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	For Liz

	who told me years ago

	that this series was worth publishing

	
Brief Pronunciation Guide

	 

	Augustin – Au-GUS-tin

	Bayerisch – BEYE-rish (eye is pronounced like eyeball)

	Bayern – BEYE-urn (eye is pronounced like eyeball)

	Eihalbe – EYE-hahl-buh (eye is pronounced like eyeball)

	Freia – FREYE-yuh (eye is pronounced like eyeball)

	Isar – EE-zahr

	Jarvis – YAR-viss

	Muniche – MYOO-nih-khuh

	None – Nohn

	Swanhilde – Swan-HIL-duh

	Thaden – TODD-n

	Torstein – TOR-stein (stein is pronounced like a beer stein)

	Toteheri – TOH-tuh-hare-ee

	Wuotan – VOH-tahn

	 

	You can find a full pronunciation guide and translations at the end of this book.

	 

	
ASTRAL FANTASIA

	Book III of His Name Was Augustin series

	 

  I’ve made a mess of my life here in eleventh century Europe. My defiance cost Augustin his name, and now he’s banished from the Teuton community. And it just so happens that I’m pregnant with his child. Either I face public ostracism—or choose to marry Joel, who’s been trying to woo me ever since he got over his girlfriend’s death. I guess the time travelers ought to stick together. Just hope he doesn’t bother to count the months.

	 

	My only escape now is a magical dream world I share with Augustin. Reality is bleak, since Joel has a penchant for knocking me up—and the Teutons’ destruction looms on the horizon. I have to find a way to save my children from the impending apocalypse, and then gear myself up to look death in the eye.

	 

	Will my romance with Augustin withstand a demon’s wiles? Or will our devotion crumble beneath the claws of fate?

	 

	~*~

	 

	ASTRAL FANTASIA, a historical fantasy with dark twists and a forbidden romance, is the third book in His Name Was Augustin series, which is best read in order. This story takes place from 1045-1066 and ends on a cliffhanger.

	 

	
	Notes and Triggers

	 

	All stories in the Teutonic Fantasy Realm take place in a world much like our own. Major historical events—like the World Wars—occurred similarly to those in our present world. Major locales—like München and Berlin—can also be found in modern Germany.

	 

	However, all Teutonic history, customs, and magic, are utter figments of the author’s imagination. As far as she knows, no actual elemental witches roam modern Germany in secret, nor is it possible to step into enchanting eras of the past to witness events not mentioned in our history books. And no, the demon lord Wuotan is not a real being.

	 

	We hope.

	 

	Words in the fictional Teutonic dialect are italicized.

	 

	~*~

	 

	This book includes content that might be triggering for some readers. There are instances of profanity, graphic violence, death, on-page rape, social prejudice, demonic activity, suicidal ideation, infant loss, and mature themes. The rape takes place in Chapter 20 and occurs as a result of demonic possession.
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Prologue

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	It took me a full week to pick up the pen again after I had finished with Book II of my story. The horrid memories of that wretched day descended upon me afresh as the words laid themselves out plain on paper. Part of me wished to cast the entire work into the fire, as if such a ridiculous emotional act could erase that indelible curse. But it remains with us still.

	Eventually, I crept into the chamber once more in the dark of the night to return to the writing desk. I knew, as soon as I closed the wooden door behind me, that I was not alone in confronting the past again, although at first no light graced the walls save that of the intermittent flashes from the storm outside. But I could see Augustin’s eyes glowing blue where he stood at the desk, bending over my work. The angles of his face appeared as though they had been chiseled from very dark granite, and his fists were clenched into tight balls.

	I had somehow managed to avoid him that entire week, though such things are often difficult for me. I feared his reaction to where I had chosen to end Book II, for I suppose I could have ended it somewhere else, in some happy place. But happy places are hard to come by under the weight of the filial curse . . . so I steeled myself and came to his side, ready to speak some sort of defense, an apology.

	A long moment passed in silence. As I stood centimeters from Augustin, trying to discern his mood in the darkness, lightning crashed outside the window and a nearby candlestick burst into blue flames in the same instant. He turned to glower at me, his black robes sweeping the floor, his jaw working in furious agony, his fiery blue eyes burning me to ash. I felt his anger churning in the air between us, along with his eternal betrayal. I stared back at him wordlessly, my mouth going completely dry. I saw tears welling in his eyes, trickling down his cheeks to splash upon the stone floor beneath us.

	“I . . . I had to write it.” My voice barely escaped my lips, a frigid whisper of wind, tears coming to my eyes at the sight of Augustin’s pain. “It’s . . . it . . . it happened.” I could hardly speak. He glared at me as though I were one of Wuotan’s sirens, risen up from the abyss to taunt him. “I couldn’t ignore it.” I gave him a pleading look, a request for mercy, for understanding, for forgiveness.

	He said nothing, but his anger gradually evaporated. His posture relaxed and his eyes averted from mine to the storm outside the window. I drew in a shaky breath and stepped forward uncertainly to retrieve a new sheet of parchment and inkwell. I set them onto the desk in front of the stool, to the right of that vile stack of papers that comprised Book II. When I sat down upon the stool and reached for the pen, Augustin screamed suddenly, his cry echoing the thunder, seeming to rend the stones holding the room together from their mortar. The blue flames of the candlestick flared brightly at their master’s anguish. He stomped harshly toward the door, away from me.

	“This isn’t the end,” I reminded Augustin as he flounced from the room, but I doubt he heard me. And when I lowered my gaze to the blank paper before me, a pair of tears loosed themselves from my eyes as I considered the future . . . .

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter One:

	Pulled from the Mire

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	I do not know how long I lay prone upon the decaying leaves and needles, the rain soaking me through, grime caking my fingers and staining my dress and hair. The full weight of what I had done had dragged me into dejection. As I wept icy tears, I knew that in spite of my efforts I would never see Augustin again. He was a Black Priest now, a Cursed One, an outcast, forever forbidden to enter Teuton lands. No city would welcome him; no one would offer him acceptance. He would never again walk the streets of Muniche in the mortal world or in spiritual form. He would be forced to crawl on his knees before Wuotan himself, facing the fate of eternal damnation, the very deal he had made for the sake of my life and Joel’s. His name would be erased from all writings, burnt from the records, ignored in Teuton history, cursed for all of time.

	And I would never stop loving him, for I had preserved our bond.

	Many thoughts churned in my mind while I groaned in torment on that rainy afternoon, not giving a thought or care to the passing of time, to how drenched my body had become. For a while I wished that I had never come to the eleventh century in the first place. Everything I had planned to do in the past had gone completely haywire, from that first half hour when I had watched my cousin die before my eyes. I had arrived twenty years too early, lost the Torstein due to my own inattention, killed a Gypsy, befriended the most hated man in Muniche, ignored the potential of love with a decent man, forsaken him for a wretch, a demon-worshipper, a devil, a rapist, a sadist, a curse . . . .

	At some point, a horrible realization hit me. Perhaps if I had not used the Torstein, perhaps if I had stayed in the twenty-first century where I belonged . . . maybe Augustin would never have been cursed. It had all come about because he had taught me forbidden secrets; it was all a result of my foolish curiosity. If I had not come, someone else could have stepped in and taught him a better way, someone from his time, someone with a pure and virtuous outlook. Perhaps his cruel heart could have softened and he could have forgiven the Prince one day. And then . . . ? Maybe if Augustin had not been cursed, Muniche would not have fallen . . . .

	I wanted to die. I wanted to just lie there in the dirt until death sent me back where I belonged. I had written myself into history whether I liked it or not, since my inquisitiveness had cursed the one man in the Bayern family who seemed to have common sense, the one who undoubtedly could have held the Saxons back. I had ruined everything. I had corrupted my people’s future . . . I had spoiled all hopes of their recovery . . . .

	Suddenly, something yanked me from the ground with the intensity of fire, forcing me to confront reality again. I staggered for a moment, my eyes darting around the deepening shadows of the forest, seeing the rain pouring from the sky though I no longer felt it. Confusion took hold of me as I turned my gaze upon the River Isar. Its choppy currents lapped at my bare feet, which, I noticed, resembled sculptures of ice. Frowning, I looked down at myself and saw that I no longer wore my dirt-stained light pink dress. Now, dismal robes of grayish green enveloped my body, their dull hue matching the waters of the river. And when I circled around to face the trees, my eyes widened at the sight of Augustin standing beneath a lowering birch, its branches sagging with wet leaves. He wore the vibrant cerulean of the spiritual realm, and he was glaring at me.

	“If you continue to lie that way in the rain, you shall unquestionably make yourself sick, Swanhilde.” His tone sounded coarse, and he jerked his head toward the forest behind him.

	I was too busy having a heart attack at his unexpected appearance to notice anything but the magnificence of his spirit. “Oh . . . Augustin . . . .” I gasped, stretching my arms out toward him. I ran to where he stood—and found myself clutching the birch tree while he stepped gracefully aside.

	“You cannot touch me here, Swanhilde,” he reminded me as I backed away from the tree in consternation. “We are in the spiritual dream world, for you have wept yourself into an agitated slumber.”

	An instant later, I found myself standing before a crumpled woman curled into a ball on the forest floor, her dress in tatters, her hair muddy, her face a mere shadow of my own. Her eyes were squeezed shut, and she moaned plaintively in her slumber. I sensed Augustin’s presence behind me as I stared blankly at my mortal body, disgusted by its revolting appearance. “You should not torment yourself over me, my darling,” Augustin whispered in my ear, his concern flowing into my spirit. “You are going to become ill, and I cannot restore your health from a distance.”

	“But it’s my fault this happened,” I confessed to him, lifting my gaze to my lover’s gorgeous spirit. “I was thinking about everything before I fell asleep. And I realized that the Prince may not have cursed you at all if it hadn’t been for my idiocy at Joel’s blood-transfer. I should never have come to the eleventh century, because if I hadn’t . . . maybe you could have fought the Saxons in 1066 instead of being banished . . . and maybe our people wouldn’t have fallen. It’s all my fault.” My sorrow burst out from my spirit, and I turned away from Augustin in shame. I trod down to the banks of the Isar and summoned its waters to merge with my feet, swirling my dull robes around me.

	“My darling, I told you once before that you must not think in those terms,” Augustin reproved me. He walked onto the river himself to eye me seriously as my tumultuous thoughts threatened to pull me deeper into depression. “What became of me today had nothing to do with you. The Prince would have discovered the particulars of the filial curse eventually. I have committed more than enough sins to warrant this awful punishment.”

	I shook my head at his words, my guilt infusing my spirit with weariness. Augustin sighed and stepped close to me, lifting his right hand to trace it slowly down my face, though his fingers passed through my form. “Come sit down with me and hear the truth. You must not blame yourself for this, and if you insist upon doing so, I shall force you to heed my advice.” His mouth quirked into a sly smile. He slipped his right hand beneath his fiery robes to touch my heart with a degree of reproach, a wordless reminder of the power he held over me. Then he led me to the riverbank and gestured that I should sit upon him, though our spirits could not touch in our spiritual dream.

	I obeyed him without speaking, my heart still steeped in melancholy. The fact that I appeared to crush his legs when my spirit sat down did not improve my mood. He requested that I meet his eyes, and when I did so he began to speak softly, his smoldering blue eyes gazing into mine with a depth that rivaled the ocean.

	“Swanhilde, my love, for one who travels time, you have the tendency to view major events within the bounds of a small box. You must not make assumptions about your place in history, in the past or the future. Our paths are laid down by our Creator, and He knows every choice we shall make, right or wrong. I have become convinced that our destinies cannot be altered through the use of the Prince’s song or the Torstein or through any other means. Seeing the future in your blood has persuaded me forever.

	“You must not assign the faults of 1066 to your account, for they have already been inscribed upon the currents of time. What difference could it have made if I had not been cursed and could have fought alongside the Prince for the preservation of our people? The Saxons shall still have the song and shall still raise an invincible army, whether I am there to scorch them or not. It is not given to us to know the future, for although you have traveled to the past, you have no inkling of what may happen upon your return to the twenty-first century. Perhaps that is where the true change shall occur, for you shall return as one who has seen events not meant for your eyes. Perhaps you shall be the one to pull our people from the mire one thousand years in the future.”

	The possibilities of this proposition grabbed hold of me while I stared into Augustin’s earnest eyes, bringing light into my thoughts afresh. “But what could one woman do to change the future?” I wondered, shaking my head at the enormity of such a suggestion. “I don’t know what I could do to get the Teutons of my era to reclaim the glory they lost in the past. No one cares about that sort of thing in my time. Most people would rather just immerse themselves in mainstream culture.” I frowned a bit as something else occurred to me. “What our people should have done was to rise up after the Saxon conquest and take Bavaria back. But I haven’t read much on the centuries directly after our defeat. Few Teuton writings were set down in those days due to the scattering of our people.”

	“Then perhaps we should both resolve to do what we can, following the failure of 1066.” Augustin’s eyes glimmered and a wraith-like smile stretched across his face. “Perhaps with my new . . . position . . . I could bargain with Wuotan more freely and convince him to use me as a scourge against the Saxons. I do not know, for as yet I have no concept of the extent of this curse.”

	Augustin fell silent, his smile darkening into a grimace. He looked down at his right arm, its skin hidden beneath his sapphire robes. “I fear that I may be damned to hell, Swanie . . . but what can be done?” He drew his sleeve back and there, to my chagrin, I saw a jet-black scar about ten centimeters long upon the forearm of his spirit, the mark of the Cursed Priest.

	I ordered myself not to back away, to remain seated upon his lap, to view the scar calmly, without fear. “It still means nothing to me. There is always hope, Augustin.”

	He unrolled his sleeve to hide the mark from both of us and eyed me scathingly. “You should stop calling me that.”

	I shook my head, smiling in spite of his fierce expression. “You will always be Augustin von Bayern to me.”

	He growled and slid himself out from under me, folding his arms as he brought his knees up to his chest. “And you once seemed so respectful of Teuton traditions. Now listen to your blasphemy, refusing to acknowledge the first Black Priest in nine centuries for what he is. It is no wonder you were destined for this misery, doomed to watch our people fall, to lose your mother at so young an age, to yearn for a fiery old man, to forever love a Cursed Priest, one who will ultimately come to despise your goodness. And I was fated to be cursed, yes . . . fated to lose my name, my family, my blood . . . fated to stand by and watch while my city falls, unable to help, unable to interfere. Fated to lose everything I ever had . . . everything I ever wanted.”

	“Everything but me,” I finished quietly, unwilling to allow him to wallow in despondency himself.

	He stared balefully at me, rising to his feet and reaching his right hand into his fiery robes to retrieve my beating heart from where it rested at his breast. I climbed to my feet as well, a hint of triumph rushing through me when I looked at my heart, held once more in its master’s hands. “How could you have done such a thing?” Augustin whispered, his gaze riveted upon my heart. His right hand grasped it tightly, and he raised the index fingers of his left hand to stroke it in wonder.

	I closed my eyes to concentrate on the security of our bond, the gentleness of his touch, the devotion that poured from his spirit into mine. “Because I love you,” I whispered back, a contented smile gracing my lips. “I couldn’t let you go . . . no matter what they did . . . no matter what you did. I love you too much . . . and I can’t live without you.”

	“And that love shall become your torment.” Augustin’s expression twisted into anguish when he placed my heart beneath his robes. Lifting his eyes to mine, he said flatly, “I shall rip you to shreds, my darling, for Wuotan does not recognize love, only hatred. He shall cause me to forget, induce me to treat you as my slave, not as my beloved. And our destinies must part ways for twenty-one years, never to touch again, a permanent separation.”

	The truth of this clawed at my spirit, but I pushed it aside and asserted with a mad confidence, “But you will always be mine.”

	“That remains to be seen, Swanhilde.” Augustin’s face grew caustic, and he cast his gaze back toward the trees. “Now you must awaken, and I must continue my journey, an exile until someone grants me asylum.”

	I knew that he would force me to awaken; but before he could, I grabbed at his left arm, my fingers finding no purchase. “But we’ll meet again here.” My spirit trembled with silent longing.

	Augustin smiled at me, a half-hearted curl of his lips. “I shall be the specter in your dreams, my swan princess.” He leaned down to kiss my hair, and a moment later, I opened my eyes to the dirt and rain and leaves, my entire body soaked through and coated with mud. I heard Jarvis’ voice calling in the distance, somewhere in the misty forest. So I lifted myself from the ground, brushing the strands of wet hair away from my face, and gathered all of my strength to face the broken shards of my destiny.

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Two:

	Gloom of Loss

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Count von Meldorf’s bailiff found me in the clearing soon afterward, his expression hued with distress at the sight of my haggard appearance. He wore a rather hefty overcoat complete with a hood that protected him from the rain. He swung it off of his body and flung it upon me without a word as he gathered me into his arms. Murmuring a few comforting phrases in my ear, he carried me through the trees to the place where he had tied his horse. He set me carefully atop the horse and leapt into the saddle, snapping the reins without further ado. I locked my arms around his waist as the sky above grew dark, the clouds occasionally rippling with lightning bolts that seemed to reflect themselves in Jarvis’ eyes.

	During the short trip home, I began to ponder what exactly I needed to say to Freia, how much I should tell her . . . how much I should tell the count . . . how much I should tell Joel. My entire world had fallen apart in that tempestuous day, and now I would have to pull myself together and accept the dull future that awaited me. I would have to marry Joel even though I did not love him, for I knew that my erotic night with Augustin may bring unwanted consequences. I had once marveled at the possibility of bearing Augustin’s children, but now the mere concept scared me to death. He would not be there to protect me in childbirth, and any of his offspring would claim an extraordinarily high level of Teuton blood.

	Weakness had descended upon my sopping body by the time we reached the manor, and I knew that I would end up ill before the next morning. Though I had hoped to avoid the archaic strictures of medieval medicine, I could not evade sickness indefinitely. The thought of leeches crawling on my skin made my stomach twist, but at least I could postpone my confessions until a later date. I hoped that my ridiculous panic connected with doctors would keep itself under wraps.

	Jarvis carried me inside after giving the horse to the stable hand. Freia and Ulka met us at the threshold to the kitchen, and Jarvis summarily passed me off to them. They led me to a corner of the kitchen where a steaming bath had already been prepared, their kind hands helping me undress and climb into the tub. When I immersed my body beneath the hot water, resting my head against the edge of the tub, a wash of gratitude warmed my chest. I would not lose Freia’s friendship, and the count’s servants were all so helpful and understanding, never prying into my business. One day they would all be under my charge, if the count kept his word now that Joel had Teuton blood. Maybe this new destiny would not be so bad.

	Late that night, as Freia pressed a damp cloth to my forehead to ease my fever, I related the entire story of what had taken place in the forest earlier that day. When I told her how empty I had felt after Augustin had severed our heart-bond, I began to cry softly, a weak, choking sound. Freia soothed me then, murmuring that I needed rest and should not think of such things now. She put a glass of wine to my lips and urged me to sleep. But before I heeded her wishes, I managed to tell her that I had restored the bond myself through the strength of my love; thus I would forever claim the privilege of meeting Augustin in my dreams. I ruminated on the triumph I had felt after that fateful moment as I drifted off to sleep. And I knew that no matter what hardships may come upon me in the next two decades, my love for Augustin would never fade, despite the filial curse.

	When I awoke Monday morning, Freia brought me a tray of toast and milk and said that the count had called one of the city doctors on my behalf. That knowledge did little to improve my failing health, for I started seeing black insects starkly in my mind, creeping insidiously up my arms. You have to keep your cool when the doctor shows up no matter what your panic tells you, I ordered myself. Just count silently in Latin or recite the Lord’s Prayer while he’s doing his dirty deeds. It’s not like he can hook you up to any tubes.

	Once I had finished picking at the victuals on the tray, I gestured for my best friend to take the remnants back downstairs. The moment Freia left the room, I gathered what little strength I had within me and focused with difficulty on my ice, channeling it into my sickened veins to heal my burns from two nights prior and lower my body temperature. The effort rendered me almost breathless. The particles of ice seemed to stab the linings of my veins, their medicinal power hamstrung by the fever. When Freia returned to our bedroom, I calmed my ice once more, feeling slightly thankful for once that my element was not fire.

	The doctor appeared at my bedside shortly after I had consumed a small bowl of soup for lunch. He was the same elderly hunchback who had attended Freia during her illness when we first arrived at the Meldorf estate the previous summer. He introduced himself politely as Dr. Greunke, his appearance reminding me of a bearded Dr. Jekyll. I said nothing while he took my pulse, felt my forehead, and looked into my eyes and ears. I spent that time concentrating on breathing steadily, my distrust of doctors shackled firmly within.

	The elderly man eyed me in speculation when he concluded his assessment, asking me what I had eaten that day and whether I had slept well the night before. I replied as honestly as I could—leaving out the nightmares that had plagued me in my sleep, apparitions of a devilish Prince dragging my lover into hell. Then, to my consternation, Dr. Greunke announced that I ought to stop messing with my element while my body was in such a weakened state.

	I blinked at his admonition, taken completely off guard. Freia said that she had not seen me do such things recently, but the doctor rejoined, “Oh, she has, my lady, for she is ice. Its blue tints her gray eyes even now, clinging to her veins. Lady Swanhilde, you must not push your body to such limits during your illness, for your element does not have the strength to cure you. It can relieve your fever for a short time only. Fighting physical ailments with supernatural gifts rarely meets with success.” He glared at me while he spoke, his own eyes appearing slightly beige as he pawed around in his medical bag.

	My opinion of Dr. Greunke went from bad to worse at his scathing advice. Apparently he could not care less that he was using his own element here and now, mixing herbs together in a jar. His taupe-tinted eyes suggested that he must be some type of earth; that had doubtless enhanced his talents with herbs and remedies over the years. He handed me some sort of thick concoction in a pewter cup while I stewed silently about his counsel, ordering me to drink it in full. It tasted awful and I could hardly choke it down, even though he had mixed it with honey.

	After I had managed to swallow the potion, the doctor retrieved a sleek leech from his bag, saying that he needed to extract just a bit of my feverish blood. My anxiety shot through the roof, and I pressed my left hand upon my now sprinting heart. I cringed away from him when he took hold of my right arm and pushed up the sleeve of my nightgown. “Can’t you just use a knife?” My voice sounded far too frail to suggest any sort of threat to his intentions. My chest had begun to tighten, but I forced my lungs to breathe deeply, beating against my panic. 

	Dr. Greunke frowned at me, and Freia came to his side. “Medical bleeding is traditionally done with leeches, Lady Swanhilde,” he told me, “for the use of a knife would result in unnecessary wounds as well as tainted bed sheets. Just relax now, and you will feel no pain.”

	He held my arm firmly while I recoiled. Every fine hair upon my flesh stood as straight as a telephone pole. My disgust abruptly surmounted my weakness as I watched him bring the insect ever closer to my skin. “Use a knife, or I’ll freeze my arm before that parasite can find purchase there.” The order shot from my lips, and a veil of blue sharpened my vision. My blood exploded with ice, cooling my fever anew.

	The doctor ogled me, his gray-bearded jaw working in frustration at the sight of my element’s vitality. His elderly fingers transformed into solid earth where they gripped my forearm, and my skin took on a crystal sheen in response. Freia took a step back, her mouth agape. Dr. Greunke huffed in aggravation. “Can your element hold this madwoman still so I can finish my work?” he asked Freia, his stony fingers tightening on my arm.

	Freia’s green eyes widened. “I . . . I don’t know . . . Doctor Greunke. I am light . . . I don’t think I could . . . defeat her.” Her frightened eyes averted from the doctor’s face to mine, her expression clearly stating that she had no idea how to use her light against me or anyone else. I concentrated hard on my element while the doctor huffed again, ordering my strength not to wane, though my fever fought to reclaim my body.

	“I doubt I could emerge victorious against such acute resolution without poisoning her first.” Dr. Greunke frowned at me severely, then let go of my arm and put the leech back inside his bag. I did not relax my ice, for I feared that if I allowed my skin to soften once more, he might infuse my veins with some sort of plant solution to render me unconscious. But in the next moment, he drew a shiny knife from his bag, wielding it like an expert surgeon. “I shall do as you ask, my lady, though you will have to heal the wound yourself and ask the maids to bring you clean sheets. Relax now, that I may bleed you.”

	My lips parted into a weak smile, and I shut my eyes and drew my ice back into my spirit. The fever took hold of me again when the doctor tied a cord around my upper arm and sliced a vein. Drowsiness tugged at my sagging vitality as my blood poured upon a cloth Dr. Greunke had placed beneath my arm, and I moaned quietly, struggling to cling to awareness. At last, I heard him murmur in my ear, “Sleep now, Lady Swanhilde, for I was joking with you. Of course I can stop the flow from your veins, for I am a doctor and a Teuton. You need not fear.” The last sensation I registered before falling into unconsciousness was that of a moist rag pressed upon my wound, the withered hands of Dr. Greunke holding it firm.

	The next time I awoke, I found myself alone in the bedroom. The fading light of day outside the window suggested that Freia likely sat at dinner in the great hall, giving the count an update on my health. I still felt weak and feverish, my sweaty skin sticking rather maddeningly to my linen nightdress. The room was stuffy, and though I knew that I should not expend the effort to use my ice until my body had begun to recover, I wanted relief. The heat of early June seemed to chain me to my bed.

	As my eyes drifted slowly toward the window and the darkening sky, the events of the previous day filtered back into my mind. I abruptly remembered that other duty that the filial curse required—the destruction of all records that betrayed the existence of the Cursed One. I wondered whether the Prince and his cronies had managed to finish that yet, whether they had stormed the archives and cast every document Augustin had ever filed into the fire. Curiosity overtook me and I knew that I had to find out, even if the exertion made me sicker. I glanced around the room once more, assuring myself of its emptiness. Then I closed my eyes and summoned the full power of my ice, freezing my body completely against the raging fever, thrusting my spirit free.

	I glanced down at my robes when my spirit appeared in the atmosphere, noting that they appeared translucent, probably due to my earlier attempt to freeze myself solid against the actions of the Teuton doctor. A strange frailty seemed to taint my every movement as I took a few steps in the twilight, my gaze shifting from the manor below to the walls of Muniche a short distance to the west. The lungs of my spirit expelled one heavy breath, and I imagined myself in the archives, willing myself to leave the air and return to earth, to see the treachery that must come to pass. I suspected that my sickness would not allow me to remain in the spiritual realm for long. My fever could melt my icy protection, like that time when Augustin had threatened my spirit with his fire. So I gathered all of my tenacity to cling to my element as the landscape around me coalesced into the cellar of Muniche’s town hall, tall shelves rising in my peripheral vision.

	In the center of the room, right beneath the chandelier, a massive iron cauldron sat upon the stone floor. Virile red flames that matched the flickering candles above leapt out of it. Several men clad in monks’ attire drifted from shelf to shelf, sorting through countless papers and scrolls, a mound of incriminating documents heaping ever higher on the floor beside the cauldron. My eyes widened, and I drifted toward the far end of the archives where Augustin’s writing desk once stood. There, I saw one of the priests of energy from the council ripping the wood apart, his superhuman strength evident in his sparking eyes. My eyebrows came together as I wondered why they would need to rip his very desk to shreds . . . and a second later, the door to the archives burst open. Heat blistered through the room as Prince Otto marched inside with his brother Paulus trailing behind.

	I stepped into the shadows, ordering the robes of my spirit to darken, to match the midnight color of the Isar just outside the city walls. Although I knew that the men in this room should not notice me, I clothed myself in caution. I stood between two of the shelves with my back to the priest of energy, watching the Prince confront a middle-aged man who bent over a heap of papers stacked upon another desk. “What progress?” the Prince snapped, his deep red eyes looking furious.

	The man behind the desk bowed once. “The monks have sorted through four rows of shelves comprising the birth and death records, as well as some of the judicial records and the chronicles documenting recent Teutonic rituals, Leitaeri. Unfortunately, it appears that the Cursed One has left his mark on quite a few official writings. It may take weeks to finish this task.”

	The Prince hurled a curse, his hands hardening into fists. “Tomorrow, bring all of the literate monks down here, along with the other city chronicler and any officials who have no pressing business to attend. Paulus, that includes you.” The Prince spun to face his older brother, his eyes smoldering. “All of you are to scour each and every shelf, burning any unnecessary parchment that bears his name, blotting the important ones with indelible ink. I shall come down here myself tomorrow evening to ensure that things are progressing efficiently.”

	When the Prince finished his harangue, one of the monks dumped the mountain of papers that had lain upon the floor onto the writing desk. Prince Otto’s glowing eyes locked on the pile, and he leveled an accusing finger at the stack. “What is this?”

	The middle-aged chronicler bowed again, his face looking slightly fearful at the Prince’s anger. “Those are the records that cannot be burnt, Leitaeri, but that bear the Cursed One’s initials. Unfortunately, much of what we have found thus far cannot be discarded. It is slowing us down, I’m afraid.”

	The Prince’s lips curled back from his teeth, and he snatched one of the papers into his hand, holding it up to the red light from the chandelier. “Archived by A.v.B.” He swore, his fingers leaving burn marks upon the document as he threw it back upon the desk with the words, “Carry on.”

	I drew back further into the shadows when the Prince turned on his heels to stride across the floor to where the priest from the council had finished breaking Augustin’s desk. “Throw that into the fire, Rupert,” the Prince commanded, his crimson eyes meeting his comrade’s sparking ones. “All memory of that bastard’s existence must be erased.” The priest of energy bowed, scooping up shards of wood from the floor and carrying them to the flaming cauldron.

	I sank my fingers into the shelf at my side, my sickened spirit overwhelmed by the acrimony that hung in the room. The scarlet glow from the cauldron and the candles made the dusty archives appear to be a chamber of hell, Prince Otto the demon lord who stalked here and there, glorying in the torment of his prisoners. This was terrible. I should not have come to see this. They would never rip away my own memories of my master, no matter what. He would live forever within my soul, within my heart . . . Augustin Abelard Ulrich von Bayern . . . the misunderstood child . . . the voracious learner . . . the devoted lover.

	Rupert returned to the corner to collect more splinters of my master’s desk, and I saw the Prince kick at a few bound tomes that lay discarded nearby. “Those I found in a pile upon the Cursed One’s desk, Leitaeri,” Rupert informed the Prince in a guarded tone. “It appears that the wraith grew curious about his fate before you thrust it upon him.”

	The Prince scowled. I recognized several of the historical books Augustin had retrieved Saturday afternoon lying on the stones of the floor. My mind shot back to that small record I had found, titled Forbidden Sacraments in Latin, chock full of intriguing headings and subtitles . . . . And my mouth dropped open as I recalled the one title that had prompted me to pause in my search: The Bending of Time.

	I slipped out from between the shelves, trying to slide my spirit forward to fully observe the pile of books on the floor without brushing up against the Prince or the other priest. My ice-tinted eyes focused on that small volume, poised atop its counterparts. I considered for a fleeting moment what the men might think if it suddenly started floating away, but the Prince snatched it up himself. A sigh of longing escaped my lips as he flipped through its contents brusquely. A second later, Rupert came to the Prince’s side and muttered in his ear, “Did the chronicler tell you about our . . . problem?” He jerked his head toward the paper-laden desk.

	“We already have a multitude of problems here. What is it now?”

	“We can’t find his birth certificate.” Rupert’s face looked stricken, and the Prince’s eyes grew an even darker red. “We searched the entire box from 1018. Nothing, but every other record was sorted perfectly.”

	“And he came down here Saturday afternoon to look through these horrid books.” The Prince growled in fury. “He must have taken it. Damn him!” he spat.

	A triumphant shriek escaped my lips at this revelation. Augustin was always a step ahead of that pompous Prince. To my horror, both Rupert and Prince Otto jerked as though they had been poked with something the moment I squealed. The Prince whirled to face me, his bloody eyes boring into the shelf at my back. I drifted between the shelves and sank to the floor in an attempt to avoid the Prince’s piercing eyes that could likely have transcended the bounds of earth. He sneered at the books separating us and handed the manuscript detailing demonic Teutonic rituals to his comrade with the command, “Burn this one.”

	NO! The cry burst forth from my mind before I could stifle it.

	“Do it quickly.” Prince Otto shoved Rupert toward the center of the archives. “I think there is someone here.” He glared in my direction.

	I heard Rupert say something in response, but I was too busy freaking out to catch the words. I zoomed to the opposite end of the shelf, watching the book that could have spelled my way home perish in flames. I screamed again, my failure driving me to my knees—and in the next instant, I heard the distinct sound of a fiery cyclone, a new spirit cracking the spiritual realm. Fear seized me, and I smothered my ice inside, back to that weakened shell of my body lying upon my bed. And I knew then that I would have to wait twenty-one years before returning home.

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Three:

	An Equal Partner

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	My activities in the spiritual realm on Monday evening drained my weakened body to a mere shell. Freia spent that entire night keeping vigil at my bedside, likely fearing that I might die. The greater part of me wished to die that night and most of the day on Tuesday, for the sight of Augustin’s scholarly work laid to ash plunged me into a boggy morass of depression. I would have embraced death, had it come for me on Tuesday. Augustin would not have been able to stop me, for he was too far away. I could have laid aside my foolish escapades in the past and focused on my own era, a time bereft of heartless Princes.

	But I was trapped in the eleventh century now, in an insane delusion. Now I would have to dust myself off and find out whether Count von Meldorf planned to allow Joel and me to inherit his land. I knew I would never truly love Joel despite his new Teuton blood, but I would have to build a legacy with him anyway, a name that could lay itself down in the records of my people. Joel would come to visit me on Saturday afternoon and stay for the whole weekend, as before; and I would welcome him, congratulate him on the success of his blood-transfer, teach him more about our people, plan for the next two decades.

	While we faced the trials of the medieval world together, in a dark corner of my mind I would silently pray for sleep to take me, so I might meet with my Black Priest in secret. I should have let Augustin break the bond on the day of the curse. I knew that, but I would have to live with my snap decision, my moment of insanity. I would feel him in my heart and love him in my dreams, sharing memories, secrets, knowledge—and I would insist, though he would never believe me, that hope yet remained for him.

	My fever broke on Wednesday, and I managed to make my way downstairs to the front parlor, where I sat for most of the afternoon. Freia settled herself into a chair opposite the couch where I reclined, her hands hard at work knitting a pair of stockings from a fresh batch of wool. The vassals had just finished cleaning it a few days earlier, she said, and she had snatched a portion for our use from the three young servant girls just that morning. “Emilie and Felda insisted that they could knit our socks themselves, but I don’t want to get out of practice,” she said with a smile as her slim fingers worked the knitting needles like witches’ wands. “I’m sure I’ll have a fair amount of sewing to do once I join Heinrich’s household.”

	“He proposed?” I asked, looking toward where she sat. That was news to me. Happiness swelled within me as Freia’s cheeks flushed.

	“He did, on Saturday at dinner,” she disclosed, her eyebrows crinkled a little, as though she feared to celebrate too greatly when all of my plans had screeched to a halt on that same night. “We’re going to wait until August or September, because he wants to lay down money for a cottage across the street from the ironworks.” Freia and I exchanged speculation on her future as the new Denlinger matron; we even tossed around some potential baby names. My best friend’s element showed on her face as a result of her joy. At least she would gain the happily ever after she deserved.

	Count von Meldorf came to speak with me shortly before dinner was served at Vespers. I had nearly drifted off to sleep as Freia sang a soft Rhenisch tune, but our host’s authoritative voice aroused me from my reverie. “My Lady Swanhilde, it is good to see you here in the parlor,” he greeted from the direction of the staircase. “I had feared that I would have to rethink my legacy once again.”

	I shoved myself into an upright position on the couch, invoking just a trace of my element to counter my frailty. The count stood paces from me, a farmer’s cap set upon his white hair; I saw that his pants were soiled from the day’s work. Maybe he had helped shear the sheep today. “A little fever isn’t going to kill me,” I said with a wavering smile. “Is it your intention to grant your land to me and to Joel Hudson, now that he has Teuton blood?” I worked to keep from wincing at the topic as I met the count’s gaze.

	His wizened face took on a look of sympathy. “Your travel companion spoke with me about that subject last night at dinner. I gave an ambiguous reply, since I was unsure of your opinion on the matter.”

	I felt as though a spotlight shone upon me, baring my heart’s depravity for the count and Freia to see. But he already knew of my interest in Augustin. My eyes traveled toward the entrance to the vestibule. “Well, my other suitor has been exiled, so I don’t really have a choice anymore,” I admitted, blinking back the tears that threatened to well in my eyes. I paused to clear my throat, then said, “Joel has been hoping to build a home with me in Muniche for a while now, actually. He’s a good man, and his family has experience with managing land. I can’t spurn him now that he’s a Teuton by blood alone.” I glanced toward Freia. She had pursed her lips, her green eyes noticeably moist.

	“Well, then I shall inform him of my intentions when he arrives on Saturday afternoon.” Count von Meldorf looked as though he pitied me, but I knew that he would not pry. Instead, he shifted his cap a bit and looked toward the doorway to the great hall and kitchen beyond. “There is another issue that requires your assistance, my lady, if you have the strength enough to follow me to the pantry.”

	Freia and I walked together in the count’s wake, passing through the great hall, where a fair number of house servants had gathered in preparation for the evening meal. I heard the bells for Vespers pealing out in the distance, but a number of whispers and side eyes caught my attention. Freia moved closer to my right side as if to shield me from the servants’ notice. “You’ll probably want to eat upstairs again this evening,” she murmured in my ear, “because the topic of your lover’s punishment has been the primary source of gossip lately.”

	“They’ll have to keep their grumbling to themselves once I’m mistress of this estate,” I muttered back, trying to keep my head on straight for whatever issue the count had in store. We entered the kitchen, where it became apparent that salad, wheat bread, and eggs were on the menu that night. I saw Wigge, the head cook, fishing boiled eggs from a pot one by one. His daughter was at work adding final radishes to the large dish of salad, while his son carried a stack of bread slabs into the great hall. All three of them nodded at the count as he passed through, but Wigge looked pointedly aside when I tried to meet his gaze.

	My lips twitched, and I turned my attention back to the count, who had paused in the doorway to the pantry. “On Sunday night, an elderly commoner came to the front door after Compline, carrying all of his worldly goods in a bundle,” he informed me, his hands on his hips. “He could not make himself understood to any of the servants or to me. He was not drunk, but his Teutonica is terrible. The only words we comprehended were ‘service,’ ‘master,’ ‘forgive,’ and your name.” The count raised an eyebrow at me. “He has crouched in a corner of the pantry ever since, his hands clutching a letter that apparently belongs to you.”

	I blinked at my host, confusion wrinkling my brow. He beckoned me into the pantry, and moments later I found myself staring down at a wrinkled old man with wild gray hair and frightened eyes, his face somewhat scruffy, his gray tunic and pants common but clean. My mouth fell open, for I recognized the man immediately in spite of the low light. “Viktor?” I gasped his name, and he crumpled onto the floor at my feet.

	I stooped to his level as he lifted his eyes to mine, and his lips trembled as he fought to make himself understood. “Lady . . . Lady . . . Swanhilde . . . . Master . . . my master . . . service.” He proffered a folded sheet of parchment.

	I reached to take the paper from him, my ice having veiled my vision in blue. My hands shook when I held it up to the light of a candle Count von Meldorf had retrieved. When I read Augustin’s request, frigid tears leaked from my eyes.

	 

	My darling love Swanhilde von Thaden,

	I do beg your apology for this burden that I must place upon you, in light of the countless trials you shall shoulder for eternity on my account. I could not take my servant Viktor with me in my exile, for he must not share my fate. Due to the suddenness of the destiny that came upon me, I had no time to find him suitable asylum; thus, I beg that you consider taking him in at the Meldorf estate. He will perform any sort of labor you ask of him, and though his Teutonica is poor, his spirit is patient and industrious. Please see to it that he is not cast into the gutter as a result of my sins. I am forever in your debt for this favor, and I thank you in advance, for I know that you will heed my entreaty.

	   Forever your cursed lover,

	   Lord Augustin Abelard Ulrich von Bayern

	P.S.—That marks the final time I shall write that name freely, without stigma. It is yours eternally as a memoriam to my devotion. I love you.

	 

	When I finished reading, my icy tears creating slippery droplets upon the stone floor, I nodded, folding the paper into my hand, and addressed the count. “His name is Viktor, and he’s willing to do any sort of work we require. He must stay here, at my responsibility. Jarvis can find him a place to sleep.”

	Count von Meldorf’s lips parted as he looked from me to the commoner who cowered at my side. A look of respect passed over his countenance, and he ducked his head at me as though he were a servant himself. “Very well, Lady Swanhilde. He can take Otfried’s place, since his health has confined him to his room.” I smiled and said that would be an excellent idea, since Otfried had taken care of small tasks around the house along with greeting guests who came by night. I asked Wigge to bring Viktor something to eat before Freia and I returned to our bedroom to share a meal apart from those who wished to babble about me.

	Joel met me on the count’s porch on Saturday afternoon, having eaten lunch at the ironworks and borrowed a horse for the journey. He had cleaned himself up rather impressively; he wore deep brown pants with a dark blue tunic, and his beard and hair were freshly trimmed, all traces of grime removed from his face and arms. I instantly suspected that he intended to propose at some point that day, so I gathered my courage and pasted a smile across my face as he beckoned me to walk with him through the front gardens.

	We made small talk for a few minutes, for I hesitated to broach the important subjects myself. He told a yarn about his youngest roommate who had lost a bet recently and had to drink goat’s milk from the teat as retribution. “The goat started flailing, and now the boy’s got a knot on his head the size of a goose egg,” Joel related with a cackle as we strolled through a variety of flowers. “He missed a day and a half of work.”

	“Hopefully that knocked some sense into him,” I said, rolling my eyes at the collective foolishness of young men. Joel ran one hand across a stalk of lavender; its flavorful blooms had garnished quite a few recent meals. My American partner looked rather uncertain, his hazel eyes fixed on the road, away from me. Eventually we seated ourselves on the stone bench amid the roses, and I busied myself with inhaling their fragrant perfumes, awkwardness creeping its way into my gut.

	“Well,” Joel began at length, running a hand through his blond hair, his eyes on a small knot of horsemen heading up the road toward the city, “I have to admit, you were right about the blood-transfer, Swanie. That was the worst thing I’ve ever experienced, worse than when I broke my leg playing soccer in high school, worse than all of the brawls I’ve gotten into with my coworkers. I honestly thought I was going to die.” His body shuddered, and he turned his wide eyes to my face.

	I shivered myself, attempting to push aside thoughts of Wuotan’s demonic voice, his power thrusting me toward the gates of time. “It’s the most dangerous Teutonic ritual,” I recounted, knowing that no words could ever suffice its torture. “Putting one’s spirit into the charge of a demon is not a simple matter. We’re both extremely lucky that we survived.”

	“Yeah.” Joel’s eyes grew troubled, and he poked his chest with the fingers of his left hand. “I look like I went through some sort of perverted heart surgery. I used to be a decent-looking guy, but now I look like I got sacrificed by Satanists.” His mouth curled into a wry smile as he peered down the neckline of his tunic.

	I snickered at his attempt to find a humorous side to the blood-transfer. “One always pays a price to become a Teuton, especially one of high blood.” My ice lightly cooled my blood at the subject, and I looked toward the crimson roses decking the bush to my right. I saw the burning blood washing over me, consuming me, and I clasped my hands in my lap to keep them from shaking.

	“You know the weirdest thing?” Joel went on, his voice wavering with what sounded like longing. “There was this one part where I think the pain had driven me nuts, because it faded away, and I could hear you calling my name. You sounded terrified.”

	I took a deep breath and closed my eyes as I tried to decide whether I should tell Joel the truth. Yeah, you listened to Wuotan’s temptations and left the river too soon. Then Augustin and I had to rescue you, and it cost him his name. “I might have called out your name a few times while the Prince was mashing your arteries in the bowl,” I lied, my whole body quaking. “I got sick before he finished with the ritual. I guess I’m a silly woman who gets grossed out by blood.”

	Joel slipped his right arm around me and drew me against his chest. “Don’t worry about it, Swanie. I’m still amazed that you and Freia did it too. By the way, according to the Prince, my Teuton blood is ninety-six percent, just like you two!” He touched his lips to my forehead, and I sighed softly, ordering myself to relax, to allow this decent Teuton man to court me. I could not think of anything to say in response to his declaration. My heart pattered in an unsteady fashion, a sensation of betrayal crawling up my spine, gradually superseding the awkwardness.

	“Apparently, Heinrich was ninety-six before he did the blood-transfer for me, and he’s somewhat proud of the fact that he’s ninety-seven now,” Joel said after a moment. “I guess I got shorted, since my blood could have become as Teutonic as his, but I’m just glad the whole thing worked. I feel different already, knowing that I’m a Teuton, the same as you, the same as everybody here. I feel like I honestly belong in Muniche, as weird as that sounds.”

	I pulled away just enough to smile at him, a twinge of regret gnawing at my bones at his newfound oneness with my people. I knew he hoped that I would love him more, now that he could truly claim equality with me. But he could never have my heart, for it belonged to someone else forever. I congratulated Joel anyway and informed him of the count’s plans. A brilliant smile appeared beneath his blond beard, and he took my left hand in his, squeezing it with the assertion that we were bound to become the most prosperous lord and lady in Muniche. “So have you figured out what element you are?” I asked before he could fully distract himself with speculations on our future.

	Joel’s expression grew pouty. “Yeah, according to Heinrich, I’m wind. That’s kind of boring, in my opinion. It’s not much of a superpower. What am I supposed to do with wind?” He scowled and released my hand to scratch at his beard.

	A vivid memory flashed into my mind at his discontent: Augustin’s fiery blue hands reaching in vain for Joel’s dying spirit . . . his horrified exclamation, Swanie, he is wind! I shook my head, trying to clear it, remembering that the late Lady Muniche in my time had also been wind. She had not felt slighted by her element. I thought back to all that she had taught my friends and me about it.

	“Wind isn’t so bad, Joel,” I reassured him, reaching out cautiously to touch his face, turning it to mine. “Just think about how well you’ll be able to dance once you’ve learned the proper use of your element. You’ll be flying all over the place with little to no effort. And if you learn fighting techniques, you could blow enemies away in a tornado or even burn or freeze them, if you can alter the temperature of your wind. If some sort of cyclone threatens the crops here, you could hold it back. And hey, once you get really good at it, you could create a permanent breeze in the house during the summer, like having an air conditioner without using electricity.”

	Joel gawked at me while I rattled off the possibilities of wind, his hazel eyes glowing with excitement once more. “Wow, that actually doesn’t sound so bad. I’m going to have to practice with the temperature thing. My roommate Arik is air, so he should be able to give me a few pointers.”

	I mentioned a few useful factoids about ice—how I often used it to chill my drinks and the water that Freia and I used to wash each morning. I told him that it was easier to invoke my ice in the winter, but that I could use any old stream—or even the rain—to reinforce my vigor. “Maybe the two of us will be good farmers even though neither of us is earth,” he mused. “I can make sure the crops have proper air, and you can water them if we have a drought.”

	Shortly thereafter, Joel stood up from the bench and blathered some nonsense about it not being the twenty-first century and that time was slipping away from us, especially if we wanted to learn all we could from Count von Meldorf before he entered eternity. I felt my body growing stiff, and then Joel dropped to his knees before me and inquired in perfect Teutonica, “My lovely Lady Swanhilde Rolande von Thaden, would you do me the honor of marrying me, a foolish Teuton novice?” His expression looked frightened, as though he feared that I would say no. In his right hand, to my astonishment, he held a diamond ring.

	My mouth went dry at the sight of the ring, my mind struggling to discern how exactly he had managed to acquire such an expensive trinket as a common metalworker. “Where did you get that?” I gasped.

	“From Heinrich’s mother. It belonged to one of her sisters. She gave it to me as a gift, to welcome me into the Teuton tribe.” Joel smiled bashfully, and I shook my head, marveling at the sunlight sparkling off of the jewel. My thoughts turned back to his proposal. I shifted my gaze to Joel’s face and asked him how many times he had practiced the correct phrase in Teutonica. “I asked Heinrich how to say it perfectly and with grace, in hopes of winning your hand as a noble lord should.” He tilted his head at me hopefully, awaiting my response.

	So I forced back all of my misgivings and threw my arms around him, “Yes, Joel, I’ll marry you.” He hugged me in return, then climbed to his feet to set the diamond on the ring finger of my right hand, in German tradition. Afterward, he wrapped his arms around me again and we kissed for a long moment. I sensed his wind reaching out to my Teutonic spirit, but my ice remained dormant within.

	 “I think we ought to marry before the harvests,” Joel said as we walked back to the house hand-in-hand, “so we can work together to sell the crops. I asked Heinrich about Teutonic customs regarding weddings, and he says that Teutons usually marry in the church and in some sort of mystical ritual.”

	I nodded, remembering Ina’s wedding back home. “In Germany, people marry at the registry office, like at the American justice of the peace,” I told him. “Those who are religious also marry in the church, and Teutons who still hold tradition in high status will have a Teutonic wedding with a Teuton priest presiding.” A frown creased my forehead. The only Teuton priest I really counted as my friend in this era had
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