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"At midnight, the call of the tawny owl woke me up. 

Seconds later, I stood at the threshold of the Crystal 

Palace, the underground realm of the Fountain Fairy. I 

knew I was not allowed to enter - and yet the palace 

magically attracted me." 
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At the Agnesbründl 

 

he way to the Agnesbründl was marked 

by an inconspicuous wooden sign. This 

led us to an equally inconspicuous path 

through the forest. 

My guide strode resolutely ahead. In fact, the 

path was quite comfortable to walk. However, 

the slope was quite steep on one side. In the 

dark, it would be necessary to watch carefully 

where to step. 

A few minutes later, we 

had reached our desti-

nation – a small, unim-

posing place by the 

side of the path, with a 

wooden bench and a 

spring from which a 

sparse trickle of water dripped into a square ba-

sin. The well surround was covered with moss, 

the water in it greenish in colour. 

T 
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With feigned solemnity, my guide positioned 

herself next to the well. "Ta-dah: the 

Agnesbründl!" 

Hesitantly, I stepped next to her to take a closer 

look at the source. 

She gave me a moment to let the place work its 

magic on me, lighting another cigarette. "Well?" 

she then asked with the expectant tone of a 

teacher demonstrating an experiment to her 

students. "What do you see?" 

"Half-rotten leaves 

floating on muddy wa-

ter," I replied sullenly.  

I had expected much 

more from the place – 

some clue to the mys-

tery that supposedly 

emanated from the 

spring. But what I saw 

was just an ordinary 

place with an ordinary water source. 

Exhaling the smoke of her cigarette, my guide 

philosophised: "You see, that is precisely the 
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problem of human perception: that we always 

judge things only by the shell they present to us. 

So the essential remains hidden from us for all 

our lives." 

"To be honest," I objected, "I don't see what else 

there is to discover under the shell of this well 

other than brackish water, mud and rubble." 

A knowing smile was the answer. "Wait and see 

... The best thing now will be to tell you a story. 

Then it will be much easier for you to under-

stand the magic of this place." 

 

The Crystal Palace of the Forest Fairy 

 

Looking at the spring, she began: "In the old 

days, people used to whisper to each other that 

down there, at the bottom of the well, lived a 

forest fairy – in a crystal palace whose gate 

shimmered just as green as the stone in your 

hand. If you listened carefully, you could hear 

the wailing of the fairy. 

She was mourning the young man she was in 

love with, who had embarked on a journey of no 
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return – a journey to war. It was the time of the 

Turkish wars, over 300 years ago now. But what 

are 300, what are even 3000 years for a fairy?" 

A rattling smoker's cough interrupted her. She 

had to take a deep breath before she could con-

tinue. "In the evening, when the curtain of the 

day lifted and no longer 

concealed the essence of 

things, you could catch a 

glimpse of the crystal 

palace if you moistened 

your eyes with the spring 

water. The palace was 

very close, as if behind 

the thin wall of a 

waterfall. 

But woe to anyone who tried to dive down to it 

or just stretched out his hand towards it. Then 

you were immediately torn to pieces by the 

fairy. In her grief, she had become a raging fury, 

pouncing on anyone who came too close to her. 

At midnight, however, she left her palace for a 

few moments to see if her beloved had re-
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turned. Only then was it possible to approach 

her palace without danger." 

My private storyteller shook her hair to get rid 

of a spider that had landed on it. Then she fixed 

her eyes on the source again, as if she were only 

translating what was whis-

pered to her from there. "To 

open the green gate to the 

crystal palace, you needed a 

very special key – a green 

gem like the one in your 

pocket. As soon as the gate 

was open, the spring water 

could be fertilised with the 

breath of the Eternal that blew in the palace. 

Whoever then drank of this water was instantly 

cured of all diseases. There was only one thing 

you were not allowed to do under any 

circumstances: give in to curiosity and cross the 

threshold of the palace. This was something the 

forest fairy felt immediately, no matter where 

she was. And then she appeared the next 
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moment and annihilated the one who had dared 

to invade her innermost realm." 

I looked at her questioningly: "And you believe 

in that?" 

She laughed again in her raspy way. "Oh come 

on! Certainly not!" She lit up the next cigarette 

and took a gleeful drag. "The story just testifies 

to the special power that people have felt in this 

place from time immemorial. And because they 

could not explain what they felt, they trans-

formed it into a story that corresponded to their 

imagination. Ultimately, it was an attempt to 

capture the mystery with images. But it re-

mained an attempt, a rough approximation – 

otherwise the mystery would no longer be a 

mystery." 
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Costly Mystery 

 

Slowly it grew dark. Gradually the shadows of 

the trees blurred with the weary sky. More and 

more the feeling came over me that all this was 

nothing but mumbo-jumbo. 

"So what good is the whole story to us?" I asked. 

Undeterred, my companion instructed me: 

"Well, as in every story, there is a grain of truth 

in this one, too. Part of it is that the healing 

power of the verdelite ideally complements that 

of the spring water, that you have to wet your 

eyes with it to get close to the mystery, and that 
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the source can only unfold its healing effect if 

you draw water from it at midnight. However, 

this has less to do with the forest fairy than with 

the magnetism of the moon, whose effect is 

most favourable at this time." 

"Are you saying I have to wait until midnight 

before I can help myself to the spring water?" I 

groused. 

Calmly, the answer resounded from the fog of 

cigarettes. "Right – that's exactly what you have 

to do. If you want to experience the harmonious 

interaction of verdelite and Agnesbründl, you'll 

have to be patient until midnight." 
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"But you can't see anything here at midnight!" I 

protested. "How am I supposed to find my way 

back to the well then?" 

Amused, the master of ceremonies replied: "You 

are not supposed to move from here! Like any 

good initiate, you should stay in this place and 

attune yourself to the encounter with the mys-

tery." 

She opened her backpack and started rum-

maging around in it. "I have a few things here 

that can make your waiting easier ... First of all, 

we have a water bottle here with an extra wide 

neck – very useful if you want to pour water 

over the stone. Then there are these twelve 

candles ... In the past, people used to form a cir-

cle of candles around themselves as protection 

against the forest demons. For you they are 

perhaps more interesting because they also give 

off a little warmth." 

She continued to rummage eagerly in her back-

pack. "And here ... wait a minute, where did I 

put it ... Oh yes, there it is:  This is a very special 
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herbal liqueur from Mariazell, made according 

to an old monastery recipe. It provides inner 

warmth and" – she laughed her vibrating 

smoker's laugh again – "perhaps also 

strengthens your visionary power." 

I decided to resign myself to my fate without 

complaint for the time being. Secretly, however, 

I was determined to pull up stakes as soon as my 

instructor left me alone. "All right," I grumbled. 

"Well then, thank you for everything." 

"I am the one who has to thank you!" my guide 

replied, fingering a piece of paper from a side 

pocket of the backpack. "Would you like to pay 

cash or by credit card? If you pay by card, 

though, we'll have to go back to the inn." 

Puzzled, I replied: "Oh, yes – the payment... 

Wait a minute..." I reached for my wallet, which 

I had stowed in the inside pocket of my jacket. 

"How much is it?" 

The piece of paper from the backpack fluttered 

before my eyes, a bony finger pointing to the 

different points listed on it. "Look – I've written 

it all down for you: one hour of initiation 60 
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euros, a bottle for the healing water 5 euros, 

herbal liqueur from Mariazell 24 euros, a set of 

candles 28 euros, travel flat rate 15 euros – so 

let's say 130 euros straight up, if you pay cash." 

While I was exchanging the notes for the 

receipt, my eyes fell on the writing at the top of 

the bill: "Ida's Initiation Ideas". 

 

Images of Silence 

 

When the herb witch, who had turned out to be 

a clever businesswoman, had left, I first wanted 

to pack up the devotional objects I had acquired 

and also set off. But then I thought of what I had 
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promised my mother: that this was to be the 

last stage of my treasure hunt. So there would 

be no further chance of a miracle. Besides, I had 

paid a lot for the initiation into the secrets of the 

source, so I wanted to get something in return 

for my money. 

Without further ado, I sat down at the worm-

eaten table and spread out my achievements in 

front of me: the bulbous water bottle, the 

herbal liqueur from Mariazell, the 12 candles 

and, of course, the tourmaline, whose veining 

unfolded a panorama of countless comet tails in 

the twilight. 

At nightfall, I even lit the candles, which I ar-

ranged in a circle on the table for the sake of 

symmetry. I felt like a magician casting a secret 

spell to summon the spirits. As I began to shiver 

in the autumn cold, I also uncorked the monas-

tery liqueur, which indeed proved to be 

heavenly good. 

I had firmly resolved to approach the whole 

thing with the composure of an uninvolved ob-

server. Nevertheless, the usual noises of the 
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night unfolded a peculiar effect in the complete 

silence, which I could not escape. 

The call of the tawny owl made me think of the 

wailing forest fairy. The bat that fluttered 

around me reminded me of the stories of the 

damned souls who cannot find peace. 

And when the wind blew in the treetops, an old 

hermit appeared in my mind's eye, leafing 

through a tattered tome. Whenever I thought I 

had almost deciphered the characters in the 

magic book, a cloud moved in front of the moon, 

and the writing blurred before my eyes. 



16 
 

"Damn it!" I suddenly cursed. "How the hell will I 

know when it's midnight?" 

I fumbled for my smartphone – if the battery 

was dead, I could cancel the whole operation. I 

switched it on: Three bars left, that would 

probably just about do it! 

I took the opportunity to realise that less than 

two hours had passed since I had said goodbye 

to my guide. Three more hours until midnight! 

How was I going to pass the time? What could I 

do in this darkness? 

I decided to rest a little for the time being. The 

heavenly drink had made me sleepy, and I 

wanted to be wide awake at midnight. I blew 

out the candles and set the mobile phone alarm 

clock for just before twelve, then stretched out 

on the bench. 

 

Witching Hour! 

 

Just in time for the witching hour, my 

smartphone jolted me out of my sleep with its 

vibrating beeps. Dazed, I rose, felt my way to the 
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source, wet my eyes with the water and stared 

down at the night-black puddle. 

Only when the moon broke through the clouds 

did the water surface become brighter. Sud-

denly it was almost transparent. I could effort-

lessly see through it to the bottom of the well. 

And indeed: right there, directly in front of my 

eyes, rose the crystal palace. 

 

No sooner had I seen it than I was already 

standing in front of it. I took my green tourma-

line out of my pocket and put it into the lock of 

the green gate. Noiselessly it swung open. How-

ever, there was nothing eternal about the 
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breeze that wafted towards me from inside the 

palace. It was ice-cold, it smelled of mould and 

decay, just like the spring water it was supposed 

to animate. 

Despite my disappointment, I felt an irresistible 

urge to enter the palace. There was something 

about it that attracted me magically. Hesitantly, 

I set foot on the threshold. And while I was still 

wondering whether I should turn back, the dark 

belly of the building had already sucked me in. 

"Crystal palace" ... To me, this sounded like 

transparent walls glittering in the light of artfully 

shaped chandeliers. Like high, light-flooded 

rooms seemingly floating in eternity. Instead, it 

was just as dark inside the palace as it was out-

side. 

Moreover, despite the deep darkness, I had the 

impression that in fact I was not in the crystal 

palace at all. It felt as if I were back in St Ste-

phen's Cathedral. Was the church possibly con-

nected to the Agnesbründl through a secret un-

derground passage? 
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But the two places were several miles apart! So 

how could I get to the cathedral so quickly? Or 

had I lost all sense of time in the dark? 

At first, I couldn't hear any noise at all. There 

seemed to be complete silence. Gradually, how-

ever, after my senses had become accustomed 

to the new surroundings, I began to perceive 

some sounds. The most noticeable was a kind of 

shuffling, a noise as if feet were sliding with a 

slow, dragging movement over a smooth sur-

face. 

Probably a Eucharistic celebration, I thought. 

Obviously, a service had just taken place, and 

now the priest was distributing the consecrated 

hosts.  That also seemed to explain the dark-

ness. Intuitively, I assumed that a Good Friday 

mass was being celebrated here, in which the 
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faithful were supposed to experience the "night 

of death", a world abandoned by the light of 

God. 

But wasn't it autumn at the time being? How 

could a Good Friday mass be celebrated then? 

And besides, wasn't it customary to refrain from 

taking communion at this Mass? Wasn't it pre-

cisely the purpose of this special service to expe-

rience the horror of an absolute remoteness 

from God, the de-Christianisation of the world, 

as it were? 

Without realising what I was doing, I joined the 

queue of the believers. Patiently, I trotted along 

with the others towards the redemptive en-

counter with the Holy of Holies. Yet it seemed 

strange to me that the darkness was so com-

pletely impenetrable. Nothing, absolutely 

nothing was to be seen – not even the hand in 

front of the eyes. 

After all, candles were lit even at the Good Fri-

day masses. The church was not as brightly lit as 

usual, but there was at least a dim light, if only 

for safety reasons. Furthermore, I wondered 
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why I heard shuffling 

steps on the way to 

the altar, but none 

moving away from it 

– as it should have 

been at a Eucharist 

celebration. 

Suddenly I was struck 

by a terrible thought: 

Had I been blinded by 

the putrid spring wa-

ter with which I had 

wet my eyes? Was 

that the reason why I perceived everything like a 

sleepwalker? 

Reflexively, I ran my hand over my eyes – with-

out detecting anything unusual. But basically, I 

wouldn't have known how to find out if I had 

lost my sight by just touching my eyes. 
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Underground Processions 

 

After some time, the monotone scraping of shoe 

soles on the stone floor was mingled with the 

murmur of the priest and the faithful: "The Body 

of Christ."  – "Amen." – "The Body of Christ." – 

"Amen." – "The Body of Christ." – "Amen" ... 

The closer I came to the altar, the more clearly I 

heard another noise that I could not quite iden-

tify at first. It sounded like ... yes, like smacking! 

Like someone eating something tasty with great 

relish. But who would smack after receiving the 

Holy Host?  That's just inappropriate! Besides, a 

host doesn't taste of anything. 

Shortly afterwards, the smacking was clearly 

recognisable as such. It was accompanied by 

other sounds that also seemed completely inap-

propriate to me – cracking, crunching noises 

that sounded as if a very large, heavy person 

was stepping into a pile of brushwood. 

And then suddenly the certainty of what was 

going on flashed through my mind: The priest 

who was distributing the hosts was in fact not a 
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priest at all. His priestly appearance was only his 

outer shell. Underneath was his true nature, 

which he revealed during the consecration: that 

of a giant green reptile, which devoured the be-

lievers completely after the distribution of the 

host. Whoever wanted to draw redemption 

from the Saviour's martyrdom had to pay for it 

with his own life. 

Panic spread through me. Of 

course I now wanted to leave 

the queue leading to the 

slaughter as quickly as possi-

ble. 

But all my attempts to get out 

of it failed. I couldn't move to 

the right or to the left, nor 

could I let myself fall back-

wards or forwards. I was 

chained between the other 

believers, an invisible bond prevented me from 

breaking out of the order. 
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"You must throw away the stone – it is the key 

to everything," a voice suddenly whispered at 

my ear. 

I turned around – but the others just looked past 

me as if I wasn't there. No matter, I thought, the 

advice was plausible: the tourmaline must be 

the reason for all my troubles! Probably the 

people in front of and behind me all had such a 

stone, and now we were chained together by 

mysterious magnetic forces. 

Hectically I groped for the stone. But when I fi-

nally found it, it clung to my hand and could not 

be released in any way. I shook my hand, I tried 

to knock the stone out of the right hand with my 

left hand, but it was all in vain – the stone was 

firmly attached to me. 

A raspy laughter rose up, which in the silence 

seemed to fill the whole church. 

The spring water, I thought. That's it – that 

would be the salvation! Fortunately, I had al-

ready filled a few drops into the bottle. Carefully 

I poured them over the stone. But the opposite 
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of the expected effect occurred: The stone only 

burned itself deeper into my skin. 

Then chance came to my rescue: a few crumbs 

of the candle wax that had got caught in the 

hairs on my hand came into contact with the 

tourmaline. At the same moment it suddenly 

detached itself from my skin. 

I jerked my arm away as if I had touched a hot 

cooker top, and jumped to the side. A few 

seconds later, I would have been crushed in the 

dark maw of the priest-reptile. 

 

The Shot of the Witch 

 

Convulsively, I tore my eyes open. But it was still 

completely dark around me. Had I gone blind 

after all? 
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But then, very slowly, a few outlines peeled out 

of the dark: an altar that, on closer inspection, 

could have been a worm-eaten table, a holy wa-

ter stoup that looked remarkably like a well sur-

round, and towering columns that got lost in the 

darkness like the shadows of huge tree trunks. 

So was I back where I had descended into the 

abysses of the night? 

Cautiously, as if I feared being dragged down 

into the nightmare once more, I moved my 

limbs. I had fallen off the bench and was lying 

with my face on the wet mud. My fingers were 

clawed into the forest floor. Rotten leaves, 

mixed with small stones and wood shavings, 

stuck to my hands. 

When I finally stood up, still stiff with shock and 

cold, the witch shot her lumbago arrow into my 

back. The mystery had been absorbed by every-

day life.  
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