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July 23rd, 1518 (Friday)

The summer of 1518 in Strasbourg was turning out to be one of the hottest and most uncomfortable in recent memory.

The streets sweltered in the heat. Fruits and vegetables spoiled faster than they could be sold. The flies were thick even before midday. Gutters ran slowly, clogged by kitchen waste, fat skimming their surface. The street dogs kept to the shadows of buildings and under carts and stairwells.

However, the younger people of the city were in good spirits, making the most of the longer days under the summer sun. Thomas Albrecht, a local physician, walked along the edge of the river Ill, where the narrow walkway was less crowded and the breeze from the Ill offered a pleasant cooling effect. The river smelled worse than usual, carrying the stench of discarded fish guts and tannery runoff. He moved carefully, avoiding the slimy patches where refuse had congealed. 

In one hand, he carried a cloth-wrapped bottle of beer. The other rested on the strap of his satchel, made of worn leather and tied with a bit of red cord. His coat was patched at the elbows, the hem darkened from years of wear. But it was clean. He was a fairly handsome man with a tall, wiry frame, a square jaw, and intelligent features that gave him a calm, calculating presence. His brown hair, often combed back neatly, had just begun to thin at the crown, a detail only really noticeable from behind. 

Thomas took care with his appearance, even if his reputation had not yet caught up with his skill. He began practising medicine at the age of 23 and, now at 28, he had five years of experience, a steady stream of clients, and a modest but growing reputation. People sought him out, though not always as their first choice.

The markets were restless. Grain deliveries from upriver were late again. Merchants argued behind closed shutters, trying not to raise their voices. They didn’t always succeed. A baker cursed about mildew in the flour while slapping a fly off his neck. A fishwife rinsed scales from her hands into the street.

Thomas passed the Cathedral Square. Pigeons pecked at breadcrumbs near the steps. Two beggars sat beneath the arcade, arms outstretched. One had a club foot while the other showed his ruined teeth.

As he passed them, Thomas spat once. Then again, over his shoulder.

It was more instinctive than anything else, an old habit passed down from the morbid and terrifying days of the bubonic plague, the most recent outbreak of which the city had endured just 14 years back.

***
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Behind St. Thomas’ Church, the cloisters offered shelter from the sun. The stone helped keep them relatively cool, even as the rest of the city baked. A gentle breeze carried the sharp scent of herbs such as rue, lavender and wormwood from the garden of the nearby Dominican Monastery.

Gretchen Vogt was waiting. She sat on a low ledge where the wall behind her provided shade from the sun. A towel-wrapped loaf of bread sat beside her. Her dress was plain, the sleeves pushed up. Her dirty blond hair was tied back in a way that looked careless, although Thomas knew it wasn’t. She had always been deliberate about these little details.

He slowed as he stepped under the arch.

"Still alive then," she smiled up at him.

He laughed. "Very observant of you."

Gretchen took the bottle as he handed it to her, unwrapped it carefully and took a swig. He sat next to her on the ledge, close but not touching. Their arms brushed as she passed the beer back.

The bread was still warm. She tore it in half and gave him the larger piece.

For a while, they ate and drank without saying a word. A bee buzzed around the rosemary shrubs.

Gretchen leaned back, resting her head against his chest. "Do you think the sun moves slower in this part of the city? Or maybe it’s everything, not just the sun."

"Or maybe we're the only ones not in a hurry," Thomas said, chewing thoughtfully. "I passed a man yelling about a rotten apple on my way here. He nearly threw it at a child."

"It’s the heat," Gretchen replied. "Makes people mean. Or plain stupid.” 

After a pause, she added, “Or both."

She glanced towards the church wall. "My mother says it’s punishment. She says when the bread goes bad and tempers flare, it's a sign the heavens are winding up for something."

Thomas made a face. "And what do you say?"

"I say the flour from Hessekorn Mill smells like puke. That’s not divine punishment, that’s poor storage."

He laughed quietly to himself. Gretchen had been complaining to him about the flour and bread from Hessekorn for weeks now. And Thomas was the only person she could vent to. Her father was the one who got the bread, and she didn’t dare mention it to him. 

"Sounds like you’d make a better physician than half the men on the guild," said Thomas.

She gave a modest shrug. "Then you’d be out of a job."

He watched her for a moment, observing how she pulled small bits off the crust of bread and fed them to the ants on the stone. He leaned forward, resting his chin on her shoulder and gently brushing his cheek against hers. 

“Your father still working the loom himself?”

“He is,” Gretchen said. “Although he’s taken on two apprentices now. One's a cousin from Kehl, the other’s a boy with a lisp – doesn’t make much of a difference since he barely speaks. My father says neither one knows a warp from a weft.”

“Sounds promising,” Thomas said dryly. “Although to be fair, neither do I.”

Gretchen leaned her face into his. “Well, if you ever plan to work as an apprentice for my dad, I’ll give you a few tips.”

“He shouts a lot,” she went on. “But it’s just bluster. He likes pretending no one can do anything right except him.”

“I know the type.”

She gave him a mocking glance. “Oh ho? Do you shout at your apprentices too?”

“I don’t have any,” he said. “I’d sooner treat myself for ulcers than train someone from the surgeon’s guild.”

She smirked, but didn’t push the point.

A short pause settled. Thomas reached for the bottle again, then hesitated. “Your mother’s still trying to marry you off?”

"Yeah, my brother has really raised the bar very high," she said. "Unfortunately, that man was married with a kid by my age."

Gretchen's brother now lives in Basel. He had got married at 20, and by the age of 23, which happened to be Gretchen's current age, his first son was already two years old. Now, he is 30 and has two young daughters as well. 

“To a baker’s son this time," Gretchen continued. "She thinks if I smell like fresh bread long enough, I’ll forget how dull he is.”

“Is he dull?” Thomas laughed.

“Duller than the nearly wilted flowers he brought me! He thought it was an impressive gesture. He talks about rye yields like they’re sacred scripture. I told him I’d rather join a plague cult than listen to him yapping about rye any longer.”

Thomas nearly choked on his bread. “You didn’t.”

“I did.”

He laughed, full this time. “You do have a talent for unmaking expectations.”

She softened a little at that, brushing a crumb from her skirt.

Thomas' tone shifted. “I had a patient this week, a merchant’s wife. She thinks the devil is living in her chest. Her husband says she’s hysterical.”

Gretchen raised an eyebrow. “And what do you think?”

“I think there’s mould behind the beams in her attic. But they won’t let me inspect the house. She says it’s a matter for prayers, not medicine.”

“Some people need their suffering to feel righteous.”

“Maybe. It still doesn’t help her breathe easier. Also, there's little use in seeing a doctor if you won’t listen to him. She may as well have gone to a clergyman.”

She nodded, then looked at him a little more carefully. “You’re tired.”

“I haven’t slept much lately,” he said, with a slight wave of his hand.

“You never do.”

He didn’t answer right away. It was true, he lay awake studying longer than he should way too often.

The garden sounds filled the silence – bees buzzing around the flowers, doves cooing from the roof.

“I heard about two women this week, from two of my patients”, he said finally. “Unrelated. Different parts of the city. Both apparently could not stop moving their legs.”

Gretchen blinked. “Moving how?”

“Like twitching at first. But then, one said it turned into dancing. And not voluntary dancing. She apparently danced until she missed her own name day. She just couldn’t stop herself.”

Gretchen went still. “I’ve heard similar rumours too. You think it’s something spreading?”

“I don’t know yet. It could be heatstroke, humours, hysteria, whatever. It’s hard to say without actually seeing it myself.”

There was a moment of pause.

“And even if I did,” Thomas added softly, contemplatively. “I don’t know... I’ve never encountered anything like this."

Then Gretchen tilted her head and gave him a wry smile. “A woman who can’t stop dancing...”

He looked at her.

“I know the feeling,” she said.

Thomas chuckled. It was true, Gretchen loved dancing. To the point that she sometimes just wouldn’t stop. He was not a dancer at all, though.

The sun had shifted by the time they left the cloisters, slanting lower across the city rooftops. The heat had not broken yet, but the shadows had grown longer, stretching across Rue du Fossé like fingers grasping for relief.

They strolled side by side, speaking now and then. The crowd thickened near the fountain where washerwomen emptied buckets and children chased each other barefoot. Gretchen tucked her hands into her apron as they passed a tanner's cart. The smell was unbearably strong.

When they reached the bridge, they paused. The Ill moved sluggishly below, thick and dark, reflecting the orange sky in oily streaks.

Thomas looked at her. “Same time tomorrow?”

She nodded. “Behind the church?”

“Unless I’m called to the bishop’s house again. Last time they made me wait two hours to lance a blister.”

She smiled. “Then I’ll eat the entire loaf myself.”

He leaned in, gently. She met him halfway. It was a soft kiss. Another followed. Her fingers found the edge of his coat. His hand brushed the side of her neck and lingered for just a moment.

When they pulled apart, her face stayed close.

“Your beard still smells like cloves,” she murmured.

“And your cheek like yeast and ash,” he said.

She touched his cheek. “Enjoy treating people for demons again.”

“No promises.”

A group of apprentices came laughing down the street, arms slung over one another's shoulders, heading towards the taverns. Gretchen stepped back just enough to let them pass unnoticed.

She turned, finally. “See you tomorrow.”

The sun was starting to set. Thomas watched her go, then he turned the other way, towards his quarters.
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July 24th, 1518 (Saturday)

Strasbourg’s Neumarkt was alive with heat and noise.

It was market day and the square was bustling. Traders barked over one another, holding up turnips and onions still crusted with soil. A butcher’s boy rushed past with a string of pig’s feet slung over his shoulder. Chickens protested from wicker cages, their cries sharp above the more resounding chorus of human commerce. Somewhere, a child was crying. Or laughing, it was hard to tell. Another one darted around with a stick, chasing a hoop, barefoot and grinning, hair damp with sweat.

The bells of the cathedral's clock tower rang noon. No one paid it much heed and it just morphed into the myriad of present noises.

Towards the northern edge of the square, near a stall selling dyed wool and ribbons, something was drawing attention. Heads had begun to turn. Hands stilled mid-barter. A small but growing crowd was gathering around a cluster of dancers.

A milkmaid moved in jerks as her apron twisted sideways. Her bodice was soaked with sweat. Her hair clung to her temples. She swayed too far, caught herself, then swayed in the opposite direction, stomping in place as if squashing something. Her eyes were unfocused and open abnormally wide, gazing somewhere into the distance.

A thin, elderly woman tried to keep pace with her. She wore a handkerchief tied under her chin, and her legs trembled with every step. She collapsed suddenly onto one knee, eliciting worried murmurs from the gathering crowd. But she rose again and continued as before.

Near them, a butcher’s apprentice turned in frantic circles. His face was red, but he grinned through it. His teeth were clenched. It might have seemed comic if not for the wet red stain running down the inside of his leg. Probably blood.

And just beyond them all was a girl, maybe twelve... or thirteen? She was barefoot and silent. She spun slowly, arms straight down at her sides, fingers rigid. Her eyes were wide and barely blinked.

These people were dancing. But there was evidently no enjoyment or euphoria involved. They just... danced! Without any purpose, without pause! 

The increasing throng of onlookers began muttering.

“Heatstroke,” said one man.

“Witchcraft,” whispered a woman, clutching a rosary.

A merchant called for his boy. “Fetch water... from the shady well. Go on.”

Others didn’t speak at all. They just watched, caught between pity and fascination. A few turned away. Some crossed themselves. One old man made the sign of the horns and spat twice.

Not far off, a fiddler had been playing for coin. He played a light tune, nothing remarkable. 

Then suddenly, he stopped. Now he stood frozen, bow hanging in mid-air. He stared at the dancers with a look that was a mix of fear and incredulity.

The milkmaid had begun to move in rhythm, not with the music, but mimicking it. Her limbs twitched in time with the last notes he’d played.

The fiddler swore, low and quick. He shoved his bow into its case and slung the instrument over his back. His coins lay scattered at his feet, but he didn’t stop for them. He was gone before the crowd could even notice.

The music was gone, but the dancing didn’t stop.
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July 24th, 1518 (Saturday)

Thomas Albrecht’s two-storeyed house stood along a busier stretch just beyond the Tanner’s Quarter, on a street crowded with barrel-makers, cloth merchants, and the occasional hawker's cart creaking over the cobbles. The pleasant smell of tanned hides from the nearby workshops still drifted in on warm days, mixing with the sharper odour from the fishmongers' and horse dung. His building, half-timbered with clay panels, was solid but unadorned. It was the kind of house owned by someone respectable, but not exactly rich.

The ground floor had once been a cobbler’s workshop. The old tenant succumbed to a sudden fever two winters ago. By then, Thomas’ practice had begun expanding rapidly, outgrowing the back room he’d rented near the cathedral square. So he went ahead and purchased the house outright. He furnished the lower rooms with sturdy walnut benches, thick shutters, and iron-barred windows to protect against thieves and night-wanderers.

The front two rooms served as his consultation space. Just beyond the entrance, he’d created a small waiting room. Initially, this was just one large room.  But he had partitioned it for logistical reasons. 

Beyond the waiting room was his chamber or consulting room. A table stood beneath the main window, stained dark by years of tinctures and oils. On it were laid out his tools – a scalpel, a bone saw, pestle and mortar, linen rolls, and glass jars sealed with wax. Bunches of dried angelica, valerian, and mugwort hung from beams overhead, turning slowly in the breeze. A small hearth in the corner kept a copper kettle steaming with water. There was a slender cot on the wall opposite the main window. The scent inside was the kind of mixture you would get only at a 16th century physician’s – bruised herbs, vinegar, parchment, valerian root and the mineral trace of old blood.

The room behind was his study. This was a quieter, more personal space. The walls here were lined with shelves made from reclaimed boards, bowing slightly under the weight of books and scrolls. He owned a battered Latin edition of Galen, widely copied and still respected. His copies of Avicenna’s Canon of Medicine and a German translation of Johannes de Ketham’s “Fasciculus Medicinae” sat beside a few leaf-bound local herbals and loose tracts from the university presses in Mainz and Basel. 

A desk near the back window bore a collection of sand-filled inkwells, sharpened quills, and folded papers stained with drying pigment. Candleholders were affixed to the beams and walls. Most burned cheap tallow – thick, smoky and with a distinctly unpleasant smell. But in the drawer beneath his desk, he kept a small supply of beeswax candles, saved for long reading nights or simply for those rare evenings when he just felt like indulging in a little bit of luxury.

A steep wooden stairway rose near the hearth to the upper floor, his living area. This floor had three rooms – a bedroom with a straw mattress and a small chest, a combined kitchen and dining space with a narrow table and three chairs, and a washroom with a pitcher and basin. The window overlooked the rooftops of the Tanner’s quarter, where the smoke of cook fires rose lazily in the morning and the big bell tower broke the skyline to the east.

The house suited him. He felt comfortable here, he felt at home. The bustle outside was enough to bring in patients from the square and beyond, but inside, behind his books and ledgers, Thomas had found a kind of contemplative quiet. 

The housewife who sat across from him now had removed her shoes and was rubbing one ankle with a tight, circular motion. Her hands were cracked from extensive use of coarse soap and water. She wore the expression of someone used to being ignored. But that wasn’t going to be the case today. Today, she needed someone to listen, specifically the doctor.

“It was my niece, Elisabeth,” she said, voice low. “Poor thing, she’s barely thirteen. She went to the docks to buy some fish. When she came back, she was flushed, laughing like the devil had possessed her. Or maybe she just got too much sun, I don’t know. I asked what happened, and she said she’d been dancing.”

Thomas dipped his pen in the inkwell, nodding without looking up.

“Just a bit of fun by any chance?” he offered mildly.

The woman scoffed. “She said she couldn’t stop. Said her legs moved on their own. She danced so hard shoes came off, that’s what she told me. Then she cried, and slept like a corpse till dawn. She’s quiet now, but her left foot keeps twitching.”

Thomas wrote in neat, slanting script, neater than you would expect from your average doctor. 

“Involuntary motion. Intermittent. No fever reported.”

He asked about appetite, sleep, and perhaps changes in temperament. She answered with the practised precision of someone who had already rehearsed it twice before coming. Nothing about the details particularly struck Thomas as odd or a potential trigger.

When she rose to leave, he pressed a folded strip of nettle-soaked gauze into her hand. “For your joints,” he said. “Twice daily, not more.”

The next visitor arrived while she was still pulling her sandals back on. He was younger, still smelling of tanned hide and woodsmoke. He was a printer’s delivery man, although his stained apron suggested he’d spent the morning helping someone haul skins.

“My master’s boy,” the delivery man began before sitting. “You know the one? Tall, walks like his knees belong to two different people.”

Thomas raised an eyebrow. But yes, he knew the one.

“He was bringing some goods in from the cart,” the delivery man continued, “when he started twitching. Not like a chill. Like...” He searched for the right word, then gave up. “Like a fool. Kept shaking his arms and tapping his heel, like he heard something.”

“Did he speak?”

“Sort of. Hummed, more like. Like he had a song stuck in his mouth and couldn’t find the words.”

Thomas folded his notes closed. “Did he stop?”

“Eventually. We made him lie down. But he cried afterwards. He says he suffered a lot, he says it felt like someone pulled strings inside him.”

A longer pause followed.

“Is it the plague?” the man asked, voice tight.

“No,” Thomas said. “Not if there’s no fever or swellings.” He consciously kept his tone calm and even. “And no pattern yet. Until I examine him myself, I can offer little more than guesses.”

That seemed to settle the man’s nerves, if only just. He left quickly after that.

Later on in the day, the stream of patients had gradually subsided. The waiting room was quiet. A boy sat there, swinging his legs slowly above the floorboards. 

“What’s your name?” Thomas asked.

“Johann.”

“Waiting for someone?”

“My sister’s with Frau Liebl just outside. She’s got a boil on her back.”

Then, almost absently, he began to hum a strange-sounding tune!

It wasn’t a church tune. It wasn’t from the streets either. Something about it was off-tempo, the beat just behind where it should be, but persistent.

Thomas frowned. “Where’d you hear that?”

The boy stopped, surprised. “What?”

“That song.”

Johann shrugged. “My sister danced to it last night. She said she heard it in her sleep. Then she made me hum it so she wouldn’t forget.”

***
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The day had bled its colour into the Ill. Thomas leaned against the railing of the old footbridge west of the Custom House, his satchel resting against his hip. His mind was full of unanswered questions.

He saw her before she saw him. Gretchen was approaching from the far end, shawl loose over her shoulders, braid swinging against her back. The hem of her dress was damp. She'd likely cut through the river path to avoid the fishmongers’ carts on Rue des Écrivains.

“You’re late,” he said as she neared, smirking slightly.

“I stopped to buy cherries,” she replied, holding up a small cloth bundle. “I’d bought more, but then I saw a boy who seemed like he hadn’t eaten in days and gave him half.”

Thomas smiled. “Does that mean I just get the pits?”

She leaned in and kissed his cheek. “Maybe.”

They walked a while without speaking, the bridge beneath them creaking with the shifts in their movements.

“You seem to have something on your mind,” Gretchen observed.

“I’ve been listening to too many strange stories,” Thomas answered. “Meanwhile, I’m a man with ink-stained fingers and no real answers.”

He went on to explain the unusual cases he came across earlier in the day.

They paused near the centre of the bridge. A barge passed by below, its lantern swaying with the current. Gretchen leaned forward and watched it drift under.

“Do you think it’s just bile? Something you can sweat out?” she asked, her eyes on the water.

Thomas hesitated. “I don't know what to think. The summer is too hot, the air is too still, the bread is running scarce. In such times, people reach for whatever they can.”

She turned to face him.

“Very poetic!” she laughed. She then added more sincerely, “You explain things. I like that about you. You make the world quieter.”

He touched her wrist gently. “And you make me forget it for a while.”

That made her smile. Her fingers slipped into his, and for a long moment, they stood without words. She leaned against him, head tucked under his chin, and he felt the press of her ribs rising and falling in time with his own.

“Tomorrow, I need to accompany my parents to some place around Kehl to see some distant relatives I've never heard of,” she whispered. “I’ll come again on Monday."

“I’ll be here.”

They kissed, and just stood there for a while in each other's embrace, letting the world drift by around them. It was peaceful there on the bridge.

As the first evening bell rang from the direction of the cathedral, they parted. Gretchen crossed the bridge, her braid swinging ever so slightly in the faint breeze. Thomas watched until the crowd swallowed her.

And then he turned for home, the hum of the river following him into the old Tanner's Quarter.
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July 26th, 1518 (Monday)

The heat had lingered all day, reflecting off the cobbles, the walls and the roof tiles. Now, as the sun lowered behind the rows of timbered buildings, the air felt heavier, turning the narrow lanes near the Neumarkt sluggish and lethargic. Long and warped shadows stretched across the cobblestones like the city itself was beginning to sag under the weight of the summer.

Vendors were folding up their stalls. A pair of boys wrestled over a half-eaten apple. Somewhere behind a leather shop, a dog barked at nothing and kept barking. The bells from St. Thomas’ rang out prominently, a slow call for vespers that seemed to take longer than usual to fade.

Thomas walked steadily down the sloping street towards the square near St. Lawrence’s Chapel, his boots dusted from the walk, his collar still damp from the basin. He was dressed plainly, but the linen was fresh and his beard was trimmed. A small parcel wrapped in waxed cloth hung at his side. It contained a finger-length of smoked herring and a few soft figs from an old woman’s garden – a patient who claimed that fruit cooled the heart. In this summer heat, Thomas was liable to agree.

He paused just before the square, waiting for a cart to pass. A fiddle played somewhere to his left. He wouldn’t exactly call it music.  It was almost melodic, but not quite. A few stray beats made it feel awkward and uneven. He adjusted his grip on the parcel and stepped forward into the crowd.

The market hadn’t emptied yet. The last of the bread sellers were shouting out their reduced prices, trying to offload the staler loaves. Some older gentlemen were sitting in the shade, enjoying their last mug of beer. 

Thomas scanned the edge of the square. Gretchen wasn’t there. At least, he hadn’t seen her yet. But the crowd was conspicuously thick in one spot, just to the right of the old water trough. The sound that emanated from there wasn’t just conversation. There were other sounds mixed in, and it was hard to tell what they were. There was an unusual rhythm to them. Repetition. Something seemed not quite in control.

He frowned and pushed through the crowd, hand clutching the parcel carefully. It was more out of curiosity than anything else.

At first, Thomas could only see the backs of shoulders – townsfolk packed too tightly around the centre of the square, murmuring with that peculiar hush that falls over a crowd when they don’t know whether to be amused or afraid. Elbows jutted out. A child was the loudest person there. He was clearly amused and confused at the same time.

The smell hit Thomas first. It was something raw and sour beneath the usual tang of sweat and baked stone. He heard a man say, “There’s another one,” followed by the distinct thump of feet slapping the cobbles with an irregular rhythm too quick for any reel or dance he knew.

He stepped between two fishmongers and saw it. It was an eerie spectacle, intriguing and frightening at the same time.

Four figures moved erratically inside the widening circle. The light, now a brilliant golden hue from the evening sun, caught their clothes in flashes, reflecting off sweat-soaked shoulders and tangled hair.

The rightmost figure from Thomas’ perspective was an older man. His trousers looked as if they were covered in flour, maybe he worked at the mills. He jerked with spasms so sudden it seemed as though his spine was being yanked around on a string. He danced with his teeth bared, the corners of his mouth cracked and bleeding. His knees bent, then straightened too fast, as if his limbs were rebelling against the rest of him. 

This old man was the loudest of the four, and thus the one that Thomas and anyone new to the spectacle would notice first. He was talking while moving. It was not very coherent, but it was fast and highly energetic. He seemed to be complaining about something.

Another participant was a plump woman in her thirties. She spun with her hands clasped tightly to her chest. Her apron slapped against her thighs with every turn, and the hem of her skirt had torn loose and trailed behind her like a ragged tail. Her hair had come loose and was now whipping against her sweaty neck.

Then there was a boy, no older than fifteen. He stumbled repeatedly on bare feet that were already bruised. He blinked quickly, as if warding off tears or maybe just the light. Then he flung his arms upward, looking like he was about to jump. But he didn’t. Instead, he landed harder, as if gravity had changed its mind mid-motion. There was something in his expression that suggested a futile attempt to stop doing whatever he was doing.

And then there was... Gretchen.

Thomas froze when he saw her, his breath catching between his chest and throat. He was horrified. He had been hearing about this strange affliction and had given it superficial consideration. He knew he did not have a clear answer to it. But here was fate dragging him firmly into this mystery. There was no time to prepare and no way out of it.

Gretchen was near the centre, her back to him at first. Her braid had come loose and now hung like a rope down one side of her neck. The rest of her hair was tangled and soaked in sweat. She wore a dress made of blue-grey cotton that Thomas recognised. But the sweat darkened it now. One side was smeared with something that looked like wet rye. Her apron, which she’d always kept perfectly knotted, hung askew, the strings snapped. Her feet were bare. Red patches showed across her heels and the balls of her feet – blood, definitely blood. Yet she danced as if she couldn’t feel it.

Her body moved in quick, erratic pulses, not in sync with anything obvious. Her arms stayed close to her sides for a moment, rigid, then flared outward suddenly like she was shaking something off. Her head snapped once to the right – again – then again – and then she spun fully in a tight, staggering circle.

Her eyes passed over the crowd once, wide and empty. Then they locked on him.

For one terrifying second, Thomas wasn’t sure if she recognised him. But then there was a moment of recognition. Her eyes twinkled. She drawled out a “Heyyyyyy” as she smiled. And then she kept dancing.

Throughout, her mouth hung open slightly. It felt like something between a smile and a scream. Her pupils were dilated, and her skin was flushed. Her breath came in rapid bursts, but she wasn’t panting like someone tired – she was panting like someone trying to keep pace with an invisible beat.

Thomas forced himself forward, elbowing past a boy with a water jug and a woman muttering Hail Marys under her breath.

“Let me through, please,” he said, to no one in particular.

His hands were sweating. His stomach was tightening.

It was her. It was Gretchen. Yet everything about it felt wrong. His eyes scanned over her body, analysing her movements. Every part of his mind grasped for reason. 

A fever? Hallucination? Poisoning? A seizure caught mid-loop? 

But her movements weren’t entirely chaotic. They had rhythm, albeit some terrible rhythm he couldn’t hear. However, he could see in the beat of her steps and the way her shadow flickered across the cobbles that there certainly was a rhythm to it. 

Thomas noticed that the old man also seemed to have some sort of rhythm. On the other hand, the plump woman and the younger boy did not appear to have any observable rhythm!

Thomas instinctively relied on his training.  “Observe. Describe. Don’t assume.”

Her gait: unsteady but repetitive. 

Her balance: inconsistent; she nearly fell twice, but somehow her body always snapped her back upright. 

Her eyes: responsive, reactive. 

She saw him. She saw everything. She even invited him to join her, extending her arm out every now and then.

And yet she kept dancing. She never stopped, not even for a brief pause! 

Thomas stood just inside the edge of the circle, unable to move for a moment. The other dancers continued moving, fast and frenzied. The plump woman had started to moan softly with each step. The old man cried out as a toenail split and blood smeared across the stones.

The crowd’s murmuring was getting louder. A few clapped – likely a mock applause. Some crossed themselves. A boy tossed a coin into the circle. Thomas flinched at the sound of it hitting the ground.

He stepped forward towards Gretchen, but she didn’t flinch.

He whispered, barely audible over the thudding feet, “Gretchen.” 

But she was already turning again. She laughed once. It was a high, strange, breathless sound.

“I love dancing, Thomas,” she suddenly said in a strained voice. Her eyes fixed on him with a conscious effort, but she continued dancing. Her lips had contorted into a troubled expression as she looked at him. “But this... this feels like penance!”

Her words struck Thomas, but he didn’t have time to reflect. Her voice cracked on the last few words, not from emotion but exertion. Her knees buckled, her back spasmed once as if something deep inside her had seized. But she didn’t stop.

Thomas moved hurriedly, his cloak already sliding off one shoulder as he reached for her urgently, all calm abandoned. He didn’t care who saw. Their dalliance had been a well-kept secret so far. That didn’t matter at this moment. He saw her suffering in front of his very eyes, and he had no name for the disease.

He broke through the last ring of bystanders, shoulder brushing past a wool seller and a boy with a slop bucket. The world narrowed. Gretchen moved in front of him, caught in a faltering, violent rhythm. She spun half a turn, tripped, then lunged forward – not towards him or towards anything in particular. It looked like her limbs were answering a sound only she could hear. Her braid was undone. Dark strands clung to the side of her neck, slick with sweat. Her dress was soaked through, smeared with dark streaks where the crushed rye had begun to ferment against the fabric. A bit of spit was visible around the corner of her mouth, and her breath came in heaves. Her eyes were glassy and unfocused, mostly staring into the middle distance. They intermittently focused on Thomas, but not continuously. 

Thomas felt his stomach hollow, as if something cold had taken root there and bloomed in an instant. His training, his reason, all the neat rows of symptoms and causes he’d copied into his notebooks, lay scattered. He forced himself to speak. “Gretchen.” She didn’t stop. Her legs jerked, too fast for her upper body to keep pace. Her bare feet slapped against the street in that beat that seemed to have a rhythm, yet appeared irregular at the same time. Something primal – maybe a struggle between body and mind? 

Thomas stepped in front of her and grasped her arm. Her skin felt warm under his touch. “Gretchen,” he said again, louder now, a bit of a whisper-shout. His fingers found her shoulder. “Enough." She placed one hand on his shoulder and kept moving, but she now slowed down her pace. Her breathing hitched. Her head turned towards his. Her eyes darted from him to something beyond – towards the sky, the edges of the crowd, the chapel’s stone eaves – searching wildly. Then they steadied on his gaze. In that moment, her panic broke. Her expression softened and her knees buckled. Thomas caught her as she fell, wrapping his arms around her before she hit the ground. Her weight struck him with more force than he expected. She gasped once, like someone surfacing from water, and then collapsed against his chest. He held her tightly, wrapping his cloak around her now exposed shoulders, pulling it close to steady her. She didn’t flinch now, she barely moved, except for a small, insistent rhythm coursing through her – a slight tapping of her fingers against his collarbone. Her pulse throbbed erratically beneath his hand. 

“Are you alright?” Thomas asked tenderly. 

She smiled in response, and then closed her eyes wearily.

Thomas knelt and gently lowered Gretchen to the ground, positioning her against a nearby low stone ledge. Her limbs hung limply, offering no resistance. Her fingers still twitched faintly, brushing the hem of his cloak. But her eyes were closed now, and her breathing was shallow and irregular. He pulled the cloak more snugly around her, one hand at her temple, as if the touch might anchor her to the world. She seemed fairly calm now. 

Thomas stood up. The other dancers remained caught in motion, each orbiting their own invisible centre. He moved first to the boy. He was perhaps fifteen, with a leather apron and blistered hands. He was still hopping, although now with less energy, his arms limp at his sides. His face was streaked with tears. 

When Thomas placed a hand on his shoulder, the boy started, gasping, “I want to stop. Please.” Thomas looked him over quickly – reddened eyes, cracked lips, a gash on one knuckle. His legs were shaking, and his toes were split and red from dancing barefoot. Thomas pressed two fingers against the side of the boy’s neck. His pulse was pounding, rapid but not feverish. He was conscious, terrified, and clutching to his senses. 

“What’s your name?” Thomas asked. “Hans,” the boy whispered. “I didn’t... I didn’t mean to. I thought I could stop.” 

“Lie down, Hans. Here, against the wall.” Thomas guided him gently with his hands, applying gentle pressure against the movement his body seemed insistent on, speaking in the voice he used for frightened patients – calm, steady, low. “Breathe with me. In. Out.” The boy nodded shakily and obeyed, eventually curling up beside Gretchen, who hadn’t stirred. 

As Thomas rose again, he heard quick and purposeful footsteps approaching through the crowd. 

“Doctor Albrecht,” came a familiar voice. It was Benedikt Steiger from the apothecary from two streets over, a sharp-eyed man with a meticulous manner and a patchy beard. He carried a satchel over one shoulder and a folded cloth in his hand. “I saw you here. Do you need anything?” 

Thomas exhaled in relief. Benedikt was the kind of man one could lean on in a situation like this. “Water, please. As much as you can find. For all of them.”

Benedikt nodded without question. “There’s a cask behind the soapmaker’s. I’ll fetch several jugs full.” 

“And if you have anything with valerian or poppy seed, just to calm them down.” 

“I do. I’ll be back in minutes.” He turned and disappeared. 

Thomas moved next to the old man – a broad-shouldered fellow with arms like timber stumps, kneeling in the dirt and pounding his flour-covered thighs in rhythm, over and over, as if punishing himself. His lips were flecked with foam, his teeth clenched. He mumbled as Thomas crouched beside him. “Fiddler,” he rasped. 

“What fiddler?” Thomas asked, turning around and scanning the crowd. 

The man didn’t answer. He jabbed a thick finger towards the edge of the square, beyond the faces, towards the road that led north. 

“Can’t you hear him? He’s just beyond...” His voice faltered. “Just past the grain stalls. Always there. Playing.” 

Thomas didn’t see or hear any fiddler. He pressed his hand to the man’s chest. The man was drenched in sweat, his shirt sticking to his skin in salty rivulets. His heart pounded beneath Thomas’ palm, but he didn’t appear febrile. There was no swelling in the neck or armpits. No petechiae. No sign of plague. 

Thomas didn’t try to argue. “Lie down,” he said instead. “Let me help.” 

The man hesitated, then tried to lie down. But his body just wouldn't give. Thomas tried easing him downwards. The old man's rhythm was still strong and unyielding. After a couple of minutes, Thomas had to give up. Better to wait for Benedikt, he thought. 

Finally, he moved to the woman. He recognised her – Angie Blick, a local brewer's wife. Her dress had torn at the side, revealing a dark bruise across her hip. Her feet were raw. Yet she continued to dance, now not spinning but pacing in a tight, compulsive circle, her hands clenched at her sides. Her lips moved constantly in a whisper-prayer. He gently grasped her, holding her arms and speaking softly. “Frau Blick. Please, you must sit.” Her gaze drifted over him at first, uncomprehending. Then her shoulders sagged. She stopped. Her hands shook. 

“Is it a curse?” she asked. “Did someone summon it?” 

“I don’t know,” he said honestly. “But you must rest now.” 

But she didn't stop, she kept dancing. And similar to the old man, Thomas eventually had to let it be and wait for Benedikt to return. 

Thomas looked over the four of them now, two sprawled out like felled trees in the half-shadow of the square while the other two kept dancing, the energy waning but still compulsive and unstoppable. Each displayed a different form of the same affliction – twitching hands, jerking feet, fear behind the eyes, or an eerie absence of anything at all. 
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