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    In an Alpine world where stone walls and snowbound peaks both shelter and constrain, The Hour Will Come turns on the quiet yet momentous struggle between inner vocation and external command, following the patient conviction that, when the right hour arrives, long-guarded choices must be faced and their human cost reckoned.

The Hour Will Come: A Tale of an Alpine Cloister, by the German novelist Wilhelmine von Hillern, is a nineteenth-century work that reached English-language readers in a two-volume form typical of the period. Blending elements of historical and psychological fiction, it situates its drama within a mountain convent and the surrounding valleys. Readers encounter a setting shaped by ritual, seasons, and terrain, all filtered through a sensibility attentive to moral nuance and social texture. Without leaning on grand historical spectacle, the book belongs to the broader nineteenth-century fascination with monastic life and Alpine landscapes, approaching both with measured seriousness and narrative restraint.

The premise unfolds within the rhythms of cloistered existence and the neighboring communities that sustain and challenge it. Rather than hinging on sensational revelations, the narrative builds through decisions made in chapels, parlors, and mountain paths, and through the pressures exerted by family obligations, communal expectations, and private resolve. The two-volume arc provides room for gradual development: tensions gather, perspectives shift, and the consequences of seemingly small acts accumulate. Readers can expect an experience that is immersive but not hurried, descriptive without excess, and concerned with the stakes of everyday courage in a place where silence, duty, and the sublime landscape shape every conversation.

Core themes include conscience and obedience, the responsibilities of spiritual commitment, and the interplay between institutional authority and personal freedom. The title points toward a meditation on time—waiting, endurance, and the moments when change becomes inevitable. Nature stands as a counterpoint to human law: the Alps both encompass and test the characters’ convictions. The book also probes the social forms through which care is given and withheld, asking how communities uphold compassion while maintaining order. In doing so, it avoids cynicism, treating questions of faith and doubt with seriousness, and recognizing the dignity of differing ways of seeking a meaningful life.

Von Hillern’s style favors clear, composed narration, attentive to landscape and gesture, and a tone that treats ethical conflict with calm intensity rather than melodrama. The English rendering preserves a nineteenth-century cadence that is formal yet accessible, allowing the story’s moral inquiries to unfold without rhetorical strain. Scenes move from the intimacy of cells and corridors to vistas that frame human choices against mountains and weather. The two-volume structure supports counterpoint: voices from within the cloister echo those from the valleys, and parallel situations illuminate each other. The result is a narrative that rewards steady reading and reflection, more contemplative than sensational.

For contemporary readers, the novel’s relevance lies in its examination of autonomy, belonging, and the cost of commitment. It addresses questions that persist across eras: How do individuals balance inward conviction with collective bonds? What forms of authority nurture, and which constrain? The setting amplifies these concerns without limiting them to one time or place. Its attention to women’s experience within structured communities resonates with ongoing conversations about vocation, care work, and institutional life. The book invites readers to consider the ethics of patience and the courage of decision, reminding us that change often announces itself quietly before it arrives.

Approach this tale as one would a mountain ascent: attentive to footing, alert to shifts in weather, and willing to pause for the view. Readers of classic European fiction, convent narratives, and Alpine literature will find a measured, emotionally intelligent story whose rewards are cumulative. Across both volumes, the book offers a steady deepening of character and theme rather than abrupt shocks, guiding the reader toward resolution with dignity and restraint. It is an invitation to inhabit a world where the ordinary carries moral weight and where the decisive hour—anticipated, prepared for, and finally met—arrives with the natural inevitability of dawn.
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    Set in a secluded Alpine valley, The Hour Will Come follows the fortunes of a remote convent and the neighboring mountain community that depends on it for shelter, counsel, and order. The story opens with the quiet discipline of the cloister and the customs that bind families to its walls, including vows promised in gratitude or fear. A young woman, pledged by her kin, enters the convent at an age when duty and desire first begin to diverge. Her arrival, and the memory of the life she has left behind, introduce the central tensions between obedience, conscience, and the yearning for a destiny not fully chosen.

The narrative traces her adjustment to monastic life: the rhythm of prayer, the labor in gardens and workrooms, and the long corridors where silence is both comfort and trial. Within the cloister, a firm but compassionate prioress and a confessor guide the sisters, balancing rule with pastoral care. The novice’s talents—noticed in song, in skillful hands, or in the clarity of her reading—draw gentle praise and heavier expectations. The valley’s seasons pass outside the walls, and with each change comes a reminder that the world beyond is near at hand, its calls restrained but never fully stilled.

Into this ordered world comes an interruption: craftsmen and caretakers summoned to repair the ancient church and restore its adornments. Their presence brings necessary work and unsettling familiarity. An outsider, admired for his craft and courage on the heights, becomes a figure of quiet interest and rising unease. His respect for the sacred space contrasts with the strict boundaries enforced within it. Through tasks shared across a threshold—voices heard, work glimpsed, intentions misunderstood—the story introduces a connection that tests rules, encourages self-examination, and shows how old stones and new hands meet at the edge of custom and change.

As the convent hosts pilgrims and offers charity to travelers, the heroine’s interior struggle deepens. Counsel given within the parlors emphasizes patience: the hour will come, elders repeat, when genuine calling becomes unmistakable. That motif—waiting for the right time—threads through daily scenes and solemn ceremonies. The prioress’s vigilance grows, for discipline protects both the community and those not yet at peace with their vows. Meanwhile, small signs—a song remembered, a look exchanged, a fragment of a tale from the valley—suggest the pull of another path. These moments, small and carefully drawn, mark the first turning of the narrative’s larger wheels.

Nature asserts itself as a force equal to any rulebook. Harsh weather threatens the passes; an avalanche or falling rock reshapes the familiar approach. The convent becomes a refuge for the displaced, and the sisters’ work expands from devotion to relief. In this crisis, boundaries blur: the outsider’s skill saves lives; the cloister opens its doors wide. Reciprocity grows between those who live within walls and those who face the elements. The emergency reveals character—courage, steadfastness, compassion—and reveals, too, that choices made under strain can echo for years. After the danger passes, gratitude and suspicion both remain, complicating loyalties on both sides.

The second volume develops the consequences of these crossings. Letters and promises, judgments and half-heard confessions, come to the forefront. The origins of the novice’s vow are explored, showing how fear, pride, and love can all shape a sacred promise. Misunderstandings—some accidental, some engineered by those who equate order with secrecy—cloud motives. A patron’s interest and the community’s reputation weigh heavily in decisions taken by church authorities. The heroine is urged to discern what obedience requires when conscience speaks in a different voice. Within this careful scrutiny, the refrain endures: the hour will come when truth can be spoken plainly and heard without harm.

A solemn feast day provides the setting for the story’s pivotal scenes. Ceremony and splendor draw together villagers, travelers, and the enclosed sisters in rare proximity. A sudden danger interrupts the observance, calling forth swift action and revealing bonds forged in earlier trials. The event forces questions of rule and exception, intention and consequence, and whether fidelity is measured by outcomes or by the spirit in which risks are taken. Authority responds, with inquiries and admonitions that are both humane and exacting. The characters must account for what they have done and why, while the larger community weighs mercy against the need to preserve trust.

Travel and separation follow. Paths over the mountains carry messages and people to wider forums where decisions are confirmed or amended. Witnesses speak; records are read; and the meaning of a vow is examined with greater nuance than before. Clarity comes in stages: some truths arrive through formal judgments, others through private recognition. The narrative stays close to the heroine’s struggle to reconcile inner conviction with external command, and close to the outsider’s steadfast regard, tempered by respect for what cannot be demanded. In this light, the counsel to wait becomes an active discipline, preparing each for a resolution that honors more than one good.

Without disclosing the final choice, the closing chapters affirm the book’s central message: that time, honestly used, can reveal a path where fidelity and freedom meet. The Alpine setting—steadfast, perilous, and sublime—mirrors the moral landscape the characters cross. The community’s life, shaped by seasons, work, and worship, proves resilient, capable of absorbing change without losing itself. The hour that comes is not sudden fate but the fruit of endurance, candor, and compassion. Whether doors open or remain closed, the tale concludes by honoring the courage to listen, the dignity of patient hope, and the integrity owed to both promise and love.
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    Wilhelmine von Hillern situates The Hour Will Come in the Catholic Alpine world of Upper Bavaria and Tyrol, where cloisters such as Ettal, Benediktbeuern, Stams, and Neustift presided over valleys tied to transhumant pastoralism, saltworks, and mountain trade. The implied timeframe evokes the long eighteenth century into the Napoleonic era, when Baroque devotion and Tridentine discipline still structured convent life yet faced mounting state encroachment. Villages like Garmisch, Mittenwald, and Innsbruck’s hinterland furnished a social landscape of guild artisans, peasant proprietors, and clerical estates. Pilgrimage culture, Marian confraternities, and the legal autonomy of ecclesiastical lordships formed the moral and institutional horizon in which the novel’s cloistered conflicts unfold.

The Counter-Reformation reshaped Bavaria and the Tyrol after the Council of Trent (1545–1563). Duke and later Elector Maximilian I of Bavaria (r. 1597–1651) installed Jesuit education, enforced Catholic uniformity, and endowed reformed monasteries; St. Michael in Munich (1583–1597) became a Jesuit stronghold, while Benedictine and Augustinian houses in the Alps adopted stricter observance. Baroque piety manifested in processions, Marian shrines, and the pastoral oversight of dioceses like Brixen and Freising. These reforms standardized enclosure, dowries, and education for nuns and canonesses. The novel’s cloister discipline, emphasis on obedience, and the practice of dedicating children by vow mirror this Tridentine regime, whose rules governed female religious life well into the eighteenth century.

The Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648) devastated much of southern Germany, drawing Bavaria into confessional and dynastic conflict under commanders like Johann Tserclaes, Count of Tilly, and later confronting Swedish incursions. Although the Tyrol avoided large pitched battles, mountain passes such as the Brenner were militarized, plague waves struck (notably in the 1630s), and monasteries acted as granaries, hospitals, and refuges. Ecclesiastical lordships consolidated authority in the war’s aftermath. The communal memory of calamity and sanctuary, crucial to Alpine Catholic identity, informs the book’s portrayal of the cloister as both spiritual refuge and social institution, a place expected to absorb shocks that village society alone could not withstand.

Josephinist state reforms and Napoleonic secularization transformed cloister life. Emperor Joseph II’s edicts (1781–1787) curtailed contemplative houses across Habsburg lands, redirected monastic wealth to parishes and schools, and scrutinized vows; in the Tyrol, closures and reforms affected smaller convents despite local resistance. In Bavaria, the Reichsdeputationshauptschluss of 1803 dissolved over a hundred monasteries; Ettal and Benediktbeuern were suppressed, their estates sold, libraries dispersed, and buildings repurposed. Such policies disrupted dowry systems, guardianship networks, and the legal status of vowed women. The novel’s central tensions around vocation, conscience, and the permanence of enclosure resonate with this era when the state’s hand could abruptly unmake lifetimes of spiritual and social investment.

The Tyrolean Rebellion of 1809, led by innkeeper Andreas Hofer, arose after the Treaty of Pressburg (1805) transferred the Tyrol to Bavaria under French influence. Bavarian reforms—conscription, taxation, and the earlier secularization—sparked uprisings by riflemen’s bands. Three battles at the Bergisel above Innsbruck (April, May, August 1809) briefly expelled occupying forces before Napoleon reasserted control; Hofer was captured and executed at Mantua on 20 February 1810. Rooted in Catholic devotion and local autonomy, the revolt entwined altar and homeland. The book’s Alpine cloister becomes intelligible against this backdrop of communal solidarity and resistance to distant authorities, while also probing the costs when obedience to tradition conflicts with individual fate.

Confessional coercion in the Alpine world is exemplified by the Salzburg Protestants’ expulsion (1731–1732) under Archbishop Leopold Anton von Firmian, which drove roughly 20,000 to resettlement in East Prussia under Frederick William I, and by the Zillertal expulsions (1837) in the Tyrol under Emperor Ferdinand I. These episodes reveal how princely-bishoprics and Catholic administrations enforced uniformity. Female religious houses were embedded in this matrix of surveillance, catechesis, and relief. The novel’s concern with consent, forced vows, and the pressure of communal expectation thus mirrors documented mechanisms by which authorities policed belief and life choices in the Alps, especially for young women dependent on kin and ecclesiastical patrons.

Written in the decades after German unification (1871), the novel also reflects contemporary church–state struggles. The Kulturkampf in the German Empire (1871–1878) saw the Jesuits Law (1872), May Laws in Prussia (1873), and episcopal imprisonments; Bavaria, though Catholic and more moderate, was not immune to the debate over convents, education, and clerical authority. Liberal anticlerical legislation in Cisleithanian Austria (1867–1874) similarly targeted orders. Hillern, a South German novelist steeped in Alpine milieus, channels these controversies into historical fiction: by staging conflicts over vow, conscience, property, and guardianship in a cloister, she interrogates questions of women’s legal capacity and the rightful limits of ecclesiastical power under modernizing states.

As social and political critique, the book exposes the vulnerabilities of women whose lives were governed by family vows, dowry economics, and canon law, and by the paternalism of abbots, guardians, and magistrates. It reveals how class and estate privileges insulated some from coercion while binding peasant daughters to narrow choices. The cloister functions as a microcosm of institutional authority: benevolent in charity and education yet liable to override conscience and consent. By invoking secularization, reforms, and communal resistance, the narrative questions the justice of state or church when either instrumentalizes the individual, advocating a moral order that balances faith with legal protections for personal autonomy.
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The heath or moorland plateau of Mals lies wide--spread, silent, and deserted where the lofty head of the Grossortler towers up, and overlooks it in eternal calm. It is five centuries ago--a mere moment in that world of everlasting snows; the keen autumn wind, as at this day, is rushing through the grey halms of the charlock, woodrush and heathgrasses, that have caught a doubtful, golden gleam reflected from the glaciers which are bathed in the glow of the sinking sun; as at this day, the gale packs the driving white clouds together in the still highland valley, as though to rest for the night. They heave and roll noiselessly, spreading a white, misty sheet over the withered heathgrass. The mirror-surface of the moorland tarn lies lead-coloured and dull, wrinkled by the night-breeze, and its icy waters trickle in tiny rills over the bare plain and down to the valley. All is the same as it is to this day! Only life is wanting, life warm and busy, which in these days is stirring in the villages and homesteads that dot the plain, and that have brought the dead moorland into tilth and fertility. Profound silence reigns over the immeasurable level, throughout its length and breadth no living thing stirs; it is as if this were indeed the neutral space between Heaven and Hell--a vast, eternal void! Only the monotonous murmur of the Etsch--that cold artery of the desolate heath--and the roar of the winds that sweep at night across the plateau; these are the eerie voices of this realm of death.

Woe to the lonely pilgrim who is wandering through the night [2q]in this boundless desert, in storm and snow, in impenetrable darkness; he is lost in nothingness, owned by neither Heaven nor Hell, and the earth knows him not! No ear can hear his cry for help, it is lost in vacancy; the raven and the wolf mark him down, but they tell no one of their mute prey.

It is true that pitying love has penetrated even to this wilderness and realm of death, and spreads her arms so far as they may reach; but they are but human arms, weak and inadequate for the great divine mind that animates them. Every evening, above the howling of the storm and the roaring of the highland lake, as dusk creeps on, the Vesper bell rings softly out like the beat of some metallic heart. Then a dull-red, flaring blaze is suddenly seen, which parts into wandering storm-blown flakes of flame that disperse themselves about the moor till they vanish in the mist and darkness. The shepherd and lay-brethren it is, who go forth with torches and biers from the Hospice of Saint Valentine in the moor, which pious faith has erected for the lost traveller here in the wilderness. Defying the warring elements, they seek in silent and fearless devotion the strayed, the perishing, and the hungry, and bring them in to the warm hearth of humanity. Happy is he whom they find, he is rescued--but the moor is wide, and they are but a forlorn little handful of men, not all-knowing nor all-seeing.


The sun went down early in angry red; it grows darker and darker. Heavy clouds are packed over the evening sky, the last glimmer of starlight is extinguished, all is as dark as though no light survived in Heaven or earth; for a moment even the howling, shrieking winds are silent, which nightly carry on their demon-dance round and across the heath; but from the distance looms a nameless, formless something, a thunder roll is heard, soft at first like the sound of slow, heavy wheels, then nearer and nearer--a terror, invisible, intangible but crushing, shakes the earth to its foundation. Slowly it surges on, like a deep groan of rage long controlled only to break out all the more fearfully in raving, annihilating fury. The snow-storm, the first of the year, sweeps down from the Grossortler over the bare trembling heath--a mighty, moving mass rolls on before it that breaks incessantly into powder, and is incessantly renewed--as if the winds had torn the eternal mantle of snow from the shoulders of the numberless glaciers, and were flinging it down from the heights. A giant wall reaches from earth to sky; snow, snow everywhere. Touched by the icy breath, the shapeless mists over lake and river curdle and turn to snow, the light evening-clouds form compact masses of snow--whirling pillars that bury everything in their wild dance; the very air is turned to snow, there is no tiniest space between sky and earth that is not filled with snow. The whole moor is overwhelmed in it, and is one vast, white bed, where the storm and night may work their wild will.

But hark! a cry of distress, from a spot between the two lakes and far, far from the sheltering Hospice. It is the cry of a human being that shares that fearful bed with the night and the storm--a woman who lies sunk to the knees under the cold, crushing coverlet of snow, and on her breast a newborn baby-boy, closely clasped in her stiffened arms and wrapped in her cloak. The milk which flows from the young mother's bosom to nourish her infant has frozen above her fluttering heart, and the tears on her closed lashes are turned to ice. There she lies. "Poor feeble mother, who has thrust thee out in this night of storm and tumult for your child to be born under the open sky?" Thus ask the storm and the wild uproar of the elements; and as if even they had pity for the wretched soul, the wind carries the mother's cry of anguish over her starving infant, bears it on its wings to the scattered party of seeking, rescuing monks. "Be quick, make haste before it is too late."

And they hear it, these bold wrestlers with death, themselves half-buried in the snow, and they set out, wading, digging, shovelling, till the sweat of their brows runs down on their frozen beards, ever listening without a word, without a sound after that tremulous wind-borne cry.

And these storm-proof hearts quake with dread and pity for the hapless wretch to whose help they are hastening; they go forward painfully on their deadly and toilsome way, heeding neither danger nor difficulty, with only one purpose and one aim before their eyes--a struggle for life with Death.

At last--it is close by--at last they hear a faint cry; even the death-stricken woman hears them approaching, she collects her remaining strength and once more opens her eye-lids, on which the restless whirling snow has already dropped a white shroud; a red gleam meets her sight, she hears the scraping of iron shovels, the burden that weighs on her breast and on her feet gets lighter and lighter--here are light and human voices--a shout of deliverance--of joy. Round her opened grave stand the snow-whitened storm-beaten group in a flood of red light from the flaring torches, their eyes shining with the divine light of devoted love which has triumphed over danger and death. And they raise her in their rough hands, they lift her out of her cold tomb, they wrap her and the naked child in warm hair-cloth coats and carry her home under the sheltering roof of holy Valentine.

"Salve, Frater Florentinus! we bring a precious prize," says one of the brethren triumphantly to the silver-bearded old man who opens the heavy creaking door. "A young mother and a new born boy--snatched from death."

"Deo gratias!" murmurs the old man in a voice husky from age. "The Lord will bless your labours. Come in quickly, the wind is blowing the snow in."

They step in and the door falls to with a groan. The storm outside snorts and rages and hurls against the door, like some wild beast robbed of its prey, but the door is tight and fast, and within all is quiet and warm; a smoking pine torch is burning in an iron bracket fixed to one of the pillars of the entrance hall, and throws wavering shadows and red lights on the grey stone walls and the black wooden crucifix which spreads out its arms to welcome all who enter.

"Come, hapless suffering mother, here you may find rest," says the old man compassionately, and he opens a low, iron-plated door at the farther end of the hall, through which the procession passes in silence into a room which is at once the guest-chamber, the kitchen, and the refectory of the pious brotherhood, and the only warm room in the little Refuge, whose walls are thicker than its rooms are wide. A vast chimney-place like a roof projects into the half-dark hall, its broad shadow cast on the vaulted roof by the crackling fire that burns beneath it. From the ceiling hangs a small iron oil-lamp covered with cobwebs and giving too dismal and dim a light to illuminate the whole room. Over the fire hangs a cauldron in which a warm mess is stewing for the brethren and for any one they may bring with them on their return, half-frozen, from the desert outside; the roughly hewn seats stand round an octagon table, which is immoveably fixed in the middle of the room on strong supports. The only decoration in the whole smoke-blackened hall is a picture of St. Valentine, who, himself of gigantic proportions, stands preaching the gospel on the open heath to a crowd of very small devotees; the thick clouds of smoke which, all the winter through, are puffed back from the chimney by the stormy gusts, have blackened this picture also; yet it is the most treasured possession of the brotherhood. It was painted by Father Columbanus of the monastery at Marienberg, and Father Columbanus was an enlightened and inspired man, to whom the saints were wont to appear in nightly visions that he might depict them. This picture of Saint Valentine was the last vision that he saw and painted, for he died shortly after; so it is of double value! Under the picture hangs a holy-water vessel of terra-cotta.

On the heavy, rough-hewn table there are wooden platters in which each man receives his share as it is taken out of the cooking pot, and a wooden spoon lies by each. This is all the furniture of the bare room; but such as it is, to the suffering, storm-lashed woman it is full of unspeakable comfort--a city of refuge from the raging wilderness without. She is silent, but her eye rests with an unearthly glitter on the rough, weather-beaten figures, who carry her at once to the chimney and with clumsy hospitality press her to take a little of the warm mess. Then, with a quiet bustle, they make her a couch by the glowing fire; a sack of straw, a pillow filled with white moss, and for coverlet a woolly sheep-skin--this is all the house has to offer, but it is a delicious couch after the fearful bed out on the moor--a couch prepared by careful and kindly human hands. With bashful awkwardness they untie the band of her tangled golden hair, take off her wet outside garment and wrap her in a warm, dry monk's frock, then they lay the frail and trembling form carefully on the bed and put the pale, half dead baby on her arm. The frozen fount of the mother's breast thaws under the warm wrapper, the child finds its natural food, and breathes and lives again. The brethren stand aside in silence, and tears run down their lean cheeks.

"May the holy mother of God protect thee--poor young mother!" says the grey-haired brother Florentinus, laying a little metal image of the Virgin on the suffering woman's breast. "We are unlearned men, unskilled in serving sick ladies and ignorant of what may comfort you in your suffering; but this image is of great virtue and famous for many miracles. It will bestow its grace on you too if your past life has not rendered you unworthy to receive it."

The young woman looked him calmly and frankly in the face.

"Holy brother," said she, "I am miserable and poor, and have not where to lay my head, but in that shelter which Heaven provides for the wretched under the sacred convent roof. But I was faithful, reverend brother, faithful and obedient at all times!" She pressed the image long and fervently to her lips, and silently told her sorrows to the All-pitying Mother.

"Most times when a young wife's first-born is brought into the world a loving grandmother bends over her bed and takes thought for everything, and a young father rocks his first-born tenderly on his arms. But I, O Mother of Grace! am cast off and homeless, and have no one but Thee."

And as the nourishing fount flows freely for her sucking child, the frozen fountain of her soul thaws too, and overflows from her closed eyelids in hot but restful tears. The Heavenly Mother bends lovingly and soothingly over her; the worn out woman rests her weary head on the unseen but omnipresent and ever-merciful bosom, and overcome by deadly exhaustion she falls asleep. The brethren slip off their wooden shoes, and walk barefoot on the stone flags so as not to disturb the exhausted woman. She looks to them like a martyr as she lies there--so calm, with the baby that has also gone to sleep looking like a glorified angel. The flickering fire throws changing lights and shadows on her crisply curling hair, making it seem like a crown of thorns; the brethren observe the resemblance, and point to it in silence.

Old Florentinus meanwhile does not forget temporal interests for the sake of eternal ones. He busily steals about the room on tip-toe, and carries the stranger's garments to the fire to dry, and for the first time he sees that there is a richly embroidered border at the hem of the dress, which glitters in the fire-light, and that the tattered shoes are embroidered by a skilful hand; he silently shows these ornaments to the brethren, and they shake their heads in astonishment. Then he lifts the cauldron from the fire, and dispenses the steaming contents into the platters with a sign to his companions; they obey the signal with but small alacrity, they are in no mood to eat. Noiselessly they draw up to the table, offer up a grace, and take the simple meal of barley and water standing. The thoughtful old man puts by a little of it for the sick woman. Then they cross themselves before the picture of St. Valentine, and withdraw each to his own cell, carefully closing the clumsy doors behind them. The old man only remains to watch the sick woman, and he seats himself in silence on the stone window-seat at the farther end of the room, telling his beads. The storm still roars round the house in long and violent gusts, but it can do it no mischief, for poor and bare as it is, it is built of strong masonry, a fortress against wind and weather, and the narrow air-openings are so deeply imbedded in the thick walls that no draught can pour in through them; only now and then the wind rushes howling down the chimney, and flings the crackling flames and smoke out into the room, so that the sick woman is startled from her painful slumbers; then all is still again. The child sighs softly in its sleep as if dreaming of future sorrow; the mother's breathing goes on in regular rhythm, and even the old watcher leans his weary head in the niche in the wall, and falls asleep. Only the gigantic saint on the wall preaches unweariedly on to his dwarfed heathen in the light of the dying lamp, and the little figures seem to move and dance dreamily in the growing darkness.

Suddenly a cry of pain broke from the lips of the sick woman; the old man rose and went to the bed-side. She lay there quite changed, almost unconscious, her eyes sunken, her lips blue; the hand of death had passed over her face. She was seized with a violent trembling, and the bed quaked under her.

"What is the matter?" asked the brother in alarm. "Will you have a little food? It is standing here by the fire--or shall I make you a drink of warming herbs?" and he hastily threw some more wood on to the embers.

"Good brother," she replied, and her white teeth showed below her upper lip like those of a corpse, "neither food nor drink can help me any more. As it must come, let it come--I am dying; and when I tell you that I walked with my unborn child from Görz as far as this, and that the boy was born on the heath where I was all alone and helpless, you cannot wonder at it. Hear my confession, and grant me extreme unction."

The old man's eyes overflowed with tears. "Alas, poor flower, who can so pitilessly have plucked you, and flung you away to wither, and fall to pieces in the winter-storm. And we are so unskilled in all medical knowledge, and must see you die so miserably when we would so willingly rescue you!"

"Do not weep for me, reverend father," she said calmly; "all is well with me, I am going to rest in the lap of our Blessed Mother. But my poor child--he loses his mother just as I am finding mine. Take charge of him, I beseech you, he has no one in the world--he is wholly forlorn!"

"It shall be as you wish," said the old man. "You may rely on that in perfect confidence--you may die in peace on that score."

"Then take my boy without delay to the venerable Abbot Conrad of Amatia at Marienberg. Tell him that the outcast wife of Swyker of Reichenberg sends the child to him as her last bequest, that she dedicated him to the church in a sorrowful hour, and the venerable man will help a poor soul to keep her vow."

"In the name of all the saints!" cried the monk. "You, the most noble lady of Reichenberg? You, the guardian spirit and good angel of all the country round! Married only nine months since, if we were rightly informed? How, tell me, how come you here in this wild spot without one of your friends, cast out like the poorest beggar or like some criminal!"

"You say rightly, reverend father," she said quietly, and a gleam of the reviving fire fell like a glory on her pale brow, "I was banished like a criminal, and thrust out to be a prey to the fowls of the air, I and the child, the son of a noble house. And yet I am not guilty of that of which I was accused, although God himself was pleased to bear witness against me." A fresh shivering fit came over her, and shook her as the autumn wind shakes the faded leaves from the trees.

"My time is short--I will make a short story," she said in a failing voice. "It is nine months to-day since the noble Lord of Reichenberg, as you know, married me from the house of Ramüss, and soon after we went to Görz, the gay court of Albert, the count of Tyrol and Görz.--Egno of Amatia, the companion of my childhood, went with us. Oh! would we had never gone there--I have never had an hour of happiness since! The countess of Eppan, a beautiful woman of courtly manners and accomplishments, stole my husband's heart and with it his confidence in me; I had to look on while it happened, helpless and with no one to counsel me, a simple woman, having grown up in a quiet town in the Lower Engadine--ignorant of the world and of its wickedness. And then--how can I say it--she whispered to my husband that I and Egno of Amatia--! Oh! reverend Brother, spare me, spare me--If death had not already frozen my blood with his cold breath I should blush purple with shame!"

"I understand you, noble Lady," said the old man.

"My husband believed the falsehood and--oh! that I should have to say it--disowned his child. He challenged Egno of Amatia to ordeal by combat. Reverend Father, the ways of the Almighty are inscrutable and wise--why He, who proves the heart and reins, abandoned the innocent, I cannot understand; but it was His holy will--and so it fell out. Egno fell, slain by my husband's hand. God himself was witness against me--and so my deluded husband cast me out--me and my child. 'Go--bring your child into the world to be meat for the birds and wolves, and if tender hands take pity on it, may it be accursed and they who rescue it also. It is the fruit of sinful love and by sinful love may it perish!' So he spoke and put me out of his house, and in order that the curse may not take effect, worthy father, I dedicated the child to the cloister before it saw the light, for where can it be safer than within convent walls. I was trying to reach St. Gertrude's, the convent in the Münsterthal--a well-beloved home.--There I thought to have given birth to my child. If it were a girl it was to belong to St. Gertrude--if a boy, I would take it to Marienberg. My brother is there and the Abbot is well known to me, and kindly disposed towards me--he is of the house of Amatia and will receive the child, who is an outcast for his relation's sake, and will bring it up to a holy life in the Lord, so that it can incur no curse and fall into no sinful love. Swear to me that you will report all this to him, faithfully--as I tell it to you--!"

"I swear it by this picture of the Blessed Virgin, who henceforth will be a mother to your son, born in sorrow. You have dedicated him to Heaven, and Heaven will accept him--because the gift is pure. I promise you in the name of the brethren of Marienberg that they will keep and cherish your child so that the curse may not be accomplished." And the old man sprinkled the baby with holy water and laid his withered hand in blessing on his head. The mother suddenly stretched herself out with a wonderful smile of peace. Her child was safe now, she could die content.

"Make haste, give me the last sacraments, I am near my end!" The old man went to wake the brethren--startled, they hurried out of their rooms and gathered round the dying woman's bed. She still breathed, but with difficulty, and speech had failed her; but her lips could still receive the sacred viaticum and smile.

All was still as death in the room; the brethren prayed softly, the old man concluded the sacred office and made the sign of the cross. Yet three more feeble breaths--and all was over. The old man closed the sightless eyes and gently took the sleeping infant from its dead mother's side.

"Come, poor little one, there is no home on earth for you--you belong to Heaven."

He wrapped the boy in a warm lamb-skin and lighted a torch at the sooty lamp.

"Where are you going, brother Florentine? Are you going out in this stormy night, and with the tender infant?" asked one of the brethren. "Shall we not accompany you!"

"No! the child's guardian spirit is with me--I need no human aid. You stay here to pray by the corpse."

"Wait at least till the morning," said even the rough shepherd, the secular Superior of the convent.

"A vow will not bear any postponement!" said the old man, and with the new-born child in his arms he quitted the room where its mother's body was lying. The baby was torn from its mother's breast, torn from the source of its life; and as if the unconscious child felt the sorrowful parting it struggled and cried and fought against the bony, masculine arm that carried it. The old man stepped out of the convent; once more the heath received the outcast and homeless infant with wild cries from the storm; the snowfall was over and an icy blast had frozen the endless expanse of snow quite hard. The old monk's steps crunched upon it, and the evanescent crystals sparkled with a million rays where the flare of the torch fell, so that he made his onward way through the darkness, in the midst of a glory of light. He felt as if it were Christmas Evening, and as if the angel who guided the three kings were leading him too on the way, to conduct the child to his Holy Companion in the manger--to the Child above all children and the city of salvation. The star on the angel's brow threw a soft light in his path, he felt the mighty fanning of his wings on his hoary temples, and he sang joyful praise to the Lord in his heart while he marched stoutly forward through that stormy, glorious night of wonders.
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High up on the rocks above the village of Burgeis stands a watch tower of faith, the monastery of Marienberg, with heaven-reaching towers and pinnacles, proudly looking far out and down into the night. Torn, and as though weary, the clouds hang about the mountain peaks that surround it, and the snow storm beats its exhausted wings against the mighty walls; it has spent its rage over night and its power is broken. Now and again between the parting clouds glimmers the pale crescent of the setting moon; below, in the valley, a cock crows betimes to announce the coming morning, but up in the convent as well as down in the village all are sunk in sleep, no ray of light illumines any one of the numberless rows of windows, with their small round panes set in lead; only in the porter's room on the ground floor a feeble light is burning and keeping watch for the sleeping door-keeper. Three blows of the huge iron ring on the back door are suddenly heard. The porter starts up, his lamp has burnt low, warning him that it will soon be morning. He goes out with his clattering bunch of keys in his hand; meanwhile the knocking has been hastily and imperatively repeated.

"Who is out there at this early hour?" He asks cautiously.

"The beginning and the end--an infant and an old man," is the answer.

"What am I to understand by that?"

"Open the door and then you will know."

"I must first fetch the Superior. At such an unwonted hour I cannot open to any one without his sanction." And he goes back into the house and wakes the Superior, who glances with alarm at the hour-glass thinking he has overslept himself. It will soon be the hour of matins.

"Come out quickly," cried the gatekeeper. "A stranger asks to be admitted--I dared not open the gate without your permission."

The Superior threw on his frock and cowl and stepped out.

"An old man and a child--as he says--" continued the porter, as they crossed the courtyard.

"Open the gate," said the Superior, as the wail of an infant apprised him that the stranger outside had spoken the truth. The porter obeyed and at the door, with the infant on one arm and in his other hand the torch, stood the old monk from St. Valentine's.

"Blessed be the Lord Christ! Brother Florentinus! How come you here this wild night--and what have we here for a whimpering visitor?" cried the Superior, admitting the old man.

"Aye, you would never have thought that my stiff old arms would be bringing round such a fragile, wriggling thing.--But take me quickly to the reverend Abbot that we may take counsel in the matter--for the child is hungry and needs womanly care."

"The bell will soon call to matins," said the Superior. "Wait here in the court-yard till the first stroke, and then you will be sure that no bad spirit crosses the threshold with you. Meanwhile I will go and announce you to his reverence, the Abbot."

"Aye, you are right, brother, the child must enter the convent at a lucky hour, for he must stay in for ever."

The Superior asked no more--the brethren were accustomed to suppress all curiosity and to accept inexplicable occurrences in silence. He went in and the gate-keeper remained outside with the old man. They stood there expectant, till the first stroke should sound that should scare away the hordes of bad night-spirits.

Florentinus extinguished his torch, for the light from the porter's window lighted up the narrow court-yard.

"To-day is a great festival, and the fathers were making preparations far into the night," said the porter. "You did not think of that?"

"I do not know what you mean," said the old man. "To-day is no saint's day?"

"This day, a hundred years ago, anno Domini 1150, the edifice of this godly house was begun by Ulrich of Trasp, and a great thanksgiving service is to be performed in honour of the noble founder."

"To be sure I might have known it. Your house is ten years younger than ours and we too, ten years since, had a thanksgiving to our founder, Ulrich Primele."

"But you must not let our reverend brethren hear you say that our foundation is younger than yours, for they may take it ill in you. You know of course that our holy house was built two hundred years ago at Schuls, and was only transferred here because at Schuls and at St. Stephen we were so often visited by fire and avalanches."

"I know, I know," nodded the old man. "I did not mean to cast any reflection on the venerable antiquity of your foundation. God grant it may increase and prosper. It is still a sure bulwark against the decay of all conventual discipline in these days--God save us--the rule of St. Benedict is often followed in outward semblance only, but your severity is everywhere famous."

"Now!" said the guardian, opening the door for the old man. Solemnly and with silvery clearness, the bell for matins rang out. Inside the convent, all was alive at once. One after another, the windows were lighted up but without noise, as in a magic lantern. Brother Florentinus stepped into the hall. Door after door opened, and the dark figures of the monks slipped out in their soft sandals, and glided noiselessly down to the chapel along the long corridor. The deepest "silentium" reigned in the dusky passages and halls--that sacred silence by which the still dormant soul prepares itself to wake up to prayer. But the crying of the hungry baby disturbed the solemn stillness, and the fathers paused in astonishment, and gathered full of wonder and bewilderment round the screaming child. The guardian called the old man to come into the refectory with the infant, and the brethren went in to matins, shaking their heads over this strange visit. The Abbot, a reverend man of near seventy years, was standing in the refectory when Florentinus entered.

"What is this strange story that our brother, the Prior, tells me? You, Florentinus, bring us a child--a new-born infant. Where, in the name of all the saints, did you pick it up, and what have we to do with the helpless baby?"

"Most reverend Abbot, kindly lend me your attentive ear, and then your questions will be answered. But first of all I beseech your grace to allow that a woman may be fetched out of the village to suckle the child, for it has been starving these three hours."

"That cannot be, Brother Florentinus; a woman in the convent! What are you thinking about? You know very well that our order allows no women but princesses to come within our walls."

"Your reverence, it must be," said Florentine fearlessly; "I promised the babe's dying mother in your name that it should be received this day within the sheltering walls of Marienberg, and 'he will help a poor soul to keep her vow,' the dying woman said. He is the child of the noble Lady of Reichenberg."

The Abbot clasped his hands.

"What--where did you see her?"

"We found her at night on the heath, where her child had been born out in the snow. She is now lying in our house at St. Valentine's--dead."

The Abbot grasped his forehead with his hand as if he thought he was dreaming.

"The Lady of Reichenberg, the angel of Ramüss! What has happened to her?"

"She was repudiated by her husband on account of your relative Egno of Amatia; he fell in trial by combat. But the wife was innocent nevertheless, the child is Swyker of Reichenberg's child; but he cast it out to the birds of the air, and loaded it with the heaviest curses. In order that the curses might not take effect, she dedicated it to the cloister."

The Abbot Conrad took the child tenderly in his arms.

"Yes, poor orphan, you shall find a home here; none on earth are motherless to whom the church opens her sheltering bosom."

Then he went to the door, and called the Superior.

"Hasten without delay down into the village, and find some good woman who will undertake to care for the infant's bodily needs; the convent will reward her richly. She may live in the Lady Uta's east turret-chamber; there she will be hidden from the eyes of the brethren; and you may also open the Lady Uta's chest for her use and the baby's. Make the room ready so that it may look comfortable and habitable, and that the woman may not feel as if she were a prisoner."

The guardian brother hurried away.

"The church must give to each severally that which he
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