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“I will not," cried the Bishop. He cringed as clamor rang through the halls and fists pounded on the heavy wooden door. From the hallways came shrieks and bawdy laughter. Chaos reigned and fiery demons of Hell ran amok. It might be the Apocalypse, if it didn't happen every year.

"Come on, Wiesel, you craven cur," came a rough voice. "We know you're hiding in there."

The Bishop squeezed further back into the shadows beneath his bed. If he stayed very quiet, perhaps the crazed people would go away. They called him debauched and corrupt, but the ignorant masses couldn't understand his alleged sins were done in the greater service of the Lord.

Of course God knew about the prostitutes, but saw the rationale in his approach converting them to the church. Unfortunately this month's tally stood at Prostitutes – 12 and Church – 0. More work was needed.

Being omniscient, God also probably knew about the money filched from the poor box for personal expenses, and the free desserts from Frau Steiner to keep quiet about her confession. With the effects of gluttony, the Bishop could barely fit under the bed. And all the material greed might raise the holy eyebrow; but surely He could see the Bishop hid the treasures not for personal gain, but to keep them safe from illegal pilferers.

"Open up, you bombastic beluga!" God might understand, but the people did not. Heavy thuds struck the door and the wood surrendered and splintered. With a roar of success the mob burst into the room. Strong grimy hands pulled him from under the bed.

"Coward," cried several voices as men and women pummeled him with rotten fruit, vegetable peels and bad eggs. He put his arms over his face. The people laughed and tore off his fine linen night clothes with the exquisite embroidery. They pinched his ample belly and smacked his behind with boards as he blubbered and flinched.

Oh Lord save me, he cried in his mind. I swear I'll never sin again. Yes, I resolve so every January First, but this time I mean it. I really do! Ah!

Jewelry cut his fingers as grasping hands  ripped off his rings of rank, and even a diamond on his baby finger which, he argued, could reflect the light of God into the dark soul of humanity every time it twinkled, thus was meant for the greater good, and not avarice or vanity on the part of Bishop Wiesel.

They refused to listen to any of his protests. Jabbering and laughing, they wrapped a rag around his loins and put a pointed hat on his head, a mockery of his precious Bishop's miter. They dragged him down to the courtyard, where a white ass stood. The ass took one look at the quivering heap of flesh and tears and bolted.

"You see," cried Wiesel. "The donkey refuses. The ass sees the light while you people wallow in darkness. Now you must set me free."

The mob roared with laughter. The ecclesiastical librarian poured beer in his face. To the horror of the Bishop, the crowd lifted him up and as one unit bore him toward a makeshift gallows. The rope swung with ominous prophecy in the cold morning breeze. Drinkers and merrymakers snored or carried on throughout the walled churchyard. Many had been here since last night.

A squeezebox blared, a horrid ridicule of tasteful music. People even fornicated in public, some dressed as wild beasts. The Bishop closed his eyes and crossed himself. Casks of fine wine from the cellar rolled through the delighted crowd. Woozy revelers awoke prepared to partake.

As the cheering mob dragged him onto the platform, with its lethal noose, Wiesel clasped his hands and prayed with all his heart for deliverance. As it did not transpire, he prayed for a plague. Near the gallows, a man in a death mask juggled skulls to the beat of a drum.

Wiesel gulped. His heart hammered as rough hands pushed and shoved him up to the gallows. A hooded man with a whip yanked him to his feet. Another, holding a scythe, stood in solemn silence beside the hanging rope.

Wiesel's eyes widened.

"This is preposterous," he stammered. "You make a travesty of God and the Church."

A bad apple splatted against his belly. "You've done that already!" A rotten egg smashed into his ear. "We only follow your example." The mob shouted and chanted and laughed.

"I don't throw eggs," he protested. A gang of knife-wielding choirboys hooted and dragged him to the noose.

Burly workmen poked him with pitchforks until he stood shaking upon a rickety stool beneath the hanging noose. He pleaded in vain as they held his arms and tied his hands behind him. A hooded man pulled the noose over his head. The growing crowd stamped and shouted. Wiesel shivered with terror and cold.

The skull juggler was gone. People surged forward for a better view. The juggler reappeared on the hanging platform, whirling fiery torches to represent the flames of Hell. The mob whooped.

"You can't do this," blurted the Bishop. "It's sacrilege. It's murder. It's not fair!"

"Hang the Wiesel," chanted the crowd. Youths clambered up the supporting beams of the gallows, waving colored streamers and urging on the cacophony. The scent of warm roast peanuts filled the air. A drummer kept a steady beat.

A peasant in a Bishop's tall miter stepped forward and cleared his throat. He unrolled a scroll.

"Wiesel, we find you guilty of all seven deadly sins, those being greed, gluttony, lust, pride, wrath, envy and sloth."

The peasant unrolled the rest of the scroll and it extended down to the floor, to the ribald amusement of onlookers. "It would take far too long to itemize all your misdeeds."

"Hang him," came shouts from the crowd. The gallows shook with noise.

"Say your prayers," said the peasant, and kicked the stool from under Wiesel's feet.

As Wiesel fell, the rope tightened. With a smooth stroke the reaper swung the scythe and cut it in two. Wiesel landed in a pile on the hard wood. Relief mingled with fear. Was he rescued? Was he the sport of the day? Was he on his way to an even more dire fate?

The reaper leaned close and a short sharp knife cut through his bonds. A woman's voice said, "Jump off the back."

"B-but I'll – "

"Do it."

The angry mob rushed the gallows and Wiesel found strength he didn't know he had. He leapt from the back of the platform. Tumbling, he fell into a pile of straw and it poked him in rude places. The juggler appeared and threw him a big winter cloak. Dirty and ragged as it was Wiesel pulled it around his shoulders with vast relief.

A nearby mule munched hay and watched with big brown eyes. The juggler helped shove the Bishop aboard the mule. The woman gave Wiesel a fool's mask with ruddy cheeks, big crooked nose and absurd grin, and a wig of tangled white hair. She rubbed a handful of ash into his beard.

The gallows groaned as people climbed up, shaking fists in righteous wrath. The man and woman turned their cloaks inside out to reveal colored patchwork made of rags. They hastened the mule around the gallows and along the fringe of the surging crowd.

The hooded man on the platform tried to hold the mob back with his whip. He was soon overwhelmed. "But I'm one of you," he cried too late, as people stomped over him.

Wiesel kept his head down, praying for salvation. His ears still rang with jeers and threats. The ground rippled with the power of the raging crowd at the gallows.

He fumbled for the jeweled crucifix he always wore, a sign of his rank. It was gone, fallen off or torn by insurgents. The crowd thinned around them as more people joined in the mass mutiny and continued to storm the gallows with hurricane force.

Leading the mule, the woman gave the word and they ducked through a side door in the church wall, into the trees beyond. The evergreen forest soon grew tall and dense around them. Sunlight streamed through canopies and barely touched the frosty pine needles below. Footsteps crunched. The bellows of the cheated mob rang through the wood, growing ever more muddled and distant.

The vibrant music of running water sounded ahead. It was a rollicking stream, a tributary of the River Elbe further to the north. The stream soon came into view. Here the rapids were treacherous and the stones sharp.

A wooden bridge arched over the water in the hazy distance. Long icicles beneath caught the sunshine. The mule swished her tail and drank from a pool at the shoreline.

"When we cross the bridge we'll pause a while." The woman lowered her hood. Her eyes flashed forest green and ice blue. The delicate angles of her features gave an exotic flair. Copper highlights danced in her auburn hair and a water lily bloomed just behind her ear. Wiesel stared like an oaf in rapture. Her soft lips formed words.

He blinked. "The what?"

"The Chalice," she said.

The man tossed back his hood. "Let's go. Cross the creek and light a fire further back in the woods." His long tawny hair was disheveled, slightly damp at the ends. Wiesel wondered idly why it wasn't frozen. Temperature was at a new low today and even the air was brittle.

A fire would be welcome. They followed a deer trail in the snow and soon came to the bridge. Coated with ice it was slippery but the mule had sure feet. Below, the surge of water slowed to a swirling current, cold and thick. Snow coated river rocks. On the other side, rabbit tracks led the way to a sheltered thicket of spruce trees.

Behind the ticket, hidden from view, they found a clear space to build a fire. After a short search Lora and Wolf found combustible grasses, branches and twigs, and they soon had flames leaping. Wiesel blew on his numb fingers. His toes were blocks of ice. While the fire burned and his flesh thawed, the Bishop cast surreptitious glances at his rescuers. He didn't recall ever seeing them before. He would certainly remember the girl.

The man passed around bread and some kind of meat jerky, smoked sausage and oranges. They drank water from silver flasks kept unfrozen with body heat.

"You're Bishop Gustav Wiesel?" asked the woman

With hesitation, he nodded.

"I'm Lora Ley. This is Wolf."

"I'm in your debt," muttered the Bishop around a mouthful of jerky. He swallowed. "But why? Do I know you?"

"We know you. At least, now we do."

"Hmph. I've been Bishop here for over twenty years. Many know me. Unfortunately, many also take advantage of my good nature to wreak havoc and perform sacrilege against the church. Every year it's worse. Even my personal security guards turn against me."

"Why's that?" said the woman. She took a bite of bread and sausage.

He cocked an eyebrow. "It's January First. Feast of Fools, when masters bow to servants and the Pope cleans the street sweeper's shoes. This shows all are equal in the eyes of God."

Wolf laughed. "For one day, anyway."

"It has a long and sordid history. In some regions debauchery goes on all week. The ridiculous court of theirs and the realistic hanging of my affronted person are all part of the indignities heaped upon secular and ecclesiastic authorities alike. Except I think they were really going to hang me."

"Looks that way," said Wolf. He poked the fire and glanced at the sky. Almost no smoke. Good.

"They might've let you twitch a while then cut you down," said Lora. "Surely there were more amusements planned for you throughout the day."

"Then thank God you two came along. I should never have survived, surrounded by the swarming mob. What if they waited too long and I choked to death? Worse every year, I tell you."

"That's too bad," said Wolf. "We'll just take the Chalice and leave, then."

"Which Chalice?" said the Bishop. "There are quite a lot."

"The Chalice of Innocents," said Lora.

"Do I have that one?"

"Large cup," said Wolf, "bronze, very old, lined with gold. It has minimal decoration, maybe some green corrosion of the bronze. Around the cup is a Latin inscription. Seen it?"
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