

Author’s Note

This book grew out of a question: what happens when people step outside their familiar routines for a time — and what remains of them when they return.

The mountains, the forest, the village, and its conflicts are not allegories, but spaces of experience: places where it becomes clear what sustains us when certainties begin to crumble, and what can grow when we are willing not to cling to everything.

The characters in this novel do not seek answers; they learn to live with open questions. They encounter old images, inner animals, dreams, and farewells — not as an escape from the world, but as a way of meeting it honestly.

If this book wishes to offer anything, perhaps it is this: the sense that change happens quietly; that connection is not possession; and that there are places — in the landscape as well as within — which we do not leave, even as we move on.
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CHAPTER 1 
ARRIVAL AND THE SEARCH FOR TRACES
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The village had no railway station of its own. He would have to cover the last few miles by bus.

The train had brought him as far as Seefeld, a small town with a picturesque old quarter, where he had changed after the long night journey. The final seventeen miles of this journey of almost eight and a half hours would now take him to Goldswil, his destination.

The drive along the lakeside road gradually dispelled the weariness that had gathered after a restless night in a four-berth couchette compartment — three snoring fellow passengers had made the night difficult for him.

But now the landscape slipped past the window like a soothing stage: wide meadows with slowly grazing cows, dense forests still asleep in the early morning light, and again and again the great lake, its waters shimmering in delicate shades of turquoise.

The lake lay almost still, scarcely a ripple on its surface. The light of drifting clouds was reflected in it, and the mountain slopes, drawing steadily nearer and growing steeper, their edges sharply defined, awakened in him a quiet inward sense of wonder.

When he finally got off the bus and felt firm ground beneath his feet, relief passed through him. He slung his rucksack over his shoulder and set off on the short walk from the bus stop up to the old village church in Goldswil.

At the little wrought-iron gate he set down his belongings, took a deep breath, and carefully placed his guitar case in the shade of a wall. In the front pocket, secured with a zip, lay his sheet music — Bach and Villa-Lobos — and in the outer pocket were new strings for his classical guitar.

The guitar was always with him on his travels, like a silent companion. With it, he could practise, refine his repertoire, and try out new ideas while on the move.

With a long sigh, he sat down on the second step from the top of the church steps, placed his rucksack beside him, and took out the breakfast he had packed. He set down beside him the bottle of milk he had just bought from the machine opposite the bus stop. Then he searched for the few nuts that had to be somewhere in his luggage.

He looked up at the old village church, postponing his visit until some later time. The eighteenth-century building, with its distinctive octagonal spire roof, stirred his curiosity — but today he would remain outside.

The church was dedicated to Saint Martin, patron of travellers, the poor, and those in need.

Strictly speaking, I am not one of them, he thought with a smile, but who knew what life might still have in store. A traveller he certainly was, once again. In any case, the church was an idyllic landmark, typical of this farming country.

In the churchyard stood a stately maple, casting long patterns of shadow across the gravel path in the still-low morning sun. Beside it grew tall fruit trees and spreading shrubs.

He recognised the western arborvitae at once — the same tree of life that stood in the front garden of the schoolhouse where he taught.

Though he admitted this to himself with less pleasure than he once would have done.

Along the western wall of the church, clematis hybrids climbed upwards, their three-lobed, feathered leaves catching the sunlight with a muted sheen.

Nanuu loved plants.

The night journey by train had been long — at times noisy, at times restless — but now, he hoped, the quieter and more restorative part of his journey was about to begin.

Might he meet the hermit as early as today?

The thought rose and fell within him like an invisible wave.

His newly bought travel journal lay on his knees. The pages still smelled faintly of printer’s ink. Quickly, the first sketches began to take shape — fleeting lines, shadows, a few observations, doodles — as though he needed to feel and hold what might otherwise vanish into the unspoken space between two breaths.

The bustle in the square before the church felt almost like a little play unfolding especially for him.

More and more people arrived in delivery vans and estate cars, unloading crates of fruit, vegetables, or small handcrafted treasures, before driving away again with practised discipline to make room for those who followed.

Two friendly traffic marshals stood nearby, as though they had seen it all countless times before, and managed everything with a calmness that gradually began to settle over him as well.

His spirits lifted noticeably, a small inner upsurge spreading through his chest.

The cheese sandwich tasted wonderful — simple and familiar. Generously, he broke off a few crumbs and tossed them to the sparrows and tits, which hopped closer with surprising boldness and studied him with shining eyes.

Nanuu loved animals.

He wore simple blue jeans, sturdy walking boots of dark leather, and a checked shirt in shades of brown and black that framed his broad shoulders. The rolled-up sleeves revealed his fine-boned hands — hands in which strength and sensitivity met, shaped by years of making music.

On his head he wore a slightly old-fashioned brown velvet beret, which gave him an almost poetic air.

He was in his mid-thirties, yet something about him seemed younger — perhaps the alertness of his expression, perhaps the quiet softness around his eyes.

His features were angular and clearly defined: a marked chin, a narrow, straight nose, a high forehead. His skin was lightly sun-browned, as though he had spent the past few weeks beneath southern skies. His dark, slightly wavy hair fell almost to his shoulders — a little untamed, as though it refused to submit entirely either to reason or to a blade.

His amber eyes, warm and at times touched with melancholy, took in the scene before him: attentive, searching, full of wonder — and always a little more inward than outward.

One of his gifts was the ability to hear, within himself, a melody that seemed to belong to whatever was happening around him.

He let his gaze drift over the bustle of the market people: a call here, a burst of laughter there, the thud of crates against wood, the rustle of canvas sheets being drawn over the stalls to protect them from the freshening wind.

Everything seemed to arrange and move itself in a rhythm that suddenly felt soothingly familiar to him.

An older woman approached him, carrying two heavy paper bags. She wore a blue summer dress with white polka dots, and over it a beige blouse whose gentle shade almost merged with her long white hair, which she wore loose.

She stopped and looked at him kindly, with a kind of unhurried curiosity.

Her classic sandals — white, with slender buckles and a low block heel — lent her walk something timelessly elegant.

"Tuesdays are always market day here," she said with a smile, as though giving voice to a thought that had not yet been spoken.

After a while, she asked — hesitantly, yet with that light curiosity so characteristic of people who have seen a great deal — whether he might be planning to spend a few days by the lake as a tourist, and whether he was perhaps thinking of camping.

“Otherwise”, she added quickly, she still had a room free.

Sudden downpours were not uncommon by the lake, especially in summer, and she did not want a stranger to be drenched on his very first day.

She spoke with an elegant matter-of-factness that nevertheless revealed a note of care.

And Nanuu, a good listener by nature, nodded kindly while she — encouraged by his quiet attentiveness — gradually gave more and more away.

Her hands gripped the heavy shopping bags, their handles pressing deeply into her fingers, yet she seemed hardly to notice the strain. When he realised how much the weight was troubling her, he gently tried to bring the conversation to a close. At last she handed him a business card.

He took it, bowed slightly, and explained that he was only passing through — which, if one took a broad enough view, was true.

A smile, a nod — a silent farewell.

Shaking hands was impossible; both of hers were occupied.

When she had gone, something of her presence lingered.

What a contrast, he thought, watching her walk away. His wandering life — and this grounded, kindly life of the people here. Home in its purest form, held within a village by the lake, sheltered by mountains standing guard to the south.

He lowered his eyes to the business card.

A delicate floral pattern framed the lettering:

Elisabeth Wilmius

Pension Bergfluh

Am Zwieselbach 4

And suddenly — like a faint inner flicker — he knew he might meet her again.

It was one of those intuitive flashes of insight, those vivid inner impressions that came as they pleased, beyond his control. Sometimes they proved true; sometimes they left him only puzzled. But he always took them seriously.

Only he never spoke of them to anyone.

Never.

Morning opened out. The last veils of mist dissolved in the sun, and the clearer the air became, the more distinctly the finer details of the surrounding mountain landscape emerged.

Between the jagged heights of the Schattenfluh and the Rothörner range, countless little streams arose and wound their way through rolling country, in whose hollows ferns, mosses, and old trees grew.

The Zwieselbach, born of many such small veins of water, eventually flowed into the lake not far from Goldswil and, over the years, had formed a little shore of pale gravel and sand.

From higher up, on the walk he was about to begin, Nanuu would be able to see all this more clearly.

Somewhere down there, he thought, the Pension Bergfluh must be. And higher up, near the great waterfall, the hermit’s retreat.

The lake itself lay calm and clear — yet its water remained, as everyone here knew, cool in every season. Too cold to enter without thinking twice.

There was something about travelling.

At times it seemed to him as though his life consisted of a constant movement between departure and return.

In his old travel journal, which he guarded almost reverently, there were sentences such as:

Somewhere else is always better.

Or:

What I want most is to leave — and yet I would do best to stay here.

He smiled faintly at the memory. Clearly, he was not the only one haunted by such contradictory longings. Many people he had met on his travels seemed driven by the same invisible force — a longing whose true shape no one could ever quite grasp. Perhaps travel was less a flight than a search. Or both at once.

For a brief moment he tried to work out whether home and life on the road really had to be opposites. But the thoughts would not quite come together, and he could feel how tiredness still lay over his mind like a blanket. So he let it go. Not now. Later, perhaps, with a clearer head.

The village shop on the opposite side of the road was still closed, but the little self-service station across from it offered the essentials without fuss — a simple range, but always accessible.

It was still early; time itself seemed in no hurry. The walk up to the hermit, he had been told, would take little more than three, perhaps four hours — breaks included.

At the vegetable market, now gradually filling with colours, voices, and smells, he would buy a few fresh provisions. Something he could take up as a gift — not out of obligation, but out of respect.

Nanuu thought of himself as a kind of pilgrim — someone once again on the road, who for a while had to leave behind everything that gave shape to his life down in the valley.

A time apart.

He knew that the gaps opened by this withdrawal would sooner or later be filled by new routines of everyday life. Life was dependable in that way.

But now, on this path between the past and an uncertain height, he felt free.

His given name was Jan.

Sometimes, with a trace of ironic self-awareness, he wondered whether he was passing through an early midlife crisis. But even if that were so, it troubled him little. Far more important seemed to him the question of why he kept setting out again and again — why the longing for departure and the search for meaning could so regularly tear him away from familiar structures.

It was as though he needed to be on the move in order to keep his head above water.

As a teacher, in the everyday life of school — threaded through with regulations, deadlines, timetables, meetings, and an agenda without a single blank space — he was finding it harder and harder.

The thought of returning to office work, which he had once known, was out of the question.

He had first heard of the strange hermit up on the mountain the previous year from spiritual friends. They had travelled to the Isle of Lewis, celebrated a Celtic festival there with neo-Druids, and afterwards spoken of experiences that were peculiar, vivid, earthy, and at the same time faintly uncanny.

Those same friends had also given him the hermit’s contact details — a point of contact that was no longer any real secret, and yet remained surrounded by an aura of inaccessibility.

A visit to Angus — that, apparently, was the man’s name — was not something arranged on impulse. One needed a personal letter of request, a brief disclosure of one’s intentions.

The number of visitors was limited; so too were the kinds of concerns accepted, and not least by the need for peace of the man who lived up there.

Jan — or rather Nanuu, as he called himself when travelling — had been granted permission to visit.

He was curious, but cautious too. A healthy balance, he thought. Scepticism was called for as well.

If you expect little, you will not be too deeply disappointed, he thought.

An old reflex of self-protection.

Before setting off, however, he still had to call at the vicarage in Kupfergasse and announce himself to the housekeeper there.

Grete von Landten — that was the woman’s name — had been a good acquaintance of the druid’s for many years. On the telephone she had come across as articulate, humorous, and surprisingly perceptive.

She dealt with practical matters with an ease that felt almost magical. And there was something about her that unsettled him: she answered questions before he had even asked them. Not out of rudeness — rather from a curious, good-natured sort of second sight.

So he would be meeting her in person soon enough.

The kind woman had also offered to keep his guitar for him while he was up the mountain.

"You won’t be staying up there all that long anyway," she had said, with an undertone that was difficult to interpret.

But one never knew.

Perhaps he would stay for a night.

Perhaps longer.

What was more, she had already set aside for him a detailed walking map, a few letters, coffee, sugar, spices, and tinctures for the hermit — supplies that would come in useful up there in the mountains.

Angus often spent many months there with his animals, until the first winter storms made the descent from the Alp unavoidable.

That, too, had therefore already been arranged: he would not even have to trouble himself with the usual little things such as salt, pepper, or sugar.

Everything had already been packed — as though someone had known when he would arrive.

So: a hermit. A real recluse.

Not a swami from India, not a yoga teacher, not an ashram guru, but a man who lived in seclusion, close to the heartbeat of nature.

They said he dwelt in a little house built of rough stone, and at times even in a cave high up in the Schattenfluh.

There, so the story went, a dragon had once made its lair, until Irish wandering monks drove it away.

It was the kind of tale often told here in the mountains — a parable of how powerfully Christianity had once set about bringing old gods, heathen customs, and pagan myths to an end.

Such myths existed in every land: fire dragons, air dragons, earth dragons, water dragons — beings that played with the elements and knew how to handle them as though they were part of their very breath.

People had invented many of these figures, and yet something in such stories seemed older than the religions that later tried to vanquish them.

They said the hermit was a little strange, but skilled in healing — an English druid, well versed in plants, herbs, and tinctures; a man who still knew what counsel to give when no one else did.

Up here, they simply called him Angus.

Whether that was his real name, Nanuu was already beginning to doubt. No more, perhaps, than "Nanuu" was his own true name. He had received his spiritual name on his last journey to India, two years earlier. A swami — half sage, half enigmatic figure — had given it to him, or perhaps sent him away with it.

And as had become customary in certain circles, the new name had gradually grown on him like a second skin.

One acquaintance back home had suddenly begun calling herself "Deva"; Hannes from the kiosk opposite had recently had "Vasudeva" printed on his business card.

Names, he thought, were a curious matter — much like the idea of home.

To this day he still did not know why the swami had given him that particular name. Perhaps he had wanted to confuse him. Perhaps it carried a meaning he would only understand much later. Or perhaps it had simply been a whim — even self-styled swamis were sometimes fond of riddles and small provocations.

He still found it somehow unfair, for the ascetic had a name: Kondanna.

Whenever no papers were required, Jan von Gunten — that was his legal name — could travel quite unobtrusively, incognito.

Or under his stage name as a musician.

"Jan the Guitar Man" was what they had once printed on a poster when he played at a school fête before more than three hundred people.

Nanu — with only one "u" — would at least have made some kind of sense, he thought. A small exclamation of surprise, a faint breath of wonder.

But Nanuu?

They might just as well have called him Huh. Or Wow.

He liked both of those even less than the strange double u.

His parents had named him Jan, after his grandfather. And how little one so often knew nowadays about one’s own grandfathers, how quickly memories faded — that sometimes pained him.

From time to time, as he would later learn, some of the villagers climbed up to the hermit in search of encouragement, or even healing.

And Angus, they said, never gave anything away.

His discretion was legendary. And yet he knew an astonishing amount — about people, their worries, their missteps, and their darker secrets.

Not because he talked, but because people confided in him things they told no one else.

That did not make him universally liked.

As had once been the case with herbal healers and wise women in the Middle Ages, some took him for eccentric; others for a quack, a wild man of the woods, or even a heathen.

Jan, however, found that reputation anything but discouraging.

On the contrary: it made him curious.

Even Reverend Ritschard, a close friend of Angus, would assure anyone who wanted to hear it — and more than one who did not — that Angus was a devout man, one who had found the right relation to the divine and was deserving of respect.

It was an important endorsement, for Angus’s way of life up there on the Alp had never been officially recognised, either by a monastery or by the bishop.

Strictly speaking, he was not a hermit in the ecclesiastical sense, but rather a solitary — sustained by his own calling and an inner obedience.

Yet to Jan the word hermit sounded lighter, softer, more sheltering — like a veil that concealed what mattered and at the same time made it visible.

A soothing little smokescreen, he thought, better suited than the sober word recluse.

Much of this — and much other village gossip besides — he would only learn weeks later, when he returned to the village.

People in the village said that, in the eighteenth century, contemplative monks had fled here — members of those orders that had been banned in the Habsburg monarchy. They were said to have found shelter down in the valley and to have continued their quiet lives up above in the secluded niches of the rock.

People tolerated them — as they tolerated all things that kept silent and harmed no one.

Angus himself described his role to the locals with modesty: as a mountain farmer and herbalist, or simply as an Alp herdsman; sometimes, as "Kräutersepp". Two years earlier he had hung a little chapel bell beneath the overhang of his hut roof, and beneath it a plain wooden cross — perhaps to avoid alarming the more sensitive visitors.

The name hermit, which drifted through the village like a wandering rumour, sat rather uneasily with him; but for many people it was simpler than the truth.

Jan would learn all this only later — much later.

For the moment he knew only this: Angus had acquired a quiet reputation through his healing work. He could ease pain and relieve certain ailments — always in consultation with Dr Urs Keller, the village doctor, who also practised homeopathy. The two were friends, companions, brothers in spirit.

They spent long evenings in the village over cards, wine, and sometimes heated discussions — though never in discord.

Between them there existed a quiet alliance, a kind of masculine loyalty that no disagreement could cloud.

In the village, all three of them — Angus, the doctor, and the vicar — enjoyed a rare degree of respect.

The Way Up to the Hermit

Hardly anyone knew exactly how to reach Angus’s hermitage. There were paths, but they branched off, petered out, and dissolved into the undergrowth like tracks in a dream. There were signposts only up to a certain point.

"Follow the rising sun," Grete von Landten had said, with that faintly sardonic undertone which at once irritated and encouraged Jan. "First eastwards, then southwards. After about three kilometres you’ll come to the last signpost — Sulmisalp. After that, your instinct will guide you. And the stream. And the map I packed for you."

A spiritual treasure hunt, then, he thought.

He could not understand why no mountain railway had ever been built up there. A missed tourist venture — winter sports, skiers, money flowing into the village. But perhaps it was for the best. Not every height was meant for crowds.

Grete, in any case, had been pleased with the pastries and flowers he had brought from the village shop. Her smile had drawn deep lines across her face — furrows of a long life, in which stories rested like the rings of old trees.

Over tea and with an unobtrusive warmth, she had spoken of the village, of Angus, of the Alp — and at last had made a few cryptic remarks about the druid that Jan had not quite known how to place. He would see her again — of that he was suddenly certain.

But what exactly had she meant by eccentric? A curious word — half affectionate, half warning.

He said his goodbyes, stepped outside, and turned into the Seematte, onto the narrow path along the lakeshore, and into that particular light August seems to carry. The clear mountain lake glittered coolly in the sun, but he resisted the temptation of a swim.

He felt himself already drawn upwards — into stillness, into the forest — and he did not want to risk being drawn into another conversation with Frau Wilmius.

It was almost midday when he set off at a steady pace: rucksack, good boots, the long walking stick in his right hand. Half uncertainly, he began to hum a melody by Bach — the Sarabande in D minor — and later an old walking song, accompanied by the rustling of the trees and the forest’s unseen breath.

The Ascent

The first stretch of the path led through a dense oak wood, almost dark beneath its canopy. A stream accompanied him — silver-bright, murmuring, cool — and again and again offered him water when he paused, dipped his hands into the clear flow, and let the stillness work upon him.

Higher up, the land opened into pasture, where the village farmers’ cattle grazed and rested. Even now, taking the animals up to the Alp for the summer was a gain for agriculture — less hay was needed down in the valley, and the cattle seemed strong, calm, almost content.

Some lay in the shade, chewing the cud, warm and heavy, wholly at rest within their own breath.

"Freedom," thought Jan, "perhaps the greatest longing of any living creature."

But whether animals could feel freedom?

Contentment, at least, he answered himself.

"Most people can barely manage even that," he murmured, and sighed. Twice he paused to rest on dry cushions of moss; then a final, steep woodland path led further up.

As the trees began to thin, he heard it first — a deep thunder, a steady roar — and then he saw it:

The Waterfall

White-silver, surging, powerful, unstoppable, the water plunged hundreds of metres down into the depths, and the wind carried a fine spray across, which settled on his skin like a cooling breath.

The place seemed alive, sacred, old.

And somewhere there — perhaps only a stone’s throw away, hidden among trunks and rocks — the druid’s hermitage must lie.

Angus

Then at last he saw him: the man about whom people down in the valley sometimes whispered, and sometimes fell silent — out of respect, out of incomprehension, or out of fear; who could say?

Before Jan could make out the figure clearly, he caught the scent of smoke from the fire — that unmistakable fragrance of resin, fir needles, and something that struck him as dried herbs.

Then, slowly, a figure began to detach itself from the flicker of the firelight: a tall man, wrapped in a coarse grey cloak that stirred lightly in the wind.

An almost white beard fell across his chest, and beneath a weathered felt hat with a broad brim there gleamed a pair of eyes astonishingly alert and bright.

The pipe, from whose bowl bluish smoke was rising, seemed a natural part of him.

As though a hermit simply had to look like this.

As though there had never been any alternative.

Angus moved about the fire as though it were an old companion. From this distance it was impossible to tell exactly what he was doing, yet everything in his movements spoke of a calm, earth-rooted habit.

Should he turn back?

There was still time: the hermit had not yet noticed him.

The place Jan now saw before him seemed older than the little hut itself: four menhirs — roughly hewn stones some two metres high — marked the cardinal points: east, south, west, north.

They enclosed a rectangular space of some ten by ten metres, at once archaic and curiously sheltering.

Jan found himself wondering how these stones could ever have found their way up here.

Perhaps, he thought, Ice Age glaciers had once moved them as though they were toys.

Or something else.

Something his reason could not account for.

The rock face of the Schattenfluh did indeed rise to the south-west — immense, impassable — confirming what the map had shown: he had come up from the north-east.

In the middle of the ritual ground a smaller fire was burning, its flames dancing quietly despite the wind.

As Jan drew nearer, he noticed animals: goats chewing unhurriedly; chickens scratching in the dry earth for food; sheep whose wool shimmered in the light. They came from a small open shelter to the north of the hermitage.

Nearer the little wooden hut, above another fire, a large iron cauldron hung from a weather-blackened tripod. Smoke curled up beneath it, carrying a savoury, herbal scent into the air.

Jan raised a hand in greeting, still a little out of breath from the last stretch of the climb.

"I’m Nanuu — hello!"

Angus turned, grinned broadly, and called out,

"Well then — are your feet smoking already?"

His German, untouched by dialect, sounded warm, full of humour, and a little rough, like sandpaper.

Then he took a few steps closer, removed the pipe from his mouth, and called out in a voice that tipped lightly into the ceremonial:

"Have you found what you are seeking? Peace be with you — with us, and with this land. Be welcome!"

He raised his hand in greeting, almost like a priest, almost like an old friend. Then he murmured, barely audible, in a mixture of English and prayer:

Peace in our hearts,

peace in this place,

peace in our land …

and throughout the world, may there be peace.

The words hung between them like smoke — light, fragile, yet full of meaning.

"Yes and no," Nanuu replied at last, shaking his head with a quiet laugh, and returned the greeting.

"Then so it shall be," Angus said with satisfaction, as though he had expected just that answer. "Come closer. I’ve been expecting you. Sit down."

He spoke calmly, yet there was something playful in his voice, almost youthful.

As he spoke, his hand moved now through his grey-white beard, now over the soft plumage of a little tawny owl perched on a weathered tree stump beside him.

The bird regarded Nanuu with large dark-brown eyes — and watched the sky above them just as intently.

A moment later the little owl — round-headed, soft-feathered, and without the ear tufts of the larger species — hopped onto Angus’s gloved left hand.

"Our little owl here keeps an eye out for falcons," Angus explained. "He’s more afraid of them than he is of you. Really, he’d rather sleep by day and come into his own at night."

He turned to the visitor, a smile in his eyes.

"Would you like some tea?"

He gestured invitingly towards a fur-covered stool made of rough logs near the fire.

A breath of wind passed over the clearing, and Angus glanced briefly at the sun, as though taking the measure of the weather.

"It’s been a fine day so far — though beauty, as you know, lies in the eye of the beholder."

He hesitated.

A faint shadow crossed his face.

"Though…" — he tapped his temple — "the way we perceive things does not necessarily have much to do with eyesight. I always tell the people down in the valley that too."

A sly, enigmatic smile appeared.

Then he rolled his expressive blue eyes theatrically and blew an elegant ring of smoke into the cool air.

"But who is going to believe an old Kräutersepp who lives in the folds of time?"

He laughed softly at his own words.

"Forgive my little lectures," he went on. "You have hardly arrived, and already I’m talking as though I were your grandfather. But one is very much alone up here… and talks to oneself. Sometimes even in English."

He set the little owl gently back on the stump, straightened his hat, and reached for the teapot.

"Have you come from far away? How was your journey?"

"Thank you, I’m well," Nanuu replied, taking the steaming mug. "Only a little tired from the beautiful but strenuous climb. I’ve brought a few things up from the village — and some post from Grete von Landten. With her best wishes — and provisions."

He set down the second rucksack and laid the supplies out neatly side by side, almost as though arranging them on a shop counter.

Angus let out a delighted, surprised exclamation.

“Well now — would you look at that! Splendid, splendid — many thanks!”

“I come from a medium-sized town in the north,” Nanuu explained, taking a sip of the sweetened herbal tea, which sent warmth through his body. “About seven hours from here.”

Then, after a brief hesitation, he went on more quietly:

“Forgive me …Master Angus. After the walk up here, I feel quite well at the moment. But I also feel burnt out, and I’ve been able to take a little time away.

“As a teacher, I’ve had the feeling for years that I’m caught in the same wheel, turning and turning without ever coming to a stop. A hamster wheel.

“I’m trying to find my way again. Trying to make room for my longing. I’m glad to have arrived here at last.

“You live … shall we say … rather well hidden away.”

He gave a slight wink, a small flash of humour, and bowed awkwardly, which made him smile at himself.

Angus studied him for a long moment, the smoke from his pipe curling between them like thoughts.

“Well,” he said at last, “that I can understand. And don’t ever think of calling me Master, by the way.”

A sly, teasing smile spread across his face.

He drew on his pipe and skilfully blew grey-blue rings into the air, where they drifted apart and dissolved.

He set the little owl gently back on the stump, straightened his hat, and reached for the teapot.

"Sit down, my friend. I’m Angus. Simply Angus — at least up here."

He gestured towards the fur-covered stool, then glanced at the things Nanuu had brought.

"Have you come from far away? How was your journey?"

With the stem of his pipe he tapped the row of supplies, then, with almost childlike delight, drew out the pipe cleaners. With a deft movement he fished a second, shorter pipe from an inner pocket of his coat — evidently one of his favourites — and began to clean it with care.

"So… the one who wishes to learn must suffer, hmm?" For a moment his gaze grew thoughtful.

"And even in the hour of sleep, pain drips into the heart… and, against our will, we grow wise. Still true, isn’t it?"

He smiled and went on cleaning the pipe as though it were an ancient rite, simply part of welcoming a guest.

"That line isn’t mine, by the way," Angus added, winking with his right eye, "but Aeschylus — an old Greek poet… and probably one of my distant ancestors, if I’m not mistaken!"

"And he was right: through constant learning, even old age stays young."

He blew a thin thread of smoke into the air; it dissolved like a narrow strip of yellowed parchment.

Then his tone changed almost imperceptibly.

“And how is Grete doing down in the village?”

He had long since dropped the old Ihr and Euch. Almost without Nanuu noticing, the bearded man had shifted from the antiquated formal address to the warmer, more familiar du.

That “du” sounded warm, almost comforting — and to Nanuu it felt like a small, silent test he had passed.

“I think she’s doing quite well,” Nanuu replied.

“I’m to tell you that the little bottle of remedy is nearly empty — but that it worked very well. Even her doctor, Dr Keller, is pleased.” He paused, pulled out a folded piece of paper, and skimmed through his notes.

“And also: Luna the dog is doing well again. She’s as agile as ever and tends the sheep at Schallenberg Farm with such dedication, as if she had never been injured. Farmer Friedhelm is very happy with her and doesn’t want to… give her back.”

Nanuu smiled.

“And this rucksack here — post, a few bits and bobs, including tobacco, coffee, and sugar — I am to deliver it with best regards.” Angus’s eyes began to light up when he saw the rucksack.

“Oh… how kind. Thank you very much!”

He rubbed his hands together like a contented gnome as his fingers brushed against pipe cleaners, coffee, sugar, and all sorts of little comforts.

Then his gaze softened.

“Ah, Luna… our good dog. She was up here with us last year. A creature full of spirit.

“One brown eye and one blue — as if she carried the sun and the moon within her. Her right eye shines like the full moon itself.”

A quiet sigh.

“Some people in the valley are a little afraid of her. Hence the name Luna.

“What I would give to have her here now. But she had injured her right hind leg, and we had to entrust her to Grete’s care — and above all to Farmer Friedhelm, Fredi. She is in good hands…”

Nanuu felt a warm pang in his chest — a sense of connection, quiet and sincere.

“It’s beautiful up here,” he said softly. “This nature… it’s powerful, almost sacred.”

Angus nodded, as if he had been waiting for exactly that sentence.

“Beautiful,” he said earnestly. “Beautiful that you can sense it.”

He gazed into the forest as though listening to a voice.

“There is something here — an energy that permeates everything. It comes from the trees, from the leaves, from the veins of the earth — and it sets something within you vibrating, like music.”

He spoke slowly; his words seemed like drops from an ancient spring.

“Even when the leaves have fallen… even then they go on whispering. They know our name — not necessarily the
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