportunity to learn. But since Hürem, who was brought into the harem as a slave and is now the queen of the Ottoman Empire, lives there, the harem ladies receive the best care and education. The concubines are in many ways better educated and trained than women in general society, among whom, thank Allah, I do not need to count myself. It is even said that the harem is a unique place, comparable to a university".

      "In what are the concubines trained?" Mafalda asked.

      "The newcomers are first taught the language. They learn manners, how to greet people, how to walk backwards after greeting the Sultan, how to be always respectful. They are taught reading and writing, music and singing. They also learn to read the Koran. In the harem there are the best manuscripts, decorated with beautiful ornate calligraphy."

      This impressed Mafalda. She could read and write, but she had never seen such manuscripts.

      "I was gifted with languages, so they taught me languages," Lamia continued, "others practised embroidery, a profitable activity."

      "Profitable? How so? I thought the concubines were kept in captivity!"

      "Some of them, the most trustworthy, are allowed to sell their embroideries at the market through the court merchants."

      Mafalda fell silent and bowed her head, for the next question frightened her the most.

      Lamia knew what it was about, and she answered without being asked. "Don't worry too much. Very few people manage to spend the night with the Sultan."

      "What if they don't want to?"

      "The future Sultan is an honourable and educated man. Even if he loves women, he seeks mutual consent."

      Mafalda tried to prepare for her future as a concubine, hoping that the future Sultan Mustafa, like his father, would cherish his harem.

      That night she was terrified of the journey to Konya and the unknown. She felt helpless in this foreign world, although after everything Lamia had told her and what she had experienced so far, she did not believe that they would treat her badly.
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        * * *

      

      The palanquin that Mafalda shared with Lamia was a cloth-covered frame mounted on parallel poles attached to the sides of two successive camels. Pillows and blankets provided a soft surface, and when the women faced each other, they could even stretch out in it. Mafalda was grateful for the shady and comfortable spot. She was used to different and more uncomfortable circumstances from her vagabond life at home.

      In the caravan there were also palanquins on dromedaries for one person only. Attached to the animal’s single hump, they were too high and swayed violently from side to side. Mafalda, although she knew this was due to her captive status, was again grateful to be in a stable double palanquin.

      

      Contrary to her fears, the gravel roads posed no great difficulties for the heavily laden mules, horses, camels, and donkeys. They trotted slowly and effortlessly along stony paths over rugged mountains and along dangerous precipices.

      The caravan was protected from robbers by footmen and mounted soldiers. Lamia explained that the reason for the lawlessness in the country was that the Sultan was constantly at war with his neighbours. The streets were populated by discharged soldiers who, even in times of peace, retained the habits they had acquired on the battlefield.

      But the soldiers were not the only bandits to disturb the peace of travellers. Many of the Arabs, Kurds, Jews, Byzantines, and Persians had been subjugated by force and showed no willingness to adopt the customs and religion of their conquerors. Mercenaries, impoverished peasants, and nomads also preferred the freedom of the mountains to the restrictions imposed on them in towns and villages and flocked there in conspicuous numbers. But they could not gather food from the rocks, nor could they live on water and air alone. Their needs were met by raiding nearby villages and travellers.

      From her palanquin, Mafalda saw guardhouses with soldiers on the highest peaks of the mountains, at the entrance to dangerous passes and along the important public roads. She also saw informers at regular intervals along the roads, telling passers-by if robbers were on the way. The leader of the caravan, an honest man, paid them a fee for their information, which the impoverished men gratefully accepted. There were also soldiers who were willing to escort the caravan through dubious places without asking for payment.

      At the end of the day, tents and pavilions were set up to shelter the travellers during the night. Mafalda could not help but be amazed, for they were equipped with all the necessary supplies and practical aids.

      When it was time to rest for the evening, the muleteers drove the pack animals into a circle around a campfire. The camels were made to kneel while the animals chewed their meals from sacks tied over their heads. Then the men would gather around the fire and talk and eat into the night.

      The women were looked after separately by the slaves in the pavilions. Malik was always in Mafalda's sight. As soon as she gave a sign that she needed something, he would rush over. She kept asking for Augustus but got no answer. She was sure he was there too.

      With men and women strictly segregated and the groups of janissaries, footmen, soldiers, drovers, and travellers kept apart, there was no chance of seeing him, let alone looking for him in the crowd. The order of segregation was so strict that anyone who strayed from their assigned area was immediately turned back.

      

      On the seventh day of their journey through the mountains, valleys and steppes of Anatolia, there was a sudden stop. The camels carrying Mafalda's palanquin sensed something and began to roar loudly and insistently, and the others joined in. The caravan leader gave the signal to halt. The soldiers and footmen drew their lances, some aiming their bows and arrows at a rapidly approaching group of horsemen. A cloud of dust, kicked up by the dryness of the steppe, followed them like an ominous cloud.

      Lamia turned white as a sheet.

      "What's going on?" Mafalda asked.

      "It looks like an attack!"

      Malik rushed over and pulled the two women out of the palanquin. The other travellers were also ordered to dismount and assemble. The drivers and slaves quickly drove the pack animals into a circle around the crowd of anxious travellers and lined up with their weapons raised.

      The lead horseman of the janissary party, who approached at full gallop, shouted from a distance.

      "Şehzade Mustafa is dead," Lamia translated, who stood transfixed beside Mafalda. The riders tightened their reins and halted before the caravan leader. The man on the horse spoke, visibly upset.

      "What's going on?" Mafalda asked Lamia a second time, who translated, breathless with fright, "They have come to warn us. The Sultan's guards have killed Mustafa! There are riots in Amasya, Manisa and Konya."

      Lamia listened to the man speak before she continued to translate. "The people blame Hürem and the Sultan himself for the execution. The janissaries and soldiers are rebelling against the Sultan."

      The startled caravan leader froze. The situation was serious. Everyone knew what this meant. The outlaws would take advantage of the situation and attack anyone who got in their way. The Anatolian Imperial Guard was distracted, the people in turmoil and the Sultan in a precarious position.

      When Mafalda heard what had happened, something inside her snapped. Instinctively, she looked around for Augustus. He must be here somewhere, she thought as another thought flashed through her mind and made her shake all over. Escape! She stretched and looked over the heads for the horned cap of the soldier who had kidnapped Augustus. A group wearing red pointed caps stood out from the crowd. She looked closer, for the young men were all of the same height and slender build.

      Suddenly a shot rang out. Everyone turned in her direction. There he was! Augustus looked her straight in the face. But who had fired? Mafalda tore herself from his gaze and turned away. Lamia lay on the ground, blood pouring from her chest. A circle quickly formed around the dying woman. Fierce-looking men broke through it and pushed their way towards Lamia. They wore blue turbans and dirty caftans. They shouted angrily at each other. Had they missed the victim?

      A man near Mafalda, his head covered by a red fez with a black tassel and dressed in a simple cream-coloured robe, ran as if stung by a tarantula towards the animals guarding the travellers. He leapt onto a mule, thrust his boots into its sides and rode off. The men in blue turbans followed. But first they had to reach their animals, which were tethered under a tree outside the circle. This gave the fugitive time to get a head start.

      Who is this man that he should be killed? Mafalda asked herself. The janissaries who had brought the news of the execution of the prince-governor Mustafa were also following the fugitive. In the commotion of the confused people tending to Lamia, who was bleeding profusely, and the drivers trying in vain to calm the beasts of burden, Mafalda felt someone take her hand. She turned and looked straight into Augustus' eyes. He had removed the red cap that marked him as a student of the Janissaries and was dragging her along. "Come quickly, this is our chance!"

      They were followed by the silent but alert Malik. Mafalda signalled for him to leave. He was not deterred from his plan. With a decisive gesture, he pushed his turban off his head, and Mafalda realised that he was going to join them. He pointed to two camels loaded with supplies and gestured for Mafalda and Augustus to mount them quickly. Then he took the reins and led them swiftly into a patch of forest not far from the caravan, shielding them from the eyes of those who had stayed behind.

      The camel allowed Malik to lead it without resistance. Mafalda sat on sacks, rolled up tents and blankets between the humps. She turned to Augustus, who had caught the camel with the food. He gave her a quick wave and a smile. Her heart warmed. Confused, she looked forward again. She had never fallen in love before, but she felt drawn to Augustus.

      "Thank you, Malik," Mafalda whispered. She was grateful for his company, for without him they would have set off on foot, without tent or supplies, to face the dangers of a land they did not know. Malik turned for a moment and grinned. He looked very different without his turban. Mafalda admired his black, frizzy hair, from which a few grey curls peeked out.

      "Where did you learn German?" she asked him. He wrote the letters L A M I A  in the air.

      Poor Lamia, Mafalda thought. I wonder if she is still alive. She was sorry that Lamia had been hurt, but she could not mourn her. After all, Lamia was a member of her enemies who had held her captive.

      Malik stopped suddenly and put his finger to his lips. They heard sounds through the thick bushes. An anguished moan followed by a muffled thud. Then they heard angry voices and hoofbeats. Malik drew a dagger from under his cloak and burst through the thicket in front of them. The fugitive lay there, his eyes open, his last glance up to the sky.

      Malik bent over the man, felt his pulse, and shook his head. He was dead.

      "Who is this man?" Augustus jumped from his camel.

      Malik took a stick and wrote his name in the sand. "Şehzade Mehmed, son of the murdered Prince Governor of Konya, Mustafa."

      Mafalda stared at the young man's body in horror. "But why did they kill him?"

      Malik looked sad. Instead of answering, he gestured for them to bury him. He went to one of the camels and found a cloth to wrap the body in. Then he and Augustus began to cut a shallow grave in the stony ground. They used pointed stones. Sweat ran down their faces from the hard work and their hands were bleeding from the torn skin.

      At dusk they carried the body into the grave and covered it with large stones that Mafalda had collected. Malik took out a small prayer rug, turned south-east towards Mecca and prayed.

      Exhausted, they sat down under a rock at a safe distance from the tomb. Augustus prepared something to eat, but Malik refused. He was in mourning.

      "Were you close to him?" Mafalda asked.

      Malik wrote on the paper that he had served Mehmet as well as his mother. The prince-governor Mustafa had four sons, each by a different woman. Of all of them, Malik had liked Mehmet best.

      "But why did they kill him? Who are the men who killed him?" Augustus asked.

      "They were the men of the Grand Vizier Rüstem," Malik wrote, "the son-in-law of the Sultan of Hürem. Rüstem is also responsible for the death of Şehzade Orhan, Mustafa's youngest son, who was found dead the year before."

      Mafalda could guess the rest. Hürem and her son-in-law, the Grand Vizier Rüstem, had conspired to put the sons of Hürem on the throne.

      Malik gave the sign to stand up. His expression told Mafalda and Augustus that he had something important on his mind. He handed his leather to Augustus, who read his words out loud: "Our knowledge about the murder of Şehzade Mehmet must remain our secret forever. If the Hürem and the Grand Vizier Rüstem find out that there are witnesses, they will hunt us down and have us all killed."

      Malik crossed his arms. Mafalda and Augustus did the same, and the trio clasped hands conspiratorially.
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            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Mafalda put her hand to her forehead to block out the sun. She saw nothing but hilly terrain, rocks and stones. Here and there was a spiky bush or a withered tree, its dead branches jutting strangely into the empty expanse, a reminder of how barren and harsh the surroundings were.

      The two camels, led by Malik, trotted on at the same pace without a break. Mafalda had grown accustomed to her animal's rhythmic gait. She thought of her family and what had happened since she had left Venice on the Santa Neothea and waved to them one last time. Poor Engelbert had died in the shipwreck. How would she break the news to his father, the poet William, when she returned?

      Augustus seemed to enjoy the journey. Something made him happy. Whenever she turned to him, he smiled and waved. As if to confirm their union. Mafalda rejoiced in their mutual affection.

      

      A warm wind from the northwest carried them southeast to their destination: Mersina, a port settlement on the Mediterranean coast. Augustus offered to let Malik take turns leading the camels, but Malik refused. He made him understand that only he knew a safe way of avoiding detection by possible pursuers. Malik had led travellers in caravans across the country many times before. He used the position of the sun to guide him. He also knew the landscape, and at the end of the day he would lead them to safe campsites under rocky outcrops. Sometimes they rested by hidden streams or near a well from which they drew cool, clear water.

      They met nomads who were worried about food for their animals. Pretending to be students of natural history, Mafalda, Augustus and Malik managed to be left alone. They stopped at a lonely farm to ask for water and shelter. The impoverished farmer threw stones at them and insulted them in a language none of them understood. They were forced to move on, grateful that each day brought them closer to their goal and that they had enough food to survive.

      Every night Malik told them stories of his past. He wrote on his leather and handed it line by line to Augustus, who read the words aloud.

      

      Malik was born a Christian in Egypt. The youngest of five children, he was sold into the Sultan's service at the age of ten. In return, his parents were paid in dinars, a sum that ensured their livelihood for several years. His family also received an annual tax rebate. Malik never forgave his parents.

      As he was to become an overseer in the harem, the Sultan ordered him to become a eunuch. When he reached puberty, he was castrated by a Coptic Christian priest. Malik was fortunate in his misfortune. His testicles were twisted and later in life they returned to normal.

      Others suffered a worse fate. Many of the young men were clean-shaven. Their testicles and penises were cut off. They identified themselves by a silver bird's feather in their turbans, which they used to urinate.

      "How do they do that?" Augustus asked.

      "They catheterise themselves with it," Malik explained.

      Augustus looked at him in confusion. "They do what?"

      "They insert the hollow quill into their remaining orifice so that their bladder can empty through it. They wear special underwear, similar to that worn by infants."

      "Ouch," was Augustus' reaction as he read this.

      "But there was an easier way," Malik wrote, "they squatted periodically and let it flow out."

      Malik served Mahidevran, the mother of the murdered Mustafa, and worked as a guard in Suleyman's harem. His job was to make sure that the concubines only shared bed with the Sultan to ensure his biological succession. In this respect, life in the harem was always exciting, as the concubines were in constant competition.

      When Hürem was brought into the harem as a slave in 1520, things changed dramatically. She became the Sultan's favourite concubine, and the competition between the concubines to be the mother of the next Sultan grew. Each in her own way tried to worm her way into the Sultan's favour. But he only had eyes for Hürem. He even wrote poems for her and made public declarations of love. This was highly unusual for a sultan.

      Malik developed romantic feelings for one of the concubines and began a secret relationship with her. Her name was Kija. He visited her in her chambers, and she became pregnant and gave birth to a black son who could not be Sultan Suleyman's child.

      This happened at the time when Hürem became the Sultan's wife. She became a powerful woman and had Malik's tongue cut out as punishment. The death penalty was too lenient for him, she whispered in his ear just before the cruel deed was done. Hürem wanted him to suffer and be reminded for the rest of his life that he had betrayed the Sultan. The real reason was that Hürem hated Mahidevran. She tried everything to hurt her.

      Mahidevran left the palace and took Malik, who had sworn allegiance to her, with her. Since then, he had served her outside the Suleyman palace. He later learned that Kija had married an official of Suleyman's court and that his son had been taken away.

      Now that he was free for the first time, he set himself the goal of finding his son. He would be nineteen years old.

      "What is his name?" Augustus asked.

      "Essam," Malik wrote.

      "Where could he be?" Mafalda asked.

      "I hope to find him with my parents near Alexandria," Malik wrote.

      "But who took him there? He was just an infant, wasn't he?" Augustus asked.

      "Lamia's lover, also a guardian of the harem. In return I promised not to report him to the Sultan, otherwise they would have cut out his tongue too."
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        * * *

      

      The closer they got to the harbour settlement, the more people they met. Christian pilgrims, tourists, adventurers, and missionaries came in large groups to visit St Paul's Church in Ulu Cami, dedicated to the Apostle Paul.

      In the harbour, the trio made their way through the hustle and bustle of traders and merchants, slaves, and sailors. Their arrival did not cause a stir - there were plenty of donkeys, camels, mules, and horses being loaded and unloaded with goods, brought in and taken out in caravans.

      The ships, each different in size and design, came from many nations. Malik made it clear to Mafalda and Augustus that he preferred to meet local captains. They were known to give travellers a place by bartering.

      He pointed to a boat in the distance, and they walked towards it. It had a unique design. The two-pointed ends were curved in a way that reminded Mafalda of breaking waves. Two pairs of oars lay on ornate fittings.

      "Looks like a coastal cutter," Augustus remarked.

      "Is there room for us in there?" Mafalda asked, growing sceptical as they approached. She studied the interior. Apart from benches, barrels, coiled rope and canvas, there was little room for three people to sit, let alone lie down. She felt a shiver run down her spine. The trauma she had endured for weeks on the small lifeboat was still in her bones. Under no circumstances did she want a repeat. Her last glimpse of the bark, the women and children looking up at her with frightened faces as she climbed the rope ladder, came to mind as it had so many times before. I wonder if they made it to Alexandria. Did Adelheid find the priest Abakir and give him my coin?

      

      The Oriental sailors waved as the three travellers approached and called out to them. Malik gestured for them to come out of the boat. The captain, who was as short as a dwarf, greeted Malik and stared at him. Malik wrote something on his leather, but the small man gave it back to him without looking at it. Body language was all they had. Bartering was common. The dwarf pointed to the camels and said something in his language. You could clearly see his excitement. Camels were expensive to trade if you had the right connections.

      Augustus got down from his animal and tried it his way. "Alexandria," he said, pointing at Mafalda, Malik, and himself. He gestured to the camels, then to the boat, moving his arms in opposite directions to indicate an exchange. The dwarf understood and without hesitation began to unload the newcomers' two camels and load the supplies and blankets into his boat. Augustus and Malik indicated that they wanted to help. The four men formed a human chain as if they were a practised team. They did not mind wading into the shallow water to reach the boat that had run aground on the sandbank. Both parties were happy that the deal, which was good for everyone, had been done quickly and easily.

      When they had finished, the dwarf looked at Mafalda, took her carefully by the arm, led her to the boat and helped her get in. She thanked him with a nod. A gentleman was not what she had expected.

      Augustus sat down beside her and unexpectedly took her hand. Mafalda's heart warmed. The young couple exchanged a brief, deep look - not unnoticed by Malik, who stood grinning on the last free seat behind the oarsmen's bench.

      Mafalda cleared her throat. "How are we going to do that? Where can we sleep?"

      Malik wrote, handing her his leather. "They're heading for coastal places to spend the night."

      After much discussion with a third man, the dwarf captain and his sailor came aboard. Mafalda, Malik, and Augustus watched snivelling as the two camels that had served them for weeks were led away.

      The taller of the two sailors hoisted a small sail, took the oars, and steered the coastal boat confidently out of Mersina harbour. The dwarf captain set another, larger sail. As he did so, they marvelled at the little man's nimbleness. He had spent all his life on this boat, and his way of working was routine and precise. The boat was aligned to suit his small frame. The masts were fitted with wedges that he climbed up and held on to to set the sails. He used stilts to reach higher and a stepladder to wind the ropes onto the hooks.

      The boat began to glide slowly and quietly not far from the shore. Mafalda felt the wind in her hair and relaxed. Her journey, which seemed to have begun in another life, was taking on a different form.

      

      Oriental sailors did not use charts or compasses. They steered the boat along the coast and spent their time smoking, drinking coffee or eating rice. Mafalda, Augustus, and Malik enjoyed the day trips, which began early in the morning and ended when they reached their destination in the late afternoon. On some days, when the wind was unfavourable, the sailors decided to wait for better winds and spend a day or two ashore.

      In the Ottoman coastal region, most ports were villages with public baths. These were open to everyone, Christian or Muslim, woman or man. Many were attached to a mosque, a hospital, a soup kitchen, and a travellers' shelter. Mafalda and Augustus marvelled at the countless baths, which Malik explained had been donated by members of the royal family or other leading figures.

      While Augustus and Malik were allowed to visit the baths at any time, Mafalda was subject to different rules. She had to wait for other women in a corridor decorated with flowers. One by one they gathered and greeted each other. Mafalda was warmly welcomed into the group, even though her ability to communicate was limited. Each woman was given several utensils for bathing. They were handed over by an older woman who carefully placed each item in Mafalda's hand, explaining its purpose. A bowl of scented soap, a comb, a pair of washing gloves, two thin towels, wooden flip-flops and an ornate gourd-shaped metal box for jewellery and coins. The rich bathing culture of the Ottomans was unique. Mafalda had never done so much personal hygiene as on this trip!

      She shared accommodation with other women; it was simple but spotless. In the morning she appeared clean and fresh and looked forward to seeing Augustus with his sparkling eyes.

      

      The routine of boat, bath, wind, and sunset made Mafalda turn inwards. She felt as if she were flying through the world with wings. Her awakening love for Augustus, a new experience she guarded like a delicate bud, drove her back and forth between reality and dream, present and past. There was an uncertainty about what was to come. Was she afraid that later, when they arrived in Alexandria, he would leave her again? That their feelings for each other would be as fleeting as all the amazing things they had experienced on their journey? She thought of her sisters, Maren and Dorothea, who often quarrelled. What was wrong with Maren that she could never agree with Dorothea? Did she have a fundamentally different view of worldly things, or was Maren jealous of Dorothea for reasons Mafalda did not know? Only now, from a distance and looking back, could she think about it. Why had she been afraid to bring up the subject in front of her sisters? Or was she too young to understand the conflict between them? She took a deep breath. Would her sisters ever feel the tingle of love that had arisen in her for Augustus? And did they know what it was like to be on the brink of death, to be saved by women who had nothing but charity in them? To drift aimlessly at sea, not knowing if you would survive.

      She tugged at her headscarf and knotted the ends under her chin. The wind picked up and whistled around her ears. The scarf was not only a sign of her respect for the Islamic world, which had accepted her as a Christian, but also a practical protection against the elements.  Life, she had learned, was fleeting and mercilessly subject to fate.

      "There," Augustus startled her, "is the citadel of Qaitbay!"

      "The … what?" Mafalda followed the direction of his finger, which pointed to a wall in the distance.

      "The Lighthouse of Alexandria has been a defensive fortress since 1477. There is also a mosque behind the walls," Augustus stood up to get a better look. "In addition to its practical function, the lighthouse also had a mythological significance dating back to ancient times. It was associated with talismanic powers and a mirror on top. This mirror, it was said, focused the sun's rays and burned enemy ships."

      Mafalda was astonished. She had never heard him speak with such enthusiasm before. "How do you know all this?"

      "I've always been interested in buildings," he explained, sitting down again. "Besides, my uncle works there."

      

      It was the uncle and his family with whom Augustus was to stay after his father's sudden death. His uncle, who called himself Gropius, was an Arabic-speaking Christian who helped in the mosque to copy Islamic-Arabic manuscripts from the church archives. He was one of the few Arab Christians, a dhimmi as they called him, who had studied and mastered the Koran and other Islamic sources.

      Gropius and his wife were integrated into Alexandria's non-Islamic society. They enjoyed a good reputation and were kept informed of everything. Although the Ottomans regarded them as second-class non-Muslims, they were free to choose their professions and where they lived, if they paid their taxes. Their home, which could accommodate their six children, was on the outskirts of Alexandria. The city wall formed the back wall of their property, of which they were very proud.

      

      When Augustus and Mafalda knocked on the wooden door and Gropius opened it, his jaw dropped. He stared at Augustus. "It is obvious from your face that you are the son of my late sister. Your face is the same as hers, except for a few details."

      Augustus was also surprised to see his uncle for the first time. "You look so familiar! I can tell by our faces that we are related." The men hugged and patted each other on the back.

      Mafalda liked Gropius at once. He had the same sparkling hazel eyes she liked so much about Augustus, and he was tall and wiry. She noticed his unusual grey hair, which he wore down to his shoulders and blended with his beard. A long robe, over which he wore an elaborate short waistcoat, did not differ much from the clothing of Muslim men, except for a necklace with a hand-carved crucifix the size of a finger.

      Augustus took Mafalda by the arm and pushed her in front of his uncle. He introduced her as his lifesaver and travelling companion. "Mafalda and I met in the only lifeboat of the Santa Neothea. I wouldn't be here without her."

      "We have heard of your misfortunes," the uncle said, "and of your enslavement by the Ottomans. The women Genoveffa, Mechthild and Adelheid spread the news. They travelled back to the Holy Roman Empire with the orphaned children to place them there."

      Mafalda breathed a sigh of relief. "I'm so happy," tears welling up in her eyes.

      "First of all, come in. This is Eleonore, my wife." He gestured to the woman who had followed him. Eleonore was petite and pale. She had tied her dark hair into a knot, from which a few strands had come loose. The baby in her arms looked curiously at the visitors. She gave the young couple a friendly nod. "I'll bring you some refreshments."

      

      Although they lived in Alexandria, the family kept their German mother tongue, but when they went out in public they switched to Arabic. They saved their German for home, to give their children the opportunity to grow up bilingual.

      They sat down on mats arranged around a large wooden floor plate.

      "Were you expecting us?" Augustus asked.

      "Well, the news has spread like wildfire," Gropius began. "The heir to the throne, Mustafa, is dead. His son was with the caravan that went from Alanya to Konya. The caravan left after the arrival of two ships. One was the Ottoman warship with you on board and the other came from England with merchants, ambassadors, pilgrims, families, aristocratic tourists, and traders. It was clear to me that my nephew and his companion could only be in this caravan. They were ambushed, Mustafa's son disappeared, and the prisoners escaped."

      Augustus felt uneasy at his uncle's mention of Mustafa's son. Mafalda swallowed too. She remembered the promise they had made to Malik.

      "But how did you know it was us who escaped?" Augustus asked.

      "I did not. God made me guess," the uncle replied. He clasped his cross. "There is nothing God does not know."

      The young couple exchanged looks. Did Gropius suspect that they knew about Mehmed's death?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *
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      On her way to the harbour, where she hoped to find the priest Abakir, Mafalda wandered among the ruins of an ancient Greek temple. Some collapsed buildings and monuments from antiquity still stood. The Ottomans dismantled many of them to build a mosque with the material found nearby. Stonecutters and stonemasons with flat, dusty turbans broke up the hard rock and hauled it away on carts pulled by donkeys.

      A little further on, she marvelled at an ancient monolithic pillar, so tall that her neck ached when she looked up at the top. The column was in good condition and stood proud and majestic.

      Mafalda felt like she was in another world. What lay before her made her pause in wonder. The ruins held secrets of the ancient past that she wanted to delve into and learn all about. Her keen interest in all things ancient flared up again. Would she ever be able to gain knowledge without entering a monastery? She thought of her father. He had acquired his intellectual capital during his stay at the Siegen Monastery. All her life she had admired his vast knowledge of both divine and human affairs.

      

      In the harbour district, Gropius said, she would find Abakir in or near the Coptic church. As well as managing pilgrimages, it was his job to look after the church while the Coptic pope, Abba Ghabrial, was away in the desert. Many monasteries in the eastern desert had been destroyed by Arab raiders. The Pope had made it his mission to rebuild them. In his absence, Abakir saw to it that the prayers continued to echo off the walls of the church and ascend to the heavenly throne.

      Eleanor gave her guest one of her robes and a bonnet for the occasion, so that Mafalda would be recognisable as a Christian and not stand out in the congregation. Mafalda was grateful to the family for their welcome. In return, she helped Eleonore with the housework and enjoyed looking after the children. The children were well-behaved and did as they were told.

      There was just one thing she could not get used to. Mafalda had grown up as a vagabond, constantly on the move, with temporary stays in forests on the outskirts of villages, exposed to the dangers of her environment. Returning to the same place for long periods of time and sleeping in a house made her uncomfortable, despite the protection from raids and weather outbreaks. Her fingers itched to move on to Sinai, to St Catherine's Monastery, where she was convinced she would solve the mystery of the coin with her head profile. Whether Augustus would move with her she did not know, for he had expressed an interest in being taught by his uncle and helping him to copy the Islamic Arabic manuscripts from the church archives. He would learn the Arabic language, which would give him a secure livelihood and future in the Ottoman Empire without having to convert to Islam.

      The Empire wanted peaceful, tax-paying subjects. All faiths were accepted if they lived peacefully in their own communities. Christians and Jews were expected to have their own laws. They were organised into millets, their districts, and if they did not conflict with the Islamic organisation and society, paid their taxes and kept the peace, their leaders were largely left to manage their own affairs.

      Gropius generously offered Mafalda the chance to return to his house at any time. She was very grateful because it gave her a sense of belonging.
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        * * *

      

      As she entered the church, she felt a pleasant coolness and lingered briefly in the silence that surrounded her. The scent of incense filled the stone building. She walked slowly towards the altar, which had an image of St Mark the Evangelist, a Coptic saint and martyr. Bright colours, skilfully blended into a harmonious whole, caught her eye. Mafalda moved closer to the altar to get a better look at the magnificent painting. St Mark was standing on a podium delivering a sermon in ancient Alexandria. The square in the painting was surrounded by the buildings of antiquity, the ruins she had just admired. People of different origins, recognisable by the variety of their clothing, gathered around the preacher.

      "A reincarnation," she heard a voice behind her say in accent-free German.

      Mafalda turned around. "Are you the priest Abakir?"

      "I am," the man confirmed. He stood in front of her.

      The first thing she noticed about him was the cross tattooed on the one hairless spot between his nose and the edge of his beard. Piercing green eyes, surrounded by bushy eyelashes and eyebrows, looked down at her. His black robe had a straight row of buttons from top to bottom, and grey hair peeked out from a flat black headdress. He looked plain, except for his necklace with an unusual silver ankh pendant, the symbol of Christ's promise of eternal life through faith in his sacrifice and resurrection.

      "And you are the owner of this coin," he continued as he produced the small piece from his cowl pocket.

      "I am," Mafalda confirmed with a smile. "Thank you for saving it for me." She took a step back to get out of his immediate vicinity. "Did you mention reincarnation? What do you mean by that?"

      "It was my first thought when I saw you."

      "Why?"

      "That woman's head..." He stared into Mafalda's face, "it's amazing... your cheeks, your chin, the eyes... you resemble her like a twin!" he stammered as he compared the coin with Mafalda's face. Then he turned the coin over and looked at the back. "The flames are a sign of absolute destruction - of being destroyed with one's whole being." He paused and seemed to make a connection. "Hypatia, have you heard of her? In the fourth and fifth centuries she was of great influence. You could see in her personality the revival of ancient pagan wisdom in Alexandria."

      "I have heard of her, but my knowledge of her is limited."

      "Well," the priest continued, "to make you understand, you should know that Hypatia was the counterpart of Saint Catherine. St Catherine lived in the third or fourth century and is revered by us for her learning and piety. She was a king's daughter - clever, rich, vivacious, and highly educated. Look at her," he said, pointing to a niche where her statue stood. "She wears a magnificent gown and has beautiful long hair."

      Mafalda approached the oversized statue and investigated its face. The saint was looking down at her.

      The priest was now standing behind Mafalda; she felt his breath on her neck as he continued. "The sword serves as a sign of her martyrdom, the crown as a sign of her royal lineage and the book as an expression of her learning. Her physical grace serves to express her spiritual beauty. When the Roman Emperor Maxentius wanted to force her to sacrifice to pagan idols, Catherine proposed a discourse with the best philosophers to convince him of the truth of the Christian faith. She shone with her witty answers and silenced the philosophers. But not only that! She also managed to convert the philosophers to Christianity!

      Abakir took a deep breath. "The furious emperor had Catherine imprisoned and tortured, but heaven came to her rescue with a thunderstorm. The wheel of torture broke, Catherine survived and convinced more and more people of her faith, promising them that she would intercede with God. The emperor had her beheaded, but milk flowed from her wounds. Angels carried her body to Mount Sinai. A healing oil is said to flow continuously from her sarcophagus in St Catherine's Monastery. As a saint, she is used in many ways as a patron saint for many professions, for example, philosophers, theologians, scholars, and librarians, for young girls, nuns, wives and those who wish to marry, for boatmen, printers and seamstresses, for hospitals and colleges, for wainwrights, scissor grinders, armourers and potters, for millers, bakers and clothiers. The list is inexhaustible".

      "And Hypatia? Is there anything about her? A picture or something to remember her by?" Mafalda inquired as she turned and took a step aside. The priest had a habit of getting too close, which made her uncomfortable.

      "Only the knowledge of her. In the foreground is her brutal execution. She was cruelly dismembered in 415 by an angry mob of lay brothers, monks and hired mercenaries," he explained. "She is also said to have been intelligent and beautiful, but her beliefs were controversial as she broke with popular religion. She had been educated in astronomy, philosophy, rhetoric and mathematics by her father, a highly respected upper-class philosopher. She was influential, had a voice in politics and, despite her pagan views, was highly respected by her predominantly Christian students". Abakir paused and drank from a pouch before continuing. "Her non-Christian individuality had more and wiser things to say and give than those who represented Christianity in Alexandria at that time."

      "What, then, was the wiser thing that lifted her above Christianity?" asked Mafalda.

      "Hypatia sought her salvation, to which she attached great importance, not in the forgiveness of sins, but in spiritual salvation. For her, salvation was to be achieved through philosophical contemplation, the mastery of immoral virtues and moral impurities. Her interest in philosophy was linked to her interest in mathematics and astronomy. She was convinced that the study of things with geometric shapes would help people to concentrate on perfect forms and thus help the soul to escape from the material world. She encouraged her students to see philosophy as the divine mystery and mathematics and astronomy as tools to help them transcend the material world into the realm where there is only mystical experience".

      He drank from the bag again and swallowed hard. His enthusiasm for the past made his green eyes shine. "But she had enemies, for the Archbishops Theophilas and Kyrillos hated anything that was not the Christian Church. The archbishops cared about power in a personal sense."

      Abakir groaned and looked down before continuing. "It is disappointing, but unfortunately the Christian dignitaries of Alexandria had the deepest hatred for everything that came from ancient times and yet was so much greater than the new, which seemed insignificant next to the old - even though Hypatia did not belong to any religion and was free from any pagan rituals." The wise priest handed the coin to Mafalda and continued. "Hypatia had too great a personal gift and ability to be illuminated by another light, the Christ event. She brought not only the pagans to their knees, but also insightful, profound Christians like Synesius. It was the pagan world of the past for which she had to die, even though her philosophy was accepted by both Christian and non-Christian disciples. Some regarded her as a spiritual teacher, some even as divine". He took a deep breath before continuing. "They wanted to strip her of her spiritual power by dismembering her so that she could no longer find herself. But the power-obsessed early Christians could not have known that after the dismemberment she developed the strong inner soul power to triumph again in the outer world as a fully independent individuality. Her body was raised to a higher life and all her personal wisdom was carried up into the divine-spiritual. Her soul had an independent existence, it could enter different bodies and thus live at least one more life. It is said that Hypatia, who herself was the reincarnation of a disciple of the Orphic Mysteries, was reborn in the twelfth century in Albert of Bollstädt, called Albertus Magnus, friend, and teacher of Thomas Aquinas".

      

      Mafalda stared at him, her mouth agape. She had not expected her coin to provoke such a reaction, let alone a connection with the ancient philosopher Hypatia! She sat down and looked at the coin again. Who was this woman who resembled her in every detail? Was she a woman related to Hypatia?

      The priest Abakir seemed to read her mind. "I doubt that the woman on the coin was from Hypatia's circle," he explained. "Hypatia was an only child, had no children of her own and remained unmarried. Also, the coin would be too crude in its production. It is made of worthless, thin copper. If it were Hypatia's coin, it would be made of silver, perhaps even gold. She came from a wealthy family and, as I said, was highly respected in society.

      "I found the coin under the ruins of a castle in my birthplace. There was supposed to have been a chapel where Saint Catherine was celebrated," Mafalda explained. She lowered her eyes in shame at what she had to tell the priest. "Just before I pulled the coin out of the ground, I saw in my mind a goddess who wanted to seduce me to carnal desire. I was not averse; the goddess was noble and beautiful. She reached out greedily and embraced me..." Mafalda reflected.

      "What happened then?" asked the priest.

      "I awoke from my dream - I realised that all this was not true.

      

      The priest sat down beside Mafalda and took her hand. She let him. "It wasn't a dream - it was a prophecy."

      Astonished, she looked at Abakir. "A prophecy of a pagan goddess?" She pondered. "I saw it a second time - just before the Santa Neothea disappeared into the sea. The figurehead of the ship in which I recognised the goddess rose proud and lofty above the crashing waves before the ship sank with her." Mafalda paused. "The fire on the ship, the total destruction, the dead... I thought it was all the manifestation of the flames on the coin."

      "The events are connected," Abakir explained. "The pagan goddess is from ancient times. The temptation you went through when the goddess tried to seduce you into carnal desire must have lived in this mysterious woman, for you are her reincarnation." He pointed to the coin Mafalda was turning in her hand. "The fire on the ship and its sinking, with the goddess resembling the figurehead - the battle of the pagans and their destruction, again attributed to Hypatia!" He stood up and looked at Mafalda with conviction. "The goddess is the spirit of the woman you seek."

      They fell silent. Abakir folded his hands and began to pray softly. He went deep into himself while Mafalda prayed as well. She asked God to reveal the secret so that she could search for the remains of the woman she was supposed to be the reincarnation of. She needed to know who the woman had been and how she was related to Hypatia, the ancient philosopher. Only then would she understand the meaning of her own existence.

      Before leaving the priest Abakir, she asked him the question that had been burning inside her. "Was there any connection between Hypatia and St Catherine's Monastery on the Sinai in ancient times?"

      The priest pondered. "There was. The scriptures mention that the followers of Hypatia fled to St Catherine's Monastery to escape execution by the Christians. For a woman to have been among them would be extraordinary, but possible. After all, Hypatia was a woman herself."

      Mafalda made her way back, confused but strangely fulfilled.
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        * * *

      

      It was raining when Mafalda and Augustus looked around the ruins of the ancient University of Alexandria. The ancient philosopher Hypatia had taught there. It was a special place for Mafalda, and one from which she expected something. She hoped for a clue, something that would connect this place to her quest.

      But that was not the only reason the young couple were out. The week before, they had made a discovery that would change their lives and those of the Gropius family forever. They needed fresh air and a break from Gropius, who was increasingly preoccupied with what was happening in the neighbourhood. Since the discovery, he had devoted most of his time to his literature.
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        * * *

      

      They were playing catch with the children when the ball accidentally went over the wall. Augustus climbed over and ran after it. A sudden gust of wind accelerated the ball as Augustus struggled to catch up. The ball rolled down the hill, bouncing off stones and notches, and accelerated even more as it went down the steep slope into the Millet, the neighbourhood of the Jewish community. Eventually it got stuck in a hollow on a corner. When Augustus went to pick it up, he spotted something. At first, he thought it was a piece of black cloth, but then it occurred to him that it might be a piece of coal. Curious, he picked it up. But when he ran his finger over the hand-sized piece, it did not feel like coal. It was heavier, denser, and smoother. Augustus looked at it more closely, turning it between his hands. He froze. It wasn't just the size of a hand - it was a hand! The fingers were grotesquely bent, the thumb completely broken off. He tried to extend the rotten forefinger, which he immediately regretted. It broke off. The clean white handkerchief that Gropius put in his waistcoat pocket every day proved to be a practical means to an end. Careful not to do any further damage, he wrapped the black body part in it to show it to his uncle and Mafalda.

      As he got up to leave, he caught sight of Malik, who was also looking around searchingly.

      "Malik! Malik!" called Augustus, waving to him.

      The man turned in surprise, seemingly shocked that someone had recognised him. They walked towards each other.

      "What are you doing here? I haven't seen you for a long time," Augustus inquired. He was most astounded to find Malik in this place.

      Malik looked as if he had aged years. He took his writing leather and a pen from a bag and began to write. "I am on the trail of my son Essam. I have a terrible suspicion."

      "What suspicion?" asked Augustus.

      Malik wrote, "Do you know where the ancient catacombs are?"

      Augustus shook his head.

      "My son is involved in something terrible. I am ashamed."

      Augustus stared at him, following his instincts. He showed him the black hand he had found moments before. "Does it have something to do with this?"

      Malik nodded; his lips pressed together. Sweat stood on his forehead.

      "Come with me, we will discuss my find and your suspicions with Gropius. I'm sure he can help us."

      Malik hesitated. Determined, Augustus took his hand and pulled him along. "You are our lifesaver. We told Gropius about you; you are highly respected. We will do all we can to help you."

      

      Mafalda was happy to see Malik again. When she tried to embrace him, he pulled away. A woman's physical closeness was sacred to him and only appropriate for very specific purposes, he explained later, thanking her for her affection and letting her know that she should not be angry with him.

      Gropius welcomed Malik warmly into his home and invited everyone to the table. Eleonore brought food and drink, while Mafalda sent the children out into the courtyard so that the adults could talk in peace. Before they sat down on the cushions, Augustus pulled the black hand out of the cloth. "Look what I found in the dirt when I picked up the ball."

      He noticed the shock on the faces of all present. Only the distant voices of children playing in the courtyard could be heard. Gropius stroked his beard nervously, Eleonore turned white as a sheet, and Mafalda held her hand over her open mouth. "And this find, as Malik made me understand, has something to do with his son Essam, whom he is investigating. That's why we met there by chance - on the edge of the Jewish quarter."

      Malik nodded, confirming Augustus' explanation. His grey face pulled into a sad frown.

      Gropius cleared his throat. "Where exactly did you find the hand?"

      "At the end of the escarpment, in a hollow in the outer corner of a wall." Augustus replied.

      Gropius stroked his beard again. "This is the house of the Jew Elmagar. He is a highly respected physician in his community."

      Mafalda turned to Malik. "Please tell us why you suspect your son Essam. What has he done?"

      Malik took the writing leather from his bag and began to write. He seemed to find it difficult. Beads of sweat threatened to break off and run down his forehead, his full lips pressed together in a stiff line and his hands trembled. It lasted. No one dared to taste the delicacies Eleonore had served earlier. When he handed the leather to Augustus to read aloud, tears welled up in his eyes.

      "My son Essam - at last I have found him. As I had hoped, he lives with my parents, who sold me as a child into the hands of the Sultan. I forgive them; they have made amends by raising my son. Essam was always a sweet boy, they say, but lately he has changed. He is out most of the time, and I should try to find out what he does when he is not at home. Since then, I have been following him every day. He often visits the house of the Jew Elmagar. Once I waited behind the wall. After a while he came out. I saw that he had a heavy bag on his belt. Then I heard the bag clink and concluded that it was filled with coins. When Essam was asleep, I went to see for myself. He had hidden the bag in a hole between two stones in my parents' garden. There I found several sacks full of coins!

      Malik handed the next sheet of leather to Augustus. There was tension in the air, and everyone was hanging on Augustus' every word.

      "One day I followed him again to Elmagar's house. This time the gate was open. I gathered my courage and crept in. In his courtyard I made a terrible discovery. Black bodies lay everywhere. They were tied to wooden slats with ropes, their arms and legs spread, their open mouths stuffed with cloths, their eyes hollowed out. They had obviously been left to dry. Behind another wall I discovered human parts, some still intact, but many hacked into small pieces. A thick-walled bronze bowl was filled with several dismembered body parts, which two burly men were crushing to powder with a heavy club".

      Augustus looked up. The room looked from him to Malik and back to Augustus. The content of the words was not only humanly shocking, but it also shook the faith in the trust that existed in Alexandrian society. A trade in human parts on the scale of organised crime was taking place on their doorstep, and none of the honest citizens knew about it or did anything about it? Gropius swallowed hard.

      Mafalda was the first to speak. "But what do they do with the powder?"

      Malik shrugged and started writing again. He passed the leather to Augustus.

      "The strange thing is that there is a way for the bodies to get to Elmagar's house without anyone being seen taking them there!"

      "Is that why you asked me if I knew where the catacombs were?" asked Augustus.

      Malik nodded.

      Gropius snapped out of his torpor and cleared his throat. "There are underground passages that lead far out of the old catacombs. Only that can be the way of the crooks."

      "But where do the dead come from that are being ground into powder, and why are they doing it?" asked Mafalda into the circle, paralysed with horror.

      Malik wrote, Augustus read: "They look like mummies. Like ancient Egyptian mummies from prehistory."

      A memory of her vagabond life in the Roman Empire crept into Mafalda's mind. The quacks ... no ... she pushed the thought away.

      "We must investigate, expose and stop the crime within the community," Gropius explained, becoming thoughtful. "If this is reported to the Sultan, we will be in trouble. The punishments for such crimes are severe and cruel." He retired without having eaten a bite.
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        * * *

      

      On their way to the Gate of the Moon at the western end of Alexandria, where they were to meet Malik, Mafalda and Augustus passed the Chapel of St Catherine. Mafalda stopped to take a closer look at the stonework. The small memorial was marked with a block of marble, supposedly from the pillar where the saint had been martyred. She thought of  Abakir's words and shrugged off the gruesome thought of the saint's beheading. Her plan to go to St Catherine's Monastery in Sinai to search for her double on the coin, of whom Abakir believed she was a reincarnation, was deep in her soul.

      But the events of the past few days had brought something else to the fore, namely the investigation into the trade in desiccated human body parts and their pulverisation at the house of the Jew Elmagar.

      

      Malik was already there, waving briefly as they approached. Augustus handed him one of the three oil lamps Gropius had given him, urging him to be careful. Malik pointed to the south, where the entrance to the catacombs was supposed to be. They might find a clue as to where and how the criminals got their victims, and how they managed to transport the bodies to Elmagar's house undetected.

      The entrance gate was partly in ruins, with only the foundation walls holding up the stone round arch. Apparently the Ottomans had quarried the stone around the gate to use in the construction of new mosques in the town. Uneven steps, also in poor condition, led down into the darkness. A pungent smell hit them as they descended, so they pulled out their handkerchiefs to cover their faces. The damp from the recent rain hung heavy in the air. Spiders and insects feasted on the drops that clung to the rough walls. They walked quietly and carefully so as not to be noticed. A spiral staircase stretched around a circular shaft, with rectangular openings that allowed them a glimpse into the interior. In her mind's eye, Mafalda saw how in ancient times mummified bodies were lowered on ropes to their final resting place.

      The three of them stopped at each of the underground levels and looked around. Busts and statues of prehistoric people embedded in the stone stared at them with lifeless eyes.

      "Surely these people were of great importance, otherwise their statues and busts would not be here," Augustus said in a low voice.

      Malik handed Augustus his writing leather. "They stand here as representatives of the dead."

      

      "Look!" exclaimed Mafalda, who had ventured a little further and was so amazed that she forgot to keep quiet. She was standing in a circular chamber surrounded by six columns. This must be the main burial chamber, she thought as she walked slowly along, looking at a scene carved into the wall. A mummified person - Mafalda guessed it was a pharaoh - was lying on a bed in the shape of a lion. Beneath the bed were three jars for storing the organs that had been removed from the corpse during the mummification process. She recognised the god Horus by his sceptre, his head covered with the Egyptian double crown. Thoth, the lunar god of wisdom, was also part of the scene, recognisable by the ibis’s head. Anubis, depicted with the head of the jackal, the burial god of the dead, was reaching out to the dead Pharaoh to save his recently deceased soul and transfer it from earth to the afterlife.

      From an early age she had learned about the ancient Egyptians from a picture book given to her by her father, who tirelessly explained the details of the pictures. She remembered the legend of Isis and Osiris. It was a significant event that had contributed to the zeitgeist of the ancient Egyptians and shaped the lives and beliefs of the people.

      According to legend, the ancient Egyptians believed in a golden age when the gods ruled the world. From the womb of the sky goddess came four children, four human-like children, two of whom were Isis and Osiris. They founded the first kingdom, bringing knowledge and civilisation. The balance between the cosmos and the earth was perfect, and Osiris ruled the world for a long time to the blessing of mankind. But when the sun was in the sign of the scorpion, Seth killed his brother Osiris by putting him in a chest and throwing him into the sea. Isis desperately searched for her husband and brother, and when she found him, she brought him back to Kemet. But Seth wanted to destroy his brother's spirit and cut him into fourteen pieces. Isis searched every corner of the land, collected the pieces, and wrapped them in linen cloths. But she could not find the phallus, so she made a golden one and impregnated herself with the seed of Osiris. She then gave birth to Horus, a divine child. She buried each part of her dead husband's body in a different place. Her tears of grief provided the nutrients and minerals to keep the banks of the great river fertile. It was Horus, the divine child of Isis and Osiris, who became the first human god - the first Pharaoh to rule Egypt. He took over the earthly duties of Osiris and killed Seth in revenge for the murder of his father. From then on, Osiris was no longer active on earth, but had been taken back to the world of divine-spiritual beings. There he helped the deceased in the world of spirits on their way between death and rebirth. Isis and Osiris, who were reborn in heaven, had since become the rulers of the afterlife.

      

      The legend, Mafalda reflected, paralleled Hypatia's fate. Like Osiris, she was dismembered to destroy her spirit. But she too, like Osiris, continued to triumph in the outer world as a separate individuality. Both bodies were elevated to a higher life and taken up into the divine-spiritual. Hypatia was reborn in the twelfth century as another human being, Osiris in heaven as ruler of the afterlife.

      "Where is that terrible smell coming from?" Augustus asked, standing behind Mafalda.

      Mafalda pulled herself away from the wall sculpture. "We have to follow the smell, we might find something."

      "It could be horrible," Augustus warned.

      Malik led the way, shining his lamp along the path that led them deeper and deeper into the heart of the earth. Around the main chamber they found rows and rows of open niches with dark square holes peering out, as if waiting to be filled. The thought that these ancient tombs had once held the mummified bodies of the ancient Egyptians made Mafalda shudder. Slowly they moved on. Their oil lamps were the only source of light in the dark depths, their unsteady footsteps on the crumbling stones the only sound absorbed by the earthy surface around them.

      Malik stopped abruptly and put his hand to his ear to hear better. From a deep shaft came the distant voices of people. Then a shuffle, a thud. Silence. The three of them stood rooted to the spot, listening. Malik motioned to Mafalda and Augustus to follow the last sound. They squeezed into the dark shaft and crawled on all fours, pushing the oil lamp in front of them with each step. Breathing became harder and harder.

      Mafalda stifled a pang of panic; she had never been underground before, apart from the occasional cave in the woods at home when they had to seek shelter from storms. Still, it had been a wonderful feeling to wait out the storm in a cave. The large exit hole, through which she could get out at any time, reassured her that she was free. But crawling through a dark, narrow underground passageway that the ancient Egyptians must have dug was something else entirely. At that moment, she longed for the exit, which was nowhere to be seen. She tried to turn towards Augustus - in vain, the narrow passageway only allowed her to crawl forward. Sweat trickled down her face. She felt her limbs start to shake. She coughed.

      "Stop," Augustus shouted.

      Malik stopped. He lay flat on his stomach and waited.

      "Mafalda, lie down like Malik, it will relax you," Augustus advised.

      Mafalda lay down. The pungent smell was unbearable. She felt her sore knees and a sharp pain pierced her head. "How much longer?" she asked with a dusty throat.

      Malik managed to put his arm at his side and raise his hand. Mafalda raised her lamp to see his gesture. He showed her his clenched hand with the thumb pointing upwards. "Malik is giving me the thumbs up, I think he sees the light at the end of the tunnel," she said. Again he showed his thumb, which Mafalda interpreted as his approval.

      They crawled on, knowing that the ordeal would soon be over. Finally, she was able to relax and her curiosity about what they would discover took over.

      Slowly and quietly, they crawled out of the narrow opening of the shaft. A large cavern framed by rough rock appeared before them. What they saw made them freeze in horror. Naked corpses of women, men, children, and adolescents lay in rows on stretchers. Many of them were grotesquely disfigured, and some bore the marks of disease. Mafalda approached the body of a child whose skin was covered in bursting, bloody blisters. Next to it lay another with the same disfigurement; they could have been siblings.

      Malik grabbed her arm and pulled her away. He raised his forefinger and shook his head. Mafalda took a step back.

      "Be careful, you might get infected," Augustus said, putting Malik's warning into words.

      From a safe distance they looked at the many other corpses. Some were marked by suffering, others half decayed. Leprosy was evident on one corpse, the nose eaten away by the disease, the face swollen and covered with red growths. These were people who had died of smallpox, plague or leprosy.

      In a side grotto they found more bodies. Some had abrasions on their necks, others had wounds from whips or ropes. Victims who had not died of natural causes had been hanged, killed on the torture wheel, or killed in some other way. Large containers filled with a black, viscous mass were placed at regular intervals around the stretchers. Blood-stained knives, syringes, clamps and other implements, the sight of which filled Mafalda with a cold horror, lay crisscrossed on makeshift tables.

      Mafalda realised that the corpses all had something in common. Many of their body parts had been slashed open at the sides.

      Malik wrote. "The bodies are treated with bitumen. The compound is injected into the muscles, then dried in the sun, which dries out the bodies and turns them black so they can be ground into powder."

      "How do you know that?" she asked him in shock.

      "The ancient Egyptians used this material to mummify their dead," he wrote.

      "But why are they making powder out of it now?" asked Mafalda.

      "It must be good for something," he wrote, holding up the leather to read.

      "It must make a lot of money or the criminals wouldn't take the risk," Augustus remarked.

      Malik put his finger to his mouth and listened. They heard sounds approaching.

      "Quick," Augustus whispered, "over here!"

      He climbed onto a ledge that jutted into the rock face as a shallow niche and pulled Mafalda with him. She gathered up her dirty dress and took a big step upwards. Malik followed her. They quickly lay flat on their stomachs and waited. The height gave them a good view and at the same time they were hidden in the darkness.

      Even though they were in a safe place and could not be seen from below, it was hard to relax. The scene below was so horrific that Mafalda began to tremble again. She turned her head to Augustus, who looked just as disgusted, but better able to control his fear. They looked deeply into each other's eyes. His gaze was gentle and caring and had the desired effect on Mafalda. She relaxed. He smiled as he gently stroked her cheek. Just before several men appeared around the corner, Malik tapped his companions on the shoulder in warning.

      A cart full of corpses, pulled by a panting mule, stopped below them. The man leading the mule was black. Malik tensed as he recognised his son. Some of the bodies were in rigor mortis, others were limp, limbs dangling over the sides. The men worked quickly, unaware that they were being watched. They tipped the cart over. The bodies piled up on the dirt and blood-stained floor. Then they took the prepared bodies from the stretchers and placed them one by one in the cart, while two others placed the new bodies on the empty stretchers.

      Mafalda silently prayed that she would not have to see the cadavers being cut open and filled with bitumen. But she was not spared even that. She lowered her forehead and closed her eyes as she watched the men reach for their knives. The sound of the cuts was unbearable, as was the pungent stench that grew worse as the men advanced with the bodies. After what seemed an eternity, they finished, tied the newly filled cart back to the donkey and disappeared through the same passage they had come.

      Mafalda was in a bad way, overwhelmed and disgusted. "I thought God's goodness was eternal. Why does it end here?" she asked softly.

      Augustus suggested they crawl back through the shaft they had come through. Malik decided to follow the criminals to find the way to Elmagar's house. They said goodbye and agreed that Malik should come to Gropius' house as soon as possible to tell him what he would find there.

      The way back was tedious. "Faith, good will triumph over evil," muttered Augustus.

      "Has God forsaken us? It is he who is supposed to deliver us from evil," she replied. "Where is the Lord who is worshipped by so many?"

      They felt better when they reached the spiral staircase and climbed it. The fresh air cleared their minds and Mafalda breathed a sigh of relief. Augustus gently pulled her close and gave her a hug. "I'm sorry you had to see that."

      "It's all right, dear." She caressed his face, which was now close to hers, and stroked his lips gently with her fingers. He pulled her close and returned her tenderness with a flood of passionate kisses. "I love you," he said, "I love you."

      After the terrible events in the cave, Mafalda enjoyed standing in the light of the sun with love in her heart. She felt something new. She didn't want to miss Augustus for anything in the world. He had become her home.

      They made their way back, filled with the sweetness of the moment, but scarred by the cruel observations of the morning; a painful memory they would share forever.
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        * * *

      

      "There is something called medicinal cannibalism," Gropius explained as Eleonore, Mafalda, Augustus and Malik gathered for the evening. "Powdered ancient Egyptian mummies were considered medicinal for decades under the name Egyptian Mumia and sold in pharmacies in the Holy Roman Empire. It is believed that the good state of preservation of the embalmed bodies is a sign of special healing powers that lie within them. Tinctures and ointments are made from the powder which, when applied internally or externally, are said to help with various ailments and diseases." He stood up and paced. "I must say that this belief is false. The original and true source of the remedy is the scarce and precious seepage of black stone asphalt from a mountain in Persia, which was held in high esteem by the Arab peoples for its therapeutic properties, especially when applied to broken limbs or used as an antidote to poison. It is also said to cure cataracts, leprosy, gout, toothache, cough, dysentery, wounds and quartan fever". Gropius referred to his notes before continuing. "Another natural source of healing is Dead Sea bitumen, a natural mixture of pitch and asphalt, which was later considered an equal substitute for the scarce and expensive Persian Mumiya."

      "What is the connection between ancient Egyptian mummies and natural bitumen?" Mafalda asked.

      "Well, you can't call it a connection, although the ancient Egyptians also used bitumen and cedar pitch to prepare their mummies. It is rather a mistranslation of the medieval Latin writings that described the original Mumiya, or natural bitumen".

      "The two terms are very similar," Augustus noted. "Mumiya and Mumia."

      "Exactly," Gropius agreed, "that is the crux of the matter. The local term Mumiya eventually led to the use of the Latin term Mumia for a medicine and the English term Mummy for an embalmed Egyptian corpse". He cleared his throat before continuing.

      "Once the traditional use of natural bitumen in medicine was established, people began to move from bitumen to a similar looking excretory material found in the tombs of Egypt. Rhazes, the 10th century Persian physician, philosopher and alchemist who is considered one of the most important figures in the history of medicine, had not sufficiently explained the bituminous Mumiya. When his works were translated in the twelfth century, Mumiya, now known by the Latin name Mumia, was interpreted as the substance found in the land where corpses are buried with aloes and myrrh, which transforms the liquid of the dead, mixed with the herbs, into something like sea pitch. Other erroneous definitions of bituminous Mumiya continued to emerge until the belief that the remedy known as Mumia came from the ancient, mummified bodies was established.

      "This is incredible!" Mafalda said. "I remember the quacks in the Holy Roman Empire offering the Egyptian Mumia as an effective remedy equal to a narcotic! They make a few guilders out of it!"

      Gropius nodded. "That may be, it has spread all over the Holy Empire and is in great demand. I've been poking around the Jewish Millet and found that there is an extensive and lucrative trade in fake mummies. The powdered and crumbled mummies are shipped in crates from Alexandria to the Holy Roman Empire on the great trading ships." He took a deep breath. "The mummies that have recently been made from the body parts of executed and deceased sick people are false in two ways. Firstly, it is not the mummy of the ancient Egyptian mummies, and secondly, it has nothing to do with natural bitumen! All in all, it is an unfortunate confusion caused by the similarity in appearance between natural bitumen and the embalmed Egyptian dead, coupled with human greed and ignorance".

      "But..." Mafalda stammered, "what we saw in the cave and what Malik tells us about the strapped black bodies in Elmagar's courtyard cannot be right!"

      "Nor is it," Gropius confirmed. "The Jew Elmagar must be stopped. Not only is he defrauding the entire Holy Roman Empire with his fake mummies, but he is also depriving the dead of their right to a proper burial. What he is doing is immoral and violates the basic human right to be treated with respect after death, rich or poor.

      He took another deep breath, adding to the gravity of his words. "The problem is, if the Ottoman authorities find out, we will suffer. In the worst case, we could be made homeless, there would be many executions. The Sultan does not tolerate crimes in Christian communities.

      Malik, who had listened without moving, jumped. Augustus and Mafalda knew at once what made him look up at the mention of the Sultan - their secret! They had sworn not to tell anyone of their knowledge of Sehzade Mehmed's murder.

      Malik sat up and began to write, while Augustus read aloud: "We must not draw the Sultan's attention to Alexandria. Augustus escaped as a trainee janissary, and Mafalada from the clutches of the Mahidevran Sultan,  and so have I. If they catch us, we will all end up on the gallows. Forgive me, you too, Gropius, and your family will be punished for giving us shelter.

      Gropius nodded. "And besides," he added, "they would link you to the disappearance of Sehzade Mehmed, son of the late Prince Governor of Konya, since he disappeared at the same time as you."

      The three conspirators dropped their eyes. Gropius was too sharp to conceal it from him.

      Malik nodded.

      "He's dead," Mafalda said softly.

      "I thought as much," Gropius said. "Do you know who killed him?"

      "Malik recognised the killers as the men of the Grand Vizier Rüstem Pasha, the son-in-law of the Hürem Sultan. According to Malik, they were also responsible for the death of Sehzade Orhan, the youngest son of Mustafa, who was found dead the year before."

      Gropius sat down and signalled for everyone to sit down for their meal. "And you have seen it? If it came out, you would be in great danger of being killed by the Sultan to cover up the murder."

      "Well, then we'd be dead twice," Augustus relented.

      Augustus' humour made everyone relax a little. As they began to eat without much appetite, they lost themselves in their thoughts. Mafalda couldn't take a bite. Her attempt to block out what she had seen that morning failed. She kept seeing the disfigured faces of the two children in front of her. How long had they had to suffer before death had released them?

      "Essam." Malik pointed to his leather as they ate. "My son will have to help us put an end to Elmagar's crimes."

      "But how do we get him to do that?" Mafalda asked, relieved to be distracted from her horrible memories of the morning.

      "I know how to get him to help," Augustus read from Malik's leather. "Essam is secretly seeing a young woman. I have seen them together; he seems very fond of her. The woman is from the Ummah in the El-Amal area, far outside our town."

      "She is a Muslim?" asked Gropius.

      Malik nodded and wrote as Augustus spoke. "I think Essam wants to escape with her to the Holy Roman Empire. He is hoarding the money for that purpose. If the young woman's father - he is the commander of the local mercenary militia - finds out, the couple will be punished according to Sharia law. We all know what that means."

      "They would be stoned to death," whispered Eleonore, who had been listening silently. Horror was written on her face, as it was on everyone else's.

      Augustus continued to read from Malik's leather. "We have to blackmail Essam. Either he stops taking money for the bodies, or we report him to the militia for being the lover of a Muslim woman. If he stops paying the locals, they will stop delivering the bodies and Elmagar's business will end.

      "But what if someone else takes over Essam's job?" Augustus asked.

      "Essam has to make sure that doesn't happen. We will leave it in his hands. He will do everything to protect his mistress."

      

      The rest was easy. Malik, Augustus, and Gropius intercepted Essam as he came out of Elmagar's courtyard and made him follow them to Gropius's house. The young man was ashamed to admit his misdeeds. He was shocked that everyone knew about his love affair and promised to stop the dirty business.

      As for Elmagar, he disappeared from Alexandria when he heard that Gropius had uncovered his fake mummy business. No one knew where he went.  Some speculated that he had fled to the Holy Roman Empire. Others thought he had died. Nevertheless, some tried to resume the mummy trade in his name, but they failed. Essam made sure that no one accepted any more bodies from the locals. Unfortunately, his love affair also ended when he broke his promise to free the young woman from her domineering father.
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            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      From a distance, they could see the large crowd of pilgrims gathered outside the church of Abakir for the start of the journey. As they came closer, they noticed people from all walks of life. Curious looks were directed at them.

      "We are not pilgrims," Augustus said, "they can see that."

      "And we are a couple," Mafalda interjected. "Many wonder if we are brother and sister."

      "Perhaps they also see us as tourists or adventurers and think we are from a higher social class," Augustus countered.

      "Tourists and adventurers from the Holy Roman Empire are nothing special, there are many of them in the Ottoman Empire," Mafalda replied.

      "But they always come from the upper classes," Augustus said.

      "Not me," Mafalda replied. "I belong to the travelling people. The travelling people are the lower people. Besides, I'm not a tourist."

      "But you are an adventurer!" Augustus ended the conversation.

      

      As Gropius had explained, people went on pilgrimage for very different reasons. They were men and women who left their homes and routines to seek God's grace, to repent and to find salvation. They wanted to achieve this by listening to their inner selves and seeking the closeness of God outside the rigours and norms of daily life. For most pilgrims, this arduous journey represented a final journey to their sacred destination, fulfilling a vow they had made before embarking on their pilgrimage. Gropius also explained that for others, the pious journey had no clear purpose, but consisted of spiritual wandering with an open end. For still others, the journey to a particular holy place was intended as a simple journey that would end when they settled or died in the place of their choice.

      Gropius warned the young couple about the penal pilgrims, who could be recognised by their emaciated appearance, coarse clothing, and lack of shoes. Monks, bishops, and nuns who had committed perjury or fornication were sentenced to up to twelve years' imprisonment on the penitential pilgrimage.

      

      Like most pilgrims, Mafalda and Augustus were equipped with all-weather clothing that covered them from head to toe. This consisted of a loose, moisture-resistant cloak over a tunic of thick cotton fabric that covered their undergarments. Men wore a hat with a wide brim. Small sacred objects on it not only adorned it, but also expressed their status as inter-worlders.

      Women's hats had sewn-on veils and shawls that they could pull over their faces when necessary to protect themselves from the sun, wind, and rain. Strictly religious pilgrims carried a small leather pouch with them, allowing themselves only the bare necessities. A stick with two knobs was used for support and to ward off attacking animals. A water-filled calabash, a bulbous vessel with a long neck, hung from it. Others had a permanent tattoo on their face identifying them as pilgrims. Probably the professional pilgrims, Mafalda thought. They were paid by the rich to make pilgrimages on behalf of their employers, who then bragged about it to confirm their position in society.

      

      Toukh was to be the first stop on the way from Alexandria to Sinai, where other pilgrims would join them. The climate in the Nile Delta was tolerable in early summer, warm during the day and cool at night. Thanks to Gropius' foresight and Eleonore's sewing talent, Mafalda and Augustus were well equipped. Like the desert dwellers, they each had a small single tent, which they stretched over themselves every evening to protect themselves from rain, sandstorms, and insects. They were the envy of the others, who had to contend with many inconveniences under their robes, which they also used as blankets when they tried to rest at night. 

      Women were in the minority, but their presence was felt. Mafalda noticed a group of four nuns, no more than a finger's breadth apart. If one of them took a step forward, the others did the same. When one lay down on the stony ground, the others lay down beside her in a straight line. Their long earth-coloured veils fell over long earth-coloured dresses that dragged behind them as they walked. They walked one behind the other at the same distance and in step. Their tall, slender bodies gave them an astonishing vertical dimension, especially when they stood in a line. But what amazed Mafalda was their serious expressions, which never changed. They also always kept their heads slightly bowed. They could be hungry, exhausted, happy or angry - no one knew how they felt. If you approached them, they would turn away.

      "Are they dumb?" Augustus asked one evening as they sat down to their meagre meal.

      "I don't know. Perhaps they have taken a vow of silence to deepen their relationship with God." Mafalda pondered, "In some religions, silence is considered a high virtue."

      "They are Carthusian nuns." An old woman sat down next to the couple, visibly exhausted after walking all day and hungry for food and water. Deep wrinkles had creased her face, her eyes were dull, and her voice was broken. "They come from the Marienthron Monastery in Gaming."

      "But why are they acting like double twins?" Augustus asked.

      "Because they are quadruplets," the woman explained who called herself Edith. "Rumour has it that their unwed mother was condemned for giving birth to four girls at the same time. No one knows if this is true. The four were brought up by the nuns in the Carthusian convent."

      Mafalda offered her some food and together they chewed and savoured every bite of the twice-baked biscuits and dried fruit Eleonore had prepared for their journey.

      "They seem to communicate without words," Augustus picked up the thread.

      "They go inside themselves," Edith explained. "When you speak, you come out of yourself."

      Mafalda sensed Augustus' embarrassment and touched his hand lightly.

      Edith had an unsurpassed simplicity about her and was straightforward. There was nothing wrong with that, Mafalda thought, but what she didn't like about Edith was the way the old woman had overheard their conversation, joined them, and accepted their food without asking or thanking them. Later, Augustus suggested they stay away from her, which proved difficult. Edith's intrusiveness began to annoy the young couple. Nevertheless, they tried to help her as much as they could during their daily wanderings.

      

      From Toukh, the number of pilgrims grew by several hundred, and those who benefited from the provision of the necessities of life travelled with packed camels and donkeys. Pilgrims who needed something, whether it was ointment for sore feet, an extra piece of clothing or just a few words of encouragement, could get it from them for a coin or in exchange for sacred artefacts. But the most coveted goods they carried on their animals were large goatskin sacks filled with water. These were so large and wide that they surrounded the animal like a thick blanket.

      The group also included traders who travelled to Thor, a small town two days' journey from Toukh in the middle of the desert. There they collected spices from Abyssinia and brought them back to Cairo.

      From Thor, the route to the Red Sea led through a flat, sandy landscape where no bushes or grass grew. There was no water except from the goatskin sacks. Each person was given a measure of it each day, which was distributed in a container by the person in charge. It was just enough to quench their thirst twice a day.

      The pilgrims sat down on the sand, ate, and fell asleep, exhausted from the day's exertions. Two hours before sunrise, the leaders rang the bell to start the next day.

      There was no village, no house, no field, no tree, no grass. Far and wide stretched the dry, sandy earth, scorched by the sun's fierce heat. The barren mountains and valleys were both idyllic and menacing. Mafalda and Augustus noticed smoke rising in the distance, which they assumed was a fire. When they got closer, they saw that it was a cloud of whirled up sand that the wind had blown from one place to another, quickly turning into hills. Where today there was an open path, tomorrow there would be a dune piled up by the wind.

      

      The distant Red Sea was to their right as the weary pilgrims reached a small oasis flanked by date palms in the middle of the rocky, sandy desert. In this arid region of nothingness, it was a feast for the eyes to see the fertile green expanse. In the small oasis of Faran there were still the remains of old Christian churches. As far as Edith knew, the oasis had been the seat of a Christian bishop in the fifth century, before St Catherine's Monastery was founded.

      Everyone's first port of call was the bubbling spring, which gushed out in two places. The water from one spring was collected in a basin and poured into a network of pipes on the opposite side. The carefully laid pipes were used to irrigate a field where crops and vegetables grew. The basin was divided into two tubs, shielded by a wall of palm fronds. Mafalda's heart leapt at the prospect of a cool bath. The other spring was freely accessible and anyone could take as much of the cool, clean water as they wanted.

      The mood lifted. The few inhabitants of the oasis greeted the group and led them to a place with several natural shelters that provided enough shade for the whole group.

      Finally, there was enough water to bake bread. Mafalda asked for a bowl in which to put the flour Eleonore had packed. She poured the water from the spring over it, kneaded it and formed hand-sized patties. Then Augustus baked them in the glowing ashes of the camel dung they had collected earlier. The delicious smell filled everyone's nostrils. Edith followed them under a canopy of dried palm fronds and made herself comfortable. She was looking forward to the treat, which she announced with a click of her tongue.

      But the old woman was not the only visitor. She had just sat down when she jumped up with a sudden jerk. A black, shiny snake disappeared in a flash into the nearby rubble. "It bit me!"

      Mafalda and Augustus jumped out of their seats. "Where?"

      Edith lifted her dress. "Here!" She pointed to a bite on the inside of her knee.

      "The snake crawled under your dress!" Mafalda said.

      When she realised what had happened, Edith turned white as a ghost. "I felt it bite me!"

      Mafalda waved to one of the oasis settlers who was nearby. "Help us!"

      The person hurried to them. By now Edith had collapsed to the ground. The man was bending over her. Mafalda showed him the bite. He took a cloth from his pocket and wrapped it tightly around Edith's leg, above the bite, to stop the poison spreading through her body. He made a sign and hurried away. Augustus placed a soft shawl under Edith's head. She did not react.

      After a long time, the settler returned, accompanied by another. The stranger was thin and tall and wrapped in dusty white linen from top to bottom. In one hand he held a small bowl filled with parts of plants and goat's milk, and in the other a mortar. He quickly examined the injured woman, lifting her eyelids and feeling her pulse. He put the bowl on the floor and began to grind the ingredients in the mortar until they became a viscous mass. Then he applied it to the bite. Edith moaned at the touch but immediately lost consciousness.

      Mafalda noticed that the friendly healer was acting very familiar towards Edith. He hesitated to leave, looked worried and explained with his hands and feet to keep the sick woman as calm as possible.

      They waited, hoping for an improvement, when Mafalda remembered the bread that had been left out too long in the heat. She took the burnt pieces from the coals and scraped off the charcoal. She didn't want to get rid of the delicacy altogether; at least the inside should still be edible.

      

      The shadows of the four Carthusian nuns loomed over her as she looked up. They stared down at her without saying a word. Mafalda moved to stand at eye level with them. "How can I help you?"

      The nun at the far left of the row took a deep breath and cleared her throat before starting to speak, but then she hesitated. Her eyes wandered over to Edith, who lay motionless.

      "The stranger has treated the snakebite with a homemade salve. We are to keep her still," Mafalda explained.

      "The stranger's name is Date," the nun at the far right of the row said. She spoke so softly that Mafalda had to listen carefully.

      "Oh, you know him?"

      The sisters nodded.

      "Then this is not the first time you have rested in this oasis?"

      This time the sister on the left answered. She also spoke very quietly. "It is the fourth time."

      Mafalda sensed that the sisters were worried. They were all looking at Edith.

      "Do you know Edith?" Mafalda asked carefully.

      The sisters nodded. "She is our mother."

      The patty fell from Mafalda's hand. She had not expected this, because Edith had told her differently. Why hadn't she told her that she was the nuns' mother? Slowly she understood. It was Edith who, as an unmarried woman, had given birth to the quadruplets and abandoned them as newborns in the Carthusian convent.

      "She doesn't know that we know that she is our mother," said one of the sisters, looking down in shame.

      The matter was complex, and it moved Mafalda. "You are welcome to sit with her," she suggested, to show her sympathy.

      The four sisters sat down in a row beside Edith, who slowly came to. When she opened her eyes to see her four daughters, she quickly closed them. One of the sisters took her hand and spoke quietly. "Mother, we know everything. We also know that Date is our father."

      Mafalda and Augustus exchanged astonished glances. The family affair was becoming more and more bizarre.

      Tears streamed down Edith's cheeks. Her eyes were still closed. "I'm so sorry," she whispered, "I've followed you all my life, so I knew you were safe."

      "We know," the sisters said. "We have made this pilgrimage many times before to find answers about our origins. God has led us to this place again and again. We have found the answer with you because we have felt the love emanating from you as you have followed us every step of the way on each journey."

      "How do you know Date is your father?" Edith asked, still with her eyes closed.

      "We could tell by your mutual attraction. Every time we come to this place, you come to life as soon as Date appears. And Date always appears and stays close to you. Strange for a desert dweller who lives on dates and goat's milk and prefers solitude to company."

      This was the longest sentence the sister had spoken after her period of silence. She was exhausted, which immediately spread to the other sisters.

      "Let's eat and drink together," Augustus suggested. The freshly baked patties smelled wonderful, and together with the fresh spring water, the food was a welcome distraction after the disconcerting revelation.
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        * * *

      

      A hot wind was blowing from the north when the pilgrim guide gave the impetus to continue the journey. They were five days' walk from St Catherine's Monastery. After a restful visit to the oasis, they continued their way with goatskin bags filled with water and sweet dates to complete the last part of the stage.

      Most of the pilgrims did not see the journey as a burden, but as an opportunity to reveal themselves to God to find His grace. There was no moaning or complaining. They simply picked up what little possessions they had and walked on with their heads bowed.

      Mafalda and Augustus said goodbye to Edith, Date and the four sisters. The family stayed at the oasis so that Edith could recover from her snakebite and the family had time to change their fate for the better. Mafalda and Augustus would meet them on the way back.

      

      For the next few days, they walked through a stony wilderness. The pilgrims rested at a place where two paths diverged. One led to the right, the other to the left to St Catherine's Monastery.

      Shortly after the crossing, a group of Arabs on small horses rode up. They held their bare feet in leather stirrups and carried a spear, a long hollow tube with a long iron point. They were desert dwellers who looked like savages with their frizzy hair and dark brown leathery skin. Their behaviour infuriated the pilgrims; they shouted wildly and stared at the women unashamedly. But when they saw the pitiful state of many of the pilgrims, they turned away. They knew that there was nothing to rob in a devout group, but still they trailed after them. When they saw wild cotton bushes, they rushed at them, plucked the tufts of wool, and collected them in sacks. In the evening, Mafalda and Augustus watched as, with great care and effort, they pulled a hard core out of the tufts, sucked it through their mouths and stuffed it into leather sacks. The pilgrim guide explained that the Arabs sold the kernels in large quantities to merchants in Cairo. The merchants would then ship them to Venice, where they would be sold on the market as animal feed.

      

      Two days before the pilgrims reached the monastery, they found a dead camel and its rider lying unprotected in the sand not far from each other. It was a terrible sight. The man had lost his nose, eyes and leg to wild birds and animals. The blood-crusted, pecked holes reminded the couple of the asphalted corpses in Alexandria. The wild Arabs searched the dead man's pockets and the bags hanging from the camel's parched body. Satisfied, they rode off with their prey. Mafalda, like the others, was relieved when the pursuers finally disappeared into the dust of the desert.

      

      As St Catherine's Monastery came into view, spirits rose, not only in anticipation of food, rest, and shade, but also because the journey had been a success for many. They had survived the challenges of the desert. Although they were all exhausted, they were walking faster, and their faces brightened. Mafalda felt her heart beat faster as the revelation of her double from the distant past came closer with every step.
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        * * *

      

      The monastery, a Christian island in an Islamic sea, was located at the foot of the biblical Mount Horeb on the Sinai Peninsula, where the voice of God spoke to the people when he gave Moses the tablets of the Ten Commandments. This miracle happened just before Moses set out to deliver the Israelites from the hands of Pharaoh in Egypt. It was there that God said to Moses, "Cover your head and take off your sandals, for you are standing on holy ground." Humbly, Moses obeyed the word of God. As a result of this obedience, flames rose from a bush but did not consume him. The event was the Old Testament symbol of the coming of the Mother of God and, with this sacred event, the subsequent coming of Christ.

      The monastery was on a mountain, but in a kind of valley between very high rocks and was surrounded by a square wall with towers. There was no gate. The guide went to a small door and rang a bell to announce the arrival of the pilgrims to the monks.

      The pilgrims waited anxiously, urging each other to be patient. After a long time, the door opened slowly. An old, bearded monk poked his head through the crack and looked around at the many faces staring at him. Then he opened the door all the way, stretched out and looked at Mafalda. She noticed immediately that the old monk was reacting to her in a way she could not explain. He continued to stare at her in silence.

      When the leader of the pilgrims bowed slightly to him, he still had not said a word. The other pilgrims did the same, including Augustus, who now noticed the old monk's gaze on Mafalda. A second monk, who introduced himself with hand gestures as Brother Kiril, stepped up beside the staring monk and introduced him as Brother Leandros. Brother Kiril also had a full beard but he was much younger. He said something in Greek that sounded like a friendly greeting and stepped aside to let the tired group in.

      Mafalda and Augustus were the last to enter. As she passed Brother Leandros, she noticed that he was still studying her face.

      "He’s impressed with you," Augustus whispered as they followed the friendly Brother Kiril.

      "I'm sure Brother Leandros recognises someone else in me," Mafalda said, feeling elated. It was an encouraging start to their search, more promising than before.

      

      For Mafalda, the monastery, with its irregularly arranged structures, resembled a labyrinth. The massive walls were interspersed with small chambers and chapels. Some buildings were two or even three storeys high. There was even a mosque, a rectangular building with two massive columns and a dome that did not go unnoticed. Brother Kiril stopped and explained something in Greek. Those who understood nodded and were satisfied. Later, Mafalda and Augustus found out that the mosque had been built in 1106 for the Muslim pilgrims who passed through the Sacred Valley on their way to Mecca. It also served the tribesmen of the Jebeliya, a Bedouin tribe from the Sinai Mountains, whose descendants still serve the monks as they did in ancient times.

      As they were led through winding corridors, vaulted halls and up crumbling stone steps, Augustus pointed out the basilica. It was the oldest building in the monastery. He paused. "The rectangular plan of the basilica is typical of ancient Byzantine church architecture."

      "I like it for its simplicity," Mafalda remarked.

      "This church is not so simple," Augustus explained. "Inside, the nave is separated from two aisles by massive granite columns. Each aisle has its own chapel."

      "I imagine it's all beautifully decorated with paintings, icons and relics," Mafalda said.

      Augustus nodded. "And the coffin of St Catherine of Alexandria with her remains is also in this church."

      "It is on this coffin that pilgrims are to receive plenary indulgence and forgiveness of all sins," Mafalda explained.

      "When we have recovered, we should also visit the Chapel of the Burning Bush. It is the origin of the monastery."

      "You know a lot about buildings." Mafalda smiled fondly at him. No sooner had she said this than the monks signalled for them to separate. The men and women were put in opposite quarters. Part of the refectory had been converted into a dormitory for the male pilgrims, located to the east of the basilica. The women were accommodated in the north of the monastery complex, in specially converted administrative rooms.

      Mafalda and Augustus looked into each other's eyes. Ever since they had met in the lifeboat after the sinking of the Santa Neothea and escaped from Ottoman slavery, they had spent every day together. They had witnessed the murder of Mehmed, the grandson of Sultan Suleiman, Mustafa's son, and had buried him. Under Malik's leadership, they had travelled on camels across the Anatolian steppes to the coast, from where they sailed in stages on a coastal cutter to Alexandria. They had helped expose the trade in fake mummies and shared their horror at the sight and preparation of the bodies. They had walked side by side for weeks, sharing their food, their fears, their impressions, and their thoughts, giving each other the strength to persevere. And yet their journey together was not over; an exciting future lay ahead of them. Mafalda's search for the mysterious being who resembled her in every detail; the woman who had lived centuries before her and whom Mafalda suspected she would find in the very place where she was now. Augustus understood her, for he loved her. She knew that they would never be parted and that she could count on him for the rest of her life. Their bond was deep.

      They joined hands. The monks looked up. They had lived in seclusion and without women for generations. It was difficult for them to see tenderness between the sexes.

      "Tomorrow, as soon as we are outside the monastery walls, I will kiss you," Augustus whispered.

      Mafalda laughed at his mischief, and they parted with a handshake.
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        * * *

      

      The Arabs were everywhere. They sat on the sand, on the rocks and dangled their legs in deep crevices. Youngsters played on dangerous ledges and jumped from great heights into the soft sand to prove their courage. Women chased after their toddlers, laughing and scolding, while men sat in groups chewing tobacco.

      "Manna, manna!" they called to Augustus and Mafalda, who had gone for a walk to explore the surroundings of the monastery. The women held up a basket from which they took out the manna to show off.

      "What is manna?" Augustus asked.

      "It is also called the dew of heaven," Mafalda explained. "According to the Old Testament, it is the food that God gave to the Israelites during the Exodus. The manna comes with the morning dew that runs off the rocks and forms a mass. It looks like freshly made wax. It is said to taste sweet. As you can see, it's similar in colour to hoarfrost."

      "Whatever it is, we should be careful. I wouldn't eat it."

      "I think the monks gather it this time of year and eat it," Mafalda added, "or they buy it from the Arabs."

      "How do you know?"

      "I saw Brother Leandros take some out of a sack and put it in his mouth."

      They walked past the stables for the goats, camels and other livestock and admired the monastery garden that ran along the narrow valley. There were evergreen cypresses, vines, fruit trees and old olive trees.

      "This is where they get their oil for all the lights," Mafalda remarked as Augustus' attention was drawn to a two-storey white building in a fenced yard.

      "This is the famous Bone House of Mount Sinai," he explained. "It holds the old bones of the monks that are dug up for the newly dead to make room in the cemetery. I read that they stack the limbs on one side and the skulls on the other."

      Mafalda felt a shiver run down her spine. "I don't want to go in there."

      "You don't have to, my dear." He pulled her behind a lush bush and hugged her tightly. His closeness excited her. She felt his warmth as he stroked her back and wished the moment would never end. His passionate kiss made her tremble in his arms as he tried in vain to hold back his hardening manhood.

      "Augustus," she gasped, trying to tame him.

      Reluctantly, he took a step back. "When we are married, I will love you to the heavens." He sank to his knees. "Please, marry me when we get back."

      Mafalda sank to her knees as well. "I would love to," she said, looking up at him with shining eyes. "But you must promise me one thing."

      "What is that?"

      "I want you to meet my family. I want you to know how I was brought up. I want you to know my world."

      "I want that," he replied. "I want our next trip together to be to Europe."
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        * * *

      

      The days went by, the pilgrims prayed, and Mafalda searched for anything that might give her a clue. They visited the Chapel of the Burning Bush, where several pilgrims came every day.

      "This is the buck berry," Mafalda said as she approached the plant. "We used to pick whole baskets of them when we were children. Our mother made a sweet jam from them."

      "I don't see any berries," Augustus said.

      A praying pilgrim looked up. "This bush bears no fruit. The flowers wither in spring and summer. It's a symbol that the Mother of God was a virgin and remained a virgin after the birth of Christ."

      "Forgive me," Augustus said, "but how does the plant survive if it bears no fruit?"

      "By runners and shoots," Mafalda interjected.

      "Look at the leaves, they are triple pinnate," the pilgrim continued, carefully bending a leaf upwards to show it. "That symbolises the Holy Trinity."

      The couple looked at the leaf with interest.

      "When Moses was here, it is said that flames rose from this bush without consuming the wood," Augustus recalled. "How can that be?"

      "Faith, that is not doubt, young man." The pilgrim turned away, leaving Augustus puzzled.

      

      Meals were taken around long wooden tables under fixed roofs inside the monastery walls. Although the meals were simple, prepared once a day by Brother Leandros, they were a delight, simply because everyone was hungry.

      Provisions were regularly brought in from Cairo by missionaries on camels and consisted mainly of bread, peas and rice. The latter was made into a thick porridge. There was plenty of fresh water to go with it. It came from the spring to the north of the monastery, which was marked by a rock. Brother Kiril said that this was the rock against which Moses threw the table of the Ten Commandments in anger and broke it. He was angry because the Jews had placed the calf at the spring and were praying and dancing around it, forgetting Moses' commandment.

      There were also various sweet fruits from the monastery garden on the table, which everyone enjoyed. The pilgrims were modest. Each one got what he needed. There was no competition among them for food or anything else. The meals were peaceful and serene.

      

      The surface and legs of the heavy wooden table were covered with numerous dated inscriptions and heraldic signs from previous pilgrims. Mafalda looked intently at the small carvings, some completely preserved, some fragmented by wear, some decorated with ornate and curvilinear capital letters, some initialled, some illustrated with pictures, some completely unadorned. In between, there were a multitude of graphic figures and signs. Christian crosses, bishop's hats, wooden wheels, lions and eagles, even knights' swords had found their way onto this sacred slab. Mafalda's gaze lingered on a carving that looked like a seal. It showed a city gate within a double circle. Inside the circle was the year 1473. She leaned forward to read the carved inscription below.

      
        
        Anno 1499,

        from Freudenberg (Flecken)

        County of Nassau-Siegen.

        Theodor von Schlossberg (Canon)

      

      

      

      Mafalda’s heart leapt. 1499 from Freudenberg? That was almost fifty-three years ago! Who was this Theodor von Schlossberg? She looked more closely at the artistic signature. A priest from Flecken, my place of birth! But why did it say 1473? Then she remembered what her father had told her. Freudenberg, also known as Flecken, had received its town charter in the mid-fifteenth century; the carving must have been a copy of the first town seal from 1473. The priest had carved it into this table more than 50 years ago.

      Slowly she made the connection. Only he could have brought the coin from this place to Freudenberg. But how did he get it? Had he found it in the monastery? Had it been given to him? Had he stolen it?

      Mafalda looked up and into the eyes of Brother Leandros. She held his gaze and noticed a slight twitch in it. She realised that he had been waiting for the moment when she would discover the seal with Theodor von Schlossberg's signature on it. He made no attempt to hide his joy. On the contrary, the hint of a smile played around his otherwise stiff lips.

      Mafalda felt Augustus take her hand. "You must speak to him," he whispered. Brother Leandros nodded. The young couple looked at him in confusion. Had he understood what Augustus had said?

      When they had finished eating, Brother Leandros approached the couple. Curious, they waited for him to speak. He took a few deep breaths before opening his mouth. His German words came slowly but clearly. "I want to take you to a special place where I will explain everything to you."

      "Gladly," they both replied in unison.

      

      He led the couple out of the monastery, past the loitering Arabs and into the rocks. There was a lot of climbing to do, big steps over crevices and small sideways steps along steep rock faces. The old monk was better at it than the young couple, having done the climb many times before. Each of his steps was purposeful, whereas Mafalda often stumbled and lost her balance. When they reached a rocky outcrop, Brother Leandros stopped and pointed to a peak. "Behind that peak is Satiah's grave."

      Mafalda looked up in awe. "Satiah's burial place?"

      "Come," he said, "give me your hand, the last bit is hard."

      Mafalda made it without help. It pressed her to know who Satiah was. The tension alone made her reach the top without incident. The old monk had not called Satiah a saint or a virgin. It dawned on her that this woman must have been a pagan. Her heart jumped. She felt she was close to her goal.

      

      They reached a sandy clearing surrounded by towering, pointed rocks. The place was bizarre, as if it had been created by human hands. One wondered how the sand could have reached such heights, and why the rocks were shaped as they were.

      A pleasant breeze dried their sweat. The sky was a deep blue, almost too dark to be pleasant, and the sun shone down on them. The surrounding rocks blocked their view, making them feel as if they were in the courtyard of a castle.

      Brother Leandros offered them manna from his pouch, saying it would give them strength for what they were about to hear from him. He walked over to a carving on one of the rocks.

      "What does it say?" Mafalda asked as she popped a piece of the precious heavenly dew into her mouth. The exuberant sweetness intoxicated her.

      "It says, Satiah of Alexandria. Disciple of Hypatia. God is in all of us."

      He pointed to a hand-sized, flat sculpture not far away. "That is her image."

      Mafalda's gaze followed the direction of his finger, settling on the profile of a head carved into the rock. Suddenly she felt dazed. Her head profile! "This can't be true," she stammered.

      "You are her reincarnation," Brother Leandros said. "What brought you here?" he asked in the same breath.

      Mafalda took the coin from her pocket. "This coin brought me here. I found it in the ruins of the old castle in Flecken, my birthplace." She held the small piece of copper out to him.

      He took it in amazement. "I gave this coin to Theodor von Schlossberg when he visited the monastery over half a decade ago," the monk explained. "I found it here in the sand." His eyes wandered back in time as he leaned against the rock face. "It all began with my long walk from Salonika to St Catherine's Monastery in 1479. I was half dead when I arrived. My feet were so badly worn that I was walking on my bones. It was a miracle that I did not die. God gave me strength to reach the monastery."

      "Why did you walk here?" Augustus asked.

      "That is a story from my past that I will not go into. I had done something I wished I had not. I was hoping for God's mercy so that I could either die or be healed of my sins for the rest of my life." Brother Leandros continued after chewing a piece of manna. "I was extremely exhausted. The monks called me a walking dead man and took me in to be healed. Using their secret herbs, they put me into an artificial sleep so that my body could concentrate on recovering. But what my body was confined to, my spirit was awakened. God spoke to me."

      Brother Leandros opened his bag again, took out a piece of manna, broke it into two pieces and gave one to each of his listeners.

      "What did God say to you?" Mafalda asked as she chewed on the sweet manna.

      "God prophesied that Satiah, a pagan from the past who came to St Catherine's monastery as a fugitive in the fifth century, would be reborn in Freudenberg-Westphalia in the sixteenth century." He swallowed. "From then on, I doubted God. After all, He had let me know that the rebirth of a pagan woman would take place. What kind of God was that? But when I met Theodor von Schlossberg of Freudenberg in the monastery, I began to believe in divine prophecy, for the coming of this man could not be a coincidence. God had sent me a messenger from Freudenberg. I gave him the coin with the profile of Satiah's head."

      "Why did you give him the coin?" Mafalda asked.

      "The coin was to be used to make Satiah immortal. So that her reincarnation could be recognised in the sixteenth century. Which it did, for you, her very reincarnation, found it in the ruins of the old castle where St Catherine was celebrated."

      "The prophecy has come true," Mafalda stammered.

      "It has." The old monk began to pray. He went into himself, forgetting everything around him, and looked up to heaven. There was his God, whom he had been glorifying since Mafalda's arrival.

      Mafalda and Augustus looked at each other as if they had lost their minds. Whether it was the effect of the manna or their overwhelmed state of mind, the young couple found it difficult to comprehend what the old monk was telling them. So, there was a real God who spoke to humans? Although Mafalda had always had doubts about His existence, something she thought she had inherited from her father, this was plausible proof of His existence. She pinched her hand. Was she dreaming? But no, Augustus was as stunned as she was.

      

      As Brother Leandros finished his prayer, Mafalda asked him what had brought Satiah to this place in the fifth century. The monk told her exactly what Abakir had mentioned earlier. "She fled from Alexandria to escape a fate similar to that of Hypatia. But she could not convert to Christianity, though she might have tried. Satiah had been taught by Hypatia. Her conviction must have been deep in her soul, for in the end she submitted to a sky burial to be dismembered like Hypatia. Wisdom says that dismemberment is to be torn apart with one's whole being. For Satiah, this meant that she could no longer even find herself in her spirit. She then developed the soul force and triumphed again in the outer world as a self-contained individuality".

      "And this new individuality is me?" Mafalda asked.

      "You are," the old monk confirmed. "We are standing on Satiah's grave. This is where the celestial burial took place. I thought it important to bring you here so that you can connect with her."

      Mafalda thought for a long time before she found words. "Why did God do this? She was an unbeliever. And yet He allowed her to be born again?"

      "The answer is in that phrase," the monk explained. "God is in all of us. God finds himself in man. He accepts our weaknesses and the complexity of our faith. He accepts everyone as they are. God makes no distinction between believers and non-believers; we are all equal under him".

      Mafalda walked up to the carved head profile and looked at it again. "Who made this?"

      "Well, it could only have been made by our ancestors from the fifth century. The same goes for the coin. Even then they knew that God lives in all of us." Brother Leandros turned to Augustus. "Come, young man, we will leave this woman to her thoughts now."

      

      Exhausted, Mafalda lay down in the middle of the tomb, staring at the sky and thinking. Abakir said the goddess was the spirit of the woman I was looking for. It was Satiah's spirit in the form of the goddess who visited me when I found the coin to tell me that Satiah's soul power resided within me. I experienced carnal desire in opposition to virginal purity as a symbol of the division between faith and unbelief. I resisted the temptation to be seduced by the goddess. It was the spiritual power of the Satiah that helped me. God lived in the unbelieving Satiah and made her immortal. That is why I am here.

      She closed her eyes and saw the outline of the Goddess appear before her in a rising mist. As before, Mafalda admired her beauty. The Goddess lay down beside her and took her hand. At the touch, Mafalda felt a sharp pain. A bird pecked at her. Birds of all kinds came flying, sat on her with fluttering wings and tore her flesh to shreds. Their pointed beaks pierced her body mercilessly. The more they pecked, the wilder they became, as the competition between them grew. They ate her eyeballs, feasted on her entrails, and drank her blood. When the birds reached for her neck, she knew the end had come. A scream formed in her throat, and she cried out with the last of her strength.

      

      "Mafalda, wake up!" Augustus cried. He knelt beside her and shook her shoulders. Her eyelids twitched before slowly opening, then she rolled them several times to keep them open. The spirit world kept pulling her back until she finally found the strength to return to reality. Her gaze came from afar.

      "Can you get up?"

      Weakness held her down. "Help me," she whispered.

      Lovingly, he picked her up and carried her all the way back to the monastery.

      It was a miracle that was hard to believe. Mafalda's body was covered with small wounds from top to bottom. It took weeks for her to recover from the spiritual experience in the tomb and for them to make their way back to Alexandria.
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        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      The question had been on her mind ever since she had been at Satiah's grave. Was she her reincarnation or simply her double? The two spiritual men, Abakir and Brother Leandros, were convinced that she was Satiah's reincarnation. But if you ignored the spiritual world, could it simply be her destiny? That she happened to look like Satiah and had found the coin by chance? That the appearance of the goddess and the deeply felt sky burial were a spiritual aberration of her mind? Or her wishful thinking about what was to happen to her? Perhaps it was all a dream? But no, it wasn't a dream. Brother Leandros' prophecy had come true. For Theodor von Schlossberg of Flecken, the manifest link between the monastery and the location of the ancient coin, did exist. She herself had found his signature in the wooden table.

      

      Augustus sat silently beside Mafalda, sharing her confusion. He knew what she was feeling and thinking. He had taken her from the tomb and sat by her side while the monks tended to her wounds. They had gone over the details again and again, coming to no other conclusion than what Brother Leandros had revealed to them. Mafalda was Satiah's reincarnation and now had to come to terms with the fact that she had previously lived in another time and world. Some monks treated Mafalda as if she were a saint. Others kept their distance because they did not know how to think about the rebirth of a pagan.

      How would they explain to Gropius and her family what had happened? Would her two families believe her, or would they make fun of her? It was about life after death. No, it was about the rebirth of a human being, Christian or not, more than a millennium later! She remembered the words of the pilgrim at the thorn bush: To believe is not to doubt. Perhaps everyone had been reborn without knowing it, only she had been lucky enough to know. Abakir also mentioned that the ancient Hypatia had been reincarnated in Albertus Magnus in the twelfth century. Mafalda’s case repeated what had happened before - it was not the first time a non-Christian had been reborn!

      How would this change her life? Would it make her stronger or weaker? Sad or happy? Should she feel exalted, a special being? How would it shape her for the future? Was she a split person, part Satiah, part Mafalda? Which part was who? Her emotions were paralysed, her thoughts confused. Even her body had not fully recovered from the ordeal of the celestial burial. A vision so overwhelming that she had felt every peck, and the wounds had covered her body even though no bird had touched her. In her mind, she could still see the wild feathers swooping down on her, clawing at her, tearing chunks of flesh from her body. It was like a nightmare playing over and over again in her mind.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      "Mafalda, relax." Augustus touched her arm gently. "There in the distance I see the palm trees of the Faran oasis. Look forward to sweet dates and a cool bath." He smiled at her. She took his hand and squeezed it. How would she have gotten through all this without him? He had become the backbone of her life.

      This time they travelled in a wooden cart pulled by a missionary's camel. They regularly made the journey between St Catherine's Monastery and Cairo in small caravans to supply the monastery with food. Augustus had to pay for this with one of his silver coins.

      The camels knew the route by heart and trotted along the narrow path that connected their destinations by the shortest route. The wooden wheels of the cart dug deep into the soft sand under their weight, but this did not seem to bother the oaf. His instinct to follow closely behind his companions drove him forward in great strides.

      Mafalda sat back to follow Augustus' advice. She found it hard to relax from the events of the past. But she was looking forward to seeing the four sisters, Hermione, Agata, Gertrude, Claudia, and their mother Edith again.

      

      "Do you think the family has changed their fate for the better?" Augustus asked, as if he could read her mind.

      "I hope so," she replied.

      Augustus jumped off the cart to stretch his legs for the remaining short distance. He walked briskly beside Mafalda, who watched every detail of his movements. He will make a handsome husband; she thought as they entered the oasis.

      To their surprise, the place was empty. The hot wind suddenly blew up a cloud of sand that disappeared as quickly as it had appeared. The missionaries looked around. Seeing no one, they led the camels to a trough.

      Mafalda put her hand to her eyes and looked in the direction of the parasols, where she thought the four sisters and Edith might be. But there was not a soul to be seen there either.

      "There, behind the field!" Augustus pointed in the distance. The heat was so intense that the group of people shimmered in the rising air.

      "What are they doing?" Mafalda asked.

      "It looks like a funeral."

      Edith, flashed through Mafalda's mind.

      "Come." Augustus took her hand and pulled her gently behind him.

      "No, no, no, this can't be happening," Mafalda muttered to herself. Although Edith had often irritated her with her pushy manner on the way there, she had been deeply moved by her fate. Circumstances had prevented the woman from bringing up her four daughters herself. But she had followed them all her life to protect them and be close to them.

      To conceive a child unmarried was considered the greatest shame and went against the social norm. This ostracism of illegitimate children led to many tragic lives. Christian communities severely condemned unmarried pregnant women, calling them witches or even sentencing them to death.

      The closer they got, the more their suspicions were confirmed. The four sisters stood rooted to the spot, not moving a muscle. Tears were streaming down their faces in equal measure, and they did not bother to wipe them away. Date stood some distance away, also crying. Mafalda and Augustus joined them silently. The oasis settlers were busy closing the grave. A hole so deep that no one would dare open it again. Edith's body was wrapped in clean white linen and lay peacefully in the cold earth. It didn't take long for her body to disappear under the layers of sand.

      "We are very sorry that Edith had to die," Mafalda said. "The snake took her life."

      "It is God's will," one of the sisters, Gertrud, replied softly.

      

      The day was ending, the long shadows of the palm fronds moving gently in the warm evening breeze. The sisters prayed. Mafalda took her long-awaited cool bath and thought of her dear mother. How sad she would be if she lost her mother. At that moment she longed for her family, especially her parents, who had always understood her and her desire to learn more about worldly things.

      How much she had changed since discovering the secret of her past! Before, she had been solid as a rock, but since experiencing the Goddess in Satiah's tomb and the spiritual episode of the Sky Burial, Mafalda feared that the Goddess might appear another time and present her with more challenges. Fear had crept into her mind; she avoided being alone and never left Augustus' side. She hoped the Goddess would not seek her out in the company of others.

      Physically, she had not yet fully recovered; she often felt exhausted for no reason, which had never been the case before. She was desperate to tell her family and see their reaction. What would her father make of what had happened? She could hardly wait to introduce Augustus to her family. They would love him as much as she did, she was sure.

      

      In the morning, the missionaries prepared the animals for the journey. When Mafalda and Augustus went to say goodbye to the sisters, they said they would accompany them. As if it were the most natural thing in the world, they began to walk alongside the camels. The missionaries accepted their presence with furtive glances. They could not refuse the mourning sisters to join them.

      

      Cairo approached and the sisters became nervous. They were whispering and obviously disagreeing about something. For the first time, Mafalda realised that each of them had an opinion and wanted to convince the others. The discussion became more and more emotional, and to avoid being overheard, they kept their distance from the caravan. But the wind carried a few words to the couple. "Child... Grow up... Devil... Mother... Nurse ..."

      "What does it all mean?" Augustus asked.

      "It's about a child." Mafalda turned to the four sisters. "I notice that one of them is a little fuller."

      "What does that mean?"

      Mafalda thought. "I suspect something."

      "Why don't you just ask what's going on?"

      "It seems to be a secret. I don't want to press them."

      "Offer them your help, you can't go wrong."

      Mafalda got off the cart and walked towards the sisters. "It's not lost on us that something is wrong. Is there anything I can do to help?" She looked from one to the other. Their faces had been robbed of their composure by the tears that betrayed their deep concern.

      Mafalda's eyes lingered on Hermione. "I am mother." Her uncontrolled sobs increased with each word.

      Mafalda swallowed. Another unusual fate in the family! "What about the child?"

      "It's the devil's child!" Agata hissed.

      "It's not!" the mother cried.

      Gertrude intervened. "We think that wherever the child comes from, we must pick it up."

      "I think so too," Mafalda said. "Then where is the child?"

      "We left him with a nurse in Cairo," Hermione, the mother, explained.

      "I will not be the aunt of a devil child," Agata interjected. "If you come for the child, I will part with you."

      "You can't go without us," Claudia groaned.

      "Why shouldn't I go my way alone?"

      "Because it is too dangerous!"

      "God will be by my side!"

      Mafalda took a breath and turned to Agata. "And if He doesn't?"

      The angry sister paled, turned away and began to pray.

      The next morning, to everyone's amazement, Agata’s camp was empty. No one had noticed her departure. Gertrude and Claudia were in mourning. Hermione was relieved, despite the danger Agata had exposed herself to by going alone.

      

      Mafalda and Augustus offered the sisters to collect the child together and then set off for Alexandria with them. "Gropius will find you a place to stay until you can sail back to Europe," he promised.

      

      The cluster of Cairo's old buildings stretched over a long strip. Winding alleys and passageways led the group to a courtyard surrounded by stone houses with large windows.

      Hermione remembered well where she had taken her infant. She walked purposefully to an ornate archway and asked a sleepy guard for permission to enter the cloth-covered alleyway where Johanna, the nurse, lived. He regarded the group with a weary look and nodded.

      When they reached her door and it was opened after several knocks, the nurse not only looked shocked, but she would also have run away had the group of five not blocked her way.

      "Your boy is no longer here," she called out in a hoarse voice. "You told me two weeks. When it became more than four weeks, I gave the boy to an agent of the Sultan, who was to take him to Bursa through a trader."

      Hermione swallowed hard. "What did you do? You sold my son?" Her voice was shaky and an octave higher. "To Bursa? That's out of my reach!" She faltered. Mafalda took her hand, and the two sisters supported her.

      Johanna looked as white as a sheet and tried to talk herself out of what she had done. "What could I do? My milk dried up. I couldn't afford another nurse!"

      Augustus heard a background noise. What was that? Children's cries? He pushed Johanna aside and entered her house to see for himself that the child was gone. What he saw took his breath away. There were women with babies all over the place. He walked up to a girl, not much older than himself. At her breast was a newborn, so tender and tiny that it had fallen asleep after being fed. The young woman hastily covered herself and looked up at him pleadingly. Her look was one of despair and shame. He understood. These were unmarried, battered, outcast women who had given birth to unwanted children and had come to this place in their distress.

      "What's going on here?" he asked.

      The young woman began to speak. "We don't know where to go. Johanna is offering us shelter until we are picked up."

      "Who are you waiting for?" Augustus suspected nothing good.

      "They are waiting for their pathfinders," Johanna interjected.

      "Ah..." Augustus turned to her. "Since when are human traffickers called pathfinders?"

      "They'll be better off in Europe than here," Johanna explained, thinking that settled the matter.

      "So where are they being taken?"

      "To Lisbon."

      "The transhipment point for slaves in Europe," Augustus remembered aloud. "Henry the Navigator brings them en masse on his caravels from Africa to Portugal. I hear the captives are baptised there and sold on as Christians."

      Johanna remained cold. "Here they sleep in the corners of the alleys. They are the filth of the city."

      Augustus found himself increasingly disliking this woman. "Don't think you're any better."

      "As I said, they are better off there," Johanna repeated.

      "What do you get for it?"

      "None of your business!" Johanna spat at his feet.

      Augustus didn’t move. "You give them temporary shelter and sell them to traffickers. You take advantage of their need. You are a trafficker of women and children yourself!" He looked at her coldly from top to bottom. "Fie! May the devil take you!"

      He had hit the nail on the head. Johanna fell to her knees before him. "Please, don't report me. It would mean death for me."

      Augustus took a step back. He deliberately did not release her from her humiliating position. So that she would answer his next questions in fear. "When did you sell the boy?"

      "On the night of the full moon."

      "You let the moon work on you. It brought out the demon in you."

      He noticed that she was shaking, showing her fear. His plan was working. He took his time to do the maths. The trade must have taken place two days ago. "Where do the traders stay?"

      "At the caravanserai in the south of the city, near the Bab Zuweila Gate. The merchants, pilgrims and traders from all over Cairo hang out at the inn."

      Augustus thought for a moment before speaking again. "If I find out that you lied to me, I will report you to the Sultan." With that he left the house.

      

      It's not just me, he's changed too, Mafalda thought as they hurried through the alleyways of the city lined with market stalls. In the past he would have been intimidated by women like Johanna. Today he confronted her.

      Augustus had changed through their experiences on their journey together. He had learned to tell the difference between the good and the bad in people by looking at their faces and judging their behaviour.

      Mafalda was everything to him. He wanted to have a family with her. What had happened to Hermione affected him deeply and he wanted to help her get her son back. He didn't care who the father was or why the nun had a child. What mattered to him was that the child belonged to his mother and the mother to her child.

      Augustus knew that he had to appear confident in the caravanserai. Although he was a Christian and had a low status among Muslim men, there was a lot of European influence in the trading world and his person was respected, if only in moderation. Most importantly, he needed a clue as to how to recognise and reclaim Hermione's son.

      "Does your son have any special features?" he asked the nun as they approached the hostel.

      Hermione’s face lit up. "He is an unusually large infant. His eyes shine like the stars in the sky, and he's got funny freckles around his navel that look like they're dancing in circles."

      He mused. Gropius had introduced him to the manuscripts of ancient Muslim scholars. He remembered one work that had interested him greatly. The scribe had lived in the thirteenth century and had written about the ancient nymphs and satyrs of the desert, the jinn, or demons. They had ruled the earth long before the fall of Adam and were hostile to man. He had to use this ancient Arabic belief to instil fear in the traders.

      "I suggest you wait for me here," he said to the women. They were now at the gate that bordered the city to the south. "Women are not welcome in the caravanserai."

      "What are you going to do?" Mafalda asked. She could tell that Augustus was thinking deeply.

      "I'm going to get Hermione child back." With that he turned and disappeared into the crowd.

      

      The warehouses of the hostel were a hive of activity. People from all walks of life gathered around goods from all over the world, checking quality, discussing prices, organising loading and delivery, or just catching up on the latest gossip. Spices, rice, cloth, grain and raw silk were the most common commodities. Augustus knew that Bursa was one of the main centres of silk production, so he went straight to the stall where the raw silk was stored and traded. Only there could he find the Sultan's agent and his men.

      Someone tapped him hard on the shoulder. "What do you want?"

      Augustus turned. Cold energy seized him. Iron-faced, he stared into the dull eyes of the man he instantly recognised as his enemy. As if someone had tried to cut his face open, it was marked by a scar that ran vertically from his forehead to his chin. His turban and clothes were filthy. The stench from his mouth hit Augustus like a wall.

      "Is the raw silk going to Bursa?" Augustus asked.

      "What do you care, Christian?" the man asked back.

      "I'm looking for an infant to go to Bursa too."

      A flicker in his counterpart's eyes confirmed to Augustus that the man knew what he was talking about.

      "Where is the boy?" Augustus continued without flinching.

      The stranger stepped back. "Who are you to make this your business?"

      "I came to warn you," Augustus replied stubbornly.

      Two more men joined them. They were younger, and Augustus guessed they worked for the man with the scar. They also looked ragged. Taken as a whole, Augustus recognised them as a band of robbers.

      "You do not want the child near you. He will bring you grief and death."

      "What about him?" asked one of the younger men. He looked worried, which spread to the others.

      Augustus spoke to them in an urgent voice. "He has the characteristics of the Djinn Azazil. The boy is much larger than other infants, his eyes blaze like embers, and his navel is surrounded by marks, the ring of fire, marked by chaos and destruction."

      "You... you mean Iblis! The ... the Satan of our Muslim world!" the man stammered.

      "Created from the flames and smoke of fire, he is the enemy of humanity and cursed by Allah!" Augustus raised his finger menacingly and arched his eyebrows. "Iblis is evil!"

      The colour drained from the man with the scar. This made the scar deeper, splitting the face into two ugly halves.

      Augustus realised he was on the right track and continued. "His spirits travel with the cold north-east wind and are carriers of disease, bringing devastation and famine. They are the lords of lies, strife, markets and deceit in trade. They live in the swamps and mountains, killing children, haunting dark and desolate places in the desert and lurking in the rocks, cliffs and caves for unsuspecting travellers. Suddenly, the evil spirits take shape and threaten their victims with their terrifying appearance. They pounce on their prey, dragging them into their lair, and before devouring them, they make the wronged dance for them". Augustus spoke louder now, raising his hand to emphasise his warning. "Let those who have not yet seen the sons of Iblis be warned! They are a terrifying hybrid of man, bird and camel. Their human head has a Cyclops eye in the middle. Instead of a mouth they have a beak, their bodies are those of an ostrich with chicken wings, and instead of feet they have the hooves of a mule."

      The men stared at him with their mouths agape.

      "Only an exorcist, the nun Hermione, can tame this childlike djinni and prevent it from attacking you. Give him to me and I will free you from his satanic power."

      "A nun?" the man with the scar stammered.

      "She was afflicted in the desert by Shamhurash, the Djinn King of Thursday, and forced to receive from him. You know him, he is the jinn with the naked child in his hand. The nun says that he came out of the clouds at night, winged, covered with hair and with the face of a monkey with horns on his head."

      Silence. The three men just stared. The man with the scar nodded in one direction, causing one of his assistants to hurry away. He returned a short time later with a crying infant in his arms and handed it to Augustus. Augustus lifted the cloth the boy was wrapped in to examine the strange freckles around his navel.

      "It's him," Augustus confirmed, holding the infant away from him to show that he wanted as little physical contact with him as possible.

      "Make sure you leave with the child of Satan," the man advised him. "And never come back!"

      Augustus did as he was told.

      "Sh... sh... sh," he whispered as he left, holding the child gently in his arms. Sure enough, the little one stopped crying and looked up at him with bright eyes.

      

      Augustus never revealed how he had got Hermione's son back. Nor did any of the women dare ask. They suspected it was a man's business and women had no say in it, even if it involved a child.
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            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Gropius should have known of their arrival, for when the group of five and an infant stood at his open door, he almost fainted with joy at being able to embrace the young couple again. He looked curiously at the sisters and the infant as Eleonore pushed him aside and ushered them all into the house. The visitors immediately felt welcome. The children were all chattering away when the little one began to make strange noises.

      In no time Eleonore managed to serve a bountiful meal. The guests were hungry and tired. Augustus and Mafalda helped themselves again and again, while the sisters were modest and silent, as they were used to from their previous life in the convent.

      Mafalda began to tell her story in great detail. When she reached the sky burial, Augustus took her hand and gently stroked her face as tears streamed down her cheeks. The sisters also found the event incomprehensible. They had never heard of the rebirth of a pagan. They knew of the incarnation only in the context of the physical presence of God through Jesus Christ, and listened in silence.

      Gropius tugged at his beard. "You carry with you a reborn wisdom from the distant past."

      "I am not aware of this wisdom," Mafalda replied.

      "It sleeps within you. One day you will feel it in some way."

      "Do we not all carry with us some of the wisdom of our ancestors?" Augustus asked.

      "We do," replied Gropius, "but it fades with the generations. Mafalda has acquired it in a direct line."

      "God is in all of us," whispered Claudia. "In Christ there are two natures: the divine and the human. If Satiah was a heathen, then she was a sinner. But that doesn't make her any worse than anyone else because sin lives in everyone."

      "The cross stands firm while the world turns," Gertrude said. "The victory of redemption through the cross of Christ is final."

      "I don't doubt that" Gropius agreed. "So, we should not compare Mafalda's experience with the incarnation in the Christian sense. This is not about God sending his son and messenger Jesus to earth and revealing himself in him. It is not about the union of the divine and human natures. For how can anyone be both divine and human, infinite and yet finite, except Jesus Christ? We are created by God, but we are not God. Mafalda is a human being with a supernatural experience that has deeply frightened her."

      "That may be true of the celestial burial," Mafalda countered. "But the coin is real, and the priest of Flecken was real! And through him, Brother Leandro’s prophecy of God was fulfilled."

      Eleonore took Mafalda's hand. "It is good that you exist. You embody God's creation from different times and with more than one wisdom. Your life story is mysterious, but it is God's will. We should not rob God of His mystery, greatness and incomparability by questioning His actions. God is inscrutable."

      Mafalda nodded. The pilgrim's words came to her again. Faith is not doubt. She stood up. "Thank you for your hospitality. I will rest now."

      The sisters did the same. Exhausted, they lay down on their beds, prepared by Eleonore, and thanked God for the food and drink. Then they prayed for Agata and fell into a deep sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Before leaving for the harbour, Augustus' relatives presented Mafalda with gifts. They were intended as bridal gifts for her parents. For Orontius there was a ceramic water amphora decorated with various designs and symbols. It was made of Nile clay and had a reddish-brown earthy colour, undoubtedly of value.

      Eleonore had made a hand-embroidered blanket for Hildegard. It was colourful and the many patterns showed hours of work. In her mind's eye, Mafalda could see her parents' astonished faces, for they had never owned such special items, let alone received them as gifts.

      Gropius included a dated document with the bridal gifts. It confirmed the marriage between Augustus and Mafalda.

      

      
        
        The father Orontius, juggler, German nation of the Holy Roman Empire, gives his daughter Mafalda, born on 3 August 1534 in Freudenberg, Westphalia, to the orphaned Augustus, born on 3 January 1536 in Bern.

      

        

      
        Augustus accompanies Mafalda to the house of his uncle Gropius in Alexandria, Ottoman Empire. He will devote himself to her and the future family in all matters of life.

      

        

      
        The following gifts are to seal the marriage contract:

      

        

      
        1. a hand-embroidered blanket

        from Eleonore,

        wife of Gropius, aunt of Augustus,

        to Hildegard, wife of Orontius, mother of Mafalda.

         

        2. a decorated clay water amphora

        from Gropius, uncle of Augustus,

        to Orontius, father of Mafalda

      

      

      

      "When you return, I will give you the stone outhouse as your new home until you run out of room." He winked. Eleanor smiled.

      

      Gropius had reserved a place for the group on the Sant Isodoro, a three-masted cargo and passenger ship with huge triangular sails, for the overseas voyage to Venice. Tied up with heavy ropes, it lay on the quay of the port.

      Before entering the ship, Mafalda went to the bowsprit, which protruded far out over the water. She was relieved to see that there was no figurehead. It had been replaced by a spiral decoration that reminded her of a twisting plant. At least the goddess will leave me alone on this ship, she thought as she boarded with Augustus and the sisters.

      

      The voyage was calm compared to the fateful experience on the Santa Neothea. Being in a group, and gaining respect by sticking together, they felt strong among the threatening sailors.

      At the end of the voyage, the sisters announced that in Venice they would part with Mafalda and Augustus because God was leading them back to the convent of Marienthron in Gaming, where they hoped to be forgiven and allowed to return with the child.

      

      As the Sant Isodoro sailed into the port of Venice, Mafalda felt her excitement grow. She knew that the travelling people earned their living at the fairs. It was 1552 and there was a festival in Passau. That was where she would find her family. Some of the passengers had talked about it at length on the ship, and Mafalda had listened carefully. The Holy Roman Emperor Ferdinand I had convened a diet in the city to reach an agreement between the Catholic Church and the Protestant princes of the Empire. A treaty was signed, the first step towards a lasting peace between the two faiths. Martin Luther, the founder of the Reformation, had died six years earlier. His teachings were officially recognised by the Peace Contract of Passau after decades of war and hostility between the followers of the two faiths.

      

      The people at the Cathedral Square in Passau were in high spirits when Mafalda and Augustus arrived by coach after a journey of several days. A colourful crowd gathered in front of Lamberg Palace, where the treaty was signed. Everyone with legs had come to witness the celebrations in their own way.

      The vagabonds were there in large numbers, as Mafalda had suspected. The familiar beats of the tambourine, accompanied by the soft sounds of a fiddle and sweet singing, penetrated her mind. Her heart pounded with excitement. "They are here. I can feel it!" Augustus grabbed her hand as she suddenly fell silent, listening intently to a distant voice. She walked quickly towards a group gathered around a podium with a speaker. The closer they got, the tighter she pulled Augustus behind her. He struggled to keep up with her hurried steps and when she stopped abruptly, he collided with her. They laughed. Augustus saw the proud gleam in her eyes when she said, "The man on the stand is Orontius, my father."

      This was exactly how Augustus had imagined him. He was a lanky man; his strength showed in his charisma. Warm brown eyes with bushy eyebrows were set beneath a high forehead. His grey beard was neatly trimmed, giving him an aura of respectability. He wore an unusually cut brown cap. It covered his head completely, giving no hint of his hair. His cloak was also unusual; it came down to his knees and was gathered into a drape at the front. It was cold, so he wore a woollen scarf - also unusual in colour and material.

      Mafalda turned to the side and pointed to a woman in an earth-coloured dress and a simple headscarf, under which red curls interspersed with grey strands peeked out and fell on her narrow shoulders. She was standing at a makeshift piece of furniture made from wooden pieces she had joined together to form a standing table, handing out free Lutheran Bibles to the people around her. "And that woman is Hildegard, my mother!"

      Augustus enjoyed Mafalda's excitement at seeing her parents again. The couple paused for a moment to take in the atmosphere and listen to Orontius' words. "To believe in God is not to say that God is, but that it is my God," they heard him say, placing special emphasis on the word my. "These are the words of Martin Luther, and if he were standing here today, he would shine in the rays of his wisdom." He smiled, paused, and looked out into the crowd to let his words sink in. His gaze lingered in the eyes of his beloved daughter. He looked away for a moment and then back at her. This time he reacted. "Mafalda, my child!" Hastily he stepped down from the podium, walked over to her and took her in his arms. "You're back!" He hugged her tightly until Hildegard pushed him aside and took her daughter in her arms as well. She sobbed with joy and surprise. "When did you come back to the country?"

      "Over two weeks ago," Mafalda replied, just as moved as her mother. "We had to find transport from Venice to Passau. The coach made many stops, so the journey took longer. But now we are here!"

      "We?" Orontius asked, wiping tears from his face.

      "This is Augustus. We love each other."

      Augustus stepped forward, smiling, and bowed to Orontius. "I am honoured to meet you." He turned to Hildegard and bowed again. "And you as well." He took her hands in his and squeezed them. Hildegard looked up at the young man and immediately took him into her heart. His eyes were honest, his words gentle. "Mafalda missed you very much. I accompanied her on her journey. We have seen a lot."

      "You are welcome here with us," Orontius said. He liked Augustus at first sight, you could tell by the way his eyes lit up when he looked at him. Then he turned to his daughter. "We know about the shipwreck. We also know that you jumped into the water."

      Mafalda hesitated. "Where from?"

      "You will see him today. Engelbert survived too."

      "What?" Mafalda clapped her hands over her face. "I am so happy!"

      "Be warned, my dear." Hildegard stepped close to her. "His face is burnt."

      "But..." Mafalda sobbed, "how did he survive?"

      "He tells me he clung to a broken mast. A fisherman pulled him out of the water."

      "But how did you know I had survived the jump into the sea?"

      "We found a notice in the harbour of Venice. It said that three women named Genoveffa, Mechthild and Adelheid from the sunken Santa Neothea announced that, in addition to them and the children, another young couple named Mafalda and Augustus had survived in their lifeboat and had been captured by the Ottomans."

      Orontius put his arm around Mafalda tenderly. "And since then, we have waited with fear and hope for your return."
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        * * *

      

      There was a lot going on at the camp in the woods on the outskirts of Passau. The vagabond troupe had grown. Scissors grinders, potters, kettle smiths, root craftsmen - they all found their place among the many minstrels. Mafalda walked past disguised witch doctors, tightrope walkers, puppeteers and knife-throwers practising their tricks for the next day. She marvelled at the new exotic animals: guenons, camels, marmots, monkeys, and snakes, with which the various animal trainers enchanted the crowds. She inhaled the familiar smells of garlic and onion, listened to the native sounds of various instruments and voices, and touched the bark of the great oak tree under which her family's carriages, the Ark, and the Nest, were parked.

      Augustus walked behind her and her parents, laughing and waving to the children who followed them curiously. One of the little ones made a sign that she wanted to be carried. Augustus picked her up and she threw her little arms around his neck and bounced up and down on his arm. She seemed to enjoy every second of the attention he was giving her.

      A three-man band approached and played a happy song to celebrate Mafalda's return. The children and many adults formed a circle around her. Occasionally they stepped forward to touch her briefly, wanting to be sure that Mafalda was there in the flesh.

      Then the circle suddenly broke and her sisters, Maren, and Dorothea, appeared. Both had gathered their dresses and had raced over from afar; the news of Mafalda's return had spread like wildfire throughout the vast camp. They stopped abruptly in front of their little sister and looked at her breathlessly.

      "Mafalda, we were so worried about you," Maren said as she stroked Mafalda's cheek. She had tied her wild dark curls into a loose ponytail. Her cheeks were flushed from running; she looked young and alive. Then the sisters fell into each other's arms.

      Dorothea stood back a little. "Have the Ottomans done anything to you?" she asked, her voice trembling, before taking Mafalda into her arms.

      "But no," Mafalda reassured her, "it turned out all right. And besides, we managed to escape. It's a long story."

      The three sisters looked at each other with curiosity. "Are you alright?" Mafalda asked. They knew what the question meant: the constant rivalry between Maren and Dorothea, which had ruined their relationship in many situations. Maren didn't think for long. "It's easier without you. You were the eternal bone of contention."

      Mafalda took a step backwards. She had not expected this. "I... I'm sorry."

      "But Maren!" Dorothea shook her head. "How can you say that? We should be happy that Mafalda is back with us!"

      "It is the truth," Maren reiterated. "That doesn't mean I'm not happy to have you back with us." She stroked Mafalda's cheek again.

      Mafalda's joyful excitement at coming home was gone in an instant. She no longer felt welcome among her sisters. Dorothea seemed to read her mind and took her hand. "I am so glad you're back."

      "It's good," Mafalda replied, trying to get over her disappointment. Time was too precious to be wasted by her big sister's tactlessness. She turned away, searching the many faces around her.

      "Here I am!"

      She recognised his voice. He stepped forward with difficulty. The wooden mask that covered his entire head was extended at the bottom with thick leather over his neck. Whoever had made it knew his trade. The painted eyes had several holes through which Engelbert could see. The carefully drawn lips were separated by a narrow gap through which he could speak. The carved nose had nostrils for Engelbert to breathe through. All in all, Mafalda thought, the mask had a handsome face, and if it had been on its own, one might have thought he wore it for fun. It gave him an artistic, almost comical look. But part of the left side of his body had also been burned in the fire. There was no mask for it, just robes tied to his slender body with a ribbon.

      Engelbert moved ponderously as he pushed his way through the crowd to get to Mafalda. He held out his right hand in greeting. She noticed the scarred wounds on that hand, too, as she carefully clasped it and shook it gently. "Engelbert, how glad I am to see you! I thought you were dead."

      "I was dead. In the water. The man pulled me up. I didn't thank him." He found it hard to speak. "I am sorry. I was a poor travelling companion." He bowed his head.

      "No one expected this misfortune, Engelbert," Mafalda replied.

      The poet William interrupted them with a call to eat. "There is cheese, meat and fish. The table set with bread is rich."

      Mafalda and Augustus were ravenous and took big bites. Both sisters willingly gave Mafalda their sweet porridge for dessert. Perhaps this was a way of making amends to Maren. It reminded Mafalda of her childhood, and she ate so much of it that she almost felt sick.

      After the meal, a trio performed a funny play. It was about a drunkard who tried desperately to win the favour of a noblewoman but lost his trousers in the process. He was then confronted by a judge who happened to be the woman's husband. The guests held their stomachs in laughter.

      Afterwards they all got together and sang Oh Else, accompanied by the long, drawn-out notes of the accordion.

      

      
        
        Oh, little Else, dear little Else

      

        

      
        How I wish I were with you!

      

        

      
        There are two deep waters between us

        Will you turn away because there are two waters?

      

        

      
        Because many a boy has suffered so many other things?

        Oh, my love, that alone frightens me, that you can sail,

        and if the little ship breaks, I must soon sink too.

        Oh, no, that will not happen; I will help you to row,

        so that you may come to me in a short time, my dear.

        Because you, beautiful love, mean so well

      

        

      
        I will dare to do it, but I beg you to stand by me!

      

      

      

      "I'm so happy," Augustus whispered in Mafalda's ear as he twirled her hips in a dance.

      "Me too!" she breathed, planting a kiss on his lips.

      He pulled her to him. "When can we spend the night alone?"

      "When we've had the wedding feast." She smiled at his heated face.

      "When?" Impatience was written all over him.

      "When my parents decide."

      Again, she spun around, but this time she broke free and fell into her father's arms, who was waiting to dance with his recovered daughter.

      

      Orontius and Hildegard were delighted with the presents. Mafalda was their first daughter to receive a bridal gift. Tears welled up in Hildegard's eyes as she unwrapped the beautiful blanket. She wrapped it around herself and turned in front of a mirror as if it were a new dress. "I have never owned anything so beautiful," she said, and hugged Augustus in deep gratitude.

      Orontius admired the water amphora. He looked at the symbols again and again, took out his magnifying glass and studied them. Carefully, he wrapped the precious vessel in a thick cloth and tucked it into a special place in the Ark.

      

      "Among all the other experiences of your journey, did you find out the origin of your double?" Orontius asked.

      "Yes, Father, it is a long story. Let me tell it to you in detail."

      The family and Augustus sat in the shelter of the Ark. Heavy rain, thunder and lightning accompanied Mafalda's tales of the priest Abakir and how he made the connection between her profile and the blazing flames on the coin to the fate of Hypatia in the fourth century; of her terrible death and the possible escape of one of her female pupils to St Catherine's Convent to escape a similar fate. She told her family of the divine prophecy that Brother Leandros had received. That God had prophesied to him that Satiah, a pagan woman from the past who had come to St Catherine's as a fugitive in the fifth century, would be reborn in Freudenberg in the sixteenth century. That, since then, Brother Leandros had doubted the existence of God, because God had prophesied to him the resurrection of a pagan woman. Until the priest of Flecken, Theodor von Schlossberg, appeared and Brother Leandros saw him as a manifestation of the prophecy. She told how she had found the priest's sign from 1499 and the replica of the first town seal of Freudenberg carved on the table in St Catherine's monastery; that Brother Leandros had given him the coin to make Satiah immortal. She told how Brother Leandros had recognised her when she arrived at St Catherine's Monastery and how he had led her and Augustus to the tomb of the pagan Satiah; of the tablet with the words God is in us all, then the unexpected appearance of the Goddess and the tangible vision of the sky burial. That Brother Leandros and the priest Abakir saw her as the reincarnation of the pagan Satiah, and how differently the monks had behaved towards her.

      "To put it mildly, they were impressive experiences," Mafalda finished her report. Her eyes searched for her father. "But ever since that day I have been afraid that the goddess might appear to me again. And then demand even more from me."

      They all looked at Mafalda. Whatever was going on in their minds, Mafalda knew that her strange story was difficult to comprehend.

      Orontius cleared his throat. His eyes gazed into the distance. "I remember your birth, my child. It was in a patch of woods near Freudenberg - a small spot under a large oak tree that we had chosen for the occasion. We knew that you would be our last child, so it was a special birth. Hildegard was exhausted because it took two days for you to see the light of day. I wrapped you in a blanket and walked a few yards to stretch my legs. It was just before dawn. Suddenly the birds of the forest came flying together. I saw them settle down in the trees around me. Each one was singing its song or making its call. It was not a jumble but sounded harmonious. As if they were in an orchestra led by a conductor. In between there was the song of the great tit. This is my favourite bird because its song is in different pitches making it sound out from the others. But the calls and changing trills of the other birds, the greenfinch, the nuthatch, the woodpecker, the bullfinch, the blackbird, the magpie, and the nuthatch, also blended into a musical whole. It was beautiful to listen to as I stood there with my third newborn daughter in my arms. Then a light breeze came up and a whisper was carried to me. It was always the same words that I heard. Novum corpus, novum corpus, novum corpus. At the time I thought it was all in my head. Later I forgot about it. Now that you're talking about your supernatural experience with the birds, I remember the moment vividly. "

      "Novum corpus?" Hildegard asked. "What does that mean?"

      "It means new body." Orontius replied.

      

      During their stay at the Passau Forest camp, the relationship between Mafalda's parents and Augustus deepened. Augustus helped with the daily chores as best he could and accompanied Orontius on his fishing trips. They chatted a lot and returned late in the afternoon with good catches. And so it was that one day Augustus returned with the joyful news that Orontius had planned the wedding feast for the following week. Preparations were already under way. After the feast, the troupe would leave Passau. Mafalda and Augustus then decided to return to Alexandria and stay with Gropius, as he had offered.

      

      A clearing in the forest was marked out with  burning torches for the feast. In the centre a pig was roasting on a spit, which the men of the troupe were taking turns to turn until it was evenly browned. The glowing coals hissed from the fat drippings, and the children invented a game to guess when the drippings would fall. When it was your turn, you tried to match the hiss with a clap. If the clap matched the hiss, he had won and everyone else roared.

      The tables that had been set up were covered with the best delicacies that had been specially bought in Passau. Large bowls of bread, meat, fish, vegetables, fat, and cheese offered what many could only dream of. The colours and variety were a feast for the eyes. A large pot of lentil, onion and bean stew was bubbling over a small fire. The smell and sight of the many delicacies made the guests' mouths water. The rhythmic beating of the drums, accompanied by the soft tones of the flute and lute, combined with the singing - music that had long since become routine in dance and entertainment performances at weddings and private celebrations of the privileged - underlined the joyful atmosphere of the feast, where everyone was to be full and happy.

      As the moon lit up the night, William, the poet, stepped forward and sounded a loud, sustained blast on the horn. Everyone fell silent. Orontius, Hildegard and the two sisters came together and joined William and his family. Mafalda took Augustus by the hand and drew him before the poet. The young bridegroom immediately recognised the solemnity of the moment and embraced his companion. After a moment of silence, during which everyone was invited to reflect on the meaning of marriage, William spoke in a raised voice:

      

      
        
        "To walk the path together

        Share sorrow, happiness, and pain

        Dwelling in the breath of purity

        In togetherness.

      

        

      
        Soul enlightened with light

        The wind blows away the pain

        Walk with your love

        Through earth to heaven.

      

        

      
        In the shimmering sea of love

        Shall you follow each other

        Parents of the gentle cradle

        Blessed in the water, so golden.

      

        

      
        In the forest the child thrives

        In the town, wherever you are

        Consecrated by divine grace

        The spark of the soul safe."

      

      

       

      Orontius stepped forward and produced Gropius' document confirming the marriage between Mafalda and Augustus. The guests felt honoured to be witnesses. There was absolute silence as they listened to Orontius, who read out the words loud and clear.

      "Take good care of her." He handed the document back to Augustus.

      Augustus held out his hand to his father-in-law. "I promise you."

      

      The musicians sang another happy song. Hearty congratulations followed, accompanied by amusing advice about married life. The mood lifted, the pig was cut open and the call was made for the meal.

      

      Engelbert poured the wine and beer. Nobody but Mafalda knew how he felt. His burnt face was hidden beneath the wooden mask, most of his body beneath the robes, and with it all the emotions he would have expressed through his facial expressions and gestures. Mechanically, he did what was expected of him while his childhood sweetheart was married to a man who was a stranger to him.

      "How are you," Mafalda asked him as he poured her wine.

      "You are happy. I am happy."

      "Thank you for all you have done for me, dear Engelbert," Mafalda said, smiling into his painted eyes.

      He shook his head. "Not enough."

      The next guests held their empty cups in front of him. He was busy and indicated to Mafalda that the conversation was over.

      

      Although she enjoyed being the centre of attention for her family and the troupe that evening, Mafalda was looking forward to some quiet time with Augustus. She wanted to be alone with him and show him her love. For a long time she had noticed his impatience to be allowed to touch and feel her. Until now they had slept separately - he in the poet's carriage and she in the Nest, the sleeping carriage she shared with her sisters. But on this night, she wanted them to fulfil each other's physical desires.

      To their mutual delight, at the end of the feast Orontius and Hildegard took them by their hands and led them into the forest.

      The light of the twinkling stars and the moon disappeared beneath the dense canopy of trees. The burning torches added a special solemnity to the impending surprise. Orontius lit a narrow path and they walked along it, one after the other. At one point the path stopped, and they walked through low bushes. They followed a small babbling creek until they came to a hillside pasture. The young couple held up their lanterns to see better. The tree was huge, its crown wide and spreading, its branches hanging down to the ground. The dense foliage hid the trunk inside, making it look like a wall.

      Orontius and Hildegard stood solemnly before it. "When we were children, Eberlein had to hide us in the woods. The night alone was a special time for us because it forged our love. We built this little leaf hut for you to spend your first night together."

      The parents beamed as they parted the soft branches of the willow tree. The sight made the young couple rejoice. The basic structure of the leaf hut consisted of forked branches forming the entrance and a straight branch forming the ridge of the roof. The broad trunk of the tree formed the back wall. The many layers of leaves and thin branches for the roof made the hut rainproof. As they entered, they felt the softness of the floor, which was also covered with an abundance of dry leaves. An animal skin spread out on it and a thick woollen blanket would provide extra warmth.

      "This is like a first home!" Augustus took Mafalda in his arms.

      "That's the way it should be," Hildegard said. She pulled Mafalda out under a small roof structure, also made from the wood and leaves of the forest. "Here, my child, is a jug of water and a washbowl." She shone her light on the vessels, which stood on the same makeshift table that Mafalda had admired in the cathedral square in Passau. "And in here," she moved the lantern to illuminate two closed boxes, "you will find cloths, fresh linen and special treats that should last you for a while."

      "Outside the tree canopy you will find a fireplace and wood in the morning," Orontius explained. "And now we will leave you." He took his wife’s hand. Hildegard caressed her daughter's face before they disappeared through the leaves of the branches.

      Mafalda and Augustus listened until the sound of their footsteps and the flickering of the burning torches faded into the distant darkness. They embraced each other passionately and spent the rest of the night in their long-awaited lovemaking.

      Mafalda could not remember how many times they made love and confessed their love to each other in the leaf hut over the next few days. Even the goddess slipped from her mind. She indulged in the pleasures of good food and wine and relaxed in the intoxication of love with her passionate companion. Closely embraced, they listened to the birdsong of the forest and watched the merry mating ritual of various animals, chasing each other in imitation and splashing each other with the cold water of the stream. In the evening, Augustus lit a fire. They stared into the blazing flames while they talked about God and the world, and let the memories of the recent past pass.

      

      Leaving the family and the troupe was by no means painful. The two agreed that they did not want to live with the travelling folk. They wanted to settle down in Alexandria and start a family. They wanted to make their home with Gropius and his family. So they said goodbye with sincere and well-intentioned wishes.

       

      Engelbert approached Mafalda hesitantly. "Farewell words." He stretched a little to give his appearance formality. Mafalda imagined his face - his face as it was before the fire; how he would look at her now, wrinkling his nose, and how the twisted ends of his moustache would tremble as he did so.

      

      
        
        „You were in the distance, far away

        Have seen, touched, and tasted

        Felt and heard the foreign sounds

        The time afar not wasted.

         

        Coming home is one of many journeys so profound

        It’s like the water running down the mountain to the ground.

      

        

      
        A deeply felt connection

        It flows in our blood

        Through ancestry and memory

        Dragged through the mud.

      

        

      
        No hard feelings.

      

        

      
        I have learned in this time

        Change that happens fast

        Shapes anew the anchors of the past.

         

        Oh, precious heart within you

        I feel the breaking strings

        The distant world will always

        Reach for your wings."

      

      

      

      Engelbert bowed to her. It hurt him; you could see it in his awkward movements.

      Mafalda was deeply moved. He had hit the nail on the head. She had changed completely. Her family, and generations before her, had belonged to the travelling people. She was the first to break this tradition. She wanted to settle down, have a family and build a life with Augustus in Alexandria.

      Change that happens fast, shapes anew the anchors of the past. 

      What was her anchor? Where was it? Had her anchor shifted? Was it Satiah that set her apart from her ancestors? Would her ancestors have allowed such a change? The Goddess had caused the change in her that she was experiencing. The Goddess was the messenger from the distant past. The distant past - Mafalda's anchor.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      On the boat trip back to Egypt, they felt deeply connected. "Our first child has arrived," Augustus said, caressing her tenderly. Though she didn't know it, he had guessed. Her bleeding had stopped and soon morning sickness set in. Mafalda was already seasick from the waves, so this was a particularly difficult time for her, with vomiting and difficulty sleeping.

      So it was with great relief that they sailed into the port of Alexandria, where Gropius greeted them and took them to their new home, the stone annex.

      Like many other houses, it was rectangular with three windows and a flat roof. It was in the back garden of Gropius's house, surrounded by part of the city wall and the walls of the estate. The small house stood on a stone foundation and towered over the main house. The windows were opposite the front door, and when they entered the house, they could see through one of the windows parts of the land bridge that connected the mainland with the island of Pharos and the lighthouse.

      Eleonore had divided the room with thick curtains. In the larger part was a kitchen with a fireplace and seating. The other part was for sleeping and bathing. There was even an oval stone bathtub, large enough to lie in. It was built over a wood-fired oven. Since ancient times, water from the Nile had been diverted through canals under the main streets of the city to supply the neighbourhoods with fresh water. Mafalda's heart leapt with joy at the prospect of a hot bath in her own home. She took advantage of it the very first evening.

      With the idea that she was not just visiting or passing through, Mafalda settled in Alexandria. She enjoyed having a permanent home. It was comfortable and warm, even if she missed the forest around her that had once given her a sense of security. Now it was her new family who gave her the support she needed in her vulnerable state. She loved the children's company. When they played in the yard, she joined them. As her belly grew, she enjoyed looking after them and helping to resolve conflicts, much to the delight of Eleonore, who was able to devote herself to housework in peace.

       

      A hot, dry wind was blowing from the south when Mafalda's water broke. She felt sick and coughed. In front of her, the desert sand that had blown in formed a figure that became clearer the longer she looked. The goddess! Startled by her appearance at this crucial moment, Mafalda let out a short cry. Augustus was on the scene immediately, followed by Eleonore, who knew what to do. The mother of many quickly fetched the washbowl and the cloths she had laid out for the impending birth.

      Mafalda's face was white and sweaty as she looked past them into the distance. "I feel a longing rising in me," she whispered.

      "What do you long for?" Augustus asked.

      "For time."

      Augustus and Eleonore exchanged glances.

      "Lie back. Relax, my dear," Augustus said, pulling Mafalda lightly by the shoulders so she could lean against the padded cushions.

      She did as he said but continued to look past him into the distance.

      "What do you see?" he asked.

      "She is with me, the goddess. We are hurrying over rocks. I stumble. She pulls me with her."

      He knew that his beloved wife was experiencing another psychic episode. "Where is she taking you?“

      Mafalda raised her index finger. "Listen, the waves of the sea ... they break loudly against the rock face. The echo of the waves pours over me ... it comes again and again! Now it splashes, the drops from the sky land on my skin. The mana gives me the strength to follow the goddess." Mafalda was startled, "But no! She is disappearing ... Where are you? Don't leave me alone!"

      "Mafalda!" Augustus cupped her face in his hands. "Look at me."

      A contraction made her groan. Her gaze remained in the distance.

      "Mafalda, come back to us. You must give birth to your child!" Eleonore cried.

      Mafalda pointed into the air. "There is the entrance. The cave! I'm going deeper and deeper. The torches are flickering." She put her hand to her ear. "I can hear them!"

      Augustus had given up trying to wake Mafalda. "What do you hear?" Perhaps it was then that she finally found release from her inner tension.

      Another contraction hit her. She tensed up.

      "You have to breathe and push," Eleonore urged. Standing at the foot of the bed, she had Mafalda's legs bent and spread. She gazed into her wide-open cavity. "I see the crown of the head!"

      "They are dressed in robes. They are veiled from head to foot. But who are they?" Mafalda stared in confusion. "The cross... they are Christians!" Again, she moaned in pain. "What are they doing? The man with the torch is shining it on them. The woman on the bed, she's crying. Oh, her eyes are blank." Mafalda listened. "Listen to the child crying. It cries!"

      Mafalda pressed hard. Tears streamed down her face. Her first child was born. It cried with a strong cry.

      "It's a girl!" cried Augustus excitedly. He turned to his wife. "Why are you crying?"

      Mafalda wiped her face. "The woman... she is dead. She is Satiah's mother."

      Augustus took her hand. "But you are alive, Mafalda. You are alive! Look at our glorious daughter!"

      Slowly, Mafalda found her way back to reality. She smiled and took her daughter to her breast.

      The wind died down. Mafalda slept peacefully with her child in her arms. Augustus watched as a smile played around her lips. When she awoke, she remembered her experience. Had it all been a dream? Or had she really been in the cave and witnessed the birth of the Satiah whose reincarnation she was? In that higher world, her self had been confronted in the form of a newborn. There must have been something within her that gave her the gift to witness these events as they were.

      Augustus snapped her out of her thoughts. "You said that you longed for time. What did you mean by that?"

      Mafalda looked at him thoughtfully. "I longed for a moment that would eventually end, only to have a new moment begin."

      "I don't understand."

      "I had a feeling of timelessness. It felt like everything was infinite. There was no rest, everything was moving in an endless circle. That's why I longed for a rhythm, something temporal, so I could rest".

      "You speak of eternity," Augustus said.

      "Yes. I had that feeling when I was going through the sky burial. I did not understand it then. I am in eternity during these experiences."

      "You are a clairvoyant," Augustus remarked. "Only you don't see into the future, you see into the past." He took her hand.

      "Whatever it is," she replied, "it allows me to see into my first life in the distant past. The Goddess gave it to me."

      They looked at each other, the same thought running through their minds. Did their newborn daughter also have a predecessor? Would she also have the gift of finding her former identity in a higher world?

      Perhaps it was the goddess who bore the answer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Poem of Eternity

          

        

      

    

    
      Sweat and dirt are on me

      I descend to the valley of the trees

      On the leathery soles of my feet

      To the calming force at the bottom of the valley.

      

      Soft damp moss tickles my toes

      The warmth of my breath

      Makes me one with the truth

      And the eternity of my being.

      

      Drops of milk and honey

      Rising from below

      Milk as pure as water

      Honey the purest oil

      All beings are in it.
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      Orontius, God’s Juggler

      

      In the late Middle Ages, Orontius grows up in poverty in a peasant family. After the sudden death of his mother, his father entrusts him to the vagabond Eberlein to protect him from hunger and hardship. The only condition is: Eberlein and his troupe are to take Orontius to a monastery in Siegen for his 15th birthday. An adventure-filled time begins for the boy.

      In the monastery, Orontius learns about the life of the Franciscans and becomes a monk. During this time he meets Gregorius of Metz, with whom he subsequently forms a deep friendship. However, he doubts the integrity of the Abbot.

      After more than two decades, Orontius leaves the monastery to visit his father. There he discovers that everything has changed. From then on, he gets to know life in all its brutality, but also in its beauty.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I Was One Of Many Slaves

      

      The story is set in Ancient Egypt. At that time the gods rule mankind. Life after death continues in the spiritual world.

      Naguib is a slave who falls head over heels in love with a servant of his revered queen. He experiences strong sexual and spiritual powers that elevate him above his fellow slaves and eventually make him a valuable resource in his temple.
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        * * *

      

      The Fruit Picker

      

      Sebastian is tired of feeling misunderstood by his parents and friends. He is gay and it urges him to break out of his everyday life and experience the world in a different light. An opportunity arises to work as a fruit picker in Australia. He immediately embarks on an adventurous journey, during which he gets to know Australia in all its facets; from the rigid Australian court system to the depths of the Aboriginal spiritual world.
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      So deep my love

      

      A dream that takes us into the mystical world of the Aborigines. A discovery that amazes us. A love that we long for.

      Michael Sturm, a German archaeologist, travels to northern Australia to investigate bones of human historical significance. Then he meets Brolga, the woman of his dreams, and his life changes fundamentally.
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      Life of Sofia: The Cradle of the White Lioness

      

      Sofia, homeless and lonely, has faded away in a void of lost dreams. During a chance encounter with a dying woman, she hears of a secret that changes her life in many ways. She also meets Jamie, a stranger with a mysterious past.

      In a dramatic twist of events, Sofia is drawn into the life of others who like her struggle to overcome poverty and sorrow.
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        * * *

      

      I, Yana

      

      Since her childhood, Yana lives in the Cradle, a place for homeless children. Her life is determined by a work routine and a constant witness to the misery of street children.

      When she has grown into a young woman Yana becomes involved in a mysterious series of dog killings. Together with the charming Inspector Jack Renna she helps to solve the case, which eventually leads them to a thirty year old murder.
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        * * *

      

      In the Name of I

      

      An  autobiographical novel about the upbringing of a woman in Germany, and her later life in South Africa, New Zealand and Australia. Political and cultural events on the different continents interconnect with the life of Alannah, who fights for the realisation of her dreams whilst overcoming desperate moments in her life.
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        * * *

      

      Seventy-Five

      By law and like everyone else, George must die on his 75th birthday. There is not much time left, and cruel things happen around him. His adored daughter reveals a secret to him too good to be true. It gives George and humanity a chance to regain hope for a dignified life.
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