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PROLOGUE

CHAPTER 1

His look of mild curiosity turned to fear when the priest removed the canvas and gazed at his reflection. He took a step back, and then another. Fighting to find his voice, he managed to say, “Herr Müller . . . by the name of God . . . what sorcery is this?”

“No sorcery, Father Vogel,” the wizened old man said. “Actually it is quite harmless. Here, now—take a closer look!”

“Why . . . why it is perfect! I have never seen the likes of it!”

In the low-ceilinged cellar of the baron’s residence, in the center of the large subterranean room, the mirror sat in a wooden frame, at a slight up angle. Save from the knees down, the priest was able to see his entire image reflected in the candlelight.

“Aye, it is perfection,” Müller said, well satisfied with the priest’s reaction.

“Wherever did the baron find such an object?” Father Braun said, unable to mask the awe in his voice.

“Find it? The baron did not find the mirror, Father. Oh no. Didn’t find it at all. I made it myself—right here—with my own hand, you see. Here at Wolkenhaus; right in this very room!”

For a moment, Father Vogel studied the underground room, his look going to the strange items on the table; to the various glasses and globes and tubes, and finally to the bottled potions and powders lining the hardwood shelves against the far wall.

“Made it yourself? How so? Where did you learn such a craft, Herr Müller?”

“An alchemist must never reveal his secrets, Father. Suffice it to say that the mirror is comprised of nothing more than a mixture of the proper ingredients measured at the most precise proportions, tempered with the exact amount of heat and cooling. Sorcery is best left to the magicians, at least those who remain among the living. Isn’t that so, Father? They say that his holiness our beloved pope has seen fit to rid the world of them. Magicians and sorcerers, yes? But that is another subject, isn’t it, Father?”

“So it is, Herr Müller. May they burn in the fires of hell!”

Müller continued, “As to the creation of my mirror, I have always believed that the right amount of prayer will insure success. This time, it might appear that my prayers have been answered. Answered, yes!”

“I have seen mirrors before, Herr Müller. Believe me; I have seen mirrors—many different kinds. But this . . .”

The priest peered closer at his image. Deeper, he gazed. The reflected light from the mirror shimmered and beckoned. Shaking his head, he became disoriented, for something in the background of the now sharp, perfect image did not appear as it should.

“This is one that . . . that . . . forgive me for saying so, Herr Müller, but . . .”

The priest allowed a nervous laugh.


“There seems to be—something perhaps . . . well, almost Satanic about it.”


“Ho ho, the good Father Vogel makes a joke.”

Engrossed in the mirror, the priest failed to see that the grinning smile did not extend to Müller’s eyes. Müller removed the heavy mallet from inside his cloak. In a quick motion, careful not to swing too hard, Müller slammed the hammer against the side of the priest’s head. Father Vogel’s muffled cry echoed from the walls when he fell to the floor.

Unseen by the alchemist and Father Vogel, Cohen the Jew, as quiet as a statue, craned his ear to hear the conversation. Standing in the stone-arched hallway spur beside the heavy oak cellar door, his ledger gripped tightly in his hand, he bent to listen, the long black wrought-iron hinges pointing at him like daggers.

Unlike his usual habit, Müller had failed to close and lock the door, so intent was he to show the priest something of great importance. For months the curiosity burned in the Jew’s mind, but the alchemist had kept his lair secure, bolting the door securely when inside, and locking the door on the outside when he left the room.

That morning, at the entrance to the main building, Cohen had stood in the shadows when Müller bade the priest to enter Wolkenhaus, promising that Baron Wismar would arrive the following day. As the baron’s trusted accountant and advisor, Cohen the Jew knew for a fact that the baron, with his retinue, did not intend to return for a fortnight or longer. The lie intrigued Cohen, and so he waited to see what plot the alchemist had hatched. Müller made no secret of his hatred for the Jew, and was quick to remind Cohen of this very fact whenever the baron was not there to hear it.

Cohen remembered that save Gerda the cook and the maid Hildi, and the gardener Tomas, no other souls occupied the estate besides he and the alchemist, and now Father Vogel from Salzburg. Shocked when he witnessed the alchemist strike the priest with the hammer, what he observed afterward was not possible. When the gut-wrenching fear threatened to overcome his very sanity, Cohen accidentally dropped his ledger to the floor.

Hearing the noise, Müller looked up from his crouch, his task nearly complete. Seeing the spy, Müller stretched to his full height and stared directly into Cohen’s eyes, and smiled a smile that caused the Jew to gasp in fear. Frozen as if he had grown roots into the flagstone, Cohen stood immobile, unable to move.

Approaching slowly, the alchemist relished the mesmerizing power he held over the accountant, as the Jew found that he could not utter a sound.


“Won’t you come in, Cohen? I’ve been waiting for this day. Please, don’t try to turn away—because you can’t turn away, can you Cohen? You show an unrelenting curiosity as to what I do, here in my room. Now you’ll see for yourself! You want to come inside! Come then, Cohen. By all means, come!”


Against his will, Cohen’s foot shot out in front of his body. The other leg jerked forward, the foot slapping hard on the stone.


“Ho ho, that’s it, Cohen. You’re doing an excellent job!”


“Arr . . . arrgh . . .”

“Don’t try to speak, Cohen! Come! Come in!”

Fighting with his entire being, Cohen felt that the strength of his will must persevere, and the pressure abated. When it happened then, when the respite ended, the strain increased tenfold, and Cohen jerked his head from side to side when the unrelenting pressure forced his legs forward, again and again.

“It is simply a matter of guilt, Cohen. Don’t you see? Guilt, it is. Our Holy Father the pope and his tool Duke Rudolph would scourge my kind from the world, from all of the lands near and far, and they have done so—they have nearly completed the job! Yet the pope is blind to his real enemy—your kind, my dear Cohen! We must do our own part, for there is a greater power at hand. And now? Now your unending, burning desire to know what I do in the privacy of my own chamber is within your grasp! Oh, Cohen!” Müller danced with glee, “It is only beginning. There is a lot of work to be done!”

Cohen found his tongue and stammered, “What d-did you do to the pa-priest?”


“Father Vogel?” Müller asked. “My dear Cohen! Do you sincerely want to know where I’m sending him? Well then I’ll tell you! But wait! That’s not good enough, is it? No—not at all! It’s better that I should show you instead! Don’t you see, friend Cohen? Don’t you see? You’re about to join him!”


“Müller, p-please! I saw what you did. It’s not possible n-not possible! I don’t want to . . .”

“Don’t want to? Then why does your body tell you different? That’s it, Cohen!” Müller said as he danced over to the place behind the mirror. “Closer. Come closer. That’s it! I’m so proud of you! Closer, now . . . yes.”

CHAPTER 2

In the Duchy of Bavaria on a summer evening in the year 1296, on a journey from the Archbishopric at Salzburg to the monastery at Lambach, Father Braun neared the village of Stausee, where, he hoped, if the good Lord willed it, he would be accommodated for the night. Knowing that he would most certainly be welcomed at Wolkenhaus, the Baron Wismar’s estate, Father Braun prodded his mount to take him the last mile into town.

Father Braun felt tired and frustrated after the long overland journey from Salzburg, the frustration stemming from the disappearance of Father Vogel, a close friend and associate, and though a young man, a learned monk from the Archbishopric. After learning by letter from the concerned Prior of Lambach that Father Vogel had never arrived there, Father Braun promised that he would learn the fate of his brother in faith. He’d traced Father Vogel’s path to the village in which he’d spent the previous night, and hoped that he might learn something in Stausee, Father Vogel’s last known destination.

After tying his mule to the wooden post in front of the residence, Father Braun approached the massive front door. The gardener looked up from his work and put the digging tool atop the two-wheeled cart beside the flowerbed.

“Is there something I can do for you, Father?” the gardener asked.

Father Braun smiled. “Aren’t you Tomas?”

Flattered that he had been recognized, Tomas said, “Yes, Father.”

The priest inquired, “Is the Baron Wismar here?”

“He is, Father. Please—allow me to show you in. The baron is in his study.”

Tomas admitted Father Braun into the large foyer, and led him up the staircase to the baron’s room. When the steward grasped the brass ring and struck it against the plate on the oak door, Father Braun heard the voice from inside the chamber say, “You may enter.”

When he recognized the priest, Baron Wismar stood up from his desk.

“Father Braun?” The bearded middle-aged Wismar pushed a lock of his long blonde hair behind his shoulder. “A pleasant surprise indeed! Welcome to Wolkenhaus! It certainly has been a long time! To what do I owe your visit, Father?”

“It is truly a pleasure to see you again as well, my lord Baron,” Father Braun said. “I am on my way to Lambach. I seek a missing brother.”

“Well,” Wismar said, “At this late hour, and as long as you’re here, I insist that you accept my hospitality until you continue your journey.”

“Thank you, my lord. You are most gracious. I would be honored.”

“Take care of it, “Wismar ordered the gardener.

“Yes, lord Baron.”

The gardener scurried out of the room.

“Here, Father Braun,” Wismar said. “Please sit. Would you care for wine?”

“Yes, thank you my lord.”

Wismar went to a sideboard and poured two goblets of the dark red wine, handed one to his guest, and then took a seat in the fine embroidered chair opposite the priest.

Intrigued, Wismar said, “A missing brother, you say?”

“Yes, my lord,” Father Braun said. “Father Vogel from the Salzburg Archbishopric. It’s as though he vanished. He had intended to stop in Stausee, I was told.”

“Father Vogel was here,” Wismar said. “He continued on his way to Lambach, as far as I can say.”

“You spoke to him, my lord?”

“No, no, I was not present at the time of Father Vogel’s visit—I had business in Holstein. Before I arrived home Father Vogel had already departed for Lambach.”

“Then Father Vogel was here,” Father Braun said. “Perhaps he was waylaid on the road by bandits. The prior sent a message that Father Vogel never arrived at Lambach.”

“There are no bandits between here and Lambach, at least none that I am aware of,” Wismar said, stroking his beard. “Believe me, I would know. It would be my business to know! According to my astrologer Herr Müller, Father Vogel spent one night here and continued on to Lambach the next morning. Strange that Father Vogel is missing. My accountant the Jew Cohen has likewise vanished.”

“He has? I remember Cohen well.”

“Yes. My servants say that he was here when Father Vogel arrived. Cohen does not live on the estate; he chooses to live in the Jewish quarter. He comes and goes as it suits him, although he spends a good deal of his time here. The maid Hildi swears that she saw Cohen at the marketplace the day after Father Vogel left for Lambach. Wherever Cohen is, he has not returned. My concern grows since his wife came to me asking of his whereabouts. That was several weeks ago. Since then, no one has seen him. I’ve spoken to many people about it. If he planned to travel, he told no one.”

“That’s odd. Two men disappearing at about the same time? I wonder . . . perhaps Father Vogel spoke to Herr Müller as to any stop he may have intended on his way to Lambach,” Father Braun said. “Because that is where I will go.”

“If you’d like I’ll send a man with you,” Wismar said. “Maybe Cohen will turn up as well. I don’t know why, but I have a bad feeling about this. Would you like to speak to Herr Müller? He may be able to shed some light on Father Vogel’s intentions.”

“If it is no bother, my lord.”

“I’ll have him summoned at once,” Wismar said.


☐                ☐                ☐


“Yes, my lord,” Herr Müller said. “The good priest did stay here for the night. He left on the following morning, bound for Lambach, he said. Yes, now that I think of it, I’m sure it was Lambach. Is there something the matter?”

Wismar said, “It seems that Cohen was not the only person to disappear, Herr Müller. Father Vogel never arrived at Lambach.”

“Who can say what men do?” Müller said, avoiding Father Braun’s eye. “He seemed disappointed that you were gone, my lord. He left here in the morning, that’s all I know.”


This one is a liar, Father Braun thought. I can read it in his face.


Father Braun glanced at the maid, Hildi.

And the maid—she looks as though she’s scared to death of Müller.

Nervous, fidgeting, trying to keep still, the maid wrung her hands over her apron. When she caught the priest studying her, she quickly looked away.

I can see it—why can’t Baron Wismar see it?

Father Braun turned his attention to the alchemist and said, “Did you speak with Father Vogel, Herr Müller? Was he well?”

“Oh yes, well indeed! A fine young man, he was. He stayed the night, yes!”

“You saw him depart, then, Herr Müller?” Wismar asked.

“Aye, my lord. That I did. I did indeed. I saw him off and he went away.”

“Well,” Wismar said. “Then it would appear that Father Vogel journeyed on from here, and was probably waylaid somewhere between Stausee and Lambach. Herr Müller, have your inquiries turned up anything on Cohen’s disappearance?”

“I’m afraid not, my lord. As far as I know, the last person to see him was the maid Hildi—in the marketplace, yes, that is what she told me, saw him in the marketplace, she did.”

When Hildi heard Müller speak her name, the maid nearly cringed. Had Lord Wismar not been there, Father Braun believed that the maid would have bolted from the room.

“That will be all, Herr Müller,” Wismar said. “Hildi I wish you to remain.”

After Müller left the room, the priest observed that although the alchemist was no longer there, the maid was terrified.

“Hildi,” Wismar said, “When Father Vogel was here, did you speak to him?”

“Yes, my lord, I did.”

“What did he say?”

“He talked of Salzburg, my lord. He was very nice.”

Father Braun interjected, “Did he mention his destination, Hildi?”

“Yes, Father. He said he was bound for Lambach.”

Father Braun continued, “Did you see him in the morning—after he spent the night?”

“No, Father, I did not. He . . . he . . .”

Hildi shot a glance at the open door. Müller had not closed it when he left the room.

“Go on, child,” Father Braun said. “What were you saying?”

“Father Vogel had not slept in his bed.”

“Did anyone else see him in the morning?”

The maid strained to get out the words. “Herr Müller saw him. Only Herr Müller.”

Father Braun glanced at the door, sensing that Müller listened.

“And the Jew Cohen?” the priest asked. “Did you see him in the morning?”

“No, Father.”

“But you did tell the baron that you saw Cohen later at the marketplace, is that true?”

The maid dropped her gaze to the floor.

Lord Wismar turned his attention toward the priest and said, “Herr Müller informed me that Hildi saw Cohen later that day. As far as anyone knows, she was the last that remembered seeing him.”

Father Braun asked, “Hildi, did you see him there—at the marketplace?”

When she looked up, Hildi again shot a glance to the door and said, “Yes, I saw him there.”


She’s lying Father Braun thought. Müller must be forcing her to do it—she’s scared to death of him. Why doesn’t the baron see it?


Baron Wismar said, “Thank you, Hildi. You may go back to your duties.”

“Yes, my lord.”

Quickly, Hildi left the room. When she closed the door behind her, she gasped with fright when she saw Müller in the shadow. Holding back lest she cry out, Hildi ran from him. When Müller could no longer hear her receding footsteps, he smiled. Unable to hear any longer the conversation in the baron’s room, he made his way to the stairway.

In the baron’s chamber an agitated Father Braun stood from the chair and wandered to the unshuttered window opening. The bolt of lightning followed seconds later by the boom of thunder caused both of the men to react as the rain began, dancing on the stonework ledge. Father Braun watched for a few moments as the rain came down in sheets, the accompanying cold air causing gooseflesh on his arms. He turned and asked, “My lord Baron, may I speak frankly?”

“Of course, Father.”

“I do not trust your alchemist—this astrologer—Herr Müller. I fear he knows the whereabouts of the missing.”

“You do not trust Herr Müller? Father Braun, forgive me, but I think your mistrust is unfounded. One can take Herr Müller at his word—I know that for a fact. He may seem a bit eccentric but the man has vast knowledge, particularly in the healing arts. He has an uncanny intuition; to the point that at times I believe he has the gift of the second sight! Yes, I allow him to dabble with his potions and concoctions there in his cellar room, but believe me when I tell you that Herr Müller is completely harmless.”

“I think differently, my lord. Did you not see how the maid fears him?”

“Hildi? Fears Herr Müller? I don’t see that at all.”

“But, my lord, there is something about . . .”


“Father Braun, I will hear no more of this! I would have you understand that Herr Müller has my full confidence. If I did not know you better, I would find your unfounded accusations intolerable, and I would ask you to leave my presence and hospitality!”


Shocked by an outburst so out of character for the baron, the priest said, “I meant no disrespect, my lord. Please. Forgive me.”

“Very well, Father,” the baron said, his ire fading. “We will speak no more of it. I think we will find that both Cohen and Father Vogel will show themselves when they see fit to do so.”

“Yes, my lord. Of course they will.”


Evil the priest thought. The devil’s work. The baron is bewitched—it can be nothing else. Herr Müller is behind it somehow. The archbishop must learn of this.



☐                ☐                ☐


The following day at the morning meal, Baron Wismar drank deeply, set his cup on the table and said, “Father Braun, surely you don’t have to leave so soon. I’d enjoy your company for a few more days. Why not stay?”

“I appreciate the offer, my lord, but I must continue my journey. On my return from Lambach I will visit again.”

“See that you do!”

“I will, my lord.”

After breakfast, Father Braun took his leave of the baron and went to the stables to retrieve his mount. Now believing that he would never find Father Vogel between Stausee and Lambach, he reined his mule toward the south and Salzburg.

Letting the mule carry him at its own pace, Father Braun found it impossible to purge his thoughts of the alchemist Herr Müller. Leaving the Stausee marker behind, from the high ground the priest spied the river in the distance. East of the river bridge, a mile out of town, the priest saw the familiar looking man ahead. Waiting in the grass at the edge of the road stood Tomas the gardener. When he saw the priest, Tomas stepped forward.

“Father, before you leave, may I have your blessing?”

Wondering why the man had come this far from the estate, Father Braun said, “Yes, of course Tomas. May the Lord bless you and keep you.”

“Thank you, Father.”

Continuing on his way, Father Braun halted when he heard the gardener call out his next words.

“Father, the priest never left Wolkenhaus.”

Father Braun nearly leapt from the beast’s back. Hurrying to face the gardener, the priest said, “What did you say, Tomas? Would you repeat what you just said?”

“He never left Wolkenhaus—Father Vogel I mean.”

“Can you prove it?”

“I . . . well . . .”

“Can you prove it, man!”

“I only know what I saw, Father.”

“Then tell me.”

“On the day that Father Vogel arrived, I could not sleep that night for some reason. It was the middle of the night, and I was still awake. I had to . . . I went outside. I remember the full moon. I saw Herr Müller lead Father Vogel’s mule from the barn. I don’t know where he went, but in the morning the mule was gone. After what I saw I decided not to go back to bed—I couldn’t sleep anyway. I remained outside until morning to see if Müller was going to return. He didn’t. I didn’t see Herr Müller until later that afternoon. When I learned Herr Müller claimed that he saw Father Vogel depart in the morning, I knew he was lying.”

“Did you tell this to Baron Wismar?”

“My lord Wismar would not have believed me.”

“Baron Wismar is a good man, a reasonable man. Why do you think he would doubt your word?”

“In the past I think he would have believed me. But now he . . . he has a bond with the alchemist that I do not understand.”

“Yes. I saw it myself. Did you tell this to anyone else, Tomas?”

“No, Father. Not even Hildi. I thought it best to say nothing. But when I learned that Father Vogel was missing and that you were seeking him, I thought you needed to know this.”

“What of the Jew? Did you see him?”

“No, Father.”

“Did Hildi see him in the marketplace as she told me?”

“I don’t know, but I don’t believe she did, Father. She is afraid.”

“I understand . . . Tomas; you did the right thing—telling me this. Do not mention to a soul that you talked to me. Is that understood?”

“I’ll say nothing, Father.”

“Good. And comfort yourself in the fact that the archbishop will soon learn of what has happened here.”

“Thank you, Father.”

CHAPTER 3

At the archbishop’s residence in Salzburg, Father Braun sat on a wooden bench in the great hall, patiently waiting for his summons. Staring at the crucifix hanging on the opposite wall, he prayed for the soul of Father Vogel, knowing that he would never see his friend again in this life.

After repeated attempts to see the archbishop, Father Braun’s prior had always returned with the same answer—the archbishop would call for him when he was ready for an audience. Believing that his words should be for the archbishop’s ears only, it wasn’t until Father Braun confessed to the prior as to the nature of his request that the archbishop agreed to see him.

One of the high arched doors opened and a young priest approached.

“Father Braun, the archbishop will see you now. Please follow me.”

The door led to a spacious anteroom, heavy with the aroma of incense. Beyond lay the archbishop’s study. Before the priest showed Father Braun into the study, he whispered, “The archbishop does not like to be interrupted. Once we’re inside, don’t speak. Wait until he addresses you.”

“Thank you,” Father Braun said.

After the priest showed him into the archbishop’s study, he returned to the anteroom and closed the door. Father Braun waited. The iron-haired archbishop, a man in his late sixties, ignored him. Instead, he scowled at the papers before him on the polished table, then took a scribe from the inkwell and scrawled his name on the parchment.

With his high, reedy voice echoing throughout the large chamber, the archbishop looked up with his hawk-like nose and said, “You tread on dangerous ground, Father Braun. What is this nonsense they say comes from your lips, that you accuse the lord Baron Wismar of sorcery? Have you lost your reason?”

“That is not what I said, Excellency. I do not accuse the lord baron.”

“Well? What is it then! Speak, man!”

“I accuse the lord baron’s alchemist, Herr Müller.”


“His alchemist?”


“That is correct, Excellency.”

“Your prior said nothing about an alchemist.”

“Perhaps the prior misunderstood me. The man I speak of—this Herr Müller—I fear that he is much more than an alchemist, Excellency. Among other terrible things, I believe he is a murderer.”

“And on what evidence do you base this accusation?”

“The disappearance of Father Vogel, Excellency.”

“Father Vogel was sent to Lambach, was he not?”

“He was, Excellency. The prior of the monastery at Lambach sent word that Father Vogel never arrived there.”

“Why was I not informed of this?”

Uncomfortable, Father Braun said, “Our prior received the letter. I was under the impression that you knew. Excellency, Father Vogel was not the only one missing. The baron’s accountant, the Jew Cohen has also disappeared.”

“I care not about the comings and goings of Jews, of a Jew missing or a Jew not missing!”

“Forgive me, Excellency. My concern is for Father Vogel.”

“Yes. Of course. Well, go on then!”

“I retread his path which ended at the baron’s estate at Stausee. According to witnesses, none saw Father Vogel leave there. Herr Müller took Father Vogel’s mount in the night and lied that he saw Father Vogel off the following morning. Herr Müller forced the maid to say that she saw the Jew the next day at the marketplace, which may very well be another falsehood. I believe Herr Müller has something to do with both of their disappearances. And from my observations I believe that the alchemist has bewitched Baron Wismar and has somehow placed him under his influence. I witnessed this first hand. Excellency, with our Holy Father the pope’s blessing you and Duke Rudolph have rid the country of many who would practice the black arts. You have cleansed the land of evil. I beg you to consider the fate of Father Vogel, a man of unshakable faith, a man of God.”


“Make no attempt to stroke me with your words, Father Braun. It seems to me that you believe a great many things not so easily proven! What do we do when Father Vogel decides to return? Did you think of that possibility? What then?”


“I fear Father Vogel will never return, Excellency.”

“And what of the lord baron himself—what would he say to all of this?”

“When I confronted Baron Wismar with my suspicions, he defended Herr Müller and said my accusations were unfounded.”


“You did what? You accused his man in front of him?”


“I did, Excellency—and I did not know until that very moment that the devil lurks among us, there at Wolkenhaus, in Stausee. There, with my own eyes I see that the evil one takes the form of Herr Müller.”

The archbishop was no fool, clearly seeing that the priest spoke from his heart and his conviction. As if a weight lifted from his soul, Father Braun felt the abrupt change in the archbishop’s demeanor.

At the archbishop’s direction, and usually under the persuasion of torture, many suspected witches had confessed to their crimes. Some had been buried alive; and stakes smoldered yet with charred human flesh from the burnings ordered by the archbishop, a zealot of the pope’s desire to rid the country of those who would practice sorcery and witchcraft. Because of this, many believed that the pope himself was considering the archbishop as his next cardinal. 

“You are certain of this, Father Braun?”

“I am, Excellency.”

“Let’s say for a moment it is true. Satan and his demons are legion, and run rampant among us; this is the stark reality we face. They must be purged.”

“Yes, Excellency. They must be purged, and the alchemist with them, for he is the spawn of Satan. When you see Müller you will understand.”

“Father Braun, if it is true and the demon has bewitched the baron, it will not be a simple task to separate the two. However, in any case I will order the examination of the alchemist Müller.”

“Thank you, Excellency.”

“Now . . . how do you propose that I do it, Father Braun? If I order Baron Wismar to give the alchemist over to me, the baron will surely defy me. This cannot happen—even Duke Rudolph may intercede because of the current strain between he and his brother. Each day their rivalry intensifies. We do not want to come between them. Duke Rudolph supports the church, but his brother Louis does not, and the pope has voiced his displeasure against Duke Louis. If you are so eager to see Herr Müller sent back to his infernal master, how would you proceed? Because of his attachment to Baron Wismar and his high status, I must examine the alchemist myself to determine if he is indeed of Satan. Surely the baron will not allow even an archbishop to do this! Baron Wismar would plead to Duke Louis, and Louis would most certainly rule against the church!

“Excellency, Duke Rudolph feels as you do as to the eradication of the evil among us, does he not? Do you have his support?”

“Yes. The duke is determined to rid the country of evil, with the Holy Father’s blessing.”

“Then why not send a message to Duke Rudolph? Implore him to summon Baron Wismar. When the baron leaves Stausee, we can confront the alchemist and subject him to the examination. Neither Baron Wismar nor Duke Louis need to know.”

“How do you know that the alchemist will not accompany Baron Wismar when he answers the summons?”

“Herr Müller never leaves Wolkenhaus. Both the maid and the gardener told me this. I believe them. The alchemist will be there.”

“So be it, Father Braun. As I said before, you tread on dangerous ground. If what you say is true, and we prove that Herr Müller is a child of Satan, we will send this demon back to the hell whence he came. We will bury him alive. Make your preparations, Father, for I intend to send you to Duke Rudolph. As my messenger you will explain the situation to him. I believe he will be agreeable, because I have learned that Baron Wismar no longer enjoys his favor—Wismar leans his loyalty toward Louis. The influence of the alchemist may be the root of Baron Wismar’s decision to turn against the church.”

“Yes, Excellency.”

“The evil one will sense that there is a plot against him. Purge your mission from your thoughts, Father Braun. When we act, we must act quickly.”

CHAPTER 4

With the innkeeper close at his heels, the crisp air greeted the archbishop when he stepped outside of the inn. The archbishop stretched and yawned, and looked to the east road.

Beside him, the innkeeper whined, “Excellency, I pray your meal was acceptable?”

“Yes—very acceptable. I’m expecting word from one of my priests on his way from Stausee. He should be along soon. Would you be kind enough to keep watch for him? Let me know when he is in sight.”

“I’ll see to it, Excellency.”

“Thank you.”

An hour later, the innkeeper came to the table where the archbishop sat with a stern, hard looking man and said, “Excellency, a rider approaches from the east.”

“Very good.”

The archbishop nodded to the captain of his men-at-arms, and the man called out an order. In a flurry of activity, men rose from the benches and took the back exit to the stables.

Once outside, the archbishop saw that it was indeed Father Braun, astride his long eared mule, accompanied by a man on foot.

When Father Braun dismounted, he came forward, kissed the archbishop’s ring and said, “Greetings, Excellency. I trust you are well?”

“Well enough. What did you learn, Father Braun?”

“Baron Wismar departed Stausee the day before yesterday, in answer to the duke’s summons. He left word that he will not return for at least a month.”

“You are absolutely certain of this? I don’t want to appear at the baron’s estate with men-at-arms if he decides to return.”

“Excellency, allow me to introduce Tomas—the baron’s gardener and a devout man, loyal to Baron Wismar. He assures me that the baron is gone.”

Tomas, at the mention of his name, dropped to his knees and said, “I beg for your blessing in this place of evil, Excellency.”

After the archbishop offered the man his hand, and Tomas kissed the ring, the holy man made the sign of the cross and said, “May our Lord Jesus Christ bless you in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost.”

“Amen,” Tomas said. “Thank you, Excellency. We give thanks to God that you are here.”

“You may rise, Tomas.”

When the gardener regained his feet, the archbishop said, “Now tell me—does the alchemist Herr Müller remain at Wolkenhaus?”

“He does, Excellency. He comes out of his lair only to eat, and then only when the baron is there. Sometimes Herr Müller does not come out for days, perhaps even weeks, yet even then it seems that he does not lack for food or drink. He rarely leaves the cellar when the baron is away.”

“There are no other exits from the alchemist’s room?”

“No, Excellency. There is one door only. The room is far below ground level so there are no windows, nor are there doors to other rooms. The walls are very thick, made of field stone and mortar.”

“Then he must store food and water there.”

“He does not, Excellency. The maid will leave his meals on the stand outside the door. She retrieves them later untouched.”

“How long has Herr Müller been the baron’s guest?”

“It is just over three years, Excellency.”

“Where did he come from? Do you know?”

“I only know that when the baron was very sick, Herr Müller arrived at Wolkenhaus. No one knows where he came from. He promised to cure Baron Wismar of his illness. All believed that the baron would die, so grave was his condition. By his potions and elixirs, the alchemist brought the baron back from the brink of death. After that, it seemed they were inseparable. But after his cure, the baron changed.”

“Changed? In what way?”

“Excellency, it pains me to speak ill of him, but Baron Wismar had always been a devout believer in our Lord Jesus Christ. After his cure, it was as though he had lost his faith. When the young priest arrived, we hoped the baron would see him, but the baron was away. It had been so long since we’d had a holy man at Wolkenhaus.”

“Tomas, do you still believe Müller is responsible for Father Vogel’s disappearance?”

“I’m sure of it, Excellency. He knows the fate of Father Vogel—he did something to him. He’s responsible for the Jew as well.”

“You will return to Wolkenhaus with us, Tomas. You will take us to Herr Müller. I will see for myself this alchemist.”

The archbishop turned his attention to the men-at-arms.

“Captain?”

“Yes, Excellency?”

“Provide this man with a mount. He’s going to lead us there. We leave at once!”


☐                ☐                ☐


On the main street of the town of Stausee, Wolkenhaus loomed in the distance. The thirteen-man party came to a halt when the archbishop raised his hand.

“Pass the word, Captain. I want no undue noise when we close in,” the archbishop said. “I don’t want Müller to escape.”

“Yes Excellency.”

“Tomas?”

“Yes, Excellency?”

“I want you to go on ahead. Make sure he is still there.”

“Yes, Excellency.”

The group waited and watched as Tomas approached the estate, dismounted and went inside. Moments later he emerged from the entrance, stood in the road and waved.

“I want four of your men to cover the outside, Captain. I want you and the rest inside with me. We move in quickly and quietly.”

In the late afternoon sun, the townspeople came out of their houses, aware that someone of great importance was on the road. The word spread quickly as the bolder ones came forward, eager to see why the Archbishop of Salzburg was in Stausee accompanied by a group of armed men. Many had heard the rumors of the evil in Wolkenhaus, and when the archbishop entered the baron’s estate, they waited in anticipation to see what was going to happen.

Inside the entrance Tomas said, “Excellency, the maid Hildi just informed me that when she brought the afternoon meal down to Herr Müller’s room, his door was open. She saw him, and he took the food from the tray.”

“Show me the way,” the archbishop said. “The rest of you follow.”

Tomas the gardener led the archbishop and the others down the stairway to the basement hall. When they arrived outside of the alchemist’s room, a closed door greeted them.

The archbishop nodded to the captain, who raised his fist to knock on the door. As he was about to do so, the door opened and the captain beheld a surprised Herr Müller with an empty tray. When the alchemist flung the tray behind him and attempted to slam the heavy door, the captain, thinking quickly, thrust his sword into the opening. Three more of his men sprang into action and with their fingertips gained purchase to the edge and with great effort pried the door open.

The alchemist, cornered behind his table, ran toward the wall on the left side of the room. The captain, he being closest to Müller, dove forward, angling his body toward the alchemist’s midsection, and drove him to the floor.

With seemingly superhuman strength, Müller threw off the captain and gained his feet. The captain’s men swarmed him then, again throwing the alchemist to the floor.

The archbishop cried, “Stand him up!”

Wild eyed, Müller struggled, but the captain’s men restrained him and did as the archbishop ordered.

“Why do you flee, spawn of the devil?” the archbishop accused. “An innocent man has nothing to fear. Look at me, sorcerer!”

When the archbishop felt the alchemist’s gaze upon him, he fought to maintain his reason, feeling the energy emanate from the struggling man.

Tearing his attention away from the holy man, Müller screamed unintelligible words and spat into the face of the captain. Cursing, the captain smashed his fist against the side of Müller’s head, backhanded him, and reared back for the third strike.

“Hold!” the archbishop cried.

The archbishop went to the edge of the table, extended his arm, and swept several of the glass objects crashing to the floor. When the alchemist again erupted with an agonized scream, the archbishop confronted Müller only inches away from his face.

“Demon from hell! Astrologer! What did you do with the priest Father Vogel?”

“Perhaps I sent him where I might send you! Where the Jew may be! Yes! Both of them!” Müller seethed, finding strength in the holy man’s ignorance.

“Then you admit it, evil one? Where is he? What did you do with him?”

“I admit nothing. It could be that I sent him to hell! I will see you there as well, you—you along with your pope—the great tormentor! And you—oh I know who you are—Archbishop of Salzburg—indiscriminate papist murderer!”

“We will not suffer this one to live,” the archbishop said to Father Braun. “I need not examine this demon. He seals his fate by his own words.”

Müller said, “Baron Wismar protects me! You cannot touch me! He and Duke Louis will defend me! They will not allow this—I know what you intend to do, oh yes, I know! To see me burn is what you want! We will not have it—no we will not!”

“I’ll not burn you,” the archbishop said. “But you will spend eternity here, child of Satan! Here in this dark place you will dwell for all time.”

The alchemist listened in horror when he heard the archbishop say to the captain, “Bind him with wrought chain around the stone pillar. Make the links tight so he cannot move his wrists. When he is bound fast, order your mason to close the wall outside the door. Have him use heavy stone and good mortar. Herr Müller’s chamber will be his tomb.”

With his screaming plea echoing off the walls of his crypt, Müller begged, “No! No you cannot!”

The captain said, “It will be as you say, Excellency.”

“When the mason has completed his work, I want a guard posted outside of this room for three weeks.”

“Three weeks, Excellency? He will be dead in three days—four at the most.”


“Do not dare to question me . . . three weeks, Captain. Is that understood?”


“Yes, Excellency.”

Using a smith’s hammer, the soldier closed the wrought iron shackles around the alchemist’s wrists and made fast the heavy chain between them.


“It hurts oh it hurts it hurts,” moaned Müller, embracing the pillar, elbows bent, arms bound together at the wrists. “Someone please find the baron and tell him that I need him. I need him. Somebody tell him! You can’t leave me here like this!”


In the candlelight, Müller turned his head from the post when he heard the archbishop’s words.

“That is exactly what we’re going to do. Your death will be slow. You will hunger and then you will go mad with thirst, and then alone, in this dark place, you will die. Then your infernal master will take you back where he spawned you and the rest of your kind.”

“I curse you!” Müller promised. “I curse the lot of you!”

“You curse nothing, murderer of priests!” the archbishop cried.


“I curse you, Archbishop of Salzburg. You!  The great archbishop, is that who you are? And in your supreme arrogance you believe the pope intends to name you cardinal? Fool! Don’t you see it does not matter? Now hear your fate! Your strong heart will not last out the year! As you had the shackles hammered to secure me to this pillar, with a hammer blow you will drop like a stone, when your face turns purple and your heart bursts in your chest!”


“Excellency! Let me kill him now and be done with it!” the captain shouted.

“No, Captain,” the archbishop said. “I will not allow it. A quick death would be too merciful. This one will suffer!”

Müller hissed, “And you, Captain? Do you wish to hear your miserable fate as well? Four moons after the archbishop is laid to rest you will join him in the ground! Your festering guts will rot with the stench of decay while you still live!”

“Herr Müller,” Father Braun called. “Please! Confess—clear your mind of evil! There is still hope for your immortal soul. Tell me of Father Vogel. What did you do with him?”

“Ah, the fat priest speaks! Liar! Bearer of false witness! It is your words that send me to my fate. Now hear yours! Take your own life, you will, when you break your sacred vows and the woman whom you covet forces you to turn your back on the church! The first face you see in hell will be my own, my very own!”

“The ranting of a madman!” the captain said, his voice loud with fear.

“Madman? Madman? Think again, Captain of the guard!” Müller seethed. “You numbered thirteen when you came for me, you did! Did you not? Think of it! The devil’s number it is! Satan’s number! All of you will die before your time! All of you! Above all I curse you and the archbishop and then I curse the rest of you!”

“Enough of this!” the archbishop said. “Is he well secured?”

“He is, Excellency,” the soldier replied.

“Out then, all of you. Make sure to extinguish the candles. Leave this wretch in the dark. Has the mason made ready to seal the room?”

“He awaits your order, Excellency.”

“So be it, then.”

“Herr Müller,” Father Braun pleaded, “I give you this last chance to beg the Lord’s forgiveness.”

“Keep your god!” Müller screamed. “Keep him! I’ll have nothing of him! But know this, holy man! Your Father Vogel and your Jew Cohen still live. They are not dead! You bury alive an innocent man today! When you place the rope around your own neck and you kick the chair away your last thought will be of me! Yes! False holy man! You will think of me on the road to hell!”


☐                ☐                ☐


On the second day in the pitch black, Müller stood until his feet could no longer bear his weight, and he sank to the floor, back burning, arms wrapped around the pillar.

His eyes had long adjusted to the dark, yet the absence of light caused the hallucinations in black shadow. When it appeared, the alchemist believed again that it must be the dream. From the mirror, the diffuse hint of light grew until Müller sensed the walls again, and the ceiling. The broken flask that the archbishop had swept off the table twinkled in a tiny kaleidoscope of light.

The luminescence seemed to grow when Müller gazed at the shards of glass, as if all the energy from the mirror claimed that particular place to dance and shimmer. When the thought came to Müller he knew his salvation lie on the floor there before him, and the sacrifice must be made. He lay prone and stretched out then, and reached toward the broken flask with his feet. Stretch as he might, it was out of reach. Screaming with the supreme effort, it felt as though his hands must come off when the shackles dug into the skin and bone of his wrists.

In the foul air, he screamed again when his left wrist dislocated with a cracking noise, the echo reverberating in the room. Able to feel the flask with the toe of his shoe, he gingerly slid the glass toward the pillar. When he was finally able to grasp the vessel with both feet, he maneuvered the glass to the base of the column.

With renewed effort, Müller gained his feet and reached down with his arms and grasped the sharp flint-like glass with his right hand.

Standing now, he began his grim task. Awkwardly sawing into the wrist above the dislocation, he cried out with the pain as the glass cut deep into the skin and tendons, until it grated against the bone. His good hand slick with the pumping, smearing blood, he cut savagely again and again, feeling each nerve plead for the butchery to end.

With a last superhuman effort, he pulled the stump from the severed hand and it fell to the floor with a splat, the swinging chain from his pulling arm clanking as he fell sideways to the floor. When Müller grasped the squirting stump with his hand, he realized what he must do. Bright light shone now from the mirror, and finding the thin leather belt in the box by the wall, he made the tourniquet. Glass shattered to the floor while he groped for the item he needed on the shelf. When he found the bottle he was looking for, he dumped the contents into a pestle, then drove his bloody stump into the powder. So well had the mason done his job sealing the door, that the guard outside the room heard nothing of the alchemist’s agonizing scream.

Free now in his tomb, in the glow of the mirror-light the alchemist eyed the silhouette of his reflection. Dragging his exhausted body past the pillar, he slipped in the wet blood on the floor and fell on his back, the sharp pain of a shard of glass stabbing him in the shoulder. Herr Müller rolled then onto his stomach, and crawled the rest of the way on his elbows and knees.

CHAPTER 5

On the wall opposite the desk, President Harry Truman glowered from the picture frame that had recently held the portrait of Adolf Hitler.

OEBPS/nav.xhtml

        
            Table of Contents


            
                		
                    Content
                


            


        
    

