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The evil abbess.
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Prologue
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After rounding a small oak grove—the last of the forest’s many dense thickets—one could gaze down upon a vast valley. Without exception, travelers stopped at the sight, drawing a deep breath. What struck those who had journeyed along the dry, sandy road was not merely a sudden, intense thirst—though that was understandable given the landscape—but rather an overwhelming sense of bliss that washed over each and every one of them. Struck by a blessed beauty, even the most hardened pilgrims felt as meek as lambs.

The valley, spreading proudly across the land, possessed a near-magical delight for every eye. It was a wonder where nature seemed to vie with paradise itself for dominion. A magnificent sight, making both young and old blink repeatedly before they could finally sigh in awe.

A few whitewashed houses lay nestled between fields of gently swaying wheat and golden rapeseed. Beyond the fields, green hills encircled the landscape with warmth and safety. Here, the sweetest birdsong mingled with the gentle breeze. This was the stunning Bavarian countryside, the most delightful place a human eye could behold. A valley that, when lit by the sun beneath a clear blue sky, could make any heart nearly stop.

Observers, gazing happily upon the valley, would declare again and again that this must be an idyll crafted by God’s own blessed hand on a day when He was in an exceptionally good mood.

But that was summer.

In winter, the whole thing turned on its head. The valley turned bleak and barren, and a bitter wind scraped and cut through soul and backbone. More than one wayfarer found themselves questioning why on earth they had set out on a journey that led them into this frozen pit of misery. But human beings, being the stubborn and often ridiculous creatures that they are—always chasing something better no matter how absurd the odds—kept coming. Even in winter
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Along a river that snaked through the valley, there lay a small village. The big wheel of the mill creaked lazily as one crossed the bridge beside it. The village was made up of perhaps twenty neatly built houses, packed tightly shoulder to shoulder like polite relatives at a funeral. Chickens strutted about, washing lines fluttered proudly, and children ran shrieking with laughter down the one and only street. From the blacksmith’s forge rang the rhythmic clang of hammer on iron, mixing with cheerful shouts from the local tavern, where curious drinkers lifted their mugs to greet both friend and stranger alike.

And then, once one had stepped foot into that little village in the valley, the mist that had cloaked the distant mountains parted—and there, on a clff a hige abowe, it stod.
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Benedictine Monastery Disibodenberg.

It was a striking sight. An enormous building that commanded the entire landscape. The grand wall surrounding its impressive towers and battlements gave the whole place an almost majestic aura.

The amazement of first-time visitors was immense. Once again, and without fail, every single soul stopped dead. Mouths hung open. Eyes widened. Travelers stood frozen in place like startled chickens, gawking in speechless admiration. Many questioned whether they were dreaming, or still awake.

And upon giving themselves a firm pinch on the ear—and finding the dazzling vision stubbornly real—they often let out noises of unfiltered delight. Even those who had only intended to pass through couldn’t help but follow, with their eyes, the long winding road that led up the mountainside.

And most, deep down, began to hope that their journey might—just might—lead them there after all.
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Chapter 1
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The Benedictine Monastery of Disibodenberg, where Hildegard of Bingen had lived since she was a tiny tot—placed there by her parents in the vague hope that their towering daughter might learn some manners—was a grand but well-organized structure. Majestic and imposing, especially for a child who could barely walk.

So Hildegard crawled up and down its long stone staircases, in hopeless attempts to find her way back home to mother and father. But her parents, devoid of empathy and even more so of affection, were driven by one single, unwavering ambition: to recite the Old Testament to one another, at full volume, during every single waking hour. This sacred duty left no time for pesky disruptions like crying children or—heaven forbid—unwanted hugs. Their passionate dedication to scripture, and their belief that every biblical word must be obeyed to the letter, supposedly informed every decision they made.

Thus, they sent off all eleven of their offspring to various institutions, where the children—like their so-called devout parents—might be transformed from heretical, noisy little creatures into quiet, God-fearing souls. Hopefully without dragging along the burden of original sin.

-
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How those eleven children had even come into existence was a mystery no one could solve. Nor could anyone explain how they ended up so different in appearance and personality. With a bit of squinting, one could perhaps trace their looks to their mother. But the father's jolly round face? Not a trace of it in sight. He was also a rather short man, while the older children had already surpassed him in height before their teenage years. A trend that seemed destined to continue.

The family’s lavish lifestyle was no secret—it came from the mother’s generous dowry and her evidently prosperous dealings. The father, meanwhile, contributed little beyond his steady presence in the oversized wine cellar. Behind locked doors, the mother welcomed merchants and dignitaries of all stripes. But once the maid became conspicuously pregnant—after being “included” in one too many business meetings—and soon after died in childbirth, unrest stirred in the household.

The children began running wild, and some even dared demand their mother’s attention, which she was not inclined to offer. This inconvenient development triggered a spiritual awakening in both parents. A profound religious conviction took hold of their lives, and the children were—at God’s command, of course—shipped off. As far away as possible.

-

[image: ]


The old abbess, who had been tasked with raising the little girl in a strict and godly manner, took her duty very seriously. The child was placed alone in a locked cell and only taken out for meals and prayers. Play was out of the question. Dolls or comfort objects were deemed sinful—possibly idol worship.

The old abbess herself had been broken into monastic life from a young age, and considered any form of joy not directly dedicated to God to be a mortal sin. She flew into rages at the mere suggestion that someone had failed to confess their flaws—whether real, imagined, or not yet committed.

The nuns in the abbey, who bore the brunt of her wisdom, learned quickly to obey her every whim. Those who displeased her faced weeks of hard labor and fasting. So as long as the abbess was nearby, the sisters bowed deeply and thanked her piously for her guidance.

It took weeks for the child to realize she would never return home. But the old abbess forbade the other, softer-hearted sisters from touching or comforting her. This was God’s work, after all. The child belonged to Him, not to humans.

Eventually, the hours of crying gave way to what appeared to be an apathetic state—or, depending on your point of view, saintlike behavior. This transformation brought the old abbess great joy. She took pride in having beaten holiness into the child. Sometimes her rigid face would nearly smile.

But saintlike? Hardly. Hildegard had simply learned to sit still when the abbess was nearby. Otherwise, it was slaps and endless lectures on sin, virtue, and the catechism. Yet as soon as the old woman turned her back, Hildegard was gone. Most of the sisters turned a blind eye, and she was often missing during songs or prayers.

The abbess was old, half-blind, and mostly deaf, which made it easier for Hildegard to roam. She learned to pick locks with a hairpin and soon raced freely through the corridors, courtyards, and stairwells, without fear of reprimand.

There were no other children her age, but one of the younger nuns took her under her wing and helped her survive childhood with light-hearted games and silly pranks. It was hard not to laugh when the “holy” child got praised for her pious stillness—though somehow, they managed. Most of the time.

At age five, Hildegard began studying reading, writing, arithmetic—and, of course, the Bible, endlessly. But she was also allowed to learn about plants and animals. She soaked up knowledge like a sponge and often sneaked into the library to study in secret.

When the old abbess finally passed on, she was replaced by a far livelier woman, who let Hildegard study everything she desired. Though not yet ten years old, she was given access to any text, regardless of its suitability.

What joy! No more being locked up or scolded for running in the chapel or refusing to eat spinach. Her life became much simpler—she could now devour books without sneaking. Learning became her passion, and before long—well before receiving her veil—she was considered very wise. If anyone wanted to know anything, they went to Hildegard.

Her sturdy build also came in handy when there was heavy lifting to be done. She grew broader every year, and in any dispute, it was best to have Hildegard on your side—both intellectually and physically. She may have been a woman, but she could likely best most men.

By the year 1123, at age twenty-five, Hildegard had lived a good life within the monastery walls. That is, until the convent received yet another new abbess—one driven by greed, who wouldn’t hesitate to stab even a kin in the back.
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Chapter 2
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High walls surrounded a giant garden filled with herbs and a pig farm. And right in the middle stood this vast structure of real stone: the Benedictine monastery of Disibodenberg. The building included a monastery church and library, as well as a kitchen, a refectory, indoor toilets and a washroom, offices, and about twenty cells arranged over two floors, plus a tall bell tower, whose bells called everyone to gather or pray. Everything was connected by long, echoing corridors and winding staircases, creating the illusion of wandering through an endless labyrinth. As a result, the entire complex was sometimes splattered here and there by desperate nuns, caught in the search for the elusive privy.

The hunt for the right path led some newly arrived sisters, lacking any sense of direction, to completely lose their bearings and stray into the wrong section. Occasionally, at dawn, one might find a poor soul who had endured the terror of sleeping in the stables or lay weeping in some corner. Perhaps they had failed to find their way back to their cell the evening before, too afraid to call for help. Silence at night was strictly enforced, and the penalty for breaking it was severe.

The abbess sometimes felt compelled to lock up the worst cases, so they wouldn’t starve to death in their endless search for the corridor leading to the kitchen. But after a few weeks, even those with the poorest sense of direction eventually found their way around. Thus, the number of sisters falling asleep outdoors dwindled to only those who had indulged a bit too heavily in drink.

The monastery also housed a deep cellar spanning several floors. The upper level served as a storeroom for fruits, vegetables, and the many herbs grown in abundance. The lower levels, however, were barred off by a large locked iron gate at the staircase leading down. For reasons unknown, those floors were never used.

-
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There she sat now, as so often after the evening meal, in her cell: the sturdy Hildegard of Bingen, scribbling down treatises on this and that. Her plump cheeks and prominent nose were nearly always bent over some writing. Either reading from a book or jotting down her thoughts on parchment.

The rest of her waking hours were spent in the vast monastery courtyard. Enclosed by high walls, the garden teemed with plants of all kinds, and together with the sheds and barns, the monastery was nearly self-sufficient. There she labored with the animals, worked the land, chopped large amounts of firewood, and tended the great kettles in the beer brewery. Under Hildegard’s wise leadership, delicious drinks were brewed—both for the monastery’s own needs and for sale.

The beer, the blessed beer, seemed to have gained both flavor and strength from some supernatural benevolence. The drink delighted every thirsty soul with a sweetness as if it had sprung from an angel’s bosom. Were it not for the limited quantity the monastery could spare for sale, the entire valley’s population would be in a constant state of merriment. No work would be done, and no prayers uttered except those for the beer’s continued bounty.

For Hildegard, the work brought both joy and pride; if anyone wanted something properly done, they asked Hildegard for help—except for the sour wine used for communion and as a sleeping aid. Those duties were left to Sister Elsa, the oldest, who kept them as her special domain.

Crushing grapes and tending the fermentation vats suited the elderly nun perfectly. Time held no importance here; everything would slowly decay and gradually transform into wine anyway. Only during the harvest and the bottling did she need a steady, youthful hand.​ A task the youngest novices were given as their first test. If nothing else, it served to toughen them in obedience to their elders.

Elsa, who was both hard of hearing and a stammerer, barked out even the simplest orders bluntly—often bordering on blasphemy, just to make the young ones understand and hurry. All to avoid the punishments Elsa otherwise guaranteed. She’d then hobble around, poking her helpers with a broom to spur them on even faster. Quite a few bottles were dropped in sheer fright when the old woman and her broom came charging. But the method worked. For years after their arrival, the “new” novices bowed deeply and nearly ran themselves ragged to please the slightest whim of their elders.

Still, every so often a new nervous soul arrived, immediately thrown into the purgatory of those who had joined the year before. The pecking order was clear: the abbess first, then the eldest in strict descending order—with a few exceptions. The round-bellied Sister Matilda refused to obey anything but her never-ending hunger. Sister Ingrid, who handled the shrouding of the deceased departing to spend eternity by God’s side, reeked so fiercely of liniment that she had an entire pew to herself in the chapel. And then there was Hildegard, whose enormous, muscular frame inspired fear in most.

-
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Life had trudged along at a calm pace, one day nearly identical to the next. Wake, pray, breakfast, pray, work, pray, lunch, pray, work, pray, supper, pray, read, pray, and read until she collapsed exhausted on her reinforced cot. Until one very special day, when she lay down at night, resting her head on her generously sized pillow to sleep.

“God is kind to the diligent and harsh to the idle,” she told herself. She remembered how, in her youth, she used to punish herself in her cell after sinning with herself at night. The thoughts of one day perhaps having the Angel Gabriel step down from the marble statue in the church and bless her womanhood sometimes overrode all sense of propriety.

It had often happened back then that she suddenly forgot everything she had sworn to uphold. Her strong fingers would immediately seek places ruled by desire alone. The shame the next day left deep welts where the whip had mercilessly struck. So her striving now, in her somewhat more restrained years, she saw purely in the light of piety and love.

“Love for God. Platonic love. Without physical maneuvers in the deceitful crevices of darkness,” she told herself, blowing out the candle by her bedside. “Hands on the blanket, and then sleep,” she thought. “I shall sleep now. I must sleep now. Nothing but God and sleep on this bed.”

Yet of course, even now at night, other thoughts sometimes crept in beyond those godly ones. Desire, with all its sweetness, lingered in the gloomy solitude of the cell. But the fantasy of the well-sculpted statue had been replaced by reality. Thick, elongated vegetables she secretly smuggled from the garden. Perhaps it wasn’t very pleasant to munch the evidence in the morning. But her new self would certainly not let anything unmercifully come to light. Nothing sinful that might lead her companions to question her honor and chastity—or worse, mock her.

Unfortunately, this late evening, as she had forgotten to sneak past the garden on her way from the brewery, she slipped back into old irreverent thoughts. Her fingers wandered far beneath the blanket, stirring a troublesome revelry in her mind.

But things were about to get worse. Just as she was intensely thinking of the statue of Gabriel, one of her sisters, sleepwalking, wandered straight into her room. Hildegard noticed nothing, lying there with closed eyes, moaning from both desire and satisfaction.

As Hildegard writhed and whimpered on her bed, she suddenly felt a pair of cold feet under the blanket. In that moment, she believed her wish had come true. That the statue of Gabriel had come alive and now was in her bed. Thrilled by the thought, it didn’t strike her that her imagination had run wild. That it was actually her colleague crawling under her blanket took a few moments to register.

Seconds before when she clumsily reached for where the impressive statue’s rod ought to be, she found only something far less sturdy. And her hand grew damp as she rubbed, while a voice—not at all like a man’s—made itself heard.

“Ooh,” it went. “Ooh... ooh... ohh.”

The more she prodded, the more oohs followed. Strange, thought Hildegard. But if the statue had come alive and softened, perhaps it needed more caresses to regain firmness. Wasn’t that how it worked?

Surely she had read that in a... perhaps not entirely religious... book. A volume kept in the back shelves of the library. That section only the highly esteemed Sister Berit, the librarian, had access to. Her—and, of course, the abbess, who barely seemed literate and whose only interest in the library seemed to be keeping as far from it as possible. And then Hildegard herself, who ignored Berit’s snooty huffs whenever she ventured there.

But that any nun would dare oppose Hildegard and try to stop her by force? Hardly. When she came storming in, determined to do what she intended, standing in her way—no, no one was that foolhardy. Hildegard was a head taller than most, and with strong arms and legs, she could easily overpower even most men, if it ever came to it.

“The man’s member, being small and unused, can often with gentle handling become considerably more functional.” She remembered that line well now. Surely that’s how it was written in The Functions of the Organs, she thought.

So without further hesitation, she resumed rubbing “Angel Gabriel’s” soft appendage.

That Hildegard of Bingen thus happened to engage in sinful acts with a fellow sister in the convent would have unforeseen consequences. After a while in the dark, with the other nun lying there enjoying herself, Hildegard of Bingen began to suspect something wasn’t quite right.

She had thought it was the angel Gabriel beside her. But the more her hands explored her bedmate, the more doubts crept in. Would a man—even an angel—have a woman’s breasts, she wondered?

Hildegard snatched the candlestick from her bedside table and lit it with a match.

“Gittan!” Hildegard cried.

In the flickering light, she saw clearly the chubby cheeks and greasy features of her fellow sister.

Gittan squinted at the light and said, “Oops, seems I’ve been sleepwalking.”

“Out,” Hildegard hissed, not wanting anyone else to hear and get the wrong idea.

“Oh, what a mistake,” Sister Birgitta apologized, fluttering her eyelashes. Hildegard glared back, making Sister Birgitta nervously smile, baring her crooked teeth.

Sister Birgitta was a notorious liar. She was often punished by the abbess when caught in various mischiefs. But in this case, she was innocent—she really had been sleepwalking. Or at least, as the situation more accurately suggested, deeply sleep-drunk.
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Chapter 3
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The sisters’ assigned duties included managing a large brewery. They bought barley from the surrounding farms, and the convent grew several types of malt. Hildegard was in charge and tirelessly stirred the large vats. Other sisters handled the bottling, stoking the fires, and everything else needed to produce the blessed beverage. All under Hildegard’s strict supervision. She meticulously oversaw production, allowing no—even minor—negligence. Everything had to be done by the book. No deviations were tolerated, and if a sister failed to show up or tried to leave work early, there was no mercy to be had.

In church matters, Hildegard could shrug things off, but brewing was serious business. Young novices who dared stray from the slightest instruction received a firm kick in the backside—a lesson that left a lasting impression. Thanks to that, the brewery ran smoothly most days of the year.

They brewed large quantities of beer, which were sold along with homegrown herbs and vegetables at the village market. Barrel after barrel was loaded onto a cart and sent rolling down the hill. For the beverage wasn’t just tasty—it also had a decent alcohol content.

Thus, the villagers’ and visiting merchants’ joy was exuberant on the days the nuns arrived with their precious cargo. Everyone wanted a mug of the golden-brown drink. Throats needed quenching, and the convent’s empty coffers refilling.

Even most of the nuns enjoyed beer—especially their own. Crafted from a “secret recipe” Hildegard had stumbled upon by sheer chance.

-
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It all began when she’d discovered a book filled with delightful snail recipes: broiled, sautéed, and poached. Everything one needed to make use of the stubborn little creatures that gnawed away at the convent garden’s lettuce—not just to fatten them up but to turn them into a useful dish.

Hildegard had flipped back and forth in the cookbook, trying to memorize the text, when a nun named Jeanne happened to pass by.

Books of this sort often devoted many pages to the prized and revered spice: salt. But when Hildegard realized one of those pages was missing, she was seized by a fury that sometimes welled up inside her. She slammed her fist hard against the table and cried out:

“No salt! Hell, that’s why! That’s why it tasted like ass yesterday.”

Sister Jeanne, whose frail and shaky frame was just passing, jumped high at the outburst. No one expected Jeanne to live more than a couple more years. It was clear in everything she did—she was plagued by a nervousness that would inevitably take its toll. Every other step she glanced around anxiously, and before sitting down, she carefully inspected each chair’s cleanliness and sturdiness.

Sadly, on landing from her startled jump, Jeanne fell so awkwardly that her shoulder popped out of its socket. The few calories she managed to consume at mealtime were already burned up in the jump, leaving no reserves to cushion the fall. A controlled squat was out of the question—the result was a resounding thud.

Jeanne trembled and whispered hoarsely that her shoulder hurt. Hildegard, who had recently read about similar injuries among donkeys and mules, prepared to step into the role of healer. Placing her foot on Jeanne’s chest, she grabbed the injured arm and yanked hard—setting the shoulder back into place as Jeanne promptly fainted.

But it was then, as Hildegard leaned over her to whisper, “Sorry, dear Jeanne,” in her ear, that it happened.

When Hildegard stood up too quickly, she grew dizzy, flung out her hand, and nearly toppled the bookshelf behind her. It wobbled, and a dusty book hidden on the top shelf tumbled down. When she picked it up and blew off the dust, she discovered an ancient recipe for beer.

After a few small-scale experiments, she realized this brew was far superior to anything served, at least in the village—which was as far as she had ever traveled in adulthood. Likely, she guessed, it was better than anything in the entire valley.

With some persuasion—and especially some taste-testing—the abbess agreed to large-scale production. A very fortunate decision, as it turned out.

-
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The sales brought significant income, allowing the convent to regularly buy new fabrics for robes, candles that didn’t stink of tallow, and beef and mutton for their otherwise sparse meals.

The well-fed snails, however, were forgotten. The gourmet dishes Hildegard had envisioned were dismissed even in thought. Now that hearty livestock graced their plates, the slimy mounds became a distant memory.

Sister Birgitta, who had ended up in Hildegard’s bed, had—somewhat secretly—“sampled the beer.” Tomorrow’s finished brew, to be exact. As she convinced herself, it was purely to ensure no one drank something that didn’t taste as it should.

No one had noticed how she’d fallen asleep behind the loaded cart in the yard earlier that evening. When she awoke in the darkness without a lantern, she had to grope her way inside. In the moonlight of the yard, she managed decently, but once inside the darkened building, she was lost.

Late at night, she staggered through the long corridors, trying to remember where she was going. After a solid bump against a stone wall, leaving her even more dazed, she mistook Hildegard’s cell for her own and ended up inside.

She immediately sensed the bed was occupied. But with the beer still warming her veins, igniting her hormones and dulling her sense of self-preservation, it never crossed her mind that her visit might not be welcome. She quietly slipped in beside the half-sleeping, loudly groaning, and snorting Hildegard—a decision that, at that moment, felt perfectly splendid.

-
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The convent was a large building, with high ceilings, grand halls, and tiny cells. Sounds echoed through the halls and corridors; the faintest noise traveled up every nook and cranny.

The abbess’s cell was centrally located on a balcony above the other nuns. She never missed a yawn or a burp from her sisters. A single fart in a cell would travel straight through the door and explode into the great hall like a minor cannon blast.

Of course, absolute silence was to reign after evening prayers. But whenever someone broke wind, it sent most nuns into a fit of suppressed giggles—all except the abbess.

All day long, she complained and threatened the sisters with exile from the order and divine punishment.

“You must hold it in,” she told Sister Mildred—nicknamed Fat Mildred, who usually provided the after-dinner entertainment.

“Heaven is for the blessed and godly,” the abbess continued. “You must not anger our Lord by night. Sleep is sacred. If our Holy Shepherd and King is angered, it’s nothing but the burning hell you’ll end up in.”

“Now do thirty Our Fathers and seventeen Hail Marys as penance and pray for improvement and forgiveness for your misguided nighttime shortcomings.” Then she repeated the same lecture again, except the thirty and seventeen became thirty-five and twenty-two. With a dismissive snort, she turned on her heel and stomped back into her room.

Fat Mildred took it all in stride—she’d rather wear out a pew than toil in the convent garden like the others. She’d usually smuggle a mug of beer and some well-cooked food into the chapel. Once finally left alone to “atone for her sins,” it wasn’t long before she was snoring heavily on a bench.

-
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But that night, something else woke the stern abbess. What was that noise, she wondered. Was someone using the latrine, despite the nighttime ban? Or was someone having a nightmare?

Oh no, she thought—not a nightmare. Then she’d have to exorcise the demon herself. And her tongs—the ones she used to pull out toenails and snip off other bits (to drive out demons and other evils afflicting a godly woman, especially during her monthly bleeding)—were being sharpened by the sullen blacksmith in the village. It’d be days before they were returned, and then the bishop would have to sanctify them with a sacrament. He wasn’t due until spring—spring, at best, still two months away. What would she do?

But what if it wasn’t nightmares—what if, God forbid, it was the most unholy act a nun could commit? An alliance worse than that between the serpent and the devil in Eden. A nun sneaking about, assaulting other innocent sisters. Oh no, she thought—who could this vile sister be, and what was she planning?

What if she aimed to come for me, the abbess thought. To defile me, the purest being God ever created. To afflict me with such sin that not even Jesus Christ’s salvation could save me.

The abbess sprang up and locked her door. She did this sometimes when the night brought unsettling sounds. Noises that cut to the bone made her break out in cold sweats. Shaking with dread, she lay awake, haunted by memories of Satan’s works.

A sleepless night usually meant a dreadful mood the next day. She’d snap at the nuns, send them on pointless errands, scold them all day long. Fetch this, carry that, only to make them bring it back again—amid threats and angry mutterings about Jesus and God the Father, sermons about everything and nothing. No one at the convent wished for an abbess deprived of sleep.

Tomorrow, she thought, we’ll have to pray for our lives and hope God listens and sends an angel. We’ll fast for two weeks; everyone must return to their cells early to sanctify our celibacy. And all doors shall be locked at night. Pulling the blanket over her head, she lay trembling with fear of the evil that had overtaken her convent.

-
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Hildegard of Bingen, who had caused the commotion, had gotten up and kicked her unwanted bedmate out of the cell. Birgitta’s scream rang out, louder still when she landed hard on her backside a few meters away.

Hildegard then heard the abbess’s lock turn above and knew the abbess wouldn’t dare come out until daylight.

Good, she thought. Now a bit more noise won’t matter. She slammed her door shut, the bang echoing fiercely through the corridor, making every nun jump in their beds.

-
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The abbess, sucking on a comfort candy, choked on it. The choking and gasping felt like an evil spirit attacking her. Tears streamed down as she struggled. Then, finally, she coughed up the candy, which shot up and stuck to the ceiling.

“Oh my God,” she thought, clasping her hands. “Thank you, Lord,” she whispered faintly as terrifying thoughts pressed in—had the convent been struck by something inexplicable? Some evil had lodged itself in her throat.

Terrible screams, deafening bangs, choking, and crying. Death had been near, she became ever more convinced. Could it be one of Satan’s minions? A demon? What would it do next?

She hiccupped violently from the anxiety. “Hic, hic,” it went at regular intervals, and when the nuns traced the sound, wicked laughter rose from several cells. Eventually, the hiccups subsided, and sleep made another valiant attempt to claim their attention.

Hildegard of Bingen knew tomorrow would be drearier than usual—endless prayers and no food. They’d probably have to go to bed ridiculously early too, she thought, wondering how she’d pass the time.

Birgitta, roughly tossed from Hildegard’s cell, seemed to wander aimlessly in the corridor. She didn’t want to return to her own bed. She was still excited by what had happened beside her strong, burly sister—the one who, more than anyone, reminded her of a man. So instead, she pretended to be sleepwalking and ended up with a much less frigid companion—one who welcomed her with open limbs.

-
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Morning came, and the nuns gathered for prayer. Afterward, the abbess declared there would be no breakfast. Groans echoed from several sisters, all sharing the same thought: “No, not again.”

The fast, the abbess decreed, would cover all five daily meals except supper, which would be served early at half past two. After that, no one was allowed outside their cell.

No outdoor chores in the morning or forenoon—except feeding the horse, cows, pigs, and chickens—would be permitted. Work and presence were confined indoors under God’s roof. Silence was mandatory, and work would pause every half hour for quiet prayer.

Sister Anna nervously stood up to stammer a question, but got no further than “h-h-how are w-we” before the abbess snapped:

“Those who fail to arrange their lives in such a proper manner shall face correction as soon as my tools are returned. We can safely assume such ungodly reluctance to obey stems from ingrown toenails. Ingrown toenails, that burden which afflicts the hesitant and unyielding, and those who waste the night’s stillness in carnal frolicking and idle flatulence.”

The abbess shot a wicked glance at Mildred and pursed her lips before continuing:

“It is clearly written in our wise bishop’s generous guidance: ‘For the cure of bodily afflictions that give rise to blasphemous thoughts and sacrilegious acts.’ Actions we must carry out. Therein we learn: ‘Ingrown toenails shall be treated without exception—not a single toe spared. Thus shall the wayward be healed.’”

-
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Hildegard doubted such a manual was actually written. Likely something the harsh bishop had mentioned to the abbess. Maybe. Or maybe something she invented. Probably a bit of both. The abbess had been appointed by the bishop, and whenever he showed up, which was about once every six months, they would have long conversations in her office. But it hardly seemed to be much of an exchange of ideas, as both of them seemed mostly interested in each other's physiques.

At least, it seemed so when the nuns eavesdropped outside the rotting door, whose cracks easily allowed a mouse to pass through.

So far, the abbess, who had only been appointed for a year, had only used her tools once. She had been called down to the kitchen because a novice had badly burned herself on a pot. The novice's arm was red, and the pain unbearable. The young girl screamed and cried at the top of her lungs.

To silence her, the abbess had decided that one of her earlobes should be cut off and the burned flesh removed from her arm. The novice’s unwarranted distress, according to the abbess' quick analysis, was caused by Satan, who at that very moment was trying to seize the novice’s soul. The pain had caused the girl to let her guard down, and at that moment, one of Satan’s demons had seized the opportunity to enter her body.

So the abbess fetched her tools and went to work. The earlobe was one thing. It bled profusely, but the bleeding was halted in a moment, and with a bandage around the head, it would soon heal. Thus, according to the abbess’ absolute wisdom, the demon was shocked and confused and didn’t know which injury to choose.

The arm, however, was another matter. A large piece would need to be cut off, as it was through this wound the demon was attempting to enter. After which, it would fully take control of the exposed novice's body. Why the demon had so quickly recovered from the shock and suddenly chosen the wounded arm was never explained. Instead, a sister was immediately sent to fetch the necessary tools.

A rusty saw was produced, and the abbess, drooling with excitement, was about to begin sawing when Hildegard entered the room. She had been outside picking mint for lunch and planned to leave a few bundles for Sister Mildred, who was in charge of the kitchen.

When she saw what was happening, she panicked. She rushed forward and pushed aside the two sisters who were forcing the novice down onto a cot by holding tightly to each of her arms. Then Hildegard lifted the novice, and despite the abbess screaming and threatening, she carried the young girl away to her cell.
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