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With love for my grandson Christopher, 

who fills me with happiness and hope

—C.C.M.

To Anne, David and Amy

—D.H.

Kristoph_interior_95x12.indd   3 6/12/15   4:34 PM



Germany, December 24, 722
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areful, Kit. You don’t want to slice off your fingers.” 

Boniface, the priest, smiled and ruffled the boy’s hair.

Kristoph stopped sharpening the ax. He liked being 

called “Kit.” He’d never had a nickname in the orphanage. 

Mostly, he was just called “boy.”

C
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“Daylight is fading, and the snow is starting,” the priest said. “We’d best leave 

now if we want to reach the village by nightfall.”

Kristoph wrapped the ax head with a hide and tied it with a thin leather strip. 

He shoved the handle through his rope belt. Into his bag he dropped a candle 

rolled of coarse beeswax and some hard biscuits wrapped in a cloth. They would 

eat their dinner, such as it was, by candlelight. Probably in a barn in the village, 

but he didn’t care. This was his first Christmas spent outside the orphanage.
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They picked their way through the forest, the silver light of late afternoon 

sifting through the evergreen trees and softly kissing the falling snow. As they 

crested a hill, the priest thrust out his arm, stopping Kristoph.
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In the valley below, a dozen men circled a huge tree. A boy stood nearby, a 

frayed rope knotted around his wrists.

“Pagans,” Boniface murmured. The men’s chanting swept to them on an icy 

gust of wind.  “That oak is sacred to them.”
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Kristoph pointed at the boy. “Who’s that?”

“The son of the village chieftain.”

“What are those men going to do to him?” Kristoph asked, his eyes as big and 

brown as mincemeat pies.

Boniface stroked his beard and narrowed his eyes. “Nothing good,  

I fear. Come.”

Kristoph_interior_95x12.indd   11 6/12/15   4:34 PM



They strode into the clearing, and the men quit chanting. The group turned 

toward Boniface, and Kristoph ducked behind the priest’s robes.

The largest man reached them in three swift steps. His hair and beard framed 

his face in inky blackness. Thick eyebrows reminded Kristoph of horns.

“Come to convert us, have you, priest?” Chapped lips spread to reveal yellow 

teeth, several of which were missing. 

   “I heard you preaching in the village last week,” he growled.
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 “Seems you weren’t listening.” Boniface nodded at the oak. “You choose to 

worship a tree rather than the one, true God.”

“Why not?”

The priest smiled, spread his arms, and gently shrugged his shoulders. 

“Because it has no power. Only God does.”

A laugh roared from the man. “Prove it!”
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