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About this Book

In the summer of 1518, the streets of Strasbourg echoed with a peculiar madness.

It began with Margret Troffea, who stepped outside her home and danced. Not for joy. Something inside her snapped that day, and it wouldn’t let go.

Within days, dozens joined her, their bodies moving to a rhythm no one else could hear. Their feet bled. Their bones shattered. But they couldn’t stop. The city was paralyzed. Officials called for musicians. Priests begged for repentance. Doctors warned of corrupted blood. Nothing worked.

Beneath the horror lies something deeper: grief, guilt, a community crushed by famine and silence. In a world where suffering must stay hidden, the body becomes the only voice left.

And when the music won’t stop, the truth begins to rise with every step.

A harrowing, lyrical retelling of one of history’s strangest true events, this story explores the cost of unspoken pain and the power of a dance no one chooses.
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CHAPTER ONE: THE FIRST STEPS
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Frau Margret Troffea woke to birdsong and stiff joints, the July heat already pressing through the shutters of her small home on Strasbourg’s eastern edge. A peculiar restlessness hummed through her muscles as she swung her legs over the edge of the bed. Just a little movement, she thought, to chase the fog from her mind.

Her husband, Conrad, had left before dawn for the tanner’s guild. The house creaked with the emptiness. The familiar silence was her constant companion for these past three years. She kneaded the dough with practiced hands, her fingers finding comfort in the rhythm. Punch, fold, turn. Punch, fold, turn.

Then her right foot tapped.

Just a little, barely noticeable at first. A gentle percussion against the packed dirt floor, keeping time with some unheard melody. Her left foot soon joined in, and within moments, her hips swayed slightly.

“Enough,” she muttered, wiping flour from her palms. But her body was in a different mood.

By the time the bread sat rising near the hearth, Margret found herself in the middle of her small home, arms outstretched, spinning once, twice, three times. Her feet lifted and fell, her skirts swishing against bare ankles. A waltz without music. A celebration without cause.

“What am I doing?” she whispered, but her feet continued their pattern. Step, hop, turn. Step, step, turn.

She caught her reflection in the small polished metal hanging by the door, a wedding gift from Conrad’s brother. Her face looked wrong somehow. Her smile was too wide, too fixed. Doll-like, her eyes were glassy.

Margret reached for the doorframe to steady herself, but instead, her traitorous hand gripped the latch and pulled it open.

The street beckoned. The marketplace buzzed just three lanes away.

Her feet crossed the threshold without her permission.

—-
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BY MIDDAY, THE CITIZENS of Strasbourg had stopped to stare at the woman dancing in the central square. Not the coordinated moves of a festival dance or the practiced steps of a minstrel. No, this was something else entirely, jerking, twisting, leaping. Her skirts flew around her legs, her hair had come loose from its cap, and most disturbing of all, her shoes had been kicked aside, her bare feet now bloody against the cobblestones.

“Frau Troffea! Margret!” called Helga from the baker’s shop. “Come rest yourself!”

But Margret only smiled that terrible smile and continued her dance. Step, twist, hop. Spin, leap, turn. There was something frantic in her movements now, something desperate.

A crowd gathered. Children pointed and giggled behind cupped hands. Women whispered behind market baskets. Men frowned, uncomfortable with the display.

“Someone fetch her husband,” called Heinrich Suter, the blacksmith.

“She’s gone mad from the heat,” declared Frau Weber, crossing herself.

“Possession,” muttered an elderly woman, clutching her prayer beads. “Mark my words.”

As the afternoon sun beat down mercilessly, Margret danced on. Her feet left smears of blood on the stones beneath her. Sweat plastered her dress to her back. Her breath came in ragged gasps. Yet still she moved, her limbs jerking as though pulled by invisible strings.

When Conrad finally arrived, his face pale with concern, he tried to grasp her arms, to still her frantic movement.

“Margret, stop this! You’ll injure yourself!”

For just a moment, their eyes met. Something flickered in Margret’s gaze, recognition, fear, pleading. Her lips parted as if to speak, but only a strangled sound emerged before her body twisted away from his grasp, spinning back into her relentless dance.

“Stand back,” ordered a commanding voice. The crowd parted for Doctor Johannes Geiler, the town physician, who circled Margret with professional curiosity. He observed her movements, noted the red flush of her cheeks, the wild dilation of her pupils.

“A severe imbalance of the humours,” he announced finally. “Hot blood gone putrid in the veins, agitating the limbs.”

“Well, make her stop!” Conrad demanded, his voice breaking.

The doctor stroked his beard thoughtfully. “To stop her now could be fatal. When the body seeks to expel corruption, we must allow the natural process to complete its course.” He nodded, satisfied with his own assessment. “She must dance until the fevered blood cools.”

“She’ll die from exhaustion first!” Conrad protested.

Doctor Geiler shrugged. “Perhaps. Or perhaps the dance will save her.” He gestured to two young apprentices. “Clear space around her. Give her room to swing. And someone fetch musicians!”

“Musicians?” Conrad was incredulous.

“Of course,” replied the doctor. “If she must dance, better she does so with proper rhythm. It will help regulate the expulsion of the hot humours.”

As the sun began its slow descent, the city council arrived, ledgers and quills in hand, to document this strange occurrence. They measured the circumference of Margret’s dancing, noted the approximate number of steps per minute, and debated whether this constituted a violation of the ordinance against public dancing without permit, paragraph six, subsection three of the city statutes.

“Technically,” said Councilman Weber, adjusting his spectacles, “the statute specifies ‘willful and recreational dancing.’ If she’s diseased, it’s not recreational, is it?”

“But is it willful?” Councilman Müller, replied mishearing. “Intent must be established.”

While they debated legal technicalities, Margret danced on. The setting sun cast her elongated shadow across the square, a dark specter twisting and leaping against the weathered buildings of Strasbourg.

And somewhere deep inside her own body, trapped behind her eyes, the real Margret Troffea screamed for someone, anyone, to make it stop.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE GATHERING STORM
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By the third day, Margret’s feet were raw masses of torn flesh. Each step left bloody imprints on the wooden stage the council had hastily constructed in the square. Four musicians played continuously, rotating shifts to accommodate her ceaseless movement. The theory, as Doctor Geiler explained to the growing crowd of onlookers, was to “harmonize her corrupted humours through structured rhythm.”

She hadn’t stopped to eat. Hadn’t stopped to drink, except when Conrad pressed a ladle of water to her lips between spins. She hadn’t stopped to sleep.

But worse than that, Margret wasn’t alone.

On the morning of the second day, Frau Hersche from the milliners’ guild had joined her, dropping her basket of ribbons in the street and launching into a wild, jerking dance of her own. By sunset, three more had joined: a cobbler’s daughter, a widow who sold eggs, and, most troubling, the wife of Councilman Adler.

Now, as Margret entered her third day of continuous movement, thirty-four people danced alongside her on the crowded platform. Men, women, even two children, all with the same vacant expression, the same relentless energy, the same inability to stop.

“It’s spreading like contagion,” muttered the priest, Father Gunther, as he sprinkled holy water around the platform’s perimeter. The droplets evaporated almost instantly in the July heat. “Something unholy moves among us.”

Conrad Troffea sat slumped against a nearby wall, dark circles beneath his eyes. He hadn’t left the square since Margret began dancing. The few times he’d taken her hands to still her movement, she’d either twisted violently away or tried to drag him into her rhythm for several steps before he broke free.

“Your wife was the first,” said a voice beside him. Conrad looked up to find Councilman Weber standing there, ledger tucked under his arm. “The council requires a statement. Was there anything unusual before she began? Strange foods? Foreign visitors? Unexplained purchases?”

Conrad laughed bitterly. “The only unusual thing was her smile. Margret hasn’t smiled since...” He stopped himself, the familiar knot tightening in his throat.

Weber’s quill hovered expectantly above the page. “Since?”

“Nothing.” Conrad looked away, toward the dancers. “She attended confession the day before. That’s all.”

The councilman scribbled in his ledger, his lips pursed in disappointment at the lack of usable information. “The council has authorised additional measures,” he said. “Musicians around the clock. More space for the... afflicted. We’re bringing in specialists from Heidelberg.”

“And how exactly will more music help?” Conrad demanded.

Weber adjusted his spectacles. “According to the medical consensus, we must let them dance it out. The corruption must exit the body naturally.” He closed his ledger with a snap. “The alternative would be restraint, which Doctor Geiler advises could drive the poison inward to the heart and brain, causing instant death.”

As the councilman walked away, Conrad watched his wife’s wild movements. Somehow, impossibly, she maintained her pace, though her dress was now torn at the hem, her hair a tangled mess, her feet barely recognisable as human appendages.

What truly haunted him, though, was her face. The smile remained fixed, but her eyes, when he could catch them, were fully present. Terrified. Pleading. Trapped inside a body that would not obey.

***
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INSIDE THE PRISON OF her own flesh, Margret Troffea was screaming.

Stop! Please stop! She begged her limbs, but they continued their relentless rhythm without her consent. Every muscle burned. Each joint felt filled with shattered glass. Her lungs struggled for air, and her heart pounded so violently she was afraid it would burst through her ribs.

And still she danced.

Through her sweat-blurred vision, she saw the others who had joined her cursed ballet. Some looked as terrified as she felt. Others seemed lost in ecstasy, their faces transported. But none of them stopped. None of them could.

During brief moments of clarity, when the pain receded enough for thought, Margret tried to understand what was happening to her. Was this God’s punishment? Had something slipped inside her at confession, when she’d finally spoken of...

No. Even in the privacy of her own mind, she couldn’t form the words. The grief was too massive, the guilt too consuming.

Instead, her thoughts scattered like startled birds as her body launched into another frantic series of leaps, her arms flailing as if trying to catch hold of something, anything, that might anchor her to the earth.
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