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      Thick snowflakes fall on my feverishly hot face. Each hit makes me shiver under the melting chill. The thought that it won't be long before the white mass closes over me and buries me alive drives me insane. I look up at the grey sky through the white treetops, snow trickling from their branches with every breath of wind. The sound of the branches moving in a gust of wind reminds me of my father's last breath. I feel the icy cold penetrate me and spread through my aching body. Despite my almost paralysed consciousness, I perceive the blurred outlines of several wolves in the corner of my eye. Slowly and sneakily, the lead animal comes closer and closer without taking its eyes off me for even a second. Now the pack has surrounded me and I freeze in the hopelessness of my situation. It is silent. Spellbound, I take in every single one of their steps as the wolves come towards me. With the last of my strength, I reach into the right pocket of my robe and feel with my ice-cold fingers for the slingshot. Zacharas, the novice, had entrusted it to me before my long trek. "In case the wolves get too close to you," he had whispered to me, looking at me as if he had guessed that might happen. Surprised, I had taken the weapon and made it disappear into my robe. We were not allowed to possess anything except the clothes we wore on our bodies – let alone a weapon!

      In panic-stricken fear of a bloody and painful death, I now remember that the weapon is not in the right pocket of my robe, but in the left. In a fall, my loose robe wrapped around my body so that the pocket is now under me. Carefully I lift my arm and desperately search for its opening. I am too weak to reach into it and drop my arm into the snow.

      The wolves do not miss this movement. The lead animal is only an arm's length away from me. Its breath, reeking of rotten flesh, creeps right up my nose. In a last attempt to escape a gruesome fate, I turn my head and stare directly into its eyes. Sure enough, the animal stops. While the wolves are eager to eat their next meal, I hope to have a chance to survive after all. A wild scream forms like a lump in my stomach and threatens to explode in my throat. I open my mouth tensely without taking my eyes off the eyes of this wild animal.

      My scream comes from deep within my soul. I feel as if the earth trembles beneath me and the branches above me crunch. Loud, shrill and with all my strength, I let it out. It almost takes my breath away, but frees me from my numbing fear of death. The lead animal tucks its tail between its legs with great fright, puts its ears back and slinks away.

      With newfound energy, I manage to pull myself up a bit. I watch the pack disappear into the darkness of the forest. The tracks in the snow remain as witness to what has just happened. Relieved, I lie back and quietly say a prayer of gratitude for the grace I have received from the Lord. As I have always done, I raise my right arm to heaven and open my hand. Does he hear me? Does he see me? The silence makes my doubt about his existence — as it has so many times before — rise again. My hand with the stub of my thumb stands out black against the grey sky.

      

      It is the same hand with which I used to steal our bread, meat and vegetables at the market as a child. I pulled my cap deep into my dirt-smeared face and wrapped a scarf around my neck that was so big that my upper body was covered down to my belly button. Thank God I was never recognised as my father's son.

      My movements were fast. No one could keep up with me. Even the children of crooks, witches and murderers followed me to learn a trick or two from me. The most important thing was to watch the traders at their stalls closely and know how they moved. The butcher's wife turned from time to time to her baby, who was lying in a basket behind her. The baker's wife disappeared behind the curtain to get the bread out of the fire. The vegetable farmer was a fat old man, blind in his left eye to boot. He nodded off regularly. It was at these moments that I struck. For me, these were not tricks, but simply the only way to survive. My sack quickly filled up with supplies for the whole week.

      Today I am sure that my father knew about it. But each time he pretended that my thieving sprees were normal. That could have cost us our heads!

      My parents were farmers. However, our grain was always inferior. The soil was loamy, stony and hard. My father worked hard, but sadly we could not plough our field properly because our old wooden hook plough only scratched up the surface of the soil. In addition, we used an old ox as a draft animal, which was actually ripe for slaughter, but we had no means to buy a new one. When the ox got tired, it would just lie down and we had to wait for it to get up again. Even today I can remember my father spurring it. Under pressure to have the field ready in time for sowing, he would shout at it and hit its hindquarters with his stick.

      Our landlord was a Count. I can't remember his name because it was difficult to pronounce and my father mockingly called him His Highness. Our Count owned pigs, which ensured his wealth. You could see it at the end of the year, after fattening, when the pigs were sold for slaughter. Every year at Christmas there was a big feast in the manor house to which the nobles from the surrounding area were invited. Pork was served, and my parents had to slaughter and process the pig. It was terrible for me to have to help with this because I had formed a bond during the time I spent with the pigs in the forest. Taking care of the pigs was part of the indentured labour we had to do to satisfy our landlord — this Count with the difficult name — so that we could continue to live on his land.

      It was my duty to drive the animals into the forest after the feast day of St. Michael, where they foraged for acorns, beechnuts, chestnuts, mushrooms and wild fruits. I had to check on them regularly, which gave me a reason to leave field work occasionally during this time. I was very happy to have these freedoms and often took stones from the field to practise juggling. Time in the forest also gave me the opportunity to rehearse other tricks I had seen wandering troupes do at church festivals in the village; climbing, balancing and doing somersaults. There was a pit lined with stones that must have once served as a storage cellar. The wooden roof lay in pieces next to it and I took two narrow slats and laid them across the pit, propping them up in the middle with stacked stones. While the pigs grunted around me, I practised balancing and fell several times into the soft leaves, which made me laugh anew each time.

      

      We did not have a happy home. My mother had had several miscarriages and was always sad. My only sibling who was born alive died of measles in his third year. I was the only child of my parents who survived childhood. That's why they were always very concerned about me.

      Last winter, my mother suddenly fell ill. One day she did not get up in the morning. She was lying on her straw sack and staring ahead. I went to her and spoke to her: "Mother, what is wrong with you? Why don't you get up today?"

      But she did not react. She just lay there staring at the ceiling. Suddenly she coughed and spat up blood. I felt a shock in my limbs. What was I supposed to do? "Mother, what's wrong with you?” I cried in horror and panic.

      Instead of answering me, she moaned softly and then a gurgling sound came out of her mouth. I stood paralysed in front of her and was no longer able to think. What was wrong with her? I realised that she must be seriously ill. Father! I remembered my father. He had always had advice when something had happened. He always knew what to do. I had to get him. No sooner had I finished this thought than I rushed out the door. "Father, father, quickly!" I shouted into the open. I couldn't see him, but nevertheless I continued to shout: "Father, come quickly, mother is ill!"

      He came out of the stable, with a handful of food for the old ox. "Orontius, what are you shouting about?”

      "Please, father, you must come quickly to mother, she is spitting up blood. Hurry, father, I'm afraid for mother!"

      When my father and I returned to her straw bed, my mother had spat up more blood. It was running down her neck from her mouth. My father quickly went to her, touched her and was startled. What was wrong with my mother? Then my father put his hand on her forehead. After a few moments, which seemed like an eternity, he said to me:

      "She has a high fever. " He thought for a moment. "Orontius, get some cold water and a cloth. Dip it in cold water and put it on her forehead. I'll go and fetch a surgeon, perhaps he can help her. Pray to God that she will get well again."

      No sooner had he said this than he left us again. Now I was alone with my mother and did not understand what was happening. My thoughts were racing. Prayer! My father had told me to pray. I knelt down. "Dear God in heaven, please make my mother get well again. We need her. Please God ..." Suddenly I remembered my father's other words. I got up to rush to the well and fetch fresh cold water. There was a bowl on the table, I took it with me. When I returned to my mother with the water, I placed a cloth soaked in water on her forehead, just as my father had said. I touched her with my fingertips. She was literally glowing. My worries grew.

      "Mother, say something, mother, please!" Once again, she spat blood. Now it was almost black. I fetched a second rag and struggled with God. Why had he let my mother get so sick? Didn't he realise that we needed her? I didn't waste a single thought on the possibility of my mother dying. She had always been there for me as long as I could remember. Why should that suddenly change? That was almost impossible for me. My mother could not die.

      Suddenly she moaned again. I took the cloth from her forehead. It had become really hot. I quickly dipped it into cold water, wrung it out and put it back on her forehead. With the second cloth, I washed the blood from her mouth and neck, which had already collected under her head.

      Time passed — where was my father? Mother was getting worse and worse. I was afraid for her. Shared experiences from the past flashed through my mind. Only she and I. I didn't even notice that I began to cry. Only when I tasted the salty liquid did I become aware of my tears and quickly wiped them from my face with both hands. My fear for my mother remained. And again, she spat blood. Once again, I changed the cloth on her forehead. How many times had I done this? I couldn't remember. And again, I wiped the blood from her face.

      Finally, the door opened. My father came in with a man I didn't know. He nodded briefly at me. Then he looked down at my mother. He had to be the surgeon. No one spoke a word. Again, my mother spat blood, which this time also looked almost black. Then the man said quietly:

      "I'm sorry, but there's nothing I can do for her."

      I thought I had not heard him correctly. In desperation I said to him: "But you must be able to help her somehow. You are a surgeon. There must be something that can help my mother."

      "No, I can't help her, even surgeons are sometimes powerless!" he replied in a hard voice, looking at me sternly.

      "What kind of surgeon are you if you can't help her!" I exclaimed excitedly.

      "Orontius," my father admonished me, "don't be disrespectful."

      I lowered my head. Tears stood in my eyes. I heard the surgeon leave. My father stroked my head with one hand. Then he also left the house.

      My mother was going to die, this thought crept into my consciousness. I still couldn't believe what that meant for me and my father. Once again, my mother spat blood. Oh my God, where did all this blood come from? I washed it off her face and neck again. Suddenly I hated the surgeon. He hadn't even bothered to examine my mother. He could have got his fingers dirty with her blood. What a stupid man, he wasn't a surgeon but rather a cattle doctor.

      My mother was going to die? No, that was not possible, that was not allowed. "God, you can't let my mother die!" I cried out to him in desperation. "What kind of God are you if you take my mother from me!" I could no longer hold back my tears. Why didn't father stay? Didn't he want to stand by her when she was already dying? And again blood that I had to wipe away. The water was already red and the cloth could no longer be washed out. How was I supposed to wash all the blood off my mother's face?

      My thoughts were racing. While I was getting fresh water and a clean cloth, I got even angrier at the surgeon. If he had still been here, I would certainly have punched him in the face. He could have tried a little harder. Why didn't my father want to help her die? My confusion was great, and yet I felt relieved because I could now be alone with her. For the last few minutes, or was it even hours, I had my mother all to myself. I did everything I could for her. But I also became more and more aware that my mother would soon no longer be there for us.

      When she fell asleep forever, I held her hand with my left and stroked her gently with my right. As I did so, I hoped that she would wake up again. Like a butterfly emerging from its chrysalis, I saw her soul fluttering away in my mind's eye. The butterfly had beautiful colourful wings, it was graceful and as if it wanted to show me a dance, it flew around in circles once more before it finally disappeared. I then gave up my hope that my mother would wake up again. At that moment I asked myself once again where God was. Had he seen everything? Why had he let her suffer so much? Why had he let my mother die in the first place?

      After her death, our lives became even harder than before. During her lifetime she had spun sheep's wool and woven cloth and blankets for the Count and his family. Because this was no longer possible, the Count demanded more interest for the little grain we had to sell cheaply because it was inferior. My father and I were starving and because we didn't want to eat roots and tree bark, what I stole from the markets was essential for survival.
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      My father had never had the time or the opportunity to live out his artistic streak. He knew, however, that I was also fascinated by and interested in the arts, because when the juggling troupes came to the village, we stood enthusiastically in the front row. The tricks impressed us very much. His grey-blue eyes widened and his face wrinkled into countless folds when he started to laugh. This revealed his dark gaps and half-rotten teeth, which he usually kept carefully hidden behind stiff lips. In those moments, I could smell his bad breath, which reached me with the outflowing waves of his laughter. Despite this little ugliness, I enjoyed it when he enjoyed himself. He rarely had the opportunity to do so otherwise. They were the only moments when I saw him laugh heartily.

      "Do it again, for my sake," he shouted enthusiastically to the juggler who had just jumped off the rope after a balancing act. Many of the gawpers were excited by the risk of the feat, some were even frightened. The rope was between the chimney of the bakehouse and the canopy of the small village church at a height of barely five cubits. The juggler had managed a distance of twenty cubits without any major incidents. He risked his life every time, but my father didn't seem to care.

      "What are you offering to make me do it again?" the juggler asked challengingly.

      My father lowered his eyes. What was that question about? The juggler knew perfectly well that we had nothing to give him. I felt a stab in my heart. At that moment — I don't know what devil was driving me — I ran as if stung by a tarantula to the bakehouse, climbed onto the roof and reached the beginning of the rope. Was it luck, magic or God's will, but there lay a stick the size of my body. It was ideal as a balancing pole. So, without the slightest doubt, I began the first balancing act of my life on a rope. The crowd below me froze and held their breath. But I averted my eyes from them and looked up to the sky. Not that I wanted to ask God for help — no, but the higher I looked, the better I had my balance under control. It felt like I was floating over the rope and it took no effort at all. When I reached the end, to the horror of all the spectators, I did a double somersault backwards and landed grandly with both legs, as if I had never done anything else, on the muddy ground of the square. The people looked at me as if enchanted. They had obviously not expected such a feat, especially from a boy who had just completed the twelfth year of his life. Even the juggler tugged at his beard in amazement and seemed confused.

      My father, on the other hand, had immediately recovered from my breathtaking feat and used the opportunity to his advantage. He smiled haughtily in the juggler's face.

      "As you can see, your performance needs no reward. Even my son can do better than you."

      I had not done it to show off or to put the juggler in a bad light. My act had come out of nowhere and that's what I told my silenced listeners.

      "Where did you get these ungodly ideas?" A person I recognised as the woman who had supplied my mother with sheep's wool asked me. "You are a boy sent by God. Our Lord is not a nothing!"

      I could think of nothing to do but shrug my shoulders and hang my head. The juggler, who called himself Eberlein, as I learned later, came to my rescue.

      "Woman, how would the boy know?"

      With his booming voice, he regained the respect he had just lost. The crowd nodded in understanding. They all had children who neither went to school nor had any hope of education. Few in our village could read or write. We clung to our faith, did penance from time to time and that kept us alive.

      The performance was over and the crowd dispersed. I watched as the juggler Eberlein, for whom I felt admiration and gratitude, walked towards my father. He was a tall, thin man. His coarsely woven coat hung down his body in generous folds. The deep furrows in his face testified to a hard life, as did the scar that ran down his left cheek from his forehead to his chin. But at the same time, he radiated a shrewdness that set him apart from the people in the village.

      "Come to the Ox-House tonight, man. I'll provide you and your son with a meal."

      My father and I looked up in surprise. We had never been invited to a meal in a tavern before, certainly not by a juggler! At this time, I reached just up to my father's shoulder and noticed how he inhaled sharply at that moment and exhaled again. He always did that when he was unsettled. He didn't seem to want to show his confusion though and nodded his head in agreement. I copied him and so we stood nodding in front of the juggler Eberlein. He seemed amused by us and said goodbye with a grin: "I'll be there waiting for you after sunset."

      At the same time, we turned to leave. I knew my father as a taciturn man, but on the way back home he did not even say what he would always say. At the corner of the field, he would have told me about the coming rain. On the short walk under the birch trees, he would have warned me about the birch dust that often made him sneeze. He walked ahead of me at a quick pace, silent and introverted. My gaze was glued to the heels of his boots, which dug deep into the mud.

      "Wait for me!” I called after him. I could hardly keep up and panted as I followed him. At this point I didn't know what was moving him so much, but the fact that he was trying to hide his feelings from me didn't escape me. He avoided turning around to look at me. I ran and reached out my hand for his arm. The touch seemed to bring him back to his senses. He took my hand in his and held it tightly until we reached home. As an adolescent, I was usually embarrassed to walk hand in hand with my father, but at that moment something intimate connected us. Holding hands reassured me of his love and gave me a foothold in my confusion.

      

      The Ox-House was a hive of activity. As we entered, a group of different people were gathered around a table littered with playing cards. A musician dressed up in a colourful costume was playing a sweet-sounding melody on his lute and singing a song to it, the words of which I did not understand. As we entered, many of them looked up. Even the music stopped for a brief moment. I could feel my cheeks getting hot. People were looking at us from top to bottom. Why, I wondered. My father pressed me against him and for the second time that day I felt his insecurity.

      Eberlein stepped out of the crowd. He had taken off his long coat and his emaciated body appeared all the more in his shabby clothes. Relieved, I greeted him with a slight nod. Nonchalantly, he walked towards us. I watched as my father and he met at the same eye level and their gazes locked. My father swallowed so hard that I could hear the surge in his windpipe.

      "What do you want?" he asked him.

      "Let's sit down," Eberlein suggested and led us away from the crowd towards a corner table. He turned to the bar table. "Innkeeper, bring us a meal and beer!"

      He impressed me anew. Only noble gentlemen spoke with such boldness. He, however, seemed completely sure of himself and grinned at me.

      "Boy, what's your name?"

      "Orontius," I replied.

      "You did well on the rope today," he said, looking at me admiringly. "Nature gave it to you."

      I didn't know what to say to that and looked over at my father. Actually, he should have been the one talking. Strangers rarely talked to other people's children, especially not when their parents were around. This juggler simply behaved differently from the people from our village.

      After an interminable silence, my father started talking again.

      "What do you want?" he asked a second time.

      Eberlein directed his penetrating gaze at my father.

      "May I introduce myself and my troupe as bringers of joy to the people, bearers of news and preservers of ancient poetry and performing arts!”

      My father stared at him dully. "Where's your troupe?"

      "Uh," Eberlein said, confused by the question he had obviously not expected after his elaborated self-introduction. “In our camp."

      "And where is your camp?" my father asked.

      "In the forest, out there," Eberlein said and pointed in the direction of the village entrance.

      "What do you want?" my father asked for the third time. This time he showed his impatience by drumming his fingers on the table. Eberlein ignored it.

      "Let's eat and drink first," he suggested.

      At that moment, a barmaid placed a large bowl of bacon and beans in front of us. It smelled delicious and since I hadn't eaten all day, I grabbed plenty. The fat ran down my chin as I became aware of my father sitting stiff as a board. Was he not hungry?

      "Drink, man," Eberlein said and put a mug of beer in front of my father. He took it without hesitation and drank the contents in one go. While wiping his beard with the back of his hand, he exhaled loudly and lustily. I could not believe my eyes and ears. Not that my father didn't drink beer, but when he did, it was always very slowly and in small sips. I think he had always wanted to be a good role model for me, but at that moment he let his senses run wild. It didn't take five minutes and the alcohol in his empty stomach seemed to have loosened him up. He turned to Eberlein.

      "If you want my son, I have conditions."

      The fork dropped out of my hand. Shocked, I looked back and forth between Eberlein and my father. My mouth was open, dripping with half-chewed bacon and beans. It was about me!

      Eberlein put another jug on the table in front of my father. Again, he picked it up and drank it down in one go. Carefully I tugged at his sleeve. His behaviour had frightened me through and through. Either he ignored me or he didn't notice, but he seemed to have become a different man that evening.

      "What are these conditions?" asked Eberlein casually.

      "A promise," my father replied. "And a payment," he continued.

      Finally, he began to eat. With a large wooden spoon, he shoved the meal into his almost toothless mouth with relish. It was impossible not to hear him smacking his lips. Nobody but me was bothered by it, because he had never smacked at home. I carefully tugged at his sleeve again. This time he shook me off. At that moment, I sensed my impending fate.

      "Why do you want to get rid of me?" I asked unspeakably quietly.

      “So you become someone.”

      "What is to become of me but to be a farmer, as you are?"

      "Shut up, boy."

      I kept silent, humiliated and terrified by my father's plan to sell me to the juggler.

      Eberlein was watching me. At least he felt sorry for me, I could see that clearly in his face. Then he addressed my father. "What do you want promised?"

      Without batting an eyelid, my father put forward his ruthless plan for me.

      "The boy must be delivered to the monastery in Siegen at the beginning of his fifteenth year. There he is to learn to read and write and become a Franciscan monk."

      Eberlein was visibly astonished. "You let him go with me and my troupe for this? With my retinue, homeless and lawless before the law and feared in society because of our evil tongues?"

      Instead of answering Eberlein's question, my father asked the next question. "How are you going to pay for it?"

      My soul ached so much that I felt sick. My father, whom I had always looked up to and revered for his dignity, was about to sell me to a strange man with no feeling at all. To a man who was despised by most of our society because he belonged to the roving rabble! Suddenly I remembered my mother and what she had once told me long ago. Thereupon I tugged at my father's sleeve again to get rid of my nagging question. "Why go to Siegen? Mother once said it was foggy and cold there. Besides, the forest is said to hold secrets that, if they get out, will bring disaster on the people."

      "Yes," Eberlein interjected, "I would like to know that too. Why Siegen? As far as I know, there is no monastery there!

      "But one is being built," my father replied. Undeterred, he continued. "A Count Johann from Dillenburg has put down six thousand guilders for its construction. When it is finished, it will provide consecration and entrance for the Franciscan monks."

      Two pairs of eyes stared at my father in disbelief.

      "How do you know all this?" I asked, completely perplexed.

      "You don't remember, boy, but your mother was a native of Siegen. She knows the area and still has relatives there."

      "What kind of relatives?" I asked.

      "The Polmanns. There is a Konrad Polmann, a cousin of hers. There is talk of him becoming the abbot of the monastery."

      Then he addressed Eberlein again. "So, how do you want to pay for my son's services?"

      Eberlein thought. He drank a hearty gulp from his mug. "Why should I pay to bring your son to Siegen? You should pay me to give your child company and protection on the way to the monastery!"

      Father became a little unbalanced. He started to sweat. "You are right, we both benefit from it. I cannot demand payment from you," he admitted. "However, I need proof that you will keep the promise. That would be due when you have delivered Orontius to the monastery in Siegen."

      There was a long pause during which I recovered a little. I finally understood that my father wanted to do me good. But I also understood that my fate was in the hands of these two men. At that moment, I experienced a spiritual and mental transformation that matured me by years. In my mind I decided that in the future I would decide my own fate without the influence of others.

      Meanwhile, Eberlein rummaged around in his shabby leather pouch and pulled out a round, carved wooden object. The artefact was so small that it fitted in the hollow of his palm. He opened it and held it up to the light so we could look inside.

      "What is it?" my father asked.

      "It's a boxwood icon. It's supposed to be valuable. I got it from a travelling Dutch merchant. Who knows where he got it from?”

      My father took it carefully in his hand. Together we watched the tiny sculpture. The figures were so small that I had to look closely to make out the scene. A group of people in biblical garments gathered around a central figure.

      "What are they doing?" I asked curiously.

      "It's a religious scene," my father replied. He looked enthusiastically at the details. "People are flocking around Jesus Christ — they are worshipping him. You see, some are kneeling before him."

      "How do you know that's Jesus Christ?" I asked, infected by his interest.

      "You recognise him by the rays that are arranged around him. That is his aura." He closed the icon and rolled it back and forth in his big bony hand, looking at it extensively from all sides. Then he opened it again and looked intently inside. I noticed how entranced he was; how his ears glowed with eagerness, his eyes shone and his rare smile grew wider and wider.

      Eberlein brought us back to reality.

      "Then how about you keep the icon until the monk Orontius comes to collect it from you to bring it back to me?"

      My father looked up. I immediately recognised from his expression that he agreed with the proposal.

      "Good." He nodded and put the precious artefact in his pocket.

      The two men shook hands. My father put his arm around me and pressed me against him. "I will bring my son to your camp the day after tomorrow at noon."

      "That fits. We move on in three days," said Eberlein.

      "Where are you going?" my father asked.  He suddenly looked grey.

      "To the autumn fair in Frankfurt."

      "The fencing matches?"

      Eberlein nodded.

      "Take good care of my son."

      We turned to go.

      "Don't worry. I will protect your son as my own," Eberlein called after us.

      

      The night before I left, I asked my father if he would stay on the farm. He thought for a long time and I guessed that my question was difficult to answer.

      "I made arrangements with His Highness yesterday for him to let you go," he began. "I shall in future be lodged in a chamber on the estate and be the swineherd." He faltered. "It suits me better anyway, because I have always been a bad farmer. I don't want the responsibility any longer."

      "What is happening to our farm?"

      “His Highness has found another farming family. They will manage our farm."

      "Does that mean we have to give our home to the other family?" I asked.

      "Yes."

      We were silent, engrossed in painful memories.

      

      I had never looked at myself before, but that evening I stood in front of my mother's old mirror and looked at myself from top to bottom. My old, dirty rags lay in a heap beside me. My father had painstakingly filled our old wooden tub with hot water. At least I was to start my new phase of life clean. I had to rummage in the chest for a long time to find suitable clothes. My father pulled out his pigskin coat, which was a little too long for me but nice and warm because of the fur lining. It was heavy and smelled like him.

      "You can wrap yourself in it at night," he advised me, "you won't get cold in it."

      Then he gave me a pair of woollen socks. He looked a little pained as he handed them to me. "Your mother knitted them." Gratefully, I accepted them. Any piece from home would make my life easier on my journey. It would give me comfort — something to cling to, to remember, and to fall asleep with at night.

      I immersed myself in the hot bath water and was seized by a tingling sensation. An intense tingling ran down my upper body, came up from my legs and gathered in my loins. An energy came over me that I had never felt before. I moaned, grasped my stiff member and began to rub against it. The climax was intoxicating, overwhelming and at the same time relieving. I realised that my childhood was over, both mentally and physically. From then on, I had resigned myself to my fate of having to leave home and go travelling.
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      As we came over the hill, we caught sight of a collection of leaf huts and tents. The smoke from a large fire mingled with the jumble of people busy with many different tasks. Strangely dressed women, who seemed to have nothing else to do but scout out strangers, gathered around me and cheekily stroked my face with their dirty fingers.

      "A soft fuzz is already there," cried one of the women with red curly hair.

      The others laughed uproariously. Disgusted, I backed away. "Leave me alone!"

      We stared at each other. I noticed several freckles, large and small, distributed in an unusual way between her nose and mouth.

      "Oh, the young man is sensitive!"

      The women started snorting again.

      My father pushed them aside with a brusque movement of his arm. "Are you going to let us through, or do I have to lay hands on you to get you out of our way?”, whereupon the crowd took off neighing like horses.

      There were monkeys, guenons, marmots, camels and other strange animals. Yes, even a bear roared from its cage in unison with the wild drumbeats of a person who resembled the devil. Startled, I looked at him. He was wearing a costume that reminded me of an evil forest spirit. A horned, bestial, furry figure with a tail and cloven feet. Immediately the words of our priest came to my mind: "Satan, the great enemy of Christ, the Church and humanity!"

      When the devil noticed me, he gave me a friendly wave.

      "Are you Orontius, the new boy of the juggler Eberlein?"

      "Yes," I said hesitantly. I couldn't believe that I was talking to the devil. The shock must have been written all over my face, because the devil seemed to have known what was going on inside me.

      "Don't worry! It's just a disguise. I am Godfrey. As the name suggests, the peace of God. I am Eberlein's brother."

      He held out his hand to me. Reluctantly, I took it. Contrary to my fear, it was warm and I felt more confident.

      My father cleared his throat. "Where do we find Eberlein?"

      Godfrey pointed to a large tree.

      "Do you see the great royal wooden carriage under the giant oak? We call it the Ark. There you will find my brother."

      We had to fight our way through a throng of grotesque minstrels, quacks, musicians and jesters before we finally arrived at Eberlein's carriage. I could not believe my eyes. It stood out from the other partly cloth-covered wagons by its colossal size alone. The wheels were almost as high as I was! Moreover, the wooden wagon body was suspended from the chassis with leather straps attached to the lower corners and on the high axles. Two strong-looking mules stood nearby eating grass. Ornate harnesses, the likes of which I had never seen before, and a padded coach box were not lacking either.

      "There you are!" Eberlein joined us. He seemed pleased to see us.

      "Will my son be accommodated in your carriage?" my father asked enthusiastically.

      “Yes," Eberlein replied. "It is the old carriage of Frederick III, Holy Roman Emperor. He entered Frankfurt in it more than a decade ago."

      "Are you kidding me?" my father asked.

      "It's no joke," said the juggler, smiling. "On his way back from Frankfurt, the emperor and his knights were attacked by a gang of crooks. The carriage was set on fire and badly damaged. The emperor got off lightly. As it happens, I was working at the time building carriages and together with another journeyman we were assigned to repair the carriage. The wheels and the leather belt substructure had to be completely renewed. The carriage had severe damage from the fire." He turned around and pointed to a heavily sooted area. "See, quite a bit burnt away up there." I looked where his hand was pointing. The damage had been impossible to repair — that was clear to me even as a layman.

      “Not good enough for our emperor! That's why he didn't want to drive his old carriage any more and gave it to us,” Eberlein finished his story.

      I swallowed. "That was generous."

      My father turned to me. "I'm going now. You're in good hands here." He clasped the back of my neck and pulled me to him. "Come to me when you are a monk to pick up the icon. Goodbye, boy."

      He left me faster than I would have liked. I looked after him and a mixture of unease and freedom came over me. I got over it quickly, though, because my new surroundings distracted me from the pain of parting.

      In the royal Ark, Eberlein had set up a hammock for me. "So you'll be weighed like a baby during the journey!" he said. I laughed. I had never seen that before either. Then he introduced me to his troupe. I could only count to ten at that time and when I assigned each person to one of my fingers, I was two fingers short.

      "This is our Hannes Harnisher, also known as the evil tongue of our troupe," explained Eberlein.

      Hannes bowed and even doffed his hat to me. He was a small, thin man with a remarkably large mouth. "I am the singer of the troupe and the shame of the meagre man. My mocking song is the best means to secure us drink, food, clothes, golden arm rings and money when we visit the castles and the houses of the nobles. For only my mocking songs teach them to fear us, because in them I tell the whole world of their avarice if they do not pay us!"

      "You've always been good at showing off! You're not the only one keeping us alive," Eberlein replied.

      "But the best!" shouted Hannes Harnisher proudly and disappeared.

      Our next stop was the witch Walpurga. Her red curls blew wildly around her face in the rising wind. "We have already had the honour to get to know each other!" she said cheekily and tried to stroke my chin again with her fingers. This time I grabbed her hand and held it tightly before she could touch me. We remained in this position while our gazes became locked.

      "Walpurga terrifies her audience by getting involved with the devil on her little stage," explained Eberlein.

      I took a step back. The woman was monstrous to me.

      "And who are you?" I asked a little girl whose hair glowed just as red as the witch Walpurga's. "Hildegard," the little girl answered, looking at me with innocent blue eyes.

      "She is my daughter, child of a lonely vagabond," Walpurga explained and disappeared in a short, fierce wind that stirred up the leaves around her.

      Hildegard took my hand. "Do you want to play with me?"

      "I'd love to," I replied, "maybe later."

      Two more women came to us. Their clothes were unusual because they reached just above the ankle. The women were strikingly made up and wore their hair just like Walpurga, open and without headgear.

      "These are Margaid and Gertrude, our dancers. The noble barons and clerical lords find them irresistible," Eberlein said and eyed one of them from top to bottom with a grin. That puzzled me. Actually, such women were offensive and not welcome in society as I knew it.

      Eberlein pulled me by the arm and we walked on.

      I saw the quack from afar. He was an elderly, bearded man, wearing a pointed cap with his long hair spilling out from under it and a wide, coarse robe. On his nose sat a pair of round glasses that gave his appearance something shrewd. When we came to him, he stopped what he was doing and looked down at me over the rim of his glasses.

      "I am Laurin, named after the figure in the heroic legend of the dwarf Laurin. The people believe that dwarves have a great knowledge of the healing power of plants."

      "And do they?" I asked curiously.

      "Are there dwarves?" he asked back.

      I shrugged my shoulders. "I don't know." I thought for a moment. "Maybe in caves and holes in the ground where we can't see them?"

      "I've only met dwarves in fables so far," he said and winked at me.

      Eberlein laughed out. "Don't confuse the boy, you old fool!"

      The devil Godfrey joined us. The men greeted each other with a brief nod of the head. "Orontius and I have met before," he said, turning to me. "Let me know, boy, if you need anything. I'll be at your side on our travels."

      He took me by the arm. "Come, I'll introduce you to the two warriors."

      Leonard and Vincent were in the middle of a murderous battle. They were half-equipped as knights, which was obviously only meant to hint at their role. One of the men had problems with his breastplate, which kept slipping. The other lost his arm kit when his opponent struck him. It was clear to me that they were just playing. They laughed, each at the other's clumsiness.

      "Do you want to try it too?" one of them, whom I recognised as Leonard, asked me. Why? Well, he was fighting and roaring like a lion. As he handed me his sword, I noticed his muscular arm. To my astonishment, mine lowered under the weight of the sword. I could not offer it much resistance.

      "You have to train your muscles or you will never become a fighter!" he said.

      "I don't want to become a fighter. I'm going to be a monk."

      He looked down at me and took back his sword. "Good, we need the monks for our wine."

      "And the scriptures!" I objected.

      "You will learn to read and write," said the other fighter named Vincent. "I envy you," he added quietly.

      "Why?" I asked.

      "I always wanted to be able to read."

      "Why?" I asked a second time.

      "You can go on a journey without having to move."

      I had never thought of this possibility before. I silently thanked my father for sending me on two journeys. He had indeed meant well for me.

      In the twilight I strolled slowly back to the Ark. Hildegard appeared out of nowhere and grabbed my hand.

      "Do you want to play with me now?"

      "What do you want to play with me?"

      "We can play with my marbles," she replied, pulling a small bag out of her clothes pocket. "Come!"

      I followed her to a small area lined with wooden slats, which it looked like had been laid out especially for the marble game.

      "See, there's the hole." Hildegard pointed to the centre of the area. It looked like a depression gouged out by a beetle. Then she dumped her little bag on the sandy ground next to the wood. I had never seen marbles before. Many were made of coloured glass and looked beautiful, others were made of painted clay.

      "These are beautiful," I said as I excitedly picked them up and let them roll back and forth in my palm.

      "You have to try to hit the hole — like this!" she explained and already she deftly threw a ball with her little hand. We watched in suspense as it rolled across the floor until it stopped just before the hole in front of a small stone.

      "We have to sweep the wooden surface, otherwise it won't work," I explained.

      She ran away and came back a short time later with a broom.

      "It's my mother's," she explained, "I have to take it back right away because she needs it for her witchcraft spell."

      Witchcraft? I swallowed. My father had warned me with a raised finger to beware of such women. I didn't know exactly why, but my gut feeling told me that she was up to no good.

      "Here." Hildegard handed me the broom. I backed away.

      "What is it?" she asked, astonished.

      "You shall sweep," I said.

      She swept, or at least tried to, because the broom was too big for her. Then she paused. "Why are you afraid of the broom?"

      Surprised at her subtlety, I explained the truth to her. "Someone once told me that witches can move through the air on a broom. Supposedly witches use a flying ointment made from boiled children's bones. If the witch puts it on the broom, she can fly to the witches' Sabbath."

      Hildegard looked at me with wide eyes, put the broom to one side and sent off a second marble. This time it rolled straight into the hole.

      "You see, the broom did what it was made for. It swept away the pebbles."

      I could say nothing against that and nodded.

      "It's getting dark, let's go back," I suggested. I was tired from the day's events, hungry and cold too. Hildegard quickly collected her marbles, grabbed the broom and disappeared as quickly as she had appeared.

      Eberlein was waiting for me with a hearty meal. There was juicy pork with beans. The pig had been grilling over an open fire for hours. The smell of it had been making my mouth water all afternoon. Everyone in the troupe joined in for a hearty meal with beer and I also helped myself to plenty.

      "Tomorrow we'll continue," Eberlein explained while smacking his lips. "We always have a feast on the last day of our breaks. Dig in, boy!"

      "Where are we going tomorrow?" I asked.

      "In the next few days we should make it to Innsbruck."

      "And after that?"

      "Then it's on to Frankfurt."

      

      The next day, the creaking of the Ark's big wooden wheels woke me up. Confused, I opened my eyes only for a brief moment until I realised where I was. That evening, exhausted, I had wrapped myself in my father's pigskin coat and sniffed at it until I finally fell asleep. Eberlein had been right, because I enjoyed the gentle rocking in my hammock and felt like a baby being rocked to sleep. In fact, I must have fallen asleep again, because the next time I woke up and looked out of the little hatch, the sun was high in the sky and the Ark had stopped. I peed in the chamber pot and dressed quickly. Eberlein opened the door.

      "Oh, I heard right. Did you sleep well?"

      "Very well, thank you," I said.

      "I think you'll show us your trick today!" said Eberlein.

      "Do you mean balancing on the rope?" I asked.

      "And the double somersault backwards," Eberlein added.

      "Sure, I'd be happy to!"

      He pressed a slice of bread with sausage and a bowl of milk into my hand. "Thank you," I said again.

      "You don't have to thank me every time. You're part of my troupe now."

      "Thank you," I said mischievously, as he pinched my nose amicably.

      

      Rarely had I eaten so much two days in a row, and after a good night's sleep in the cosy hammock, I ran off full of energy. I caught sight of a large tree whose leafy branches had grown tightly around the trunk. But I actually focused on only one part of this tree — a leafless and horizontal branch that had grown sideways, bizarrely jutting far out from the crown against the white autumn clouds. Involuntarily, I walked around the thick trunk, looking for a way to climb up. In doing so, I stepped on something hard — seeds! Partially, the capsules were split open by their impact and the nut-brown, shiny chestnuts peeped through their shells. But I saw them as eyes looking at me, trying to tell me something. Thereupon an idea, not yet fully developed but already decided, buzzed around in my head. Hastily, I picked up a few seeds and peeled the fruit out of its prickly shell. As my trouser pockets bulged under the quantity of several chestnuts, I resumed my original quest. I had to find a branch to pull myself up. At the level of my waist, I spotted a place where the tree bark had split open and partially detached from the trunk. Just what I needed to step into and then pull myself up by the lowest branches. My arm muscles tightened so violently under my weight that they ached, but I didn't care in my urge to reach the bare branch. Beads of sweat dripped from my forehead when I finally reached the top. Crouching between the branch and the trunk, I estimated the distance to get to the end. I looked down. By now my troupe and a few other people, who knows who they were, had gathered under the chestnut tree. I suspected they were expecting a spectacle of some kind, which I wanted to give them, but I still wasn't sure what it was going to be. I spotted Hildegard standing a little apart, waving at me. Despite my height, I saw her piercing blue eyes sparkle with excitement. I waved back at her, stood up and began to walk along the branch. As I did so, I looked up at the sky, as I had done before. Steadily, I put foot in front of foot while feeling a slight tailwind. However, at this point I had something quite different in mind than just balancing. I had not avoided looking for a balancing pole for nothing, and had kept my balance with my outstretched arms until now. But when I reached the end of the branch, I slowly lowered my arms, stood wide-legged and reached into my trouser pockets. At that moment, a slight updraft carried excited voices up to me. Someone was shouting something at me that I did not understand. I almost looked down, but my will to survive made me keep my eyes on the sky. I thought of nothing but what I was going to do and slowly pulled the chestnuts out of my trouser pockets. At first I juggled two chestnuts, but that became too boring after a short while, whereupon I manoeuvred several so that I could throw and catch one after the other in seconds. The game reminded me of a startled swarm of bees and I laughed to myself.

      "Come down!" I heard someone call as if from far away. It was as if I was just waking up from a trance. I dropped the chestnuts, stretched out my arms and made my way back to the trunk. Finally, I could look down again. Only now did I hear the applause of the crowd looking up at me and shouting bravo. I didn't feel like a hero at all, I just felt good. A strange warmth flowed through me. These feats made me happy, filled me with inner satisfaction and had become a part of me. A part I had to live out! My father must have known and had killed two birds with one stone with his decision for my future. How proud I suddenly felt of him! I caught sight of Hannes Harnisher holding his upturned hat under the nose of each spectator, bowing deeply each time. Margaid and Gertrude also seemed to take advantage of the situation, swinging their hips with their breasts half hanging out to the rhythmic sounds of the tambourine.

      Slowly I climbed down. Eberlein stood there with open arms and caught me at the bottom.

      "I didn't mean that. You scared the hell out of us!"

      "I didn't plan it. It just came out of nowhere," I replied, shrugging my shoulders innocently.

      "What you call nowhere, I call artistic impulse," Godfrey said, putting his arm around me as if to reassure me. Somewhat uncomfortable about his closeness, I broke away from his embrace.

      "I couldn't if it was planned."

      "I think so too," he agreed.

      The crowd gathered around me and I bowed. I noticed that I was still wearing the woollen socks knitted by my mother. I had resolved to wear them only at night to spare them, but it was too late. The wool had become so warped in one place that a small hole had formed. Irritated, I looked up. In my mind I saw the veiled, wrinkled face of my deceased mother coming up — how she smiled lovingly at me and then disappeared again.

      "Everything all right?" asked Godfrey, pulling me out of the crowd.

      "I must have got stuck somewhere," I said, pointing to the hole in my sock.

      "Laurin can darn,“ Godfrey said.

      "Good," I said with relief. That settled the matter for me and although I almost cried over the hole just before, I forgot about the matter faster than I would have liked. I cannot apologise for the fact that it was a consequence of my youthful carelessness, because today the hole in the old sock is still there. It has grown considerably in the meantime and I still haven't managed to either darn it myself or have it darned. It is neither a sign that I did not love my mother nor that my memory of her has faded. In this case, I accuse myself of sloppiness, which I have often had to notice in myself in the rest of my life. The sudden appearance of my mother, however, remained in my mind for a long time. Had it perhaps been the sign of a belated mourning?
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      I loved the evenings. After settling down in a suitable spot, we would gather around the campfire and eat, play, make music and practise tricks. Hildegard's little hand would often and unexpectedly sneak into mine. A tender feeling of warmth came over me and I stroked her head. Then she looked up at me and asked if I wanted to play with her. Even though I didn't always, she remained my constant companion for the rest of the evening. Then, just before midnight, I walked her to her wagon. Her mother didn't seem to care where she was or what she was doing, which bothered me every time.

      I usually slept through breakfast and woke up from a deep sleep when we were already on our way. I found a plate of millet porridge, cheese and eggs in a corner prepared for that purpose, where Eberlein always stored a good supply of food. Every item was secured with clamps, wire and complicated constructions. The plates, pots, jugs and cups hung down from the ceiling and bumped into each other on bumpy paths. When this happened, it sounded like the softly ringing notes of a beautiful wind chime. It was these sounds that accompanied me when I entered Innsbruck in the year of our Lord 1485.

      We set up our camp at the bottom of the Hottinger mountain near the river. That day it was raining cats and dogs and the fog hung low over the small town. The campfire stayed out that evening and I spent the time with Eberlein in the Ark. It was very cosy. Over beer and sausages, he told me about his life. It seemed to me to have been extremely varied.

      "Where did you get the scar?" I asked, after listening to his funny stories for a long time and constantly looking at his old wound, which particularly dominated his face in the shadow play of the flickering candle and definitely gave him something daring, perhaps also something devilish. He became serious.

      "Well." He cleared his throat. "That's another story."

      "Do you want to tell it to me?"

      "I wasn't always as well off as I am now," he began. Forty years ago, when I was still a young man, I was pretty run down. When our Emperor Frederick was crowned King of Germany, that was in 1440, there was a big public festival. It went wild. Everything that had legs was on the move. The inns and the town square were full of bawling men, whores, gypsies, beggar monks, gambling men and other riffraff. I mingled with the crowd and behaved as miserably as everyone else. Then suddenly I noticed a nobleman in front of me. He was finely dressed with a silk outer garment and a headdress studded with precious stones. But what struck me most about him were his colourful leg warmers, which ended at his feet in pointed shoes. The front part ran pointedly upwards, so that it reminded me of something naughty and I had to laugh at it. Well, he was not amused and the moment he was about to turn to slap me, a youngster covered in dirt came from behind and stole the money bag from his pouch. I immediately grabbed the thief by the wrist and he dropped the bag, but in a flash he pulled a knife out of his pocket with his other hand and cut me deep in the face."

      Eberlein tensed in the pain of the memory. "I felt the cut from beginning to end. Every slashed shred of skin burned like fire."

      "Did you scream?" I asked.

      "You can say that again. I screamed like a banshee. That young man even took his time with his horrible deed!"

      I sat there and marvelled. In my mind I imagined the horrific scene. "What happened then?"

      "I was bleeding like a slaughtered pig. The crowd did not help, but the nobleman had a cloth and bandaged my face. While doing so, he ordered one of his attendants to take me to Samuel, the Jew."

      Eberlein stood up and filled his mug with beer again.

      "And then?" I asked tensely.

      "Well, he patched me up. Samuel was experienced and skilled and firmly believed that it was the commandment of every Jew to master the art of healing." Eberlein looked at me. "I'll tell you something, boy. I was lucky. Samuel was my guardian angel. Without him, I probably would have been dead a long time ago. And if not dead, I'd be a monster right now with only one half of my face."

      Someone knocked gently on the door. It was such a timid knock that we almost missed it. We looked at each other. Who else wanted something from us at this hour? Before Eberlein opened the door, he armed himself with a heavy hammer. I felt a chill run down my spine. Did this have to be? At his signal to hide behind a curtain, I shook my head. He then shook his — probably because of my stubbornness.

      Outside, dripping wet, stood Hildegard, looking like a bundle of misery. Her tears mixed with the raindrops and her red hair stuck tangled to her face. Sobbing, she tried to say something, but the words did not pass her lips. I ran to her and pulled her into the warmth.

      "What on earth happened?" I asked her.

      "Mother's gone and I'm scared."

      "Where is your mother?" I asked.

      Eberlein answered for her. "The whore is probably hanging around the town tavern."

      I fetched a blanket and began to undress and dry her. Then I wrapped her trembling body in my father's coat, gave her warm milk and lay down with her on the hammock. In my embrace she immediately fell asleep.
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      Frightened, I stood backstage as the stern-looking man on a high horse came up to us.

      The pious congregation of nobles had gathered in the churchyard after the spiritual mass and were looking for adventurous distraction. They clustered around Walpurga's raised stage, which was just large enough to support two people. At that moment Walpurga and Godfrey played out a shameless scene. Walpurga, dressed in a seductive dress, embraced Godfrey, who indeed looked like the real devil in his costume, to seduce him into sex. She cried out in a quivering voice:

      "Come, you, the enemy of God, master of witches and deceiver of sinners! Let us rule your infernal spirit for eternity!"

      The devil wagged his tail and, to lend emphasis to his excitement, spewed a flame of fire from his throat that made the faces of the crowd light up in the mist of the wintry morning. Then he grabbed Walpurga, roughly turned her around and began to mimic the thrusts of intercourse with loud groans and pleasurable clicks. Judging by the reaction of the noble congregation, however, this spectacle was more than adventurous. The women held their hands to their faces in horror and the men bawled in excited raspy voices to applaud the scene and express their disapproval at the same time. The roar changed to a murmur that moved quietly through the crowd. The hooves of a horse beat loudly resoundingly on the stone floor and came to a sudden stop. It was as if the earth stopped spinning. The people fell still. The stage dead silent.

      Hildegard's hand slipped into mine.

      "Who is the man?" she whispered.

      "I don't know." I held my breath for what was to come.

      The man got off his horse. His black round hat had a wide brim such as I had never seen before. His dark coat was made of thick material that made him appear formidable and fearless. His face so stern that it radiated determination and authority.

      He stepped close to the stage and stared Walpurga in the face. Then he spoke in a booming voice.

      "In the name of His Imperial Majesty, you shall, to others for warning and contempt, and according to law, be charged as a witch!"

      Walpurga straightened up from her awkward position. "But why? We're just playing."

      The man would not be dissuaded from his plan. "Already in the game you show yourself to be the tool of the devil. You, woman, are by nature weak in spirit and the worst being in creation. The devil gives you magical powers with which you harm people. All that thou art is world evil painted with beautiful colour!" His loud words bounced against the surrounding stone walls and came back as an echo, giving his statement even more power.

      Godfrey, unlike everyone else, did not seem intimidated. He jumped down from the small stage and stood directly in front of the man in his scary devil costume. "Who are you anyway?"

      "Heinrich Kramer. I am the official emissary in matters of witchcraft. Here is my authority, signed and approved by Pope Innocent VIII, to carry out investigations against sorcerers and witches."

      Godfrey accepted the letter as if it were a scrap of cloth. I thought I heard a tear. His eyes wandered over the lines. Whether he could actually read was unclear to me. Then two knightly servants appeared and took Walpurga by one arm each. She did not resist — only shrieked. Kramer signalled to them with a quick nod of his head. One of the servants pulled an iron gag from his pocket and placed it around Walpurga's head. The plug was roughly forced into her mouth. She stopped screaming. The knights dragged her along and all I could do was hide Hildegard, trembling with fear, behind me. The inquisitor's cold gaze, however, was directed mercilessly at us. The moment he opened his stiff lips to say something, I tugged Hildegard by the hand and we ran away as fast as we could.

      

      "I can't go on," Hildegard cried when we arrived at our camp. The fire had burnt down to a thin thread of smoke that snaked slowly and menacingly through the air. There was a dead silence. Only a raven let out its horrible cry. Was this a bad omen? My father had told me several times that it was.

      "Come on, let's rest first. Then we'll see," I tried to comfort her.

      "But where are they taking my mother?" she asked, starting to sob.

      "I don't know."

      "They'll come for me too!" she cried.

      "No, they won't."

      Actually, I would have been scared in such a situation. But I felt like Hildegard's protector and had to be strong for her. Somehow, I managed to suppress the fear and made it through the rest of the day with her in my tender and loving care.

      Finally, my troupe returned in the late afternoon. Godfrey had terror written all over his face. His devil costume was crumpled up under his arm, his hair was a shaggy mess and his eyes were red and glassy. Had he been crying?

      "What will happen to Walpurga now?" was my first question.

      "They torture her on the stretch ladder to get a confession," he replied, letting his tears run free.

      "How do you know?"

      "We followed the carriage with Walpurga into the vaults of the stone buildings. Then they disappeared behind a gate. We searched and searched where they could have taken Walpurga," Eberlein explained.

      "And did you find the place?" I asked eagerly.

      Eberlein nodded. "Through a basement window in the town hall we saw her lying tied up on the stretching ladder."

      I pondered. "What kind of confession do they want her to make?"

      "Anything they can use to accuse her of witchcraft."

      Horrified by the idea of what the inquisitor would do to Walpurga, we looked at each other's faces in silence.

      Godfrey wiped his eyes with the back of his hand, trembling. "That Kramer is the real devil."

      Eberlein nodded. "We have to hide Hildegard from him."

      "But why?" I cried out.

      "Because she is an illegitimate child, has red hair and is the daughter of a supposed witch."

      I grabbed my head in disbelief. "Unbelievable. But I had this premonition. My father had always warned me about witches."

      "Child, listen," Eberlein began, visibly irritated by what I had said. "We do this to earn money. To be able to feed ourselves. To be able to live! It's theatre. Play! We have been performing this scene for years and the people are thrilled every time. Normally, after this scene, the devil is whipped by Laurin, the quack. At that, the audience could hardly contain their laughter!" He grinned at the memory, his face turning into a thousand little wrinkles. Then he suddenly became serious again. "This time, however, that Kramer has put a spoke in our wheel." Eberlein angrily threw a piece of wood onto the smoking remains of the morning's fire. A hail of sparks sprayed through the air and briefly lit up our desperate faces.

      "Where is Hildegard now?" asked Eberlein.

      "In the Ark. She's sleeping."

      He pondered. "Tomorrow we'll hide her in the forest."

      "I will stay with her," I said firmly.

      

      The leaf hut was already standing when I noticed that only one person could fit inside. Not far from our camp, Eberlein had found a small clearing in the forest. During the search he had found two forked branches and a longer straight branch on the forest floor, which he needed for the basic framework. For the ridge, he used the long straight branch, and the two shorter forked ones formed the entrance, placing the two forks together so that they could not fall over. It didn't take long and the many layers of leaves and thin branches were to make the hiding place rainproof. He had also covered the ground generously with dry leaves. Hildegard and I raced to pick up the many leaves and bring them to Eberlein. It was a game and Hildegard laughed again for the first time after her mother's arrest. My heart leapt with joy.

      "And where am I supposed to sleep?" I asked in amazement.

      "In the second hut," Eberlein answered and winked at me.

      I understood. "Will you help me?" I turned to Hildegard.

      "Yes." And off she ran to look for three new branches, which she found immediately.

      "That was quick," I wondered.

      "Witch children have magical powers," she said without batting an eyelid. I waited for her cheeky smile that always followed when she teased me. It failed to materialise.

      Shocked, I took a step back. Was Walpurga really a witch? And if so, would that make Hildegard a witch too?

      Eberlein, who had overheard everything, laughed. "Gee, kid, you look pale all of a sudden. Don't let that brat take the piss out of you!"

      I couldn't laugh at that. I was terribly unsure of myself and began to silently lay the branches for my leaf hut together while Hildegard brought in the material.

      

      "Look what the bird is doing!" said Hildegard in the morning. She was lying in my leaf hut, snuggled in my arm, which I held tightly around her to protect her from the cold. I followed her index finger. Through the partially fallen leaves of my hut — I had obviously not fastened them sufficiently to the thin branches — I caught sight of a pair of birds sitting on a branch.

      "What are they doing?" she asked.

      "It looks like the male is dancing for the female."

      "How does he do that?" asked Hildegard and continued. "He walks backwards, but it looks like he's walking forwards!" She laughed enthusiastically.

      I looked more closely.

      "That's fascinating," I observed. Captivated by the spectacle, I studied every step of the dancing bird.

      Suddenly Eberlein stood in front of us. "Come children, it's warm in the Ark and there's something to eat."

      "Where is the man?" asked Hildegard anxiously.

      "He is within the city walls. I have sent out guards to alert us immediately if he comes our way."

      "How?" I asked.

      "With torches. From the mountain."

      

      Every day Godfrey and Eberlein went into town. There they looked through that particular cellar window, hoping to see Walpurga or hear news from her. But she was no longer there, and the men came back with despair on their faces. I tried to keep Hildegard occupied so that she would be distracted from her mother. However, I could not prevent her thoughts of Walpurga all day long. We became an inseparable pair and I did not let her leave my side because I was very worried about her and she clung to me like a limpet. When she fell asleep next to me in the hammock in the evening, I was relieved because I could finally pursue my own thoughts. Eberlein kept repeating that there were no witches and that this Kramer was a miserable bastard. I tried with all my might to believe that, but again and again my father's words came to mind that I should beware of women of that kind.

      Walpurga's accusation of devil-mongering was a hammer and was received with fear and horror by my troupe. Walpurga would have admitted to feigning sexual intercourse with the devil in order to worm her way into his service. In doing so, she would have promised her soul to the evil one and turned away from the Holy Trinity. She would have denied God and the saints and would only love the devil, that is, evil. Proof of the sexual relationship with the devil were the marks just above her upper lip where the devil was supposed to have kissed her.

      The sentence was pronounced two weeks later by Heinrich Kramer himself. Walpurga was to be bound hand and foot and thrown into the river. If she sank, she would not be a witch. If she floated on the water, she would be a witch. In that case she would be handed over to the executioner, who would strangle her with the rope on the stake and burn her body in the fire and reduce it to ashes. May God Almighty, her Creator, Saviour and Benefactor, have mercy on her poor soul.

      My troupe stopped playing, dancing and making music. Horror and sadness overwhelmed us so much that we were plagued by nightmares for nights on end. In the morning, we told each other what we had dreamed in order to free ourselves from fear. We racked our brains as to how we could save Walpurga from the river. There was no doubt in our minds that she would sink.

      "One of us has to jump after her with the knife in his hand, cut her bonds and pull her out of the water," Godfrey suggested.

      Eberlein nodded. "Which of you can swim?"

      "Me." Leonard raised his hand.

      "You will be her saviour," said Eberlein.

      "I will do my best." Leonard went to fetch a knife and sharpened it. He seemed sure of himself, even proud to have found a way to prove himself. But thank God it didn't come to that, because the following night we were woken up by a loud knock. Hildegard immediately sat upright with her eyes wide open and if I hadn't held on tightly, I would have fallen out of our shared bedding. Eberlein signalled to us and this time I pulled Hildegard with me behind the curtain. Armed with his heavy hammer ready to strike, he slowly opened the door.

      The moonlight made Walpurga's face appear white as snow. Her gaze was as fixed as that of a dead person. She moved jerkily. It was impossible not to notice that she was in great pain from her injured body.

      "Come in," Eberlein urged her and took hold of her bleeding hand. How she had managed to walk the distance from the town to our camp remained unclear to me. Mechanically, she put one foot in front of the other, lost her balance and fell unconscious into the room.

      "Quick, get Laurin!" Eberlein called to me.

      Laurin seemed to have known that he was needed. He had already packed bandages, ointments and herbs into his bag and was just putting on his coat when I arrived at his place.

      For the next few weeks he took Walpurga with him in his wagon and nursed her back to health. Her physical wounds healed, but her spirit was destroyed. She was no longer the joyfully cheeky Walpurga we had known, but had turned into a closed, absent-minded person. She did not let Hildegard leave her side, for her daughter seemed to be the only one who could reawaken her spirits.

      Walpurga was not the only accused who had been lucky, for another six women sentenced to witchcraft were released at the insistence of the Bishop of Brixen. The bishop expelled Heinrich Kramer from his diocese because he did not recognise the legitimacy of his trials and because he considered Kramer to be simply insane. The bishop's decision convinced me that there were no witches and I vowed to break away from my father's stubborn belief and advice once and for all.
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      "Tomorrow we will make it to the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation," Eberlein announced on the last evening in Innsbruck. "In Medewald we will rest at a body of water."

      The mood was uplifted. The troupe was visibly relieved to be able to put the terrible events around Walpurga behind them. Moreover, our supplies of food and drink had diminished alarmingly. After Walpurga's unfortunate performance and her arrest, hardly anyone in the whole town wanted to see our performances. We had no income. So it was time to move on, to impress people in other towns and villages with our tricks and to acquire a guilder or two.

      "It will be an exhausting day. Get some rest," were Eberlein's last words before he went to sleep. I followed him a short time later, but before that I briefly checked on Hildegard, who had already fallen asleep next to her mother. Walpurga looked through me as I stuck my head through the opening in the tarp, but as I turned to go, she said, "Thank you for taking care of Hildegard."

      "I was happy to do that,” I replied.

      In my lonely hammock, I snuggled into my coat and a soothing whiff of my father's lingering smell of sweat rose to my nose.

      

      The next morning, we left Innsbruck heading west along the river. Eberlein and I led the troupe. To find the right way, Eberlein used an old compass, which he had to flip open again and again to get his bearings. At a crossroads we turned sharply right and the direction changed to north. I enjoyed the view of the snow-covered mountains around me while we, followed by the eight wagons of our troupe, bumped along stony paths through the forests, ravines and valleys of the mountain ranges. The roads seemed to me as if they had never been travelled before. The draft animals had to negotiate deep potholes, bushes and boulders and the rocking was a challenge for the wooden wheels, which squeaked and creaked at every hurdle. At times there were mud puddles in which the carriage threatened to slide sideways and I sat chewing my fingernails next to Eberlein on the narrow carriage seat.

      "Don't worry, boy, the mules have the endurance and sure-footedness of a donkey and the strength and courage of a horse."

      "But what if the wheels break?" I asked.

      "There should be a spare wheel on the roof," Eberlein replied. Then he turned around and checked if it was still there.

      "What if a second one breaks?" I asked.

      "You're painting the devil on the wall again!" Eberlein said and smirked. I didn't find that funny and crawled onto my hammock, where I fell asleep in the constant judder.

      Soon I woke up again. Something was different. For a moment I looked in confusion at the pots and cups which, instead of banging against each other, were vibrating slightly.

      "Where are we?" I called out to Eberlein, who was whistling calmly to himself.

      "On the Lower Road."

      "Where?"

      "If you want to know for sure, on the Via Imperii, as the noble merchants call it." He clicked his tongue mockingly.

      "The rocking has stopped," I said.

      "The road is developed for north-south trade," explained Eberlein. "But don't rejoice too soon, from Hof it's back across the field towards Frankfurt."

      "Why don't we stay on the Via Im -?" I stammered without being able to pronounce the name.

      "Because otherwise we'll have to pay customs, and I don't want that."

      I had never heard the word customs before, but I didn't want to ask what it meant, otherwise Eberlein would probably have called me a fool.

      

      Medewald was a small town surrounded by a stony and hilly tree landscape. Traders and merchants from all over the world stopped there to change their draft animals, repair their wagons, unload and reload goods or just to rest. As we passed the only inn, the delicious smell of roasting meat made our mouths water.

      "I suggest we potter around the village tonight and show some tricks so we can get a few bucks back in the coffers!" suggested Eberlein after we had settled down a little away from the village by a small lake.

      "Without the devil-witch scene, it will be more difficult from now on," Hannes Harnisher interjected.

      "We'll have to think of something else," Godfrey said and looked wistfully over at Walpurga. She was staring ahead, as she always had since her return from the torture chamber, and did not react.

      I felt Hildegard's small hand creep into mine. Just as unnoticed as she had approached, she said in a barely audible voice: "We could practise the bird dance."

      Surprised, I looked down at her. How did she manage to worm her way into my subconscious and say what I had not even felt until then?

      "There's nothing to practise," I replied.

      "What are you two whispering about?" Eberlein called over to us.

      I thought about it for a moment. "In any case, set up the little stage ... I'll think of something."

      My troupe looked at me expectantly.

      "What are you up to?" asked Eberlein.

      "Nothing at all. You know I can't plan it."

      

      There was a strong smell of spices when we arrived in the village late in the afternoon in full costume to set up the small stage to perform tricks, dance and play music afterwards. A few people had gathered around an overturned wooden cart. Torn open sacks of all kinds of coloured spices lay scattered on the street. I didn't know any spices except salt. I remembered how my mother had dried our fish with salt so that we could eat it over a long time.

      "What are these spices?" I asked Laurin, who seemed very interested.

      "All mixed up," he replied, looking more closely. "It could be pepper; I can already feel it in my nose." He sneezed violently. Then he bent down, licked his finger and dipped it in a heap of an orange spice. "This one is nutmeg, and this one ..." he dipped his licked finger into another spice, "this one tastes like cinnamon."

      "Heh," shouted a man who looked like a trader, "stop that!"

      "I'm sorry," Laurin apologised. "I just wanted to teach the boy something."

      The trader came closer. "What do you want to know?"

      I was impressed by his wild beard, the likes of which I had never seen on a man before, and stared at him.

      "Well, what do you want to know?" he asked a second time.

      "Why do you have so many spices? What do you do with them?" I asked.

      "I bring them from Venice to Augsburg, where they are exchanged for woven goods, cloth and textiles."

      "I see."

      "Will you help me load the bags again?" he asked me.

      "Sure. But what do you do with the broken bags?"

      "We'll put them on top. I will have to mend them," he said.

      "If you give me small samples of your spices, I will help you mend," Laurin suggested.

      "Deal," said the trader.

      Later, Laurin explained to me that he used the samples to give his miracle ointments that exotic something. The foreign smells aroused the interest of the people, which in turn helped him to offer his products and skills in the marketplaces and church festivals.

      

      My impulse came unexpectedly and with power. Leonard and Vincent were still busy fixing the stage to a tree trunk when I jumped onto it and began the bird dance. Without doing anything to it, my body transformed into an elastic apparatus of movement. My outstretched arms swung in waves that started from my shoulders. With my legs I did exactly what I had observed weeks before on the bird in the forest. The dance step consisted of two successive steps. At the beginning, I kept the front foot flat on the floor while the back one was in a toe-up position. Then I let the flat front foot slide lightly and gently backwards on the floor. Now I lowered the original foot flat in a toe-up position while I lifted the other leg, which was now behind the second leg, into a toe-up position. At the same time, I always shifted my weight to the standing leg. I repeated these quick steps over and over again, creating the illusion that I was being pulled backwards by an invisible force as I tried to move forward.

      Hildegard, dressed in a costume of bird feathers, came along and jumped up and down in front of me.

      "Where did you get the feathers?" I asked, completely perplexed by her sudden appearance.

      "Mother made it for me. I told her about the bird dance."

      "How did you know we were going to dance it?"

      She laughed at me mischievously. "I suspected it – and hoped!"

      By now a crowd of gawkers had gathered in front of the stage and we resumed the dance. Hildegard hopped around me just as the female bird had done that morning in the forest, and I moved back and forth in dance step like the male bird on the small stage. My wave-like arm movements, starting from my shoulders, imitated the beating of wings and the bird dance was complete. Hannes Harnisher pulled out his flute and began to play a rhythmic melody to which we danced. The crowd in front of the stage grew bigger and bigger and the enthusiasm increased. Now Eberlein and Godfrey also joined in and clapped along to the beat to give the performance even more steam.

      "Encore, encore!" they shouted when we stopped briefly to drink a cup of water. During the short break, Hannes Harnisher walked around with his upturned hat, and the clinking of coins gave us new strength to start the bird dance all over again.

      Exhausted, fulfilled and happy about our success, we walked back to our camp in the middle of the night. The darkness that surrounded us scared me, but the joyful mood among the troupe and the clear starry sky promised a sunny morning. However, I slept through the entire next day and only woke up again in the evening for the farewell dinner.

      Hildegard was standing impatiently in front of the door when I came out of the Ark.

      "There you are at last," she said.

      "Why, what's the matter?" I asked and climbed down the small staircase.

      "They're all waiting for us." She beamed at me.

      "Who is waiting for us?"

      "Our troupe!”

      Godfrey and Eberlein had just taken the piglet off the spit and cut the juicy meat into large pieces, which everyone helped themselves to.

      "There you are at last," said Eberlein, putting the knife aside and clapping. The others joined in and thus Hildegard and I stood hand in hand in front of our troupe and let the applause wash over us with laughter.

      "You have earned us a whole two gold guilders and several silver thalers with your bird dance!" announced Hannes Harnisher in a festive voice.

      "Orontius," Eberlein stepped closer to me, "if you don't mind, you can always perform the bird dance with Hildegard on stage from now on."

      "I've already started on the feather costume for you," Walpurga interjected.

      We all looked up in amazement. It was the first time she had said anything since her torture.

      "Gladly," I said, touched, and continued a little uncertainly, "if it comes over me."

      "Let's drink to that!" Godfrey pressed a bowl filled with wine into my hand. I had never drunk wine before and after the first sip I thought I could get used to it.

      After a night of celebrating, we set off again the following day. We headed north. It took us five days to reach Hof on the comfortable Via Imperri. From there, as Eberlein had already announced, we left the trade route and drove across a muddy field, bumpy forest paths, ravines and valleys to Frankfurt.
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      Even from a distance, we could see the pointed helmet and the oriel turrets of the Renten-Tower. The landscape became increasingly marshy and as we drove our carts through the busy harbour on the banks of the Main-River and stopped in front of the gate of the city wall, we were looked at scornfully by the motley crowd. Some stopped and made fun of us. I still wonder today what it was about us that caused their amusement. A guard came quickly and shooed us away in a most impertinent manner. "We don't want you in the city. You'll have to set up camp somewhere else!"

      "We were planning to do that anyway," Eberlein replied and asked, "can you recommend a place to camp?" From his composure I concluded that he knew how to be received like this and was used to being mocked and ridiculed by others.

      "Keep to the west, it's not so swampy there. And don't pollute our good air with your rubbish!"

      I was shocked and kept silent. Eberlein signalled to the troupe and we drove on.

      "Don't worry about it, boy. We are despised by public laws and statutes. But many of us manage to make our peace with bourgeois society and inspire it."

      "How?" I asked.

      "For example, when you perform your bird dance with Hildegard. There are also comedians like our Hans Harnisher, quacks like Laurin, mock fighters like Leonard and Vincent, jesters at princely courts, musicians, whores, minstrels and many others who brighten the lives of the noble and the rich with their talents."

      Only now did I realise how hypocritical our society was. On the one hand, they treated us like dirt, on the other, they needed us to provide entertainment for them in the markets and to feast on our efforts. In their courts and castles, we helped to strengthen their status as noblemen with our uplifting theatre at their festivals. But why did they and we exist at all, I wondered? Why were we so different? Why were they rich and we poor? Where was our omnipresent God, who separated good from bad and ensured justice? How could it be God's will that the poor starved and the rich had so much to eat that they became fat and round?

      

      We were tired from the rocking of the journey and were looking forward to a change and some hearty food. Many suitable places were already occupied by other freeloaders and vagrants and the impudent homeless riffraff only let us find a suitable campsite far from the city centre. We had to walk the long way into town every day, much to our displeasure.

      The fencing games attracted people from all over the Holy Roman Empire. Countless little peculiarities of the foreign world never ceased to amaze me. Singers and musicians mingled with merchants, fencers, craftsmen, traders and clergymen and played foreign-sounding melodies accompanied by love and wandering songs. Minstrels told old heroic tales and fairy tales from other worlds. Furthermore, there were rope dances, juggling exercises, mock fights, displays of oddities and masked dances. Actors even performed the ancient fights of the despised gladiators to glory in the applause of the crowd. They all wanted to acquire a Thaler or two.

      I saw many men walking around with long swords and daggers. So I wasn't surprised that Vincent and Leonard immediately set off to try out their long swords, which they had polished during our short breaks.

      "Do you want to be fencing masters?" I joked.

      "No, it would be too difficult to get into the Fencing Brotherhood’s Guild. But acquiring a martial arts technique or two wouldn't hurt us!"

      I had little interest in martial arts, but when I watched the masters of the Fencing Brotherhood Guild practice in the following days, my enthusiasm for it increased. The clashing of the swords, the rules of the steps and blows, the tactics of attack and defence — all this impressed me. Fencing, I had always believed, was only meant for fighting in war. But here it was not used to hurt each other, but to try out and improve special fighting techniques. Anyone who wanted to become a master had to undergo a test. To do this, the candidate had to compete in combat with four masters one after the other. If he was found to be proficient in weapons, the new Fencing Brother was initiated into the secrets of the art of fencing. Only then was he allowed to bear the special coat of arms, a winged lion, and to teach and demonstrate fencing in the German Empire. Anyone who gave fencing lessons without the Fencing Brotherhood Guild’s coat of arms was beaten until he took the exam or stopped fencing completely. If a member of the travelling people was hit with a sword or knife, he was only allowed to perform the blow that had led to his injury. But the unbelievable thing was that he was only allowed to defend himself against the shadow of his adversary. I watched such scenes with horror and anger because the brutal members of the Fencing Brotherhood Guild knew no mercy for their subjects.

      I found out that many fencers came to Frankfurt for the sole purpose of becoming masters of the sword and then earning their living by teaching fencing.

      However, there were also such warriors who performed a combat game with sharp weapons for a fee. In full knight's gear, they imitated the tricks and dangers of the ancient Romans, and the bloodier the fight became, the more enthusiastic was the ring of men who quickly gathered and followed the vicissitudes of the duel with passionate excitement.

      Besides the fencing performances, there was also an opportunity for my troupe to perform tricks. Godfrey had bought a small goat for the occasion of the games and made it run up a narrow staircase made just for that purpose. Once at the top, the poor animal stood with its four legs on a hand-sized surface and had to lick up the salt under its feet. He then clamped a long stick under the goat's armpits, forcing it to walk around on its hind legs. The gawkers seemed irritated - should they laugh at this or be outraged at the animal's plight? Either way, Godfrey earned himself quite a few Thalers with his little spectacle under the pretext of having to buy the animal its food.

      Laurin's best-selling miracle medicine was a lice ointment that was supposed to strengthen the memory. Another cream, with a strong exotic smell, was supposed to keep the women's skin clean. The spices served the purpose as Laurin had predicted. High-ranking women clustered around his little booth to smell the skin cream and get a supply of it. Laurin explained to them that it was his own secret recipe and that only he had the knowledge and ingredients to make these miracle creams. He also had bilge seeds for toothache, mutton lard for blisters and chapped skin, mutton tallow for ever-burning lamp wicks, a powder for insomnia, rat and mouse poison and much more.

      Margaid and Gertrude caused quite a stir under a tree in the village square. They joyfully wielded the Greek tambourine and the Asian clapper. In the lush windings of a Bacchic dance, they stamped their feet on the ground in between, jumping forwards and backwards and hopping around the tree trunk, while the rhythmic sounds of the instruments mingled with the spurring shouts of the male spectators. The faces of the posh gentlemen glowed with the eagerness of the irresistible dancers who, to the horror of more serious people, threw their dresses back and forth up to their knees.

      Hildegard had invented her own children's game. She sneezed into a tin can with black soot and then showed her pitch-black face, from which her bright blue eyes stood out, to her audience. She laughed mischievously into the crowd. Afterwards she washed herself in a bowl and repeated this several times. It was so cute that she won the heart of everyone around her and collected some coins.

      Hannes Harnisher tried his luck with amazing magic. He dipped one hand into a bucket of ashes and drew a sign of the cross on his palm. Then he asked, after endless superfluous talk, a young woman whether she was still a virgin. The woman blushed and the people around her were amused. Hannes promised he had the magic powers to reveal the truth. He blew the excess ash from his palm with the sign of the cross and lo and behold, the word 'No' appeared in large letters. The young woman gathered up her dress and disappeared. Some thought it was funny, others' mouths remained open and they crossed themselves, thinking the truth had come out because of the sign of the cross. The trick was simple, as he explained it to me later. He had written the word on his hand with urine beforehand and the ashes stuck to it.

      

      I was completely overwhelmed by the hustle and bustle of the people and the variety of spectacles. So many people were performing their feats — except me. My impulses had left me. Hildegard urged me to perform the bird dance in the church square of the Council Church after the service, but I could not. However, something quite different aroused my interest; the mendicant monks. In poverty and humility, they walked with a sack on their backs to isolated citizens to beg for food and drink.

      "Do you need anything, boy?" one of them asked me. He came limping towards me. His brown robe hung wrinkled on his lean body, tied with a cord at navel level. The oversized hood covered half his face. Nevertheless, I saw that one half of his face was badly disfigured.

      A little afraid, I took a step back. "No, I don't need anything."

      "When did you last eat?" he asked.

      "Uh." I thought for a moment. "Last night."

      He took out a loaf of bread from his sack and broke off a piece. "You shall eat this bread so that you may get through the day well.”

      Hesitantly, I took it. It smelled delicious and I bit into it.

      "I thought so," he said.

      "What did you think?" I asked back.

      "That you're hungry," he said, looking at me appraisingly.

      "We have enough to eat," I said. "But this bread is delicious."

      "It is earthly pleasures that defile our souls," he said.

      I stopped chewing and stared at him in confusion. What did he mean by that?

      He continued. "Thou shalt not delight thyself in the deliciousness of bread, but shalt use bread to appease thy corruptible flesh. For the soul alone is to be saved, to lead it to God in the good heaven."

      It took me a while to understand the meaning of it all. "How do I save my soul?" I finally asked.

      "With renunciation, godliness and doing penance," he replied.

      I nodded. Fear of God and repentance were nothing new for me. Nevertheless, I did not understand why and what I should renounce. Thank God, at that moment I heard Godfrey calling for me and relieved, I left the mendicant monk. The next day I saw him praying in the churchyard —this time, like his monkish brothers, he had supported himself in ropes, obviously to avoid falling down from exhaustion.

      

      We went on. I was glad to leave the fencing fair behind me. Too many people who were completely different from me. Too many impressions that had overwhelmed me and taken away my artistic impulses. The mendicant monk had given me the rest at the end. Eberlein explained to me that I would become one of them in the Siegen monastery. For the first time since my departure, I wondered what would await me in my ever-approaching future. I had become accustomed to being free. It was a wonderful feeling to wake up sometime during the day in the travelling Ark with the clatter of the dishes and Eberlein's whistling.

      As so often before, I slept through the departure from Frankfurt and Eberlein was sitting on the coach box as usual, enjoying the world around him, when I awoke from a deep and dreamless sleep. Being free was beautiful and I thought of my father. He had sacrificed himself for me so that I could live out my artistic urges before I would enter the monastery and learn to read and write. But, as Eberlein had explained to me, it was not only about learning to read and write, but also about entering the spiritual world and living according to the teachings of Saint Francis. What that meant exactly was still unclear to me at that time. However, the mendicant monk's behaviour had given me an idea of what renunciation meant to him. Would that also be expected of me in the monastery? Again, I thought of my father. Because of me, he had given up the farm, become a serf of the count and a swineherd, to create the chance for me to have a better life than he would ever have. That was what I understood by renunciation at that time. I could not be grateful enough to my father for his sacrifice.
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      A small church in front of the city wall in Willelmesdorf attracted me and I entered it. I had woken up early that morning because I had had a bad dream. The rays of the morning sun hit a large painting on the side of the altar. The composition and bright colours made me pause in front of the painting.

      "Praise be to the Lord with all his creatures."

      I turned around and looked into the face of a priest. I hadn't heard him come in and his presence was just as inconspicuous as the calm he radiated.

      "What brought you here?" he asked.

      I listened up. He spoke with an accent, accompanied by the wonderful sound of his voice.

      "I couldn't sleep and found this church on my walk," I said.

      He nodded and smiled. Two warm eyes beamed at me.

      "What is written there?" I asked, pointing to a panel that was placed under the colourful painting.

      The priest spoke the words without looking at the board.

      "It's a quote from St Francis — that man there." He pointed to the figure in the painting. "All creatures of the earth feel like us, all creatures strive for happiness like us. All creatures of the earth love, suffer and die like us, so they are equal works of the Almighty Creator — our brothers."

      "Does he mean the animals by creatures?" I asked, pointing to the birds, the hare and the wolf in the painting.

      "Yes, but actually he means all the animals that exist on earth. He calls them our brothers."

      I thought of the bird dance.

      "What do you think?" the priest asked.

      "Some time ago I watched a pair of dancing birds in the forest. Now, together with Hildegard, we dance just like the birds, and people love it and pay to see the dance."

      "People who are at one with themselves and with God in their deepest being have a special bond with creatures," the priest said.

      "Maybe that's why the gazers get so excited when we dance like birds. They feel God's presence when they watch us."

      The priest nodded. He understood me — I felt that. Further words would have been superfluous.

      I looked at the beautiful work of art. The smiling Saint Francis, dressed in a brown habit, was sitting on a rock. His right hand rested on a wolf sitting next to him. The other hand was outstretched and on it sat a colourful bird. Another bird was approaching and a hare, sitting in front of St Francis, stretched out a paw towards him. This scene was completed by beautiful flowers in bloom in the midst of lush green grass.

      "In Frankfurt, I met a mendicant friar. He looked exactly like Saint Francis," I told him. "Even his head was shaved like his, even with this crown of hair."

      "The mendicant lives according to the teachings of St. Francis. The latter lived like Jesus. He turned to the poor and marginalised and refused to seek possessions and power over others," the priest explained.

      "And he said that animals and humans are equal under the Almighty," I added.

      "Exactly," said the priest, "they are all created by the same Creator and nourished by the same sister, Mother Earth." He paused and reflected. "Will you pray the Canticle of the Sun with me?"

      I nodded.

      We put our hands together and he began to sing the prayer in his beautiful sounding voice.

      

      
        
        "Supreme, Almighty, Good Lord,

        Yours is the praise, the glory and honour                           and every blessing.

        To you alone, Most High, they are due,

        and no man is worthy to call you.

        Praise be to you, my Lord, with all your creatures,

        especially to the Lord Brother Sun,

        he is the day, and you give us the light through him.

        And beautiful is he and radiant in great splendour,

        Your emblem, O Most High.

        Praise be to you, my Lord, through Sister Moon                and the stars;

        in the sky you have formed them, brightly shining and precious and beautiful.

        Praise be to you, my Lord, through Brother Wind,

        and through air and clouds and all weather,

        through which you give sustenance to your creatures.

        Praise be to you, my Lord, through Sister Water,

        It is very useful and humble and precious and chaste.

        Praise be to you, my Lord, through Brother Fire,

        through which you illuminate the night;

        and beautiful it is and kind and powerful and strong.

        Praise be to you, my Lord, through our sister,            Mother Earth,

        that nourishes and sustains us

        and produces diverse fruits with colourful

        flowers and herbs.

        Praised be you, my Lord, through those who forgive for the sake of your love

        and endure sickness and tribulation.

        Blessed are those who endure such things in peace,

        for by you, Most High, they will be crowned.

        Praised be you, my Lord, through our sister,

        death in the flesh;

        No human being can escape it alive.

        Woe to those who die in grave sin.

        Blessed are those who find themselves in your

        most holy will,

        for the second death will do them no harm.

        Praise and glorify my Lord

        and give thanks to him and serve him                                with great humility."

      

      

      

      It was the first time I heard Gregorian chant and it had an effect on me. It was as if the spiritual spoke to my soul and I became aware of its dormant power. When he finished, I was warmed by the divinity of his words and did not move. Something essential had happened to me — something that I carried with me for the rest of my spiritual life like a gift from heaven.

      A noise made us wake up from the echo of the prayer and we turned around. There stood Eberlein in his baggy coat, grinning.

      "So here you are. I've been looking for you everywhere!"

      "I'm sorry, I shouldn't have just left without letting you know," I apologised.

      He approached the priest. "I see you have initiated the boy into divine prayer. I thank you for it, for I was unsure how to prepare Orontius for his future monastic life."

      The priest introduced himself as Gregorius of Metz, bowing slightly. "I thank the Lord for choosing me for this task. In which monastery, then, is the boy to be initiated?"

      "In Siegen," Eberlein replied.

      The priest looked up in amazement. "Well, if that's not what God wants, then I don't know. I, too, will be a teacher of novices in the Franciscan monastery of Siegen."

      I could not believe my ears. It was the best thing that could have happened to me. I had liked this priest from the beginning and now he was to become my master in the monastery! I beamed. We smiled at each other.

      Eberlein said. "I call it coincidence."

      "I look forward to seeing you again in the Siegen monastery," I said to my future master.

      He took my hand and shook it gently.

      "The Lord bless you and keep you."

      

      We approached Siegen. The landscape became increasingly hilly and the heavy branches of the large spruces bent slightly under the last snow. When we left the forest behind and stopped in front of the Sieg-Bridge, the small town stretched out before us on an elevation. I had seen many small towns during my journey, but Siegen was unique. The town was surrounded by a high wall, which was additionally fortified by several towers. Obviously, the mayor and the citizens of Siegen were keen to protect the town from attackers. On closer inspection, I saw guns and hand pipes on the towers. The banging of hammers and other noises reached us across the river. They testified to the fact that a bulwark was being built there. A group of workers, their wagons loaded with logs, shuffled past our camp, eyeing us curiously. They trailed a wave of sweat behind them and looked very tired. I wondered if they would have enough to eat that evening. Another crew brought slates, and these men also seemed exhausted from the day's work.

      "Where did you get that beautiful slate?" Eberlein asked them.

      "Gladenbach," said one in passing.

      "What are you building?" Eberlein asked the next person.

      "An ossuary," he said, glancing up briefly and moving on.

      "What is an ossuary?" I asked Eberlein.

      "Well," he cleared his throat, "it looks like the cemetery will have to be cleared for new graves. The old bones will be stored in the ossuary."

      I shuddered. I had never heard anything like it. I remembered my poor mother and hoped fervently that her bones would stay where they were buried.

      Shortly afterwards, a nobleman rode up. A long colourful feather stuck out of his hat, bobbing back and forth, which immediately caught my attention.

      "What are you doing here?" he asked, looking down at us curiously.

      "We are taking Orontius to the monastery. He will enter the novitiate," Eberlein explained and pointed at me. I nodded.

      "I am the Squire of Lohe and administer several of Count Johann's estates, including the monastery. It is best if you report to the head of the monastery, Konrad Polmann. He is the Abbot."

      "Where do we find him?" asked Eberlein.

      "I will let him know of your presence. He will send a messenger."

      He rode off. I watched the strong horse and listened to the gallop of its hooves. As he did so, the feather bobbed back and forth.

      "What was that feather on his hat?" I asked.

      "A parrot feather. The rich keep the exotic birds in a cage at their home." Eberlein thought. "Besides, he belongs to a shooting fraternity. Have you seen the refined crossbow?"

      "Well, actually, I only saw the feather and the horse," I said, grinning.

      "Are you blind?"

      "I just see what interests me."

      A small hand crept into mine. "But I saw it," Hildegard said.

      "What did it look like?" I asked her.

      "I'll tell you if you do the bird dance with me one last time."

      I held her close to me. She had become very dear to me, my little Hildegard, and I dreaded saying goodbye. What would become of her without me? Who would play marbles with her? Who would accompany her to her mother's wagon late at night? And who would answer her many questions? Thank God Walpurga had recovered, but her ordeal had left its mark. Not that she was incapable of looking after her daughter, but she lacked the loving care that Hildegard so desperately needed. The child was very sensitive and marked by the vagabond life and its dangers. She needed a confidant to help her.

      "Where do you want to dance the bird dance with me?" I asked her.

      "In the square before the bridge," she said.

      "But why there of all places?" I asked.

      "Because that's where most of the people are."

      She had observed that well. The square in front of the Sieg-Bridge was bustling with people from all walks of life and with wagons and draft animals. There was also enough space for Walpurga's little stage.

      "But it's supposed to be a special bird dance this time," I said.

      "How?" Hildegard asked.

      "I want it to be a dance for the poor. I want to donate the proceeds to them."

      She kissed me on the cheek. "I think that's sweet of you." She ran off to tell Leonard and Vincent to set up the stage.

      It was an experience to see Hildegard dance that day. Her speed had improved and she was also bouncing much higher! As she did so, the feathers on her dress bobbed up and down and I thought of the feather of the Squire of Lohe, which in turn reminded me of my forthcoming life in the convent. A parting pain of unspeakable sadness came over me. Suddenly I felt lonely and abandoned. Hildegard reacted immediately and showed her sympathy in her movements around me, touching me at every opportunity and seeking constant eye contact. In a tenderly arising inner stirring, I picked her up and pressed her little face against mine. She wrapped her arms and legs around me and we spun in circles until my legs trembled and we fell together.

      The clapping of the gazers and the clinking of coins brought us back to reality. I looked at Hildegard's wet face and became aware of my tears, which I had given free rein to. This seemed to animate the spectators even more. Some tried to suppress their tears, others laughed and cried at the same time. How Hildegard and I had managed to bring our Siegen audience to such emotional outbursts remains a mystery to me to this day. However, the success was great. We proudly handed over the full coin purse to the poor relief organisation for the local people, which had set up in a small chapel in front of the monastery.

      "Do you want to tell me now what the crossbow looked like?" I asked Hildegard later that evening when I accompanied her to her mother's wagon.

      She looked at me and became uncertain. Then she lowered her eyes. "I haven't seen it."

      I laughed at her subtlety and said goodbye to her one last time without her knowing it.

      

      At dawn, the messenger picked me up. Eberlein and Godfrey spoke a few words with him before they said goodbye to me and wished me well. As I walked, I turned to them once more in farewell pain. They waved and I felt a stab in my heart. Ever since our arrival in Siegen the day before, I had been overcome by an anxious feeling. After all, I was still very young and did not know what was in store for me in the monastery. Moreover, I was leaving the care of the troupe that had given me so much joy, a home and a sense of security on the long journey.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The late winter wetness of the fog made the stone walls of the new monastery seem dark and oppressive. I felt uneasy as I approached the gate. As a newcomer, I was to be received and briefed by the Abbot. I was eager to meet my mother's cousin and hoped for a warm encounter, like the one I had experienced with Gregorius of Metz, who came to mind just at the moment I saw Konrad Polmann approaching me. He was limping slightly, wearing an earth-coloured robe that was  gathered halfway up with a cord. The typical monk's wreath of hair was missing, presumably for lack of hair growth. His full bald head particularly accentuated the high forehead, which appeared disproportionately large in his otherwise small face. He extended his hand to me in greeting. I was stunned to notice the stub of his thumb, which looked exactly like mine.

      "Welcome to the monastery," he said, following my gaze. Then he said — very quietly and as if it was hardly worth mentioning: "We are related." He lifted his gaze and I looked into his blue eyes, which regarded me with anything but warmth.

      "Father, forgive me, but I didn't think there was another person with a crippled thumb like mine," I said, swallowing hard to get rid of my confusion.

      "Our God has made us in his own image," he said, signalling me to come in. I stepped through the gate and the moment the gate slammed shut behind me, I felt my heart leap. With new expectations, fears, and dreams, I set out to find my divine spiritual existence.

      

      Thinking back, the first year slipped by so quickly that I can hardly recount the details. The introduction to the monastery, the strict routine of prayers and the work I had to do as a novice captured me. It was to confirm my spiritual capacity to want to become a monk. I had to wash the monks' clothes in a stone basin, store the food and wine in the cellar, help plant the vegetable garden, scrub the floor in the refectory and bring alms to the poor who gathered outside the main gate every day. For most of the first year I was the only newcomer and slept alone in the large dormitory. Siegen Monastery had only just opened, after all, and the newcomers were slow to arrive, although monks from other monasteries were being consecrated in a very short time. My consciousness was saturated with my daily tasks and so intent on satisfying the brotherhood that I missed the arrival of Gregorius of Metz. One day he suddenly stood before me and asked me if I wanted to accompany him to the monastery church for prayer.

      "With pleasure, Father," I smiled at him. It was a wonderful feeling to see the priest with the warm eyes again. At last I had someone I could confide in.

      Together we went to the small church, which was attached to the cloister and had just been fitted with a ridge turret.

      "How are you?" he asked me. "Have you settled into the routine?“

      "I am fine. I'm grateful to have enough to eat and a bed." I faltered and waited for his next question.

      "But something is bothering you," he said.

      "Yes."

      "Can I help you?" He asked, looking at me appraisingly.

      "It's just ... “ I faltered again, because I didn't know if I was allowed to talk about my feelings.

      "Is it the Brother Abbot?" asked Gregorius of Metz.

      Surprised, I looked at him. "Yes."

      "You are related, right? “

      "He is my late mother's cousin. He doesn't like me and I don't understand why.“

      The wise monk remained silent for the rest of the way. He opened the church gate and turned to me. "I have a surprise for you. Come in.”

      I had only been to the monastery church once before, which consisted of a large, open hall with a ceiling made of wooden beams, and which was very different from other churches in its construction due to its simplicity. It had not been completed by that time and prayers were held in the chapter house. On entering, I widened my eyes in amazement when I saw a crucifix painted on wood almost completely covering the opposite wall. There was not only the dying Jesus on the cross on it, but several people and angels clustered around him, many stained with his blood. Right next to it hung the beautiful painting of St Francis and the animals, which I had marvelled at once before in Willelmesdorf and was now completely surprised to find again in this place.

      "I knew you would be pleased to see it again," said Gregorius of Metz, smiling warmly at me. "I brought it for you."

      I was overwhelmed and touched by the kindness of my new master and noticed how my eyes became wet. Never before had anyone done me such a great favour.

      Between the paintings was a plaque with words.

      "Father, what is written there? “

      Father Gregorius read aloud and slowly: "Francis, go and rebuild my house, which, as you see, is falling into complete disrepair."

      "What does Jesus mean by that?" I asked.

      "It is said that Jesus gave St Francis an instruction to continue on his behalf what Jesus had done in his earthly life.“

      I thought hard. "But Jesus could also have meant that he wished for a purification of Christianity, a rebuilding of the Church, so to speak.“

      Father Gregorius looked at me in surprise. "You have seen that very well, Orontius. Like Jesus and his disciples, Saint Francis turned to the poor and marginalised and refused to seek property and power over others, quite unlike the Roman Church."

      He cleared his throat, from which I could tell that the subject touched him deeply. "Francis took it as a life task to strive against the papal church, which through pomp and rank carried an anti-Christian spirituality to the outside world. And the Roman Church could not recognise Francis' ideal of poverty because he offended the Roman Church with his way of life.“

      "When and where did this happen?" I asked.

      "It is still the same today as it was then. But it was triggered in San Damiano, near Assisi. It is said that St Francis was meditating in his lifetime before a crucifix similar to this one when he heard the words.“

      "Jesus spoke to him?" I asked.

      "At least St Francis heard a voice coming from the cross.“

      I knelt before the crucifix and my heart filled with such reverence that I said a silent prayer of gratitude. As I did so, I raised my right hand with the stub of my thumb. I noticed how Father Gregorius stiffened before he began to speak.

      "May God forgive me for my doubts, but congenital mutilations like your thumbs only occur in close relatives.”

      Abruptly I stopped praying. What had he said? I straightened up and turned to face him.

      "I'm unsure about that myself," I said. "Why is the Abbot limping anyway?" I continued.

      "Because he has a crippled toe that he tries to hide under his overlong frock," explained Father Gregorius.

      I lifted my robe to look at my feet. The big toe of my right foot was smaller than the one on my left, but had never given me any trouble before.

      Confused as I was, I kept silent without saying what was on the tip of my tongue. We looked at each other in silence. However, I wanted to do without the truth that I was longing for so much at that moment. After all, my goal was to free myself from the world of the senses in order to be able to walk in the divine world into which I was slowly learning to settle.

      

      The lay brothers' cook was called Konradin of Haiger. I liked him very much. He lived in the outdoor courtyard in a block of flats that had been built especially for the helpers of the Siegen monastery. We met regularly during the harvest in the vegetable garden. Konradin of Haiger loved to talk and I enjoyed his stories after the long periods of silence in the monastery. Konradin of Haiger had been nursed as an orphan by several wet nurses from the village and was firmly of the opinion that he was therefore naturally stronger than everyone else. He was in fact very tall and overweight, always chewing on something and smelled strongly of sweat and beer. And because everyone knew him and he talked to everyone, he knew something that shook me. One day he blurted it out unexpectedly.

      "Everyone in town knows about your mother and the Brother Abbot, that they had something together.“

      I dropped the shovel and felt ice run down my spine.

      "What did they have together?“

      Astonished, he looked up, as if he thought I should have known that by now.

      "Well — our Brother Abbot and your mother were lovers back then." He continued with his work and added: "He even had her painted!“

      "Where is the picture?" I asked.

      "He probably takes it to bed with him every night!" He laughed, not without scorn.

      I turned around and, offended and confused, went into the church where I sought comfort and protection from the truth in front of the crucifix and the painting of St. Francis. After all, my aspiration was to find my way in the spiritual world. The historic love affair between my mother and the Brother Abbot and all that was connected with it stood in the way. I first had to come to terms with that. Dejected, I decided to leave this uncertain matter until a later date. I did not want to burden my soul with this now.

      This happened at the time when I had just been accepted into the novitiate. I was proud to be able to wear the new habit and to continue my progress in my encounter with God in the Siegen monastery. But I was especially pleased that from then on, I met Father Gregorius almost daily.

      "I will teach you to read and write in the library starting tomorrow," Father Gregorius said to me one day.

      "Thank you, Father.“

      

      The monastery library was not grand, but had a decent number of books. A small writing room, facing south for the best light, was separated by a round arch and had two rows of desks where the manuscripts and books were produced by the monks. I felt honoured to be allowed to sit among them and make my first attempts at writing. However, even the first letters caused cramps in the stub of my thumb. Father Gregorius encouraged me to write with my left hand, which proved to be even worse. Therefore, I never developed a consistent handwriting and learning the artful calligraphy of the monks remained an unfulfilled dream for me forever.

      Reading, on the other hand, opened up new worlds for me. Vincent, the mock warrior, had once said that one could go on journeys without having to move — something I was now making use of. I took in the Gospels about Jesus with a receptive soul. God communicated Himself to me in the Scriptures, which I saw as a sign of having been received by the spiritual world. Before I came to the monastery, the spiritual world had been something foreign to me, something that had nothing in its characteristics of what I had experienced in the sensual world. But that had changed by then and my relationship with God was pure and perfect at that point.

      The acrobatic feats were something I continued to practise at night when I was alone in my chamber. My impulsiveness had been exacerbated by my seclusion in the monastery. There were, after all, no distractions in the material sense and my desires and inclinations were reduced to the barest minimum so that I could devote myself completely to the divine. In front of my narrow couch and under the small crucifix above the doorpost, I had special feats in store for our Lord — ones that had accumulated in my subconscious and forced themselves into being in the stillness of the night. I managed to form a spinning top with my body, pushing my back and legs through backwards until I could put my feet on my head. A freestanding, prolonged headstand became routine. I stood for nights on my hands with my legs spread in the air and learned to spin so fast that I went into a frenzy and couldn't stop. I didn't want to amuse God with it, as I had done for the people in the villages, but to communicate myself to him, as he communicated himself to me in the Holy Scriptures. The other monks found their souls in prayer, I found mine in the artistic act.

      Time, however, brought out what no one had ever talked about and no one had ever seen. My monk brothers felt the difference between them and me. An invisible but palpable wall formed between us over the years. That is why I remained an outsider throughout my stay in the monastery, which neither bothered me nor affected my aspiration to find God in any way.

      However, later my relationship with God was affected by two incidents. Which of the two events was the first, I no longer know. I'll start with the dream that may not even have been a dream, but a clairvoyant epiphany that still amazes me to this day. The strange thing was that Father Gregorius and I had the same dream on the same night. During morning prayer, we looked at each other in silence and knew that something had happened that we shared.

      "I want to confess," I said to Father Gregorius later that day when we met in the monastery church.

      "Our common dream needs no confession," he said.

      "Was I a part of your dream as you were a part of mine?“ I asked.

      "Yes." He sat down beside me. "Speak, Brother Orontius.“

      I thought long as I found it difficult to find the beginning.

      "I saw a boy; his name was Jesus. They called him the Good Shepherd. It was at the beginning of time — the boy was still very small. A lamb was around his shoulders. Again and again he ran towards me, smiling. And each time I saw him, he was older, until he was a young man. Then an alien spirit appeared — a sun spirit. It was bright and beautiful and was called Christ and became one with the Jesus. From then on, the young man was called Jesus Christ.“

      Father Gregorius stirred slightly. "This is not the end," he said.

      I continued. "An infinite amount of time passed and people had forgotten the arrival of the Sun Spirit, or they had repressed it. But they wanted to make Jesus into a god, and so they postponed the fusion with the Christ to his birth. Also, they depicted him dying on the cross and then they told of his resurrection, which made him one with God." I took a deep breath. "Strangely enough, I also saw you in my dream, but in the guise of my own self. I experienced myself in your form, so to speak. Therefore, I believe it was more than just a dream.“

      "What do you think it was?" Father Gregorius asked.

      "An epiphany.“

      "I had never heard of the Christ being as an extra-terrestrial sun spirit before our dream," said Father Gregorius. "However, in his Canticle of the Sun, Saint Francis praises the sun as a symbol of God." He quoted:

      

      
        
        "Praise be to you, my Lord, with all your creatures,

        especially to the Lord Brother Sun,

        he is the day, and you give us the light through him.

        And beautiful is he and radiant in great splendour,

        Thy emblem, O Most High. “

      

      

      "Francis must have known about the sun spirit," I said. "He must have known that our Christ came from the cosmos and not as the Bible says."

      "Maybe Francis also had the epiphany like we had in our dream," said Brother Gregorius.

      We were silent until Father Gregorius began to pray the Canticle of the Sun.

      The soft sounds of his voice warmed my soul as when I had first heard it, but from that moment on I doubted the origin of the Jesus Christ as it was told in the Bible.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      In 1516 our Nassau Count Johann V died. He had looked after the monastery until then and had also visited it frequently. I liked him very much because he had a heart for the poor, the sick and the abandoned. After his death, his son Wilhelm took over the monastery. When he became count, things changed. The alms from the burghers and guilds became meagre, so the monks had to rely on the Count's financial help — something he was not at all comfortable with. Also, the 73 pounds of wax that the town contributed annually to the monastery was reduced to 50 pounds. I took over the production and distribution of the candles. Therefore, I had access to the chambers of every single monk, including that of the Abbot. For years we had avoided any personal contact with each other, as best as we could in our monastery. My disappointment was deep because I had expected more wisdom from the Abbot. He refused to clarify the embarrassment of our obvious connection to each other. On the contrary, he even played it off against me when it seemed advisable.

      Hesitantly, I knocked on his door. No one moved. I knocked a second time. He was not in his chamber and I entered.

      The candle above his bed had burnt down, I wanted to replace it with a new one. When I reached out to reach it, I discovered my mother's painting. I saw it half sticking out between the bed and the wall. May God forgive me, but I couldn't help pulling it out to look at it. She was smiling at me and for a moment I wished she would recognise me. My gaze lingered on her hair, which was nicely combed and framed her face — I had never seen her so trimmed. She looked very young and her smooth skin had a glow that it had already lost in my time. Her teeth were also straight and fully painted — how beautiful she had once been. Immersed in my mother's brown, laughing eyes, I did not hear the Abbot come in. Suddenly he was standing in front of me. Visibly annoyed, he snatched the painting from my hands.

      "You shouldn't have seen it," he cried.

      "Why not? It's my mother's picture and it's beautiful!“

      Resigned, he dropped onto his bed with his head down and began to speak.

      "It was a long time ago, but I loved your mother very much. I wanted to marry her, but that was refused because of the incest prohibition. Then your father and his family applied to marry her and it was granted. She left with your father and never came back. I then decided to become a monk.“

      We were silent. As it had long ago, a question forced itself into my consciousness — the question I had not wanted to have answered for so long, so as not to impair my spiritual existence in the monastery. But now, in the hour of truth that had brought the Abbot and me together, I did want to know and took a deep breath.

      "Forgive me for asking, Father. Am I your natural son?"

      "I don't know," he said spontaneously, as if he had been waiting for the question, and stood up. "May the merciful Father protect you on your further journey." He raised his hands. "The blessing of God rests upon you." Then he signalled me to leave his chamber. Thoughtfully, I did so.

      What did he mean by further travel? Did he want me to leave the monastery? Or was he talking about my further spiritual journey?

      I went to see Father Gregorius. In all those years he had been my master and confidant. As usual, we met in the small church in front of the Franciscan altar. I could hardly wait to tell him about the event.

      "Father, I had an exchange with the Abbot. My mother and he had a love affair a long time ago. He doesn't know if I am his natural son. “

      Father Gregorius looked at me thoughtfully. "I know that this question has tormented you a lot over the years.“

      "Yes. I still don't have the answer.“

      We were silent. The aged Father Gregorius sat down. He handled one of the crutches awkwardly. Due to the damp cold within the monastery walls, his joints were afflicted with rheumatism and for some time he had been unable to walk without help.

      He must have known that there was much more on my mind than what I had just told him, because he asked the next question with such nonchalance that I looked up in surprise. "What else moves you, Orontius?”

      "There's something else I can't deal with," I began.

      "Speak, Brother Orontius.“

      "Last winter I found a small book behind the unfinished manuscripts, whether it had fallen there or was hidden there, I don't know. I had never seen such a small book before and for that reason alone I couldn't help but look inside. It said that Brother James wanted to accept the poor and lepers into the community of the Brothers of Saint Francis, but Saint Francis refused. Now I wonder why he did that. Was Saint Francis really aware at that moment of the difference between the actual outcasts and poor and his own voluntary poverty? After all, he came from a rich family and did not have to go without anything in his childhood and youth, even though he had subsequently undergone a serious life transformation. Saint Francis and his brothers were not really poor because they were born into poverty or had lost everything through illness and therefore ended up begging. No, they had chosen poverty voluntarily! Going begging was more like a game to them! They did not have to toil like the truly poor and sick, for the latter felt cheated and unfree. So, I conclude that Saint Francis was only glorifying his poverty — the poverty of the volunteers, which seemed to him like an enrichment." I gulped. It had been a long time since I had spoken so much. But I finally had to get my doubts off my chest to feel free again.

      Father Gregorius thought for a long time before answering. "You are right and it may raise doubts. However, we must not forget that Saint Francis renounced everything he could have had. For him, repentance was not just a complacent achievement, but a renewal of his life based on inner conversion. He embodied that."

      I kept silent to reflect. The words of my long-time spiritual teacher were, as always, sacred to me. He took my hand.

      "Brother Orontius, I know you want to go. You have my blessing.“

      "I have more than one reason for wanting to go. I have to see my father to pick up the icon and bring it back to Eberlein," I said. "Besides, I no longer feel welcome under the Abbot.“

      "Meet time as it seeks you. God be with you.”
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      It was not difficult for me to leave. For two long decades I had done without everything except the simplest personal belongings. Apart from my woollen robe and the bread bag in which I had packed a few groceries, I owned nothing. When I reached the main gate, the novice Zacharas opened it for me. The brother had always seemed strange to me and like many novices, he came from a wealthy family and only superficially assimilated into the deep spiritual teachings of the monastery. Just before I stepped out, he pulled out a slingshot and whispered, "In case the wolves get too close."

      Stunned, I accepted the weapon. We were not allowed to possess anything. His gift confirmed to me what I had long suspected -- his dishonesty. In a sudden memory, I saw myself as a child in the market stealing a loaf of bread from the baker's wife just as she turned to nurse her child. Was I dishonest at heart like Zacharas? I gratefully let the slingshot disappear into my robe without another remark.

      

      Shortly after I was a few steps away from the main gate, I noticed the many people bowing before me and putting their hands together in gratitude. The poor of Siegen revered the monks of the Franciscan monastery for the alms we brought them daily outside the walls of the monastery. Among them was a young woman whose red curls peeked out from under a headscarf. She was tall and slender and when our eyes met, I remembered Hildegard. A warm wave flooded through my body in a way I hadn't felt in a long time. I allowed my senses to run free and felt a strong longing for her arise in me. I had last felt her like this in the first weeks of my stay in the monastery. But at that time, I had suppressed the longing for her in order to devote myself to my spiritual existence. My gut feeling told me that she was alive. Where was she? Had she started a family? My heart contracted in pain. My feelings intensified with force without my wanting them to.

      Everything was different and the many impressions of the outside world that had been denied to me in the monastery were now spreading through me. However, I wondered not only about myself, but also about the change in the city of Siegen.

      A dike had been built at the Sieg-Bridge to protect the surrounding area from flooding. Bricklayers and stonemasons repaired the bridge piers. The churchyard of the town church was walled up and work was also done on the town gates.

      When I left the hustle and bustle of the city behind me and the peace of the forest surrounded me — the peace I had learned to love in the monastery — I was relieved.

      

      My path led me south. Many of the forest tracks had been developed and in some places there were direction signs carved into tree bark. Sometimes I walked for days without meeting a soul. On those days, my fingers would tingle and I would look for trees to climb. My impulses made me jump and balance over branches and swing around on them. One day I found a long rope hanging down from a branch. It had a thick knot at the end, which I stood on and then started moving. The swinging, the headwind and the feeling of freedom that came with it made me whoop with joy.

      Suddenly I felt I was being watched. I looked down and there stood a man dressed in rags. As if he had just rolled in the mud, he was so dirty. His exceedingly distressed features were visible even through the layer of dirt. I felt a hint of fear as the man stared at me incessantly. What did he want from me? There was nothing I could have given him except a small piece of bread still in my bread bag and the slingshot I was conscious of in my pocket at that moment. I climbed down from the tree and rubbed my hands together to clean them.

      The man was still staring at me.

      "How can I help you?" I asked.

      Slowly, he awoke from his rigidity and his eyes revived. He spoke like a poet.

      "I don't find the light in me, this luminous, magnificent beauty. Instead, I see the darkness spreading inside me. This is my inner destiny."

      His appearance was outrageous to me, yet he was looking for an answer, which inspired me to think. When I had collected my thoughts, I said:

      "There is a truth to which we all aspire. Its presence can help us find a sense of security in the wind, in the rain and in the sun."

      He looked at me. "The truth you seek is yours and looks different from mine. May your truth be God. For me it is the light and when I find it again, it will become my sanctuary."

      I smiled because I was speaking from lived experience. "No one is wise who does not know the darkness."

      "You give me courage. Not everyone can give courage to a lost soul like me. I thank you for that." Before he disappeared, he bowed slightly.

      

      I ate and slept in shelters specially equipped for pilgrims and travelling people, which filled up in the evening with tired and hungry people from all walks of life. There I met him again. He was clean and his face shone in the flickering of the candles.

      "This is the swinging monk I told you about," he said to the innkeeper, a fat, bearded man with an apron that was once white but stained after years of wear. Nodding, he greeted me. "So, you are the juggler sent by God to give my brother courage to go on living again."

      "I don't understand," I said. "Courage to go on living?"

      "Exactly," said the innkeeper. "William was already lying in his own dug grave when he saw you laughing and swinging on the rope."

      "He wanted to bury himself alive?" I asked.

      "Yes. But you changed his mind with your zest for life and your wise words. I thank you for that."

      The host placed a plate filled with all kinds of delicacies and a jug of wine in front of me. In a raised voice, so that all present could hear, he said: "This is on the house — for the God's juggler!"

      The guests clapped. I looked up briefly and laughed at my new nickname. Then I started to eat and thanked the Lord for a successful day.

      

      From Innsbruck it was only a few days to the count’s estate, where my old home was. My orientation did not fail me and soon I saw our old farm with the field in the distance. Not much had changed, but I realised that the house had been enlarged. Childhood memories made my heart feel heavy and before I went to the manor house to see my father, I lingered for a while in the woods to collect myself — the place where I had minded the pigs as a boy. After all, I didn't know if my father was even still alive. He had to have reached his sixtieth year by then and many people had already died at that age. Why had I waited so long? The routine of monastic life had let the years slip by without me thinking of the promise. Suddenly I felt miserable. How could I have forgotten my father? He who had sacrificed his life for me?

      I sought out the pit over which I had practised balancing as a boy. It had partially collapsed, but served as a refuge for me at that moment. Plagued by a guilty conscience, I lay down in it. My eyes filled with tears. As I looked through them, the treetops above me opened in the rising wind. A ray of sunlight hit my face and I blinked. Above me, a flock of several thousand starlings had just made their appearance. An ever-changing cloud of birds moved back and forth in rapid flurries. New, small flocks kept joining and merging with the main flock. The rapid changes of direction, twists and waves were a spectacle unlike anything I had ever experienced. I jumped up and felt invigorated. Suddenly the birds sank in a dive and were gone. The luminous sky beamed at me and I made my way to the manor house.

      

      Even from a distance, it was obvious that many things had changed. The dwellings for the farmhands and maids were gone, the barn was bigger than it had been then and next to it were new horse stables. Apparently, there were no more pigs. The manor house was not inhabited, I could tell by the drawn curtains.

      My heart was pounding as I approached the open barn door. Muffled voices drifted out to me and I tried to pick out my father's voice. It took me a while to hear it, but he spoke softly and I could not understand what he was saying. When I entered, the sun shining through an opposite window blinded me and at first, I saw nothing. Instinctively I shielded my eyes from the glaring light and then I realised what was happening in front of me. My father lay on a bed of straw, shielded from the rest of the barn by a wall. He was wrapped in a thick woollen blanket and his head rested on a puffed-up pillow.

      "Father, it is I, Orontius!"

      Slowly he raised his head. Immediately I realised that he was very weak. His face was white as chalk and when he lifted his hands, I noticed that they were trembling badly.

      "Here you are at last," were his first words. "I thought I was going to die without seeing you again.”

      "I'm sorry I'm only coming now. Time has slipped by without me noticing."

      "I thought so," he said, "it suits you." He eyed me up and down. "You've been educated and you're a monk."

      "The way you wanted it, Father."

      He nodded to a woman who disappeared and came back shortly afterwards. She handed my father a small object.

      "Here is the icon. We have to keep the promise. You must bring it back to Eberlein."

      "I will do that," I said and put the small artefact away.

      I knelt down on the floor next to his bed. "Thank you from the bottom of my heart for sacrificing yourself for me."

      A smile played around his lips as he spoke again. "My life has not been as bad as you make it out to be. My dear wife has stood by me very much."

      I turned to the woman standing behind me. "You are married?"

      "Yes," he said and inhaled deeply. Breathing was difficult for him. "Our Highness is not as bad as we thought when we lived on the farm."

      The woman, her name was Gerda, nodded and said: "He realised that we work better together than alone."

      "Where are the pigs?" I asked.

      "Oh, we breed horses now," Gerda explained. His Highness makes more money with that."

      I laughed briefly when I heard her say Highness. It was a familiar expression and proved to me that Gerda was one with my father. She was sympathetic to me and we smiled at each other.

      "I will prepare a bed for you next door!" she said.

      "Next door?" I asked, confused.

      "We live in the back of the barn." She disappeared.

      I turned back to my father. He started to speak but had a coughing fit. When he calmed down, he said, "This is my favourite place because of the light. This is where I want to die."

      His eyes glazed over and he stared at me. "Father!" I cried. There was no way he was going to die at that moment! I bent over him and shook him lightly by his shoulder. The question I had been carrying around with me for decades gnawed at me like a rat about to eat me.

      "Father, I need to know now. Am I your natural son?"

      A spirit of life seemed to flood him, for his eyes revived briefly in his memory. Then his gaze shifted to an empty distance and there it remained. With his last breath, I felt an icy chill spread through me. A slight breeze came through the door, which immediately died down. Gerda, who had just returned, gently touched my shoulder. "He was such a good man."

      Peacefully he lay there, illuminated by the deep evening sun that settled on his face. I was grateful, relieved and sad at the same time. Grateful and relieved at the contentment he experienced just before his passing. My sense of guilt for not having sought him out earlier was now replaced by sadness.

      "In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. May he rest in peace." Gently, I ran my hand over his extinguished eyes to close them.

      "Your father did not know whether you were his natural son. When he and your mother were just married, she told him that she was pregnant. When you were born, the night woman mentioned that your mother had carried you to full term. That made him think, because it couldn't be right with the time."

      I reflected and said, "From now on, I will let the search for truth rest."

      Gerda washed my father's body and lovingly wrapped it in a cloth. Then she told the messenger to inform His Highness. The next day, the gravedigger came with a cart onto which he loaded my father's body. He worked safely, quickly and routinely. I followed him to the edge of the small village cemetery where my father was buried in a communal grave. A shovel of lime and two shovels of earth covered his body in a thin layer. Apparently, the grave was not yet full, because the gravedigger drove away again.

      In the nearby forest I found two sticks which I tied together to form a cross. Then I remained at the edge of the open grave.

      How long I stood there, I don't know. Several hours must have passed, because it was dusk when I came to again. Gerda stood next to me and touched me on the arm. Another gravedigger just let two more bodies wrapped in cloths into the grave before he started to close it. In doing so, he used an old rusty shovel. He was panting and had to rest several times in between. I should have offered him my help, but at that eerie moment I did not think of it. It therefore took him a long time to level the earth of the grave with its surroundings. Finally, he finished and left with a brief nod of his head. A priest gave his blessing and disappeared.

      Gerda and I remained behind in the glow of the moon. I pushed the cross into the ground and stood in position.

      "What are you doing?" asked Gerda.

      My arms were high above my head and I bent my left leg forward. For the first wheel, I still had my hands on the ground to get momentum. Then, with momentum and without touching the ground, I managed to do wheels in a big circle around the grave. As I did so, I threw my legs up in the air wide apart and crossed my arms. Once, twice, three times I circled the grave and arrived back at Gerda out of breath. We looked at each other and had to laugh heartily despite the sad affair.

      "That was the best parting gift you could have given him!" she said.

      "Yes, I think he would have liked that," I said. Now my heart felt a little lighter.

      

      Eberlein had once told that he would spend his old age in Freiburg. He had grown up there and his ancestors had long ago given a piece of land to the Heilig-Geist-Hospital to ensure the care of his relatives in case of illness and in old age for generations. At the time he made a joke of it because he was sure he would never grow old. But my seventh sense told me that he was there and I set off. Every December in Freiburg, a Christmas tree was erected in front of the hospital and hung with apples, gingerbread and nuts. The children were then allowed to shake down the goodies in the New Year and feast on them. It was a festival of joy and among the travelling folk it was known to earn a thaler or two at this time by tricks and feats. Maybe I would make it there by Christmas.

      My heart warmed at the thought that Hildegard could also be there. With every step I took, I saw her in front of me — her cute little child's face had developed into a pretty, full face and her body ... "Yes, Brother Orontius, her body!" I said to myself and noticed how my cheeks glowed. Smiling, I tried to concentrate on my steps. I had lost my way a little and the snowy hills of the Pre-Alps turned out to be impassable. A deer peeked out from behind some branches, a fawn perhaps, so shy that it jumped away when I lifted my head to look at it. But wasn't there something else? A perceived threat, something intangible? Confused, I looked around. Nothing. A small avalanche of snow fell from a branch beside me. Relieved, I continued walking. Too late I recognised the abyss that suddenly opened up in front of me. The shock was so great that I went out of control and staggered. I tried to grab a branch to hold on to — in vain. I was already tumbling down the steep slope and hit something hard. A sharp pain spread through my left leg. Finally, I reached the bottom and remained lying there, unable to get up.
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      Thick snowflakes fall on my feverishly hot face. Each hit makes me shiver under the melting chill. The thought that it won't be long before the white mass closes over me and buries me alive drives me insane. I look up at the grey sky through the white treetops, snow trickling from their branches with every breath of wind. The sound of the branches moving in a gust of wind reminds me of my father's last breath. I feel the icy cold penetrate me and spread through my aching body. Despite my almost paralysed consciousness, I perceive the blurred outlines of several wolves in the corner of my eye. Slowly and sneakily, the lead animal comes closer and closer without taking its eyes off me for even a second. Now the pack has surrounded me and I freeze in the hopelessness of my situation. It is silent. Spellbound, I take in every single one of their steps as the wolves come towards me. With the last of my strength, I reach into the right pocket of my robe and feel with my ice-cold fingers for the slingshot that Zacharas, the novice, had given me when I left the monastery.

      In panic-stricken fear of a bloody and painful death, I now remember that the slingshot is not in the right but in the left pocket of my robe. But in the fall, my loose robe wrapped around my body so that the pocket is now under me. Carefully I lift my arm and search desperately for its opening. I am too weak to reach into it and drop my arm into the snow.

      The wolves do not miss this movement. The lead animal is only an arm's length away from me. Its breath, reeking of rotten flesh, creeps right up my nose. In a last attempt to escape a gruesome fate, I turn my head and stare directly into its eyes. Sure enough, the animal stops. While the wolves are eager to eat their next meal, I hope to have a chance to survive after all. A wild scream forms like a lump in my stomach and threatens to explode in my throat. Tensely, I open my mouth without taking my eyes off the eyes of this wild animal.

      My scream comes from deep within my soul. I feel as if the earth trembles beneath me and the branches above me crunch. Loud, shrill and with all my strength, I let it out. It almost takes my breath away, but frees me from my numbing fear of death. The lead animal tucks its tail between its legs with great fright, puts its ears back and slinks away.

      With newfound energy, I pull myself up a bit. I watch the pack disappear into the darkness of the forest. The tracks in the snow remain as witnesses to what has just happened. Relieved, I lie back and quietly say a prayer of gratitude for the grace I have received from the Lord. As I have always done, I raise my right arm to heaven and open my hand. Does he hear me? Does he see me? The silence makes my doubt about his existence — as it has so many times before — rise again. My hand with the stub of my thumb stands out black against the grey sky.

      

      "Are you hurt?" I hear a voice calling from far away.

      "Yes, my left leg!"

      "I'm coming," calls the invisible person who sounds like a man.

      Finally, the crunching footsteps in the snow approach.

      "Who are you?" I ask the man who is now looking down at me.

      "They call me Gobert Goatman." He kneels down next to me. "The wolves are afraid of you — I have never experienced that before. You have a special power over them."

      "The Lord has had mercy on me," I say, "but why did he let me fall?"

      "Are you having doubts, Brother?" asks Gobert, looking me in the eye.

      For a moment I pause in the depth of his gaze. "I don't know."

      "I'm going to have to splint your leg," he says after patting me down. "I have a sledge with me. You come with me to my farm."

      "Thank you," I say, overwhelmed by the man's kindness, and watch him. He is in his prime, strong, confident in his movements and gives the impression that he knows what he is doing. "How can I thank you for that?"

      He carefully lifts me onto the sledge. "You can protect my goats from the wolves."

      Surprised at his suggestion, I grab him by the shoulder. "I have no special power over the wolves. I cried out of desperation and the wolves took off. I thank the Lord God for that."

      "What has God to do with it?" he asks.

      I leave the question unanswered because I am not sure about it myself. During the time in the monastery, I was close to our Lord. Year in and year out, I devoted myself to the divine in order to find my truth and feel secure in it. But this truth has changed since I left the monastery. William, the poet, wanted to bury himself alive in the forest because he no longer saw the light. The light he called his truth, his sanctuary. Am I, like him then, in the darkness? This fall and the wolves are a sign — the end of the old and the beginning of the new — whatever that will be.

      

      Gobert Goatman pulls me through a rusty fence gate. The squeaking as it opens and closes wakes me from my exhaustion. Curious, I lift my head and look around. The farm is of considerable size. Besides the farmhouse, there are dwellings for farmhands and maids, stables, barns and huts for processing goat products. There is a smell of roasting meat and my stomach, growling with hunger, almost drives me mad. A farmhand rushes over and helps carry me into the farmhouse parlour. Carefully they lay me on a table. Warmth surrounds me. I feel in good hands and relax a little, but the pain in my leg keeps me awake. Gobert and the servant now lift my woollen robe to look at my injury. I can tell from their faces that it does not look good.

      "We need to splint it and then you need a lot of rest, brother," Gobert says.

      "Thank you," I just manage to say as I cry out in pain. Gobert fiddles with my leg, tries to stretch it out. A few jerky movements, the joints rub against each other, a bone snaps into place and crack, the leg is straight. Sweat runs down my face into my ears.

      "Where on earth did you learn that?" I ask with a loud groan.

      “The goats."

      "The goats?" It flickers before my eyes and I give up.

      

      When I wake up again, the pain has subsided. I lie in a comfortable bed and look at my splinted leg, which lies high in front of me. But what is this splint? A goat bone? I look closer, can hardly believe it.

      A maid rubs my forehead with a warm cloth. She knows my question without me having to ask it. "Exactly," she explains, "it's the foreleg of a goat."

      "Well, it seems to be best suited for it," I state.

      The maid is wringing out the rag over a bowl. "Are you hungry, Brother?"

      "Very." My appetite becomes unbearable at the thought of getting something to eat.

      "I have cooked a hearty meat broth, it should restore your strength," she says and disappears into the kitchen. The smell emanating from it makes me greedy for food. The maid puffs up a thick pillow behind my back and helps me eat the precious broth with the pieces of meat in it. In the monastery I learnt to eat slowly and to thank the Lord for his kind gift with every bite. However, I can hardly control myself and put the bowl on to drink the soup instead of using the spoon. Later, leaning back and relaxing with a full stomach, I reflect. Grateful though I am, I don't want to pray. Why did he let me fall? I can't get the question out of my head.

      A strange sound wakes me up. A small goat is tied to the bed and now reacts to me with bright, intermittent sounds in rapid succession. I get a second fright when Gobert comes in with a filled, stinking bucket.

      "The kid is supposed to help you get back on your feet," he says.

      "How?"

      "It brings you luck and has healing powers."

      "How am I supposed to sleep with all this complaining?" I ask.

      "You'll have to get used to it!" Already he lifts the blanket to look at my leg. Then he reaches into the bucket and smears a brown mass on my leg.

      "What, you're smearing goat droppings on my leg?"

      "It is a mixture of faeces, milk and urine — the ointment is medicinal."

      I believe him. Gobert Goatman knows what he is doing, I can tell by his confidence. In fact, after a while I notice a pleasant tingling sensation right where it hurts the most. Although it stinks terribly and the kid grumbles, I fall asleep again.

      

      Days, maybe even weeks, go by without me noticing. Subconsciously, I perceive a certain restlessness around me. In a blur, I see the maid and Gobert carefully undressing me, washing me and anointing my leg. A strong smell creeps into my nose. The bedpan under my backside hurts. Finally, the maid pulls it away. Then she feeds me with broth again. A constant coming and going in a fog of wakefulness and sleep. And always this annoying wet rag on my face! Annoyed, I take it away. I look into the clear eyes of Gobert.

      "Finally, brother."

      "Why finally?"

      "You are better!" he says, visibly pleased.

      "What happened?" I ask.

      "Well, you had a strong fever. The leg was inflamed."

      "Oh, then the goat ointment didn't help." I look at my leg, which, still splinted with the goat bone, lies high in front of me.

      "Yes, it has helped," he replies, "without it the leg would be off now."

      "Do you have a mirror?" I turn to the maid, who immediately disappears and returns with a hand mirror pressed in leather. I am aware that I have lost a lot of weight, but when I look at my face in the mirror, I am shocked to see that my sunken cheeks make me look like a ghost. I hold the mirror away from me so that I can look at my face in its entirety. And then I see it. The high forehead, which is particularly prominent in my emaciated face and seems disproportionately large. Moreover, my fringe of hair has thinned — in fact, it is disappearing! I freeze. These are undoubtedly the features of Konrad Polmann, my late mother's cousin and lover! My natural father.

      I remember that I wanted to let the truth rest. But now I know the truth without a doubt and I have to deal with the likeness of Konrad Polmann, with my own face! I look at myself anew. Thank God, I look into warm brown eyes surrounded by bushy eyelashes. I also have my mother's full lips and round chin. I am indeed not a beauty, but the eyes and lower half of my face compensate for the ugliness of Konrad Polmann's high forehead.

      The maid tries to cheer me up. "Once you put on weight again, you will look much better!" But she doesn't know what's going on inside me. I am sad. After all these years, the mourning for my mother creeps back in. She was a special woman, so beautiful and with a secret — our secret that she carried with her all her life. How strong she had been! And my poor father, who had suspected it, but had still loved and raised me as his own son. My parents, who had done everything to give me a good life. Tears run down my face and I start to sob. Gobert sits down with me on the bed and I begin to tell my life story in great detail. He is a good listener, nods in between and holds my hand when a crying fit strikes me again.

      Finally, I fall asleep. My dream takes me to Hildegard. She is waiting for me. I see her standing in front of the ark in a white dress. I return her wave and as we get closer, we smile at each other continuously. It is a smile of companionship, a smile of love and a smile into eternity.

      Gobert leans over me. "What makes you so happy after all the suffering of memory?"

      "A dream. I have to find Hildegard. She's waiting for me."

      "Where is she waiting for you?" he asks.

      "There, where Eberlein is also waiting for me — in Freiburg."

      "After the snow melts, we deliver our goatskins to Freiburg. We can give you a lift on the cart."

      My heart leaps. "I am very grateful to you."

      Gobert feels my leg. "It is time for you to stand up. The leg needs to be exercised."

      The first two steps are painful, then it improves day by day. I am slowly recovering and my self-confidence is coming back.

      

      The full moon, the restlessness of the goats, the howling of the wolves, the legend of the Wolf of Gubbio that Gobert told yesterday. All are signs of an attack, and I should have known it.

      It happens in the late twilight, just before the transition into darkness, when we are just starting to load the cart with goat skins for Freiburg. Suddenly a large pack of wolves appears. They are there so quickly that we can hardly react. Just at the moment when I want to draw Gobert's attention to the wolves, the lead animal dares to jump over the fence. The rest of his pack follows her. As if they were at home, they run straight towards the goat pen. No hurdle is too great in their greed for a bloody meal. The barn door bursts open with a jerk under the pressure of the wolves gathering in front of it and running against it together.

      Gobert and I look at each other in shock. Unable to react, we stand there. Finally, we realise we have to act! Gobert runs madly into the house. I run after him as fast as my still healing leg allows me. Once there, my head is empty. What am I going to do? I need a weapon! The wolves must be chased away! I search the room. What can I arm myself with to scare the wolves away? There, the crucifix! I tear it down from the wall, but then I change my mind and throw it away again. "Nothing can help but a primal scream. That's how it was with me when I fell and was at the mercy of the wolves," I think as I hobble down the long corridor. My thoughts are racing. Then I catch sight of the old bagpipe. Dusty and damaged, it hangs on the wall in front of me. Gobert had told me that it had been hung there by his ancestors and that he could no longer imagine the wall without this old instrument. That's why he doesn't want to throw it away. "Hell," I mutter, "it’ll have to go now." I tear the old instrument off the wall. At first it doesn't want to come loose from its moorings and I pull on it violently. Suddenly a cloud of dust surrounds me and to make matters worse I sneeze three times in a row. The bagpipes are foreign to me — I have never been musical. I hobble over to the stables while I awkwardly fiddle with the instrument. Instinctively, I clamp the bag under my arm and blow into the tube that is right in front of my mouth. The bag gets thicker and thicker.

      When I arrive at the stable, I see a terrible picture. The wolves are attacking two goats, tearing the flesh from their bodies while they are still alive! In a deathly panic, the poor animals scream at the top of their lungs. One of the goats surrenders to its attackers and becomes still. One last blink and she is dead. The wolves are in ecstasy. Greedily they devour the goats, which moments ago could not have guessed that they were soon to die a horrible death. The wolves, addicted to the blood, do not notice that I approach them. I am panic-stricken that the hungry animals might attack me too and start pumping the air out of the bag into the pipes with my arm. The sounds escaping from it sound horrible, almost as if they came straight from hell: they are shrieking, shrill and poisonous, piercing the air. My hearing threatens to explode. Howling, the wolves leap back from their prey, one after the other, as if the sound had to settle in their auditory canals before it could take effect. Gobert stands there with the crucifix in his hand, which I had torn off the wall in the house and then thrown away. He holds it up in the hope that the wolves will be tamed by divine power, as described in the legend of Gubbio, which he had told me only yesterday. But nothing happens! On the contrary, the wolves start eating again and the crucifix lands on the ground a second time.

      I blow the air into the bag again. The sounds come out even more hellish than before, this time accompanied by an additional squeal. The wolves whimper pitifully but do not yet part with their bloody meal.

      "Let me blow into it while you pump!" Gobert shouts at me. Only with difficulty does he manage to get through these horrible misshapen sounds in a loud voice. With our combined strength, we manage to squeeze even louder sounds out of the old broken bagpipes, accompanied by the rattling and squeaking of the damaged pipes. At last the lead animal stops and her mouth, dripping with blood, closes. Panicking, the wolf spins around and runs away. Fortunately, her pack follows her this time too. Two dead goats are left behind, another one cannot be saved and succumbs to its gruesome injuries a short time later.

      

      Despite the terrible events of the previous day, Gobert urges us to go to Freiburg to make a gain on the goatskins. While he sits on the coach box, my place is to be at the back of the open cart on the skins. When Gobert grabs the reins and urges the mule to run, it is slow to start moving. The cart is heavy under its load. The animal is panting, the breath of its breath in the cold mist clearly visible. After a while it falls into a steady stride and relaxes. As we bump slowly through the forest, I remember my childhood, when I regularly fell asleep in the ark while Eberlein sat whistling on the carriage seat, enjoying the world. The gentle rocking and the warmth of the goatskins make me doze off again even now.

      

      Something brushes my face, followed by a light breeze. Startled, I sit up. Next to me, a wooden arrow, two cubits long, is stuck in the frame of the cart. The end of the shaft is covered with goose feathers that stir slightly in the wind.

      "Where did that come from?" I ask Gobert, who turns to me. He too seems to have sensed something.

      A second time an arrow shoots past me. This time it bores into the goat skins. I reach into my pocket. There it is, the slingshot. But what good is it without stones? Panic overcomes me.

      "Gobert! Stop the cart! Or we're dead!"

      Cursing, Gobert pulls on the reins and the cart comes to a halt. Nothing can be heard except the snorting of the mule. Gobert jumps off the coach-box and takes cover behind the wagon. "Come down, Brother, but be careful and stay low!"

      Lying on my stomach, I pull myself down from the cart with my arms and fall headfirst onto the stony path. Stones!

      "What do they want?" I whisper. My heart is almost pounding out of my throat.

      "Well, what do you think?!" replies Gobert.

      Heavy footsteps announce the arrival of several men.

      "Get up!" orders the leader. Threateningly, he stands in front of us with a bow in his hand. He reaches back and pulls out an arrow from a wooden quiver he carries on his back.

      Gobert stands up. "Oh, I could have guessed that. You've always been a good-for-nothing, and now you want to become a murderer on top of that. Your name is Wilhelm the Wilde. You are hunted by the prince's men because of all your poaching! Tell me, Wilhelm, do you also do this on the property of other nobles?"

      "Shut up!" shouts Wilhelm the Wilde and draws his bow.

      Gobert ignores him and points to the one-armed man. "And I know you too. You are known by the name of Evil Egil. You had your arm chopped off for thieving."

      Evil Egil spits at Gobert's feet.

      Then Gobert turns to the third in the gang. "You are Sygmund Wool. Your father and I were friends, he was a good man. But you killed him because he knew that you had taken advantage of your own sister!"

      Sygmund raises his axe and attacks without warning. Gobert fumbles with a noose that has become knotted. He is helpless against the attacker and has no chance against the other man's axe. Quick as a flash I clamp a stone in the sling and send it flying. It hits Sygmund in the forehead, who falls like a felled tree. The next stone hits Wilhelm the Wilde in the neck. He is completely surprised. I can see from his wide eyes that he did not expect any resistance. He also loses his balance and falls to the ground. Groaning, he holds his hand where the stone hit him. Blood oozes from between his fingers. He is obviously in a lot of pain.

      Evil Egil, the one-armed man, runs away before I cock the slingshot again. "You coward!" I call after him. Sure enough, I manage to send another stone after him and hit him in the hollow of the knee of his right leg. Limping badly, Evil Egil runs a few more steps, then he falls too.

      

      "Where on earth did you learn that?" Gobert asks.

      "I didn't learn it."

      Gobert looks at me stunned.

      "It is what it is," I explain. "It has come over me."

      "What has come over you, Brother?"

      "A loss. My faith in the good and the divine in every human being, and the love for man that springs from that faith. That is why I shot at the men with the slingshot."

      At that moment Wilhelm the Wilde stirs and shouts: "I watched you in the courtyard. The devil has wrested your soul with his infernal sounds, and you gave it to him when you carelessly threw away the cross of our Saviour. Then you banished the wolves with your devilish power!"

      "You watched my farm?" asks Gobert. "Why didn't you help us when the wolves attacked us and killed three of my goats?"

      Wilhelm the Wilde does not answer. Only his groans can be heard.

      While we get ready to continue our journey, Gobert says: "You are and will always be a good-for-nothing."

      We drive on, leaving the three men cursing their injuries. I take a deep breath. I can't even muster a spark of hope for these three crooks. They will remain robbers and will never find their way back to purity, to an honest life. Hatred has crept into me. I long for Brother Gregorius. His presence alone gave me comfort and confidence. I had never been as good a monk as he was, for I lack the power of the healing love, and the comforting morality that Brother Gregorius embodied. I weep at this realisation and my descent from the divine, which for years gave me abundant inner contentment. Will a prayer of gratitude help me? As I have always done, I raise my right arm to heaven and open my hand. Does he hear me? Does he see me? My hand with the stub of my thumb stands out black against the grey sky. Konrad Polmann briefly comes to mind — my natural father. Why did he disown me? Maybe that's why I couldn't muster the strength I admired so much in Brother Gregorius. Because I was humiliated by Konrad Polmann’s denial and never felt a confident person. Once again tears come to my eyes.

      Gobert turns to me and notices the deep-seated emotional turmoil I am in at this moment.

      He looks at me and says: "It's all good, Brother. You have my blessing."

      Gobert's humour comes, as always, at the right moment. The laughter frees us from what has happened — from the mortal fear we were in just a moment before. We continue on our journey with new found energy.

      

      Arriving in Freiburg, I am amazed by the parish church with its high tower in the middle of the city. The stained-glass windows and the rich sculptural decoration impress me. I had never had the opportunity to look at such a cathedral before and I am curious to see the work of art from the inside. The foundation stone was laid over three centuries ago. Today, the stonemasons are still busy with the final refinements to the tracery windows. The vault of the choir ambulatory is also being closed and the consecration is imminent. The townspeople are in high spirits — there is a festival in the church square with music, dancing and performances. The juggler troupes are also in strong attendance for the occasion. Already since Christmas, many of them have been loitering in and outside the town. They want to do their bit with their tricks and performances to maintain the prevailing good mood of the people and earn their living with it. This hustle and bustle makes my heart beat faster. Is Hildegard among them?

      "First and foremost, we have to report the robbery before these three crooks show up and accuse us of something that is untrue," Gobert suggests.

      "Namely?" I ask.

      "Wolves Witchcraft."

      "That's the way to the county court," I say, pointing to an arrow with the words Lower Court.

      The official, a noble city lord, introduces himself as the Lord of Villingen. I am dazzled by his colourful robe, which in addition to its silky sheen is also richly decorated. I have to control myself not to stare at him. He takes Gobert's report of the robbery very seriously. I stay in the background during the conversation and hope that Gobert does not emphasise my deed with the slingshot too much. But he manages to leave me out of it. After all, everything important can be gleaned from his account, except that I had used the slingshot so precisely. That would only raise unnecessary questions about me, which would be very embarrassing.

      The Lord of Villingen assures us that the crooks will be caught as soon as they should appear in the city.

      "The arrows are still in the wood and in the goat skins," Gobert explains.

      Together we walk to the cart. The nobleman nods with satisfaction. "That's enough to convict the crooks of robbery," he says and tells Gobert to pull out the arrows and give them to him as evidence. Then Gobert tells of the wolves' attack on his farm, the loss of the goats and how we scared the pack away. When he tells of the shrill sounds of the old broken bagpipe and how the wolves retreated whimpering, the man laughs so hard he holds his fat belly. Then he puts his hand on Gobert's shoulder and says:

      "We can use people like you. You know how to help yourself, and from what I can tell, you're not one of those useless peasants who think they have to insist on their rights!"

      As we are on our way to the furrier Waldemar to negotiate a decent price for the partially damaged furs, Gobert says: "I insist on my rights, whether the town lord likes it or not!"

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      While Gobert negotiates with Waldemar, I stretch my legs. I walk a few steps and lean against a tree to rest my hurting left leg. Suddenly I notice two figures coming towards me. "Judging by his headgear and robe, one of them could be a bishop," I think, as he calls out to me:

      "You, monk, have been accused of shooting at and injuring three men with a slingshot!"

      They stand right in front of me. The other one, obviously a bailiff, which I recognise from his chivalrous manner, grabs me hard by the arm.

      "You are a Franciscan. If I am not mistaken, you are forbidden to carry a weapon. And to use one is a strong violation of your faith!" the bishop reproaches me. I hate his  smarmy smile and I can hardly believe that someone could enjoy denouncing a monk in this way. I blush with shock. I did not expect the accusation and fear overcomes me. My heart begins to pound loudly and my hands start to tremble.

      "Do you have anything to say?" the bishop asks harshly.

      My words only come out stuttering. "We have dealt with the matter with the Lord of Villingen.”

      "Who is we?" the bishop asks even harder than before.

      "Gobert Goatman and my humble self."

      At that moment Gobert arrives. He seems to know immediately what is going on. "I reported the incident to the Lord of Villingen. He said he wants to arrest the robbers as soon as they show up in town." He explains.

      "This is not about the robbers. It's about this monk who hurt every single one of them with a slingshot," the bishop says.

      "Forgive me, sir," says Gobert, "we were only defending ourselves. They attacked us in the woods, wanted to kill us and steal the skins."

      "Why didn't you shoot? Why the monk?" asks the bishop, whom I now hate as strongly as I have ever felt.

      Gobert lowers his eyes. "Because he was faster."

      The bishop turns to me. "The way the victims described it to me, your actions sound like black magic. Black magic, you understand? Magic to do harm to others. Do you have psychic powers?"

      "No." I shake my head and look him straight in the eye. He backs away. He has obviously never looked into such hate-filled eyes.

      "You will be brought before a church court and this will be settled there." Then he turns to Gobert. "You are to testify as a witness."

      "Excuse me, will the Lord of Villingen also testify as a witness?" asks Gobert.

      "How should I know?" the bishop replies.

      I can tell from his nervous reaction that the question is unpleasant to him. Gobert and I exchange exasperated glances. We both know that the town lord is the only one who can save us.

      I get hot and cold, then hot again. Sweat is pouring out of all my pores. The bailiff pulls me along with him. Suddenly my left leg cramps and I cry out in pain. This seems to annoy him. He puts a muzzle on me that reminds me for a brief moment of Walpurga's iron lockjaw that they put on her when she was sentenced, which I witnessed as a boy. Except that this muzzle is made of leather and is perhaps not quite so hard. I fall silent. Even trying to scream works against me because I run out of breath. In pain I let my left leg drag, then both. The bailiff pulls me behind him by the arms and gasps when we arrive at the prison. Now he takes me down to the cellar. A terrible stench comes towards me. He puts an iron chain around my foot that is attached to a stony wall. He doesn't care that he is causing me pain. On the contrary, I have the feeling that he reacts particularly roughly to my expressions of pain. When he leaves me, I remain leaning against this damp, cold wall.

      Later I wake up from a nightmare. Is it day or night? I do not know. In the dream, bloody hands coming out of a burning hole tried to drag me with them into hell. The flames of purgatory flickered furiously in my face and I withdrew from them more and more, but I didn't really succeed. Already the first burnt shreds of skin were coming away from my face. The pain was unbearable. At this point in the dream I wake up. It is cold and the desperate cries of other prisoners reach me. Where are these people? What is being done to them? I try to look around, but everything around me is in semi-darkness. In the glow of a lantern I make out the iron bars of a prison cell. Bouncing drops make me sit up and take notice - plop, plop, plop - where are they coming from? It can't be far from me; the splashes touch my hand. I lie down on my side and open my mouth to catch the drops. They taste like fresh rainwater. At least I have enough to drink. If I don't get anything to eat, I will be able to survive on the water as long as it rains. I am used to getting by with little food. The monks in the monastery taught me self-discipline. And I have always seen living with hunger as a chance to punish myself for minor offences. For example, when I forgot to pray because I had stood on my head too long in my chamber early in the morning. Or when I wished Konrad Polmann evil because he had ignored me once again. All this is going through my mind now, while I am at the mercy of my fate in this foul-smelling dungeon.

      Several times I fall asleep and wake up just as often. How many times this happens, I don't know. Three times, five times or even seven times? I don't know. Finally, someone shakes me by the shoulder.

      "Get up and come with me!" is the order. Someone takes the iron chain off my foot. I try to stand up, but I can't. My legs buckle under my weight. The muscles are flabby, my left leg hurts so much that it makes me sick.

      "Pull yourself together," my unknown guard orders me.

      I laugh hysterically. The man stops. With his two strong arms he grabs me, lifts me up and carries me out of the half-dark prison cell. He takes me into a room where there is a large bowl of water. Next to this bowl are a bar of soap and a cloth. In front of it he sits me down on a bench. Now I recognise in him the bailiff who had dragged me to prison some unknown time ago.

      "Undress and wash," is his third command. "You put this on when you are clean," he says to me and points with his outstretched right arm to a bundle of laundry lying on the bench next to me.

      Despite my miserable condition, I realise that he is on a first-name basis with me. "Apparently, as a prisoner, I have lost my spiritual status," I think, but don't make much of it. My senses are numb, my body is a wreck and my mind befuddled. Who knows how long I have been held in this prison, is it one day or has it even been several days? But I do know that so far, I have neither been given anything to eat nor anything to drink. The bailiff leaves the room. I hear him lean the sword against the door to make himself comfortable there for the watch.

      Only very slowly do I undress. Every movement hurts. First, I pull the woollen robe over my head, then the undergarment. The icon I have been carrying around since my father's death falls clattering to the floor. Now I remember again. I am in Freiburg looking for Eberlein and Hildegard. Where could they be? I want to be with them now, to smell and feel them, to laugh and cry with them. They are all I have left. How can it be possible that I am in this hopeless situation? Why is the Lord punishing me?

      

      
        
        "Our Father who art in heaven!

        Hallowed be Thy name.

        Thy kingdom come.

        Thy will be done,”

      

      

      

      The door is pushed open loudly and forcefully. My guard calls out to me energetically:

      "Stop praying, monk. Get ready!"

      He is right. Why am I still praying after all that is happening to me? I wash myself and every time I rinse and wring out the cloth, the water turns darker. The memory of my mother on her deathbed comes up in me. She died a miserable death. What had she done to deserve that?

      Before I put on my clean robe, the bailiff is standing in front of me. What does he want from me? My nakedness makes me feel vulnerable and I hold my hands in front of my sex. I watch as he looks me up and down.

      "What are you looking for?", I ask.

      "Marks."

      "I don't have any," I say.

      His gaze lingers on my hands. "Did the devil eat your thumb off?"

      "I was born with it," I reply.

      "Stretch out your hands," he orders me.

      Hesitantly, I do what is asked of me. But instead of searching my hands for marks, his dirty gaze rests on my private parts.

      "Do I see a reddish glow there?" he asks, grinning greasily at me.

      "And?" I ask back.

      "Put this on." He throws me the bundle of laundry and leaves the room.

      The icon, the only thing I have, I quickly hide in my undergarment.

      In a corner on the table I discover a plate with a slice of bread. Limping badly, I hurry to the long-awaited meal and greedily stuff the piece into my mouth.

      

      On the way to the courtroom, the bailiff takes me on a detour to the torture chamber, presumably to scare me. He wants me to get the cold horror before the ordeal. He succeeds in doing so. I feel the nails digging into me and the blood pouring from my wounds as I look at the sharp points on the seat and back of a chair. The next tool is the pull-up torture. It stands under a vault and looks like a framed work of art through the round arch in front of it. In my mind's eye I see myself hanging limp and upside down from the iron hook at the end of the rope. There is also a stretching bench with iron rings. What is it like to have your legs and arms torn off? It smells of suffering and death. My heart contracts, my stomach tightens -- the fear and the quick meal just before make way to my guts.

      The bailiff gives me time to familiarise myself with the tools of torture. Will anyone get out of here alive? Then he leads me with bound hands into the courtroom, which is filled with spectators. My limbs hurt so much that I can hardly stand and I am relieved when he places me in front of a wooden pillar to lean against. Now I am standing in front of the court officials who sit behind a large table. The clerk of the court sits with his head bowed and a pen in his hand in front of an open book. The banishment judge, who I recognise as the bishop, is sitting directly opposite me. He has replaced his bishop's mitre with a black round hat with a wide brim and has thrown on a black cloak. He looks fearsome. Behind him stands his servant, his expressionless eyes fixed on me. Several men fill the table. I am not sure what their roles are. They all stare at me without so much as a blink.

      To my left, I can hardly believe it, stand my three dirty grinning accusers Wilhelm the Wilde, Sygmund Wool and Evil Egil. They seem to have recovered from my hurling attack and have dressed up for the occasion. Behind me I hear the murmurings of a group of people who, when I was led in, fell silent for a moment and are now talking in low voices. I wonder if Gobert and the Lord of Villingen are among them. But fearing that they are not, I do not dare to turn around.

      Before the banishment judge opens his book, the bailiff steps up to him and whispers something in his ear. The judge nods, opens the book and makes a note. Then he begins the interrogation.

      

      "Your name, age, status and number of children?"

      Stuttering, I begin to answer the questions as best I can. "They call me Brother Orontius. I am about forty years old. Unmarried. No children."

      "Which monastery do you belong to?"

      "The Franciscan Monastery of Siegen."

      "You are accused of injuring each of those three men there" ... he points to the accusers, "with a slingshot. The accusers state that you shot with such lightning speed as if you were possessed by the devil." He looks at me. "Is that true?"

      I swallow. "The men ambushed us in the forest and threatened us with bows and arrows and an axe. I saved us from certain death."

      "Where did you learn to shoot the slingshot?"

      "Nowhere. It came over me in adversity."

      "How long have you been in this magic life?"

      "I'm not in any magic life. As I said, I acted in self-defence."

      "The men also tell how you banished the wolves on the farm of Gobert Goatman. With infernal sounds from the underworld! That means you are accused of wolf-banning."

      "Forgive me, Your Highness, we pressed the notes from an old, damaged bagpipe that I found in the house of Gobert Goatman."

      "How many wolves have you bewitched?"

      "None. The wolves were very sensitive to the noise coming from the bagpipe. The pack retreated."

      "Do you believe that Christ died for you and also that you have been received into his covenant of grace through baptism?"

      "Yes."

      "Do you know that he who forsakes God and surrenders to the devil will be handed over to Satan, body and soul, for eternal torment?"

      "Yes."

      "Have you made a pact with the devil?"

      "No."

      "During the time of your imprisonment, did the devil visit you and threaten you to deny the charge of sorcery?"

      "No."

      Loud knocks startle everyone present. Suddenly, the Lord of Villingen stands next to me. His entrance is monstrous, not only because of his grossly overweight appearance, but also because of his extravagant clothing. He bangs a stick on the wooden floor. In a loud booming voice he announces: "Well, well. Our bishop has found another victim to make money with! Not only greed for money, but also his boundless sadism makes him stop at nothing!"

      The bishop is visibly shocked and turns pale. He signals to his servant and the bailiff to escort the nobleman out of the court. But they do not move from the spot. The colour of the bishop’s face, who is now involuntarily driven out of his role as ban judge, takes on the hue of a dead man.

      Again, the Lord of Villingen bangs his stick on the wooden floor. "My order comes from the highest authority, the emperor himself. The three men known by the names Wilhlem the Wilde, Sygmund Wool and Evil Egil are accused of robbery. They are to remain in prison until they are sentenced."

      The Lord of Villingen now reaches into his pocket and pulls out three pieces. "Here!" he shouts loud and clear, “the old damaged bagpipe with which the wise Brother Orontius scared away the wolves!" He throws the dirty instrument in front of the bishop, who recoils from the impact.

      "And these are the two arrows that were purposefully shot by this man," he points to Wilhelm the Wilde, "during the raid in the forest on Brother Orontius and Gobert Goatman, but they landed not in Brother Orontius, who was sitting on the loaded wagon, but in the goatskins, piercing them."

      He places a paper in front of the bishop. From where I sit, I can see the emperor's red wax seal. Two knights who accompany Lord of Villingen put clamps on the three men and lead them away. The grins on the faces of the accusers have faded, they are now marked by fear, for now they are the accused.

      The Lord of Villingen steps directly in front of the bishop and bends down very close to him, so close that the tips of their noses almost touch. "And I still have a score to settle with you! Your feudal estate will be brought before the court because you have broken the feudal oath!"

      The bishop tries to avoid the immediate proximity of the Lord of Villingen and becomes smaller and smaller in his chair. Before the eyes of all present, he transforms from a merciless authority as an excommunication judge into a pitiful nothing.

      The Lord of Villingen turns to me. "You are free to go, Brother."

      Finally, the bailiff takes the shackles off my sore wrists. Confused, I stand there not knowing what to do next. Someone puts a coat over my shoulders and grabs my arm. I look up into Gobert's face. "I had this coat tailored especially for you, Brother!" He leads me out past the crowd. Many of the people lower their eyes, probably feeling guilty for having enjoyed my interrogation.

      "Now we'll go and eat something," Gobert says. He supports me by the arm and thus keeps me upright. I look into Gobert's eyes with relief and am touched by his nobility and generosity.

      "Thank you," is the only thing I can say at the moment. I feel weak and my left leg keeps buckling. The new coat is a great comfort to me and keeps my battered body warm. I feel the fur and look down at myself. "That's a nice coat."

      "It suits you better than the old monk's habit," says Gobert.

      "That may be," I agree with him.

      "I am sorry for putting you in this situation," Gobert says.

      "But no, don't worry about that. It's not your fault that the three men attacked us. Besides, I'm free again!"

      "The Lord of Villingen knows the Emperor, he is a distant relative of his. That is why the emperor helped him. This bishop is a sadist – he has had many tortured and executed before you."

      "Why?", I ask.

      "Because he gets rich from torture and executions. His expenses have to be paid by the family members of the tortured or executed with a whopping profit."

      "Who would have paid him in my case? I have neither relatives nor connections to Freiburg."

      "The city would have paid him for his expenses. Most people are afraid of wizards and witches and don't want them in their community."

      "That's exactly what I had as a boy, a fear of witches. My father had always warned me about them. At some point I learned that it was nonsense. Sheer superstition. When will it stop?"

      "If the lower classes, the peasants and ordinary citizens, are given the opportunity to be educated," Gobert says. It's the first time I've seen him bitter.

      

      As I enter the city tavern, the delicious smell of cooked food immediately hits my nose. Gobert helps me take a seat at a table. He then goes to organise a meal for us. Not long after, he returns with a plate filled with bread, cheese and pork. For a second course, he brings two mugs of beer. The meat is tender and I enjoy it piece by piece, alternating with the bread and cheese. With every bite I feel better. Even my leg, which Gobert has put up on a chair in front of me, stops hurting. Only when I lean back, sated, and raise the beer do I notice the hustle and bustle in the tavern.

      A man approaches our table. Something about him seems familiar and as he begins to sing, accompanied by some appropriate sounds from a guitar, I remember. It's William, the poet! He too has recognised me; his words speak of our first meeting.

      

      
        
        "Out of the light comes my word,

        You brought me to this place.

        The juggler - sent by God,

        With his play my grave banished.

      

        

      
        You, God’s juggler. Be welcome!

        The joy has been taken away from you,

        but be of good cheer,

        the good is now driven by your return!

      

        

      
        Shall you on your further journey

        be given love,

        and God's blessing!“

      

      

      

      Smiling and nodding, he lets the last notes fade out, bows slightly and disappears again. Touched by his verses, I put my hands together and thank him.

      

      It is time to go. Gobert's draft animals and wagon are ready to leave in front of the tavern. He helps me to get up and when I finally stand on my feet, an old man slowly approaches me. He is heavily bent forward by his hunchback.

      "Don't you recognise me, boy?" The man tries to straighten up, but only manages to do so by a fraction. I bend a little to be able to look into his face.

      "Eberlein!" Great joy overcomes me. I clasp his face with my hands. The scar, once so clearly visible, has disappeared in an excess of wrinkles and shrivelled skin.

      "I have become very old," he says, as if to apologise. He tries to look at me. "It's terrible what they wanted to do to you."

      "You know?"

      "Everyone knows."

      We look at each other in silence. How long has it been?

      "I came to Freiburg because of you, to give you back the icon." I rummage around in my pockets. "Here it is!"

      His face twists into a mischievous smile. "And because of Hildegard," he adds.

      "Yes. I have never forgotten her all my life."

      "She has not forgotten you either. She's fine. She lives in the Ark and waits for you."

      "The Ark still exists?" I ask enthusiastically. "Where is it?"

      "In the wooded area in front of the Norsinger Gate. You will find Hildegard there."

      "And you?"

      "I am accommodated in the hospital. They are taking good care of me." He holds the icon in his hand. "I want you to keep it. It is very valuable now. When you are as old as I am, it shall provide you with your living. Until then, keep it well."

      I take the artefact back. "I am eternally indebted to you."

      "No, you're not. Everything is as it should be." He turns to go. "And now I must rest again. Goodbye, boy."

      

      It is with a heavy heart that Gobert and I say goodbye to each other. I have to promise him to consider his farm my home and that I will not hold back from arriving there at any time.

      As I leave the Norsinger Gate behind me, my excitement mounts. My focus is now on my future, which I hope to spend with Hildegard. Since I know that she is waiting for me in the Ark, I feel much better. Even my left leg no longer buckles. "This is the work of love," I think as I slowly walk towards the patch of forest where I will finally meet her again in a few minutes after so many years. All the love I am capable of now sits deep inside me, but seeps out of me and wants to open up to Hildegard. I feel lighter than I have ever felt in my life.

      From a distance I can see the Ark. As was always the case with Eberlein, it stands apart from the other wagons under a large tree. Then I see her. Hildegard is trying to light a campfire, but in vain. Repeatedly she pokes around in a pile of wood. The more she pokes the more dust swirls up from the ashes of the previous day. There are clear traces of this daily activity on her dress, especially around the lower part closest to the ground. The white dress, as I had seen in my dream and subconsciously wished to find on her, for it would convey purity and innocence, is not white at all. It is earth-coloured and soiled. Her head is covered with a simple shawl, but the beauty of her is her red curls peeking out from under the shawl, falling down onto her narrow shoulders and almost completely covering the upper part of her back. I come closer and closer to her and the moment our eyes meet, the fire blazes up with high flames as if by magic. Surprised, she looks into the flames and smiles. "We are meant to be together."

      She speaks almost in a whisper, yet I understand her words clearly.

      "I'm sorry it took me so long to find you again," I say.

      "Everything takes its time," she replies, stoking the fire.

      Somewhat embarrassed, we stand facing each other in silence.

      "I've set up your hammock for you," she says.

      "How did you know I was coming?"

      "William the poet rode ahead of you and told me."

      "The poet? It's a coincidence that we met again in Freiburg. But it's even more of a coincidence that you know each other," I say.

      "Yes, that is a double coincidence," says Hildegard and laughs. "But maybe it's also what God wants. William and his family are in my new troupe."

      "Will you include me in your new troupe too?", I ask.

      "You've always been in my troupe," she says.

      We look into each others eyes and smile. My heart warms. It is the smile from my dream. An eternal smile drenched in love, that unites our souls at this moment.

      "Come," she says and holds out her hand to me. "You should rest. Tomorrow we'll leave."

      "Where are we going?", I ask.

      "To freedom."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue, or the beginning of the end

          

        

      

    

    
      It was the 3rd of August 1534, the day the monks were expelled from the Franciscan monastery in Siegen. They were forced to give way to the Protestant pastors.

      It was also the day I, Mafalda, was born as the third daughter of my parents Orontius and Hildegard, in a small village called Flecken, not far from Siegen. It is on this day and in this place that my story begins.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Bea Eschen

          

        

      

    

    
      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, comes 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 meets Jamie, a man 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.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      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 Yana has grown into a young woman she 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 case.
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      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 and 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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      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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