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Summer, 1350 CE. Agna, a young woman, works as a helper in a small bakerynearthedocksof
Hamburg, Germany.Suddenly, acryofplague rings through the streets. She grabs her small bag of
belongings, and her few precious bits of parchment, her pen, and a small bottle of ink for her attempts
atwriting. Shetriestoescapethe Black Death, whichisspreadingfromthedocksthankstoacargo
ship carryingthebubonicplague.

In Agna’sescape from herjob as abaker’s assistant, she hasjoined
up withtwootherescaping travelers: Sophia, a Catholicnun, and
Meshek, a Jewish leatherworker. These three strangers decide they
must learn how toworkand livetogether during theirescapetothe
HarzMountains one hundred fifty miles south of Hamburg.

Part 1.

My family lives on the Baltic seacoast three days’ walk north and
east from the village of Liibeck.Iremember my mother’sfrequent call
asIgrew up: “Overhere, Agna, now please. Helpyourfatherload
thosefish.”
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Liibeckhasbecometheadministrative center fortheentireregion
along the coasts of the Balticand North Seas. For over two hundred
years, the commercial interests along the thousand miles of coastline
between BrugesinBelgium and Gdansk, three hundred mileseastand north of Liibeck, have been
building up trading relationships. These relationships —called, informally, The Hansa—link
commercial interests in London as well.

Iamshortand well-muscled from my family’shard work. Weearn our wayby fishingand by
helpingotherlocalfishermenand farmerswith the shipping and selling of their wares. Fishing hasnot
alwaysbeenin my blood, though. There are rumors among some members of my family, who donot
usually talk about such things, thata castaway had washed ashore during astormin the BalticSea.
Thiswasseveral generationsago. The castaway was said to be Asian.

According to family rumor, the castaway found a way to keep himself alive. Hebuilta small
settlement thateventually became known as RabanHaven —home of the raven, in other words. The
survivor spoke an academicbut clumsy form of High German. Hewas good with toolsand
learned how towork asanitinerantlaborer. He could earnmoney helping local fishermen and the
warehousemen and teamsters who carried the produce of the area, mostly herring, to market.

Those who mighthavebeen curious about the survivor’s foreign features and his command of high
German kepttothemselvesaboutitafter seeinghowhardhe worked forthem when theyneeded help.
Heeventually married alocal German girl. Theyhad many childrenand grandchildren, and some of
these offspring married and had their own childrenin time.

Iam one of these fifth-generation grandchildren. My parents took note shortly after mybirth that1I
amslightly different from other German children. For those wholook closely, my eyes are abit
almond-shaped, asare those of others in my family, but none are quite as pronounced as mine. My
mother and father continue to hope that my eyes will not condemn me to becoming an outsider in
whatever community I choose tolivein.
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My parents also hope that one other part of our family history will never become generally known:
the survivor who founded our small community was a Mongol officer in the Army of Subodei Kahn. He
waswounded andleftfordeadintheBattleof Leignitzoveronehundred yearsago.

Thoughbornandraisedbyalovingfamily,Isoonyearned toseethe world and add to our trove of
stories. [ knew thatI mustleave them to see something of the world beyond RabanHaven.
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Some distant part of my extended family lives in Liibeck, the administrative capital of the Hansa,
solendeavored toreach them. Liibeckis about three days’ walking southwest of RabanHaven.

My distant cousinsrunasmallroominghouseforfishermenwho spend the fishing seasons
working the waters off the Baltic coast. Soon afterIarrived, Iwasabletoworkwiththemtoearn
roomandboard. Eventually, though, Itired of theneed toempty thebedpansand to accomplish
otherlow and menial tasksinmy cousins’ hotel.Ithought of otherwaystoearnalivingbutfinding
decentworkin Liibeckis difficult for girls without connections.

Opportunities for work are also limited for girls without the kinds of specialskillsimportanttothe
Hansa, thingslikereading and writing contracts, agreements and bookkeeping. My only other option
would be to earn money by selling sex to men with enough money to make pregnancy, or the
degradation of the actitself when done with strangers, worth the costs, but I am unwilling to make
those sacrifices.
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Uponhearing my plan, and my resolve toleave Liibeck, my relatives sympathized withme, though
theystillneeded somebody toempty the panssothey would nothave to pay somebody else todoit.
They tried to discourage me inmy plan, buteventually, I decided thatIwould leave without their
permission, if necessary and walk the forty miles to Hamburg. I then resolved to work out some kind
of peaceful resolution of concernsamong my relatives. They finally relented tosome extentand
even gave me some money and abasket of food for myjourney.

Ileave Liibeck early onasunny day.Ibegin walking the forty miles along the crowded
commercial road connecting Liibeck with the city of Luneburg near the Elbe, upriver from Hamburg.
Many people are walking or pulling carts along the ancient, muddy road in both directions. Most are
carrying goods for trading in their destination city: Liibeck for those traveling north, and Luneburg or
Hamburg for those traveling south.

Their way is complicated by the number of horse-drawn wagons carrying barrels of salted
herring from the Baltic fisheries to the docks in Hamburg.

The Balticherring fishery is very productive. My parents would say that theherring form the
commercial basis for the creation of The Hansa itself. The herring is preserved in salt, which comes
from minesin Luneburg. Wheneveraherring wagon from Liibeck must compete forroadway witha
saltwagon from Luneburg, trafficonthenarrow pathgetstangled as one tries to get past the other.

Iknow many of the teamsters on these wagonsbecause my family helps them gut and salt the herring
or pound ironinto the shapesnecessary to make reinforcingjoints and steel wheel straps for their
wagons.I donot want to show my face to some of them because they have not treated my family or me
wellin the past, and their actions toward me now thatlam onmyownmightbeevenlessdesirable.I
believemymostimportant possessionisthe darkhood and cloakthatwarmsmybody, hidesmy
face,and hidesmyfemininity fromthosewhomightmeanmeharm.

“Isthatyou, Agna?” amanonawagon passing inmy direction callsmy name.IthinkIrecognizethe
voice, butlamafraid to turntoseewhoit might be.
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He persists. “Agna, it's Kurt. What are you doing on this road?”
Ilook up to see Kurt, a friend from my village. I smile but am still unsure how to answer his inquiry.

Kurt calls out to his teamster to pull the oxen and wagon to the side and stop. Hejumps down from
thewagonand comes overto greetme.

Bothofusaretooshy tohugortouchin public, butwe doexchange smiles and warm glances with
our greetings. Finally, Kurt asks again what Iam doing traveling by myself along thisroad with its
many thievesand dangerous men.

“lamwalkingtoHamburg.IThavedecided thatIwanttoseeifIcan find better work, since thereis
notmuch workin Liibeck for young girls fromthe villages.Ileftthehotel where myrelatives
generously allowed me towork dumping shitfor these pastseveral months.Iam veryhappy to see
you, Kurt.”

“Iamhappytoseeyouaswell,” Kurtresponds. “Buttheroad isdangerous, and youshould not travel
alone.Please come withme onthe wagon. I can watch out for you, and I know some peoplein
Hamburg who may be able to help you find work and housing.”

Thisisthebestprospect]’vehadinawhile,solclimbupontheback of the wagon and sit next to
Kurt on top of abarrel of fish. Wetalk about things thathave happened to us since we last saw each
otherin RabanHaven many months ago.

Theteamsterlightly cracks hiswhip, and the oxteamleansinto the wooden shoulderharness
andmovesthe wagonback ontotheroad.

Talkingishard. Theroad isbumpy and rutted by deep tracksinsome places, anditisdeep with
mudinothers. Afterawhileany conversation seems like too much trouble. There is some woolen
clothinthe front of the wagon. Iretrieve the cloth, pullitaround myself, and thenlie down ona
plankthatKurthaslaid onthetopsoftwobarrelsforme. Inspite of therough ride, my exhaustion
getsthebest of me. Ifallimmediately asleep.

Later,Iwake up tofind Kurtshaking me. Heis whispering hoarsely in my ear. “Agna. Get up.
Please get up!”

“What is it, Kurt?” I mumble.
“Knights. They are up ahead searching the wagons for illegal goods.”

Ijolt upright. The knights are of the Teutonic Order. My parents told me they aresometimes
contracted by thebusinessinterests of the Hansa, nottomention the Holy Roman Empire, tomake
surethecommerce moving along this particular road is approved for transport.

“Ineed toknowif youhave papersthatauthorize youtobe onthe road,” Kurtsays. “If not, I can
tell them you are a family friend from RabanHaven, and you work in Liibeck helping me organize
these shipments of herring.”

Myhead spinsatthisnews. “Ididn’tknow Ineeded paperstowalk along the road. Will Ibe in
troubleif I don’thave papers?”

I'velearned that the teamster’sname is Aldrick. He turns to the back of the wagon, then pulls his
hood aside tolook at me. Heis amuch older
manthanlhad thought. Hisfaceis wrinkled, and the eyelids and thebags under his reddened eyes
actually droop. I recognize Aldrick as a steel smithinRabanHaven whohasworked histrade there
formostof mylife. Hehas done work withmy family several times. Hehas seemed toalways be
ancient over all the years that [have known him.

His voice is raspy as he speaks to me.
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“Itwill gobetterfor youif youdon’tsay anything, miss,and you should try and keep your face
hidden. These knights allhad early family members killed or wounded by the Mongols in their last
battle with them in Poland ahundred years ago. They havelong memories, and they might start
getting excited if they look too closely at your eyes.”

I turn to Kurt. “Give me some dirt and grease from the bottom of the wagon around the axle. I'll
smear it on my face and try to hide my eyes. I don’t think a Teutonic knight will find a dirty little
girl attractive enough to ask questions. If they do ask, I'll start to cry and wipe the tears away with
my cloak. I'll look at you with a very sorrowful look. You can tell them I am a little thick and a
little afraid of them. That should further discourage them from wanting to talk to me.”

WhenKurtreturns my stare,  see thatheisimpressed withhow much I've grown, how street smart
I'vebecome, since we last saw each other.

Thetwoknights are on horseback, and they are inching closer all the time. They are wearing their
white capes over white singlets with a black cross emblazoned on the front. Both are armed withlong
swords. Two squires carry out their orders by crawling into the wagons, asking for papers, and,
sometimes, demanding thata case or carton be opened for inspection.

When they stop at Kurt'swagon, asquire askshim a few questions. He seems satisfied with Kurt's
answers, but then asks about my relationship tohim.Iamlooking down and away from the eyes of
the knights and the squires. Kurt tells them why I am with him. The story is a good one because it is
mostly true.

I glance up briefly when Ihear the squire talking to Kurtabout me, but Iquicklylookaway.The
squireasksnofurther questions. Hejumpsdown from the wagon and walks alongside the knights to
thenextwagoninthe line alongside theroad.

Icannothelpbutbeimpressed with theknights’ dress, theircarriage, and their demeanor. They
look too young to be much concerned with losing a distant relative to the Mongols so many years
ago.

Itis at this point that Aldrick turns again to speak tomein his gravelly voice.

“These knights are trained from birth to believe that they won a decisive victory at Leignitzin
Poland, but the truthis that the knights” armies were destroyed by the Mongols. These knights claim
that their victory
isthereasontheMongolsretreated from Europeafew monthslater and neverreturned. Theway
hearit, the Mongolsleft Europe because they got word that their Great Kahn, Obedai, had diedin
their capital at
Karakorum. They all had to return to their capital in order to protect their political interests.

“If you take no other advice from me ever again, take this: Never discuss what I havejust told you
with anyone.If you ever do,and the word getsback to any of the knights, that knight and his family
will search the earthforyou. They willneverstop, and whenthey find you, they willkill youinavery
slow and painful way.” Aldrick paused amoment. “...but probably not before they have tortured my
name, as your source of the information, out of you.”

Ifeel my body start to tense with fear and nervous energy. My eyes grow teary withthese
revelationsfrom Aldrick. “Ifthisisso, sir, why do you burden me with these horrible tales?”

My voice shakes with fear. My whole body will not stop shaking.

Aldrickanswers. “Youtravel alone.I want you to know these things so you will be betterable to
surviveanyencounter with whatevermaylayin your path. Yourmother and father have always known
of your desire to leave your village. They have always treated me fairly. They once asked me to look out
foryou.”
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“Alltheknightsand theirfamiliesarenow partof thecommercial interests of the Hansa,” Kurt
adds. “They are much more interested in making a few florins off people like me who haul their salt
and their fish, and empty their chamber pots, than they arein seeking revenge over old
grievances—that is, except for those grievances that arise overany threats to the honor of their
families, or their family names. Those grievances never goaway, and their desire toredressthose
grievancesneverfades.”

Kurt motions the old teamster to move out. As we ride, I think about all the events of this day. After
aperiod of time the rocking motion of the wagon over muddy, rutted ground puts me back to
sleep.

Part 2.

OnfirstarrivinginHamburg, Ispend several dayswandering the streets, trying to talk to people
who know Kurtand who might help me find food and shelter as my small store of money and food is
nearly gone. First,Imustfind ajobsolcanrepay Kurtthefew florinsheloaned me tolive on. Aftera
few days, Ifind atemporary place tosleep wherelIcan
spend time looking for a good job, and begin, then, to think further about what I really want to do
with my newfound freedom.

I know I'have my imagination and, just as with the knights along the road, I know how to use it
when there are obstacles to overcome. I also have some skills and a tolerance for hard work over
long hours. I long ago lost any personal pride I might have about dirty jobs during my time
growing up with my fishing family, and at the hotel in Liibeck.

I know how to decide which of abatch of freshly caught herring are worthsavingand which
shouldbethrownaway.Iknow how togutthe fish thatare worth saving, and Iknow how to
separate and saltall the premium parts and theleftover parts of the fish thathave value.

Thavemy own gutting knifeand sharpening stone. My father gave them to me on my sixth birthday.
They are precious to me, and I'mresolved to notlose them.Thave other skills of the kind needed
around boats and the people whowork onboats.Ihaveskillswithwoodworking, and with the repair
offishing nets and sails. [Iknow how toraise asail, and Iknow how totakeitdowntogainadvantage
with eachshiftin the wind, particularly in the shallow waters near the rough coasts of the Baltic.
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Kurt helps me find work as abaker’shelper. The shop is owned by a mannamed Cadell. His shop
sells flour and bread to pursers on ships traveling the Elbe Riverbetween Hamburgand portsalong
the coastof the North Sea. When ships need to load or unload cargo and restock for their next trip,
they tieup at the Hamburg docks near Cadell’sshop.

Cadell values my skills as abaker’shelper, as well as my ability to speak morelanguagesthanthe
clumsy German of most of the youngitinerants looking for work every day on the docks.

One day asailor, Matius, comes into the bakery tobuy aloaf of bread. Matius tells me he comes
into the Port of Hamburg every few weeks. Cadellisaway, arranging a shipment of grain for baking,
solamleftin charge of the shop. Matiusisa very handsome man, and Iam pleased to sell him a loaf
for a few pfennigs.

Over a period of months, we grow close. When Matius is in port and Cadell gives me leave,
Matiusand Iwalk around the city. Weenjoy the sights, sounds, and smells together

One day Matius tells me thathe and some of his shipmates have heard stories of plague from sailors
working on the Mediterranean Sea. Matius becomes upset ashe describes those who catch the plague
and thendiea horrible death.

“Firstthey getsick. Then these horrible growths called buboes spring up under theirarms and in
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their groins. If those grow in theirlungs, they will surely die within hours. Sometimes death does not
occur for afew days.Somewillsurvivetheordeal, and afew willnever getsick, even when exposed
to those who have the disease.

“Ifour captainevenhearsarumor of plagueinaport, he willimmediately untiefrom thedockand
headtosea;whatevertheweather; whether ornot all the sailors are aboard; and whether ornot the
loading and unloading have beencompleted.

“Wheneveryouheartheword plague, youmustimmediately gather some food and water, and
leave the city,” he says. “Don’tapproach the man or woman who says the word seeking more
information. They may kill you by breathing on you or touching you, or he or she may kill you out of
fear that you mighthave plague. Youmust promise me that you will leave immediately.” Matius
looks deeply into my eyes.

“Yes, Matius, I will.”

kkok

One day there are several boats tied up at the docks, and our ovens work constantly. Even so
Cadell sends me to the boats to ask pursers about the bread and flour they might need for
comingjourneys.

Whennotactuallyin the shop selling orbaking, I often accompany our shipment of baked goods to
the boat to make sure the purserissatisfied withthe orderand that Cadell gets properly paid. The
occasional purser is unsatisfied with the order,and uncompromising with my attempts to settle the
debt.Ihave learned when to demand that the purser take me eithertothecaptainortotheboat’s
owners, iftheownerslivein Hamburg. At this point, there is a combination of charm, sexual
innuendo, assertive talking, yelling, and foot stomping needed to resolve these kinds of commercial
problems. My attempts to write are not pleasing to me, butltry torecord atleastthedayandthe
name of theshipwhenthese problems occur.

Once, whenIgrew too frustrated dealing with a ship’s purser named Friedrich, Iwenttothe
rooming house wherelknew Matiuswasstaying. We did not yet know each other well, but I trusted
Matius to do right by me, and he had the size and demeanor of aman who could be ready for afight
whennecessary. Evenbetter,thoughnormally calm, Matiusknew how to look the part of a very
angry man.

Today Cadellisaway dealing with ashipment of grain needed by our shop. Heisnotavailable for
counsel abouthow todeal with the problem purser. Itis all up to me.

Matius readily agrees to come with me to the docks. We arrive to find the purser back at his
desk hunched over his paperwork. Matius motions for me to go back down the gangway to wait
for him on the dock. Matius then barges back into the room without knocking. Rather than go
down to the dock as Matius had asked, I stand just outside the door to the purser’s spaces. When
I'look in, Matius has his back to me, but I can see the purser.

Thepurserlooksup, hisfacesuddenly pale. “Whatdoyouwant?” he asks.

“Iwantthe money you owe my friend for the bread and flour she delivered this morning,” Matius
replies.

“The bread was stale, and the flour riven with weevils.” “Show me the flour,”

Matius says. “Now.”

“No” is the reply.

Matius picks the purser up by the collar of his shirt, carries him to the door, and through it to therail
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outside. Before the purser can grasp what is going on, Matius tips him over the railand dumps him
into the water twenty feetbelow. Matius takes a moment to make sure the purser can swim, then
turns to go find the ship’s cook.

The cookhad been watching asthe purser wentinto the water. He moves to intercept Matius,
then takes him to the captain whois passed outin hisroom from drinking too much beer. Iwaitjust
outside the door to the captain’s quarters. The cook shakes the captain, hard, then kicks him.
“Captain! Wake up! This man wants to get paid, and the purseris acting like a scheisskopfagain.”

The captain mutters something about thekeysbeingin the desk drawer.

Matiuslatertellsme thathe hears the captain mumble something to the effect of “Pay the bastard,
and then gethim the fuck off my boat.”

The cook looks at Matius and winks. “How much?” “Four florins,” Matius replies.

The cook uses the captain’s key to open a drawer. He pulls out a small leather bag and
shakes out the four florins. “No hard feelings, I hope.

There was nothing wrong with the bread or the flour. Our purser likes to think he is a
tough guy who can bully people, especially pretty women like your girlfriend, so he can
cheat them out of their money. Then he takesthe money thatshould have gone tothe supplierand
stuffsitinto his own pocket.”

Matius,notknowinghow todeal with thisstrange crew,nods, butdoes not change hisexpression.

“This garbage scow may want to return to these docks again. If lam still aboard, Ihope we can do
some more business. Once I talk about this incident with the ship’sowners, I doubtif you will see
either the captain orthe purseragain. Canweshakeonit?” Thecookextendshishand.

“Yes. There are no hard feelings. I'll let my friend know what you have told me, and that you have
assured methatsheand herbaking company will be welcome to supply your ship in the future.”

Ilook to Matius as he comes out the door.Ihad grown concerned when he threw the purser
overboard, then disappeared inside the ship with the cook. T hug him and hold him tightly for some
moments.

“Here’syour four florins,” he saysas we walkaway from the dock.
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Since the formation of the Hansa in the early part of the century, Hamburg hasbecome animportant
shipping port.Ithasbeenbuilt tohandle shipping between thefarms, factories, and other producers
ofgoodsand produce from northwest Germany; goods that are held in Hamburg's many
warehouses to exchange with goods and produce received from European markets scattered
around the North Sea, the Baltic Sea, the channel between England and France, and the distant
ports on the far seas beyond.

Iknow that plagueis certainly nostranger to the city of Hamburg. As the rumors of plague in other
cities grow numerous, I grow more concerned. Matius” admonishment rings in my ears.

Some of the shopkeepers have begun whispering in the nearby market. Tknow Iwillhave to getaway
from the docks, soon even getaway from Hamburgitself, if [am to survive the plague that many
suspectisonthe way and, now, very close to the city.
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Afewdaysafter Matius’ altercation with the purser,I waketoheara man running down the street,
screaming: “Plague! Plague! The plague is here! It comes on a boat drifting on the Elbe full of dead
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sailors! Flee! Flee!”

Onhearing thisIjerk up in my bed. The plague has come to the Hamburg docks. I gather some
clothes, and what money and food I have on hand, and stuff themin a sack. Ibegin to walk to a place
where I can take awatertaxiacrossthe Elbe.IThopethatwordhasnotyetgottothetaxi stand, or the
prices will rise above my ability to pay.

Iam lucky.Ifind a water taximan whose deafness means he cannot hear the growing number of
shoutson the street. He takes me across the river and does not charge me extra.

Like Lot, Ibegin to walk south toward the Harz mountains, over one hundred miles away, without
looking back. In the mountains the cooler air might stop, or atleast slow the spread of the plague before
itcan catch uptome.Ihaveheard rumorsthatthisis true from travelers whoescaped plaguein
England, Ireland, and Scotland the year before.

Iamnot alone on the road. Others are walking, though some from the upper classesridein
horse-drawn carriages.[amsstill dressed inmy flour stained work clothes. Several others on the road
aresimilarly dressed, as though they felt they had to escape the city as quickly as possible, grabbing
only the few handfuls of personal items they could carry as they ran out of their homes and into the
streets.

As the day unfolds, more people join us walking south. Many are already dragging their feet.I
amnow grateful formy upbringing and its constant demand thatIdohard physical labor.Iam also
glad for the monthsin thebakeryliftingand carryingheavybags of flour.Iresolve to walkasfarasl
canonthisfirstday. When thetime comes, IthinkIwill gointo the woods and try to sleep alittle. I
know, though, that the road will only grow more crowded withrefugees from the plague,andIhave
noidea what might await me in the mountains. T know I can only sleep for a little while.

Some of the wealthier residents of Hamburg shoutfrom their carriages forustogetoutoftheway,as
thoughtheir passageismoreimportant thanthestrugglesofthoseof uscarryingall of our
belongingsonour backs.Iresentthisand allow myselfto grow angry aboutit, but Thaveno will to
shoutback or express my resentment in any other way. Ifind that if I give into emotion, or into
panicked thoughts, like whether Matius escaped the plague, I grow weary enough tohave to stop.
Ahead of me, afigureinahooded cloak sitshuddled alongside the road, hugging their upperbody as
thoughin pain. Itappears tome thathe or she mighthave caught the plague. I resolve to stay clear
of whoeveritis.

When thehuddled figure sees me pass, though, she calls outtome. A subdued voice quavers, “1
havebeenstruckby arock or piece of wood thrownupby one of these fast-moving wagons.
Pleasehelpme.”

AsIturntoapproach thehuddled person, shelooksup atme, cryingin pain. Inote that sheis young,
perhapsvery young, and that she wears a white hood inside her outer cloak. She rubs her side below
herleftbreast and asks for help in a foreign-accented German. I see a piece of wood as large as her
leg laying in the road nearby.

Icannotdemand thatthisstrangershow meherunderarmsorher groinbeforelhelpher, butl
seenovisiblebuboesorotherevidenceof plague.lliftthehooded girltoherfeetand struggleto
helphermove farther off the road and behind some bushes, soI canlook at the wound. I pull the
cloak and herinner garments, both ripped where the wood had struck the girl, aside. Thereis a grisly
black and blue patch of skin, but noblood. I have nothing to help the pain, but the wounded girl
seems to calm down as [ run my fingers over the bruise, and then lay my palm on the black and blue
mark.

The girl seems to take comfort from my touch.

In careful German, I ask how the girl should be called.
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“Mynameis Sophia,” she says. “Iam anun with the Catholic Churchin Liibeck.”

Sophialooks carefully at me. She searches my face for any reaction to her words, but I suppose
she seesnone, as she continues.

“Four days ago, my mother superior told me to take afew of my most preciousbelongingsand
somefood,and walkasfastasIcould tothe Harzmountains. Shesaid thata plagueshipwould arrive
inHamburgin fivedays.Ibecamevery frightened by her prophecy andleftrightaway.”

“Ithink thatshipwillarrivein Hamburg sometime today,” Isay, “unless the city leaders can persuade
whoeverissailing the ship to stay away.I don'tthink that will stop the plague, buteach day they are
stopped from docking isanother day the plague can’tbegin to move through the city.

Can you walk?”

“Yes.ButnotasfastasIwould like. Also, this parchmentis heavy and unwieldy.” Sophia opens her
cloak to show me a pouch she hastied to theleftside of herbody. The pouchhad probably stopped
thewood from puncturing the skin overherribs. Inthe pouch are some pages with writing on
them.

“What is written on these pages?” I ask.

“These are words writtenby a church scribein my monastery inlItaly,in Florence. His name is
Teodoro. He was a scribe to Boccaccio in Ravenna. He copied some of the stories Boccaccio started to
writeaboutthe plague. Do you know Boccaccio?”

I shake my head no.

“Well, twoyearsago, when the plague first cameinto the ports of Naples and Messina, there was
alotof panicall overItaly, among all the classes.Boccacciowanted to capture the thoughts of some
noblemenand women of that area as they tried to think how to escape.”

Ilookatoneofthescripts, butlcannotmakeanysenseofit.Itwas written in Italian, first of all.
“Canyouread thistome?” Isay.

“Iwilltry totranslate this,” Sophiasays, “but youmay havetohelpme find the correct German
word.”

I get Sophia back on her feet and follow closely behind her as she hobbles forward. We go on in this
way for another couple of miles, when the sun gets close to the horizon. “How do your ribs feel?” I
ask.

“They hurt terribly, but I can walk with it,” Sophia replies.

Icanseethegrimace onherfaceasthenunspeaks. Wearebothtired, and we need to rest. Wewill
need to stop before it gets too dark. Weneed tofind asafeplacetosleep.lalsoknow thattwoyoung
womenon the road without any visible escorts are an invitation to trouble. [know myself tobe strong
enoughand smartenoughtodiscourage mostfainthearted attackers, butam not sure what I would
doifIhad to defend both of usagainstanattackerwhoisdedicated, smart, and hungry for whatever
two women might have to offer.

Islow downtoallow Sophiatotakeaslower, less painful pace. Aswe trudge along, Ilook around
the shallow hills on either side of the road inthe hopes of finding some shelter. Twomature ravens
fly over them toward some trees to the right. One of the ravens seems to turnitshead to look atme
but then turnsback to continue onits way with its mate.

Atthesightof theravens, Ifeel atwinge oflonging for RabanHaven, on the shores of the Baltic.

Inotice thatthe birds were flying toward a small copse of trees to the west that could providenot
onlysmallanimalsbutalso twotraveling women shelter from the wind. Wehavebeen moving
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fairly fast onthe road, and the crowd has thinned considerably asnight closesin.

Ikeepwalkingtoletalittlemorelight fade from the sky. Onanimpulse I grab Sophia’sarm and
push her off the road, across a ditch, and up asmall hill on the other side. Wethen crouch towalk
furtively toward the group of trees where T hope we can find some shelter for the night. I hope thatno
onehasseenusleave the road, but the crunching of nearby branches underfoot make it sound like
someone has.

Iwhisper to Sophia to stop foramoment and sit quietly. As she does, I turn to observe the other
figuresolcould decide whether they mightbea threat to us.

Before can make such an assessment, the other gives away his position. He calls out tousin an
accented German from about twenty paces away: “Hello.I don’t mean you any harm. I only hope to
find someone to travel with.Ithink we willdobetter sharing what weknow,and whatever elsewe
haveaswetry togettothemountains.IThavesomefoodanda goatskin of water.”

I whisper hoarsely, “Who are you?”

“Tam Meshek. Itake care of the accountsfor one of the members of the Hansa whosellssaddles
and harnessleathersin Hamburg.Thopethe plague passesby withouttoomuch harmsolcangoback
towork there.”

“What will you do if the plague lingers?” I ask.

“ThenIthink we are all in trouble,” Meshek says. “But even that terrible eventuality might still be a
good reason to share our resources. Maylask your names?”

I decide that Meshek seems trustworthy enough to get this bit of information, so I bob my head.
“Yes.I am Agna, and my friend is Sophia. We are both strong and well-armed with knives and clubs.
Howdowemake sure you are no threat to us?”

“Whatkind of assurance do youneed?” asks Meshek. “The only real threat any of ushasis the threat
that one or all of us will catch the plague. I'd say that, if we have made it this far from Hamburg today,
and we are each stillin good health, then we are probably not a threat to each other from plague
sickness. Nowyou say you are wellarmed and strong. [lam only armed withfood and water.Soyou
havemeatadisadvantage. Are you hungry?”

Iwalk cautiously toward him. “Yes. Wehave some food, butnotmuch. Do you have enough to
share?”

“Allof our food willneed tobe carefully rationed,” hesays, “butlam willing to putmy wholestock
togetherwithyourssowecanshareequally. Yousay youhaveknivesand clubsand thestrengthto
usethem. You should put yourselves atease, then. ThoughIam arather tall man, lhave noweapons
atallandhaveneverbeeninafightinmylife.Ikeepbooks after all.”

Sophiaspeaks from herspoton the ground. “Yousoundlikeagood and careful man, Meshek. I
think, Agna, that we can trust him.”

“Yes. Allright,” Isay. “But please walk ahead of us and alittle distance away sowe can getused to
traveling withyou. Weareheaded toward that small copse of trees up there. Iwant to get there before it
istotally dark so we can see if it will work as shelter for the three of us.”

Withour tallnew traveling companion, Sophiaand Imake our way to thetrees, arriving therein
timetolookaround. The place seemssuitable, so we move some branches around to give ourselves
some comfort. I share some of mybread withthe others,and Meshek passed hisgoatskin of water
around.

Tworavens, one with asingle white featheratopitsright wing, come around to seeif there might
be ahandout for them as well. Iam certain that they’re the same tworavens that guided me toward
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these trees, and I gratefully toss a small chunk of bread to each of them. Ravens are powerful
symbols in the north. It would never do to fail to offer them sustenance.

“Youraccentisstrange tomy ear, Meshek. Where are you from?” Sophia asks.

“Iam Jewish,” Meshek says, “which means thatlam from many places. And you are Catholic.Ican
tell from your white coif, and whatisleft of the black in that part of your robe not covered in mud.
Whatis your order?”

“I am Benedictine. My mother superior and I left our church in Ravenna, Italy, to escape the plague
there, but now it has caught up to us again. By an arrangement with the bishop in Hamburg, we had
been working at the Cathedral of Saint Mary. On hearing of the plague ships, my mother superior felt
she must stay in Hamburg to help the sick there, but she told me thatif I did notleave immediately for
the Harz mountains she would make sure that I would be thrown out of the Benedictine order, and
never allowed to return.

” There is a cathedral at the foothills to the mountains called the Walkenried Abbey. Mother
Superiorhasgivenmeanote tothe Cistercian monastery there, to ask them to take me in.”

“Do you think they might take in a Jewish man?” asks Meshek.

“The Cistercian Order, and my order, the Benectines, arenotallowed toturntravelersaway. We
must give themshelterand food, and wemust bind theirwoundsuntil they arewellenoughtobeon
theirway. You should have no fear of them.”

“lam grateful tohear this,” Meshek says, and I can hear the calm that enters his voice.
Wesoon turnin for the night, and weary from our travels, all fall into a deep sleep.

kkok

Iwakehearing noisesalong theroad. The sky along the easternhorizon isturning gray with
approachingsunlight.Irousemy travelmates.

AtSophia’shalf-waking protests, Iinsist: “Weshould be on our way while theroad is still mostly
uncrowded. Hereisabit of bread to chew on.”

Meshek passes the goatskin of water around and contributes a bite of rabbit meat to the common
table. “Wewill need to find some food soon,” he says. “Ihave asling and a knife, and Iam a pretty
good shot with the sling. If you see any rabbits, or any abandoned animals of any kind that doesn’t
look sick, let me know. If they are nearby, Imay be able to cripple or kill it withmy sling.”

“I'think we need tolook for a way toward the mountains that will be less crowded and less
dangerousthanthisroad,” Isay. “Ifear thatrecent escapees from Hamburg may have been exposed to
plague, and they may pass it to one of us. How are you feeling, Sophia?”

Sophiahasherbody turned away from us. Herhead isbowed as she makeshermorning prayers.
Sheremainssilentforafew moments, then turns toward us. “My sideis still painful, butI thinkIcan
keep up with you through the day. Do you want to go now?”

“I think we need to start soon, especially if we are to find an alternative to walking on the
road.”

“Ithink we willmake muchbetter time on thisroad,” Meshek says. “For one thing, we know where
this road goes and we might find others, like ourselves, whohavefood and waterand would preferto
travelinagroup. If we goacross the fields that I see here, we will spend alot of time in mud and thick
brush.”

“Idon’tknow ifIcould handle that,” Sophiasays. Hereyesare widein fear and honesty.

10
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Meshekhumsinhisthroat.“Also,ifwefind aroad, wewon’tknow whereit goesunless thereare
already refugeesuponit.Ifthereare refugeesonanynew road that wefind, then we willhave wasted
thetime we could have spent walking on the road we already know, and the progress we could have
made toward higher elevations.”

“You make compelling arguments,” I say, “but I am still concerned that thisroad is the mainroad
tothe mountains, and it will become very crowded as the day goes on. I would have no doubt about
looking for another routeif it were just me and Sophia, but Meshek, your presence givesmesome
hopethatthreatsagainstuswillbelesswhile you arehere. Butyouhavetold usthatyouareunarmed.
Youhavesuggested thatyou are a coward when presented with the possibility of physical conflict, and
yet, this morning you have told me that you are armed with a sling and
aknife.So, please help meunderstand. Will you shrink fromafightand runaway atthe threatof
violence, orwill you stand to protectus?”

Meshek thinks for a moment, then rises. “I will answer your question, Agna, but we should get
moving, and I propose that we stay on thisroad for now. AsIsaid last night, the mostimportant thing
tomeis traveling in a group. [ am prepared to give whatever I have to any group that I believe I am
compatible with, asI believe you both are.

“Idohavemoretocontribute tosuchagroupthanwhatlletonlast night.lamskilled with
personal combatusing knivesand pugil sticks, or whatever heavy, blunt instrument is at hand.”

Sophiaislistening intently to this conversation with tearsin her eyes. This morning, her native
Italian dialect more deeply colors everything she wantstosay.“Ican’thelpinany of this.Ileft
Hamburgwithalmostno food or water; only whatever scraps Mother Superior wasable to giveme as
shebrought me to the road before usnow.Iam completely dependent on youboth tohelpme,
especially now thatlamin pain. Please stay with me; please help me.”

Mesheklookstoward Sophiaforamoment, thenback tome. He saysnothing more, but we
bothrise to walk with him back to the road.

Meshek stays to the side and a little ahead of us. Though he says nothing of the sort, he
seems to believe that his presence will be more valuable to us if he is not seen in public as
part of our party.

Asweregaintheroad, thesunrisesfully abovethehorizon. Iexpect the day tobe hot. Meshek
seems to have water, still, in his goatskin. I have alittleaswell, butwe will certainly need tofind water
tomorrow.Ibelieve that we willneed another three days after this one to get to the edge of the woods
that mark the foothills of the Harz mountains.

Aswewalk, Sophia tells us stories to keep our minds off of our aching feet. She tellsme of
Walkenried Abbey andits Cistercianmonksand nuns. The Cistercians are associated with the
Benedictinesand share the valuesofhard work, particularly inagriculture, and particularly in their
home communities. They run mines in the mountains, and they use the proceeds of their labors to
help finance some of their commercial activities with the Hansa in Liibeck and Hamburg. Itisrumored
thatthey even used someof their fundstoaid Pope Clement VI, who conducted his papacyin
Avignoninsouthern France. Because of this, the churchleaves them alone to work out their necessary
arrangements with the Hansa.

TheCistercianshavehelped tofinancesome of the Crusades, and some of the Crusaderknights
financed by themhad foughtintheBattle of Leignitz.Iflinchand avoid theimpulsetotell this
seemingly trustworthy sisterof my own family’sinvolvementinthatlong-agofight.Idonot know
how she would take it or if she would turn on me.

“Tam offering theseinsightstoyou,” Sophiasays, “sothat you will see some value in my presence
with you.”

11
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Igrip her hand. “Please don'tworry about that, Sophia. am happy to help you on thisjourney that
issoimportantforall ofus.Iknow you would do the same for me, and probably even for Meshek.
Youmustnot think that either of us will try to find you someday after thisisall over to lay claim
againstyou forservicesrendered during thisterrible plague.I can’tevenimagine such a thingin the
ruins of society that will follow the end of this plague.”

Meshek has been walking behind us, butnow catches up. “Ithink we should stop forabit torest
and eat something. Let'smove off the road so we can have some privacy.Ithink I saw another rabbit.
IfIcan catchit, I won’t want to share with anyone but the two of you.”

Wethreemovetoasmallmound of earthina cluster of small trees aboutfifty pacesofftheroad.
Meshek whispersthathe willreturnshortly. Sophie expressesher relief as she thumps ontothe
ground by smiling slightly in my direction through her pain and fatigue.

AslIsuspected, theroad hasgrownmorecrowded astheday progresses. There are more walkers
carrying theirbundles. Theylook tired and downtrodden, especially when the wagons of the
wealthier commercial classespassby,kickinguprocksandthelayersofdustcoveringtheroad, adry,
powdery dust drained of moisture by the hot sun.

Shortly, Meshek returns with a dead rabbit. “Ibrought thislittle fellow down withmysling. Hedidn't
gowillingly, butI'msurehewillbe grateful to have given us needed sustenance on our journey.”

“How good are you with that sling?” Sophia asks. “Are you like David taking on Goliath in the
Valley of Elah?”

“Well, we Jewish people don'tlike to take on airs, so I will defer any comparisonswiththatDavid.
However,Iam pretty good withthesling, and Thavehad to take down the occasional hostile threat
withit.”

“I'think you need to tell us more about who you are,” I say as Meshek stows the rabbitin his pack, to
skinand roastlater tonight. “Ibelieve you area good man, butlalsobelieve you haveatroubled, or
perhapsatroubling, past. Do you? Have such a past, Imean?”

Hisjaw tightensashefastenshis pack. “Thavea past,aswealldo. As aJewish man who believes
inhisreligion, though perhaps notin the rigorous practice of it, Thave been many places and done
many things to surviveina Christian world thatislargely hostile tome.IThavelearned whatIknow
of the sling from the story of King David, and I have learned whatIneed to know of combat without
weapons from the Asians, who, unlike Christians, neitherfearusnorseek todestroyusasa
people.

“I could have made myself very much at home with the Mongols, if I had lived in those times,
and if T had not found a good position with some businessmen in Hamburg who valued my skills
and talent more than they feared my Jewishness. Actually, my final skill, with knives and other
piercing instruments, I learned from these businessmen. Their specialty in Hamburg's
commercial world is the cutting and stitching of heavy leathers used in saddles and harnesses.
Having these leatherworking tools, and knowing how to keep them sharp, clean, and ready for use,
is a matter of strong pride for me.”

Hefrowns and pauses for along moment. “Youhave many reasons to fear my skillsin the violent
arts,” he says finally, “but, I think, many more reasons to view me as your protector, as thatis my intent
with you and with Sophia.Iknow Sophiaisamember of a Christian order, though not one with
violent intent toward the Jews.”

“Thatistrue,” Sophiasays. “We, the Benedictines and the Cistercians, are more interested in helping
things grow into healthy maturity than we areinseeking revenge againstancientenemies as many
Christian sects are.”

12
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Meshek nods in Sophia’s direction. “Perhaps we should be moving along.”

“Notyet,” shesays. “I want to say something. [ do have something to help usin ourjourney besides
apossible place to go toin the mountains. I've shown this to Agna, Meshek, butI want to show it to
you as well.”

He sits near her, and she begins her tale.

“WhenMother Superiorand Ileft Ravennatoescape the plaguetwo yearsago, we took some of
our personal artworkasbargaining material for food or shelter or whatever we might need as we
made our way overland tonorthern Germany. Our orderinRavennahad avery good reputation
among the arts community there, and artists who had received favorsfromuswould oftenrepayus
with theirworks. Some of those gifts went to the church, but some went to Mother Superior and ],
because of our work in the fields for our order.

“Signor Alighieriwriting his Divine Commediainspoken Italianinspired many of the artists
writingand painting more thanahundred years ago. Since the beginning of this century, the beautiful
paintings of Dante’s contemporary and friend, Giotto, have greatly influenced the artworks not only of
visual artists around Florence, but even the writings of our good friend in Ravenna, Giovanni
Boccaccio.

“Aswewere getting ready todepartRavenna, rumors of plague were everywhere. Though we were
makinghastetoleave, Boccaccioseemed torelishall therumors of the plague’s grisly effects, and the
feebleefforts of the wealthy tonot succumb to anillness of the poor. He began to write somestories,
andhegavemeadraftofoneofthoseonpaper.Eventhe paper itself was expensive, but nothing
compared to the value of anything written by Boccaccio.

“Ihave this draftin my pouch, along with pieces of work from all of the beloved artistsThave
mentioned.Ievenhave a small sketch doneinink on parchment by Giotto and given to his patronin
those early days. His patron later came on hard times. Our order gave him food and a place to stay,
and he repaid us with Giotto’sbeautiful sketch. My mother superior insisted that I take the sketch with
me for safekeeping as we traveled north from Ravenna.

“Whenitwastime formetoleave Hamburg, Mother Superior would not hear of me giving the
sketch back to her. Tears of pain and longing cametohereyes, butshewouldnotacceptthesketch
fromme.She turned herback on me, and it was then that she threatened to have me thrown out of
the order, something I could not bear.

“Istillhave the sketch with me today. I have been able to keep it with me for these two years, butI
fear theloss of itnow that the plague stalks us, asitstalksthe desperate people whowalkbesideus
alongthisterrible road.

“Everything in this bag is a treasure worth, altogether, an unimaginable value in the right time and
place, but for now,Iwould almost trade all of it for safe passage to the door of Walkenried Abbey.”

Sophia’shead droops, now thatshehasexhausted herself ofallshe wanted to say.

Iputmyhand onhershoulder, then pullher toward mybodyina warm hug. I think of how
different I once saw us from the upper classes fleeing the plaguein theirhorse-drawncarriages. Now I
seethathelpinga stranger ontheroadside has given all of us wealth and safe passage in the towns to
come.

Meshek reaches outto toucheach of us onthe shoulder. “Thank you for trusting usenough totell us
this,” he says. “Now we must go.”

“Thereisonemore thing,” Sophiasays. She pullsablue/violetstone out of thedepthsofherbag.Itis
nomorethanthesize of mythumb, and the stone shines with analmost translucentbeauty. The color
changesasshe turnsthestoneinthelight. Neither Meshek norIhave ever seenanything like it.
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“My mother superior gave me thisstone and asked thatItry toreturn itto the abbey in Ravenna,”
shesays. “Neither shenorThaveanyidea of its valuebut weretold thatithad been carried acrossthe
world and across time. Mother Superior told me the stoneismeanttoresidein God’s house. If
anythinghappenstome, thestoneisyourstodowithasyou please.”

With this solemn oath, werise and rejoin the road south, away from the Black Death creeping
along behind us.

KKk

On the third day of our journey, I once again rise first as the sun begins to turn the horizon slightly
gray. Thismorning, though, the gray seemsto have a reddish tinge, a sign of almost certain rain.

Ishake the other two awake. “Get up. Weneed to make as much progress as we can before the rain
gets too close tous. Wewill need to find a shelter from it, or we willneed to make a shelter from
whatever we can find in the woods.”

Fortunately, ourincreasingelevationaswereach thefoothillshas produced afew moretrees
alongourroute. Thetrees provideshelterand warmth, even the possibility of having some rabbit
meat cooked overa fire. Theidea makes my mouth water. The other two are still too groggy from
waking up tocare.

The rain comes down heavily foranhour or two in the morning. Then, the clouds clear, and the sun
comes out to once again dry the roads. By afternoon, the windskick up the dust from the roads, and it
seems that eachparticleisdestined togetintotheeyesandnoseofeachtraveler.

Soonweresolve to find a dry place out of the wind, so we can spend aday finding some meatand
some firewood to cook it with.If we could findastream coming downthemountains, wecaneven
consider cleaning our grimy bodies. Once we find just such a place, we cannot help but feel
overwhelmed with our good fortuneinhaving survived thisfarand having each met and made
friends with two good and supportive people.

Our good fortune continues after our day of rest, when Meshek hails a fellow drivinga wagon
pulled by two oxen. In the back of the wagon are twobarrelsof salted herring for delivery tothe very
abbeyweareheading to.

Onseeing the teamster’s wagon and barrels of herring I cannot help but think of Kurt and the help he
gave me on the muddy road from Liibeck toHamburg.Istillrememberthetwoknightsontheirfine
horsesand how much fear they carried with them like a shield. [ turn away from my friends to wipe
away a tear thatImight never see Kurt, or any of my family, again.

Meshek recognized the harness on the oxen as it was sold by the company he worked for. When he
points this out to the teamster, the teamster invites the three of ustoridealong with him for the
remainder of our journey.

Some days later, we arrive at the door of the beautiful abbey. Sophia’s letteris gladly accepted, asare
thetwobarrels of salted herring. Weareall invited to join the Cistercians at their evening meal.

Before entering the building, Ilook around the surrounding woods inthe hopesIwould see some
kind of vision that would help me decide
what to donext. Sophia is walking next to amonk of the abbey. She turns and looks back at me and
smiles.

Meshekalsolooksatthesurrounding woods, the sky,and theabbey grounds. Ashis eye
catches mine, he, too, smiles.

END
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