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	For all the awesome readers 

	who have supported Swanie

	through the hardest of times.

	Your HEA is coming.

	
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

	Muniche – MYOO-nih-khuh

	Swanhilde – Swan-HIL-duh

	Thaden – TODD-n

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

	Toteheri – TOH-tuh-hare-ee

	Traudl – TROW-dool (trow is pronounced like cow)

	Üwe – EW-vuh

	Vreni – FRAY-nee

	Wuotan – VOH-tahn

	 

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

	 

	
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 collection includes content that might be triggering for some readers. There are instances of profanity, sexual content, graphic violence, death, suicidal ideation, abduction, child loss, social prejudice, suicide, demonic activity, and mature themes. A fictionalized version of 9/11 plays a brief role in Cryptic Pathway.
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CRYPTIC PATHWAY

	 

	Book IV of His Name Was Augustin series

	 

	I’m back in the twenty-first century, but it looks like my old life has dissolved. My cousin isn’t talking to me, Joel’s forsaking the mere idea of Teutonic magic, and Hans—my former crush—doubts my faith since I explored the dark path during my travels. Sure, maybe I offered my heart to a demon’s servant, but that doesn’t change anything about who I am. Right?

	 

	Now I’m torn between a sizzling urge to run back to my past lover Augustin and a loathsome destiny that pulls me toward a fated mate. And it’s not like I can broadcast the fact that I spent twenty years in the eleventh century. Time travel brought about my people’s destruction once, and I can’t let that happen again.

	 

	It’d be a lot easier to just spurn my duties and flee to my medieval lover. But this fated mate thing is breathing down my neck, scratching at my peace—and Augustin claims our destinies are separate now. My heart isn’t ready for this.

	 

	~*~

	 

	CRYPTIC PATHYWAY, an urban fantasy with a splash of time travel and a fated mates romantic side plot, is the fourth book in His Name Was Augustin series, which is best read in order. This story takes place from 2000-2002 and ends with a HFN.

	
   

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

Prologue

	  

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	I completed Book III of my life story with a sense of accomplishment, feeling quite satisfied for once with my amateur writing. In my opinion, I ended it in the perfect place, leaving countless questions unanswered; thus anyone who read it would be impatient for its sequel. The fact that I had finally set down my own thoughts on one of my greatest triumphs—my short-lived marriage to Augustin—put me in a positive mood for several days. So I breezed around our home and its environs like a joyful songbird, buoyed by the magnificence of chosen love.

	When I approached my work again one evening at sunset, I found Augustin standing before the writing chamber’s single window, his arms crossed beneath his black cloak, his gaze on the darkening sky. I could tell that he had just finished perusing my tale, for a blue-flamed candle flickered near my stack of papers, piled neatly at a corner of the writing desk. I crossed the floor to his side after a moment’s pause, curious about the professional chronicler’s opinion of the third installment of my life’s adventures.

	“I have but one complaint,” Augustin declared when I halted at his side and lifted my eyes to the impending dusk, mimicking him.

	“Just one?” A tiny smile curled upon my lips. He had laid many criticisms before me regarding my first two books. Maybe my writing skills had improved.

	“You related the events of chapter twenty with unnecessary vividness.” He lowered his gaze to meet mine, his light blue eyes exuding a sharp rebuke. “Swanie, you could have covered that horrid night in a simple paragraph or perhaps two at most. Instead, you indulged yourself with explicit details; and I fear that your son may view me as a deplorable creature forever after, some wretched sinner who has eternally shackled his mother in a dungeon of bestial passion.” He scowled.

	I winced, thinking back to that lurid night so long ago—the one occasion when I had almost believed that Augustin no longer loved me. He remembered every detail now; I could tell by the dangerous glow in his fiery eyes, the way they raked over my form from head to foot. I dropped my gaze to the stones beneath us and said, “Max will give you a fair chance, and I wrote that chapter to prove that dark times come for everyone, since humans aren’t perfect. What matters is how you respond to such things, Augustin. You know as well as I do that human frailties can’t put a damper on our relationship.”

	I looked up at him and saw that his eyes burned me to the core. So I sighed heavily and conceded, “I can cast that chapter into the fire and write an abridged version . . . if you wish it.”

	Augustin shook his head once and said with the slightest of smirks, “Far be it from me to shackle your pen, Swanhilde. I do not wish your son to believe that I told you what to write and what not to write.” He made a shooing motion with his hand, indicating that I should return to the desk and begin Book IV.

	I threw him a conspiratorial grin and pulled up a stool to sit down before a new page, a new destiny. “So now I must tackle the future,” I commented.

	“My sympathies.” Augustin snickered. I rolled my eyes and listened to his footsteps heading for the door. Before leaving me to write in peace, he imparted one final admonition: “Do not linger here all night.”

	As the door creaked shut behind him, a wicked smile broke across my face, and I reached for a pen . . . .

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter One:

	The Harsh Return

	  

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	That journey through the swirling currents of time on my long-awaited quest for my own era proved to be a perilous experience that far outweighed all of my other encounters with those overpowering tides. I felt like my body had fallen from my soul entirely, strange forces prodding and tangling me as I rushed forward into blinding splashes of light. Terror dragged me into its clutches, for I had too many things to which I needed to cling—Freia’s hand, the Prince’s song, my heart-bond with Augustin.

	But as the currents yanked me I could not feel my hands, nor my battered feet, nor the presence of my best friend. My soul screamed without sound, trying to grasp something, trying not to fail . . . and the wretched truth struck me hard—that if I must lose all that I had gained from the past, I could not lose Augustin. So I pushed aside all other thoughts and clutched my heart’s familiar chains, that fiery hand, that devil’s soul, crying a desperate prayer for God’s mercy, that He would preserve our bond across the great expanse of time.

	And the colors around me grew brighter, a whirling crimson interspersed with images, memories, pictures of my past in both eras. A burning city . . . a dance in the dark . . . five magical children . . . a rich man mourning his dead wife . . . a brilliant woman leaping over clumps of flowers . . . a smoky dorm room occupied by abusers . . . a devil of blue fire, his eyes flaming with desperation, his teeth bared, sweat beading on his dead brow, his hands clinging to me, to my spirit . . . though I flew so fast . . . so fast . . . .

	I screamed, shutting my eyes, my love bursting upon the currents of time, vibrating in my spirit, begging for the impossible. An eldritch moan arose from somewhere beneath me, its tone wailing along with my own cries as though it, too, had lost all of its hopes to eternity’s bleak abyss. A corner of my brain wondered vaguely what sort of creature could produce a noise so desolate . . . and why it would voice its pleas to time’s currents, when they rushed forward without care. But then I heard voices all around me, whispering, rebuking, females, sirens. And for the first time, I realized that I could understand them, for they were speaking Ælte Teutonica, the language of my heathen ancestors.

	Foolish human witch, what is this audacity that drives you? He shall not overlook your meddling forever . . . he shall require your service. Your God shall grant him sway over you . . . your heart belongs to him, for he directs Muniche’s fate . . . she shall not release you, the one who travels time lightly. Your mistakes shall cost you your life . . . eternal damnation. What wisdom shall you purvey to your peers . . . to your people . . . to the future? What but the fall of the Teutons . . . the damnation of Muniche, your beloved home. You have forsaken him . . . he shall not forgive, and he shall tear his servant from your hands. Your beloved priest belongs to him, not to you. Your love shall fail . . . your future shall crumble . . . if you do not remember . . . if you do not learn . . . if you spurn your destiny . . . your obligation to the one who guards these gates . . . to Wuotan . . . to your master.

	Then that horrific laughter reverberated through my spirit, chastising me, degrading me, mocking my faith in God when I tampered so liberally with the forces of evil. Wuotan knew me, and he was determined to ruin me, to destroy my future and my city, to sever my connection with Augustin. I sensed it all, every intention, every malicious desire . . . and I wished for a lingering second that I had heeded Hans’ advice and never used the Torstein . . . for then I would not face the wrath of this sadistic demon.

	But God had conquered Wuotan already. I reminded myself of this as his laughter wracked my spirit. Heaven was open to humans like me due to God’s love and grace alone, and no demon could claim my soul or my destiny. You cannot convince me otherwise. I hurled the thought outward into the swirling rays and darkness, promising myself all over again to never lose faith in God, to never let go of love, to believe that one day even my cursed husband would realize the truth, though I may never meet him again on this side of eternity . . . .

	And then my body exploded from the labradorite gates of time, falling onto grass, onto my knees, a cool summer breeze caressing my cheeks as I sank upon the ground. My eyelids remained shut and my hands trembled, my fists clenched into tight balls. My heart sprinted erratically with a piercing pain, a strange uncertainty, an obscure delusion. I took a deep breath and worked to bring my awareness back to what awaited me on the other side of the maelstrom between eras.

	All of the sirens’ warnings spun through my head along with Wuotan’s awful laughter, and one phrase gripped my pounding heart in a vise of panic: He shall tear his servant from your hands. I choked on my breath as I sensed the bonds of Muniche yet upon my heart. I could feel the pulsing life of modern München all around me, pervading my spirit. My right fist tightened, and I heard the sound of paper crunching as I pressed my hand upon my chest and gasped out his name, a ghostly whisper, a tearful plea: “Augustin.”

	About that time, I realized that someone was panting in an agonized manner not far from where I knelt upon the grass. A male voice spat out a few curses in Teutonica before rasping out the word “Wazzar.”

	I opened my eyes, telling myself firmly that I had to get it together. I was not the only one who had just rushed forward in time. No matter how much I wanted to seek my cursed lover somehow across the expanse, I needed to ensure that my companions had all arrived and shut the portal behind us. I blinked once, taken aback for a second by the perfection of my vision—contact lenses. I quickly confirmed the presence of three figures at my sides, one to my left and the others to my right. Then I twisted my torso around and raised my left fist in a silent command to the numinous gateway towering behind me. Should have shut that the second you got here, Swanie, I rebuked myself. Wuotan probably wants to suck you back in there so you can moan along with that mysterious voice.

	I watched the portal vanish soundlessly, like it had on the other occasions when I had traveled time. The panting noises to my right had intensified, reaching the point of hyperventilation. I shook myself and turned back around, my gaze passing over Freia, who stood silently gaping at where the portal had disappeared, her eyes glowing gold with her element, her pale hands clutching her bag against her breast. I noticed my own bag plopped upon the ground at my right side—the one I had brought with me to the eleventh century twenty-two years before.

	Finally, I raised my eyes to meet Joel’s. He stood stiff at my side, clad in the ridiculous tunic and trousers that I had sewn for him before I had any concept of medieval fashion. A touch of madness lurked in his hazel eyes, and his jaw worked in a mechanical fashion. He looked away and croaked out the word water again in Teutonica, then staggered toward the stream that trickled about a meter from where we all gathered. My cousin Beth had collapsed in a heap just paces away from me, her face screwed up in anguish, wordless sobs spilling from her lips, her arms wrapped tightly around her tawny dress.

	Beth died to get back here, and so did Joel, I remembered. They’re probably both reeling from being yanked into time’s currents. I shuffled toward where my cousin cowered, tears streaming down her cheeks. But before I could comfort her and assure her that we were all safe, I heard a thud behind me, followed by a splash and the sound of someone slurping water. Joel had thrown himself at the stream, his bag discarded on the bank.

	“Joel, what the heck are you doing? You can’t drink that! We’re in the city!” I sped to where he crouched, his clean-shaven face drenched with water, and I gave his left arm a not-so-gentle nudge as he raised his hands to his lips to drink some more. The water slipped from his fingers, and he lifted his eyes to mine, confusion the primary sentiment on his face now.

	“We’re back,” I said, switching from Teutonica to English when I saw reason return to his eyes. “I don’t know how you died to get here, but we’re all back now. And you can’t just drink water from the stream in my backyard. If you need some that bad, I’m pretty sure there’s a thermos in your bag.” I nodded once toward it.

	“Huh.” Joel sounded dazed, and he looked beyond me to where I heard Beth sobbing. “Wait a minute. Is that Freia?”

	My faithful friend of the eleventh century had drawn my cousin into a hug. I heard her speaking softly but could not discern the words. And it’s not like Beth got the chance to learn Teutonica. She won’t understand a word Freia says to her. I glanced down at my right hand and saw, to my surprise, that I held a roll of parchment in a devil’s grip—an item that I had not brought with me to the past, so long ago . . . just over a minute ago. Prince Otto’s song came to the future with me . . . how is this possible?

	“Swanie.” Joel’s voice pulled me from my jumbled reverie. He had retrieved the thermos from his bag, his expression appearing relieved when he peered at the water within. “How in the world did you bring Freia to the future? Did you learn some crazy Teutonic magic that we didn’t know before? Necromancy maybe?”

	“Well . . . .” I could not think of what to say. I looked from Joel’s face to the parchment in my right hand. “Freia can tell you. I need to go help Beth.” I felt a blush rising in my cheeks as I turned away from him. Joel had been my husband for fifteen years in the eleventh century, and he knew full well that I had never loved him. We had married to protect the secrets of the future, but here in June 2000, he was my cousin’s boyfriend of two years.

	And my cousin had died a gruesome death, the victim of a Gypsy’s spear, just minutes before, according to her internal clock. I knew that I needed to soothe her, but I feared what would come once she learned of all she had missed. Twenty-two years of “adventure” in the Middle Ages, most of them loaded with boredom and pregnancies. But I had also uncovered a plethora of information that the history books—even the Teutonic ones—ignored. And I learned how it feels to love a Teuton priest who treated me like an equal.

	“Freia,” I said, my voice breaking on her name as memories of Augustin inundated my mind again. Freia looked up at me from where she sat with one arm wrapped gently around Beth’s shoulders. I gritted my teeth and tried to shove my worries aside long enough to get the current situation under control. “Could you . . . go tell Joel what happened right before we got here? And make sure he doesn’t drink anything else from the stream. I need to talk to my cousin.” I offered her the Prince’s song, my fingers hesitant to loose their grip on it. My left hand was still clenched into a tense fist.

	“I can,” Freia replied, accepting the parchment and rising to her feet. Her eyes had returned to their natural green. “How are your feet?” she asked me, her gaze drifting down to the hem of my red-violet dress.

	I shook my head and heard myself chuckle. “As fine as they were when I was twenty years old,” I observed, waving Freia away so I could concentrate on Beth. As she departed, I wiggled my toes inside my leather shoes, surprised and relieved at the complete lack of pain the movement produced. I’m twenty years old again, but my mind is forty-two . . . and my heart . . . . Vaguely, I heard Freia unrolling the parchment and telling Joel in Teutonica that Prince Otto had granted me the Song of Time just before the Saxons had overrun Muniche.

	I knelt down to my cousin’s level, working to shove aside the sensation of Muniche’s spirit rejoicing within me—for her city triumphed now, its dark days long gone. Muniche, you need to shut up, I thought, just in case the spirit of my city was an actual entity that might heed its female representative’s wishes. I’m glad you’re alive and well, and it’s nice that you found me worthy of taking my mentor’s place. But it would have been nicer if you’d let me go while I writhed in the currents of time, to be honest.

	Beth blotted her tears on the square of tawny fabric that she had pinned to her hair in preparation for our journey. Her brown eyes locked with mine, and I felt traces of ice seeping into my blood in response to my anxiety. How could I bring myself to tell her everything? Where could I possibly start?

	“Swanie . . . did you get to Joel . . . before those freaks killed him?”

	I shut my eyes for a moment, trying to keep myself in the present. Right now, I needed to reassure my cousin. The last thing she had said before she died in the eleventh century was to help Joel; her brain was still processing that experience. “Yeah, Joel and I got away from them,” I said, quirking a smile that felt incredibly forced. I reopened my eyes and looked at Beth’s hands. She clutched the fabric of her head covering in her lap. I saw that it was damp with tears.

	“And then you opened the gateway again and came back, right?” My cousin’s question brought my head up. I looked at her, my forehead wrinkling in confusion. “And you brought that lady with you because those men were after her, too?”

	I wished more than anything that I could agree with her. “Actually . . . .”

	“So . . . this isn’t going to be one of those moments where we get back and everything’s changed, right?” Joel stood behind me now with Freia at his side. She offered me a wavering smile, as if she had not yet fully come to terms with the fact that she had followed me into the future, a land far different from her own.

	“I’m pretty sure that doesn’t happen with Teutonic time travel,” I answered, my gaze shifting back to Beth. Her hands were busy with her head covering, folding it into a neat square. “The Prince never mentioned anything changing, and he used the song three times. I think you really just become ‘a part of history’ when you use the Torstein or the song, just like the spell says.” The Teuton historians should have clarified that. Instead, they had left things open-ended to terrify time travelers.

	“Were you worried that you changed something when you killed that one guy?” Beth asked, looking from Joel’s face to mine.

	I had not realized that Beth had seen me kill the Gypsy who had stabbed her. An odd bubble of laughter spilled from my lips. “That’s hardly the worst thing I did in the past,” I muttered.

	“Swanie, there’s someone standing in the trees, watching us,” Freia put in, closed out of my dialogue with Beth and Joel due to her ignorance of English. She pointed toward the trail to my father’s house, then appended in a low voice, “He probably wonders who I am.”

	I circled around slowly, my ice cooling my veins afresh when I saw Hans standing rigid at the entrance to the path. His priestly robes swept the ground, his graying hair appearing silver in the moonlight, his stricken expression suggesting that he had heard and understood every word the four of us had spoken since our emergence from the gates. We had likely been here at the banks of the stream for almost five minutes now, and none of us had bothered to acknowledge Hans’ presence. The insanity of the moment struck me as my blood pulsed with ice: I once loved Hans . . . considered his kiss the pinnacle of earthly glory . . . but now . . . .

	Beth climbed to her feet at last, and I stepped forward, gesturing for my three companions to follow. Then I nodded once at Hans and spoke the necessary introductions in Teutonica with all of the propriety I had learned in medieval Muniche. “Hans, allow me to present my best friend of the eleventh century, Lady Freia Denlinger von Eisenwald. Freia, my father’s chief servant—and the Teuton priest whose lessons brought me to your time—Herr Johannes Meissner.”

	My best friend smiled brilliantly at Hans and curtseyed, which prompted Hans to blink, his eyes darkening with black fire as he bowed at her in return. I sensed my cousin’s uneasiness; she looked at me with a blank expression, probably still thinking that we were about to return to those tornadic currents. I suddenly remembered that Beth and Joel were scheduled to fly back to Philadelphia at nine a.m. tomorrow. They need to get some rest, and Freia does, too.

	I addressed Hans again, this time in English, asking him to show my three companions back to the house so I could have some space to think. “Freia can stay in my room. I’ll be there eventually.”

	Hans made a sound of acknowledgement and stepped forward to take up two of the bags. Beth narrowed her eyes at me, her right hand clasped in Joel’s left. His face looked drawn, his posture implying that he did not particularly wish to be close with his twenty-first century girlfriend. And I’m leaving him on his own to deal with the fact that he has Teuton blood now, the thing Beth has long desired.

	I felt no sympathy for him.

	Beth started prodding Joel with questions as they left me by the gazebo; and I took a deep breath and focused on the cool night air, silently asking it to soothe me, to clear my mind so I could figure out this mess. I heard Freia’s voice drifting quietly along the breeze, asking what had become of my bond with Augustin. I shifted my gaze to her, where she stood at my side with her bag tucked beneath her left arm, her expression concerned. “I don’t know,” I whispered.

	After they had all gone, I opened my left fist for the first time since I had burst through the gates—and there, in my palm, lay the Torstein.

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Two:

	Everything Had Changed

	  

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	In the nighttime stillness, I stared at the blood-colored crystal in my palm, utterly mystified by its presence. The Torstein had vanished during our skirmish with the Gypsies; less than an hour after Beth, Joel, and I reached the eleventh century, our easy way home had made itself scarce. I had ultimately concluded that the rock evaporated because it had not yet been created, in that particular timeline. Maybe my assumption was correct, for now it was back in my possession in the year 2000, in an era where I hardly wanted it.

	I now had two methods of time travel in my possession after I had spent over two decades wishing for just one. The fairies might be onto something, with all of their warnings about the price of Wuotan’s sorcery. It appeared that the demon god of my people preferred to shatter my heart, blow my mind, and laugh.

	You don’t know that your bond with Augustin has broken, I reminded myself, turning my wearied eyes to the stream. He had a bunch of Saxons to kill after you and Freia escaped the cathedral. It’s not like he’ll have a chance to touch your heart while he’s doing that, especially if he fights the Toteheri too.

	It soothed me to imagine our eras united, even though my rational mind knew that Augustin had left the earth long ago. He belonged in the eleventh century, not here in modern München.

	I invoked my ice further into my blood, to the point where it cooled my skin and sharpened my vision behind a hue of blue. My contacts crunched into oblivion, but I just smirked at the sensation. I had more than enough contact lenses here, as well as glasses. I could finally enjoy all of the artistic details of the world without having to call on my element’s aid. The trickling stream whispered to my spirit, so I approached its banks, reaching my right hand out to its currents, summoning a rivulet to coat my fingers, to calm me further. I may have become Muniche’s Lady . . . I may have watched my ancient city crumble . . . I may have lost my devoted lover to the pages of history . . . but ice and water still answered my call.

	And as the new Lady of Muniche, I might have the authority to edit some of the histories, or at least the stories taught to Teuton children. I need to share what I learned from the past . . . how Prince Otto’s song brought about our ruin . . . how Teutonic prejudice contributed to it, too . . . and how our armies didn’t care that our enemies cut down the silver oaks and spread a blight through our land.

	I had no idea how to accomplish such things, but I felt an assurance building within me that this was my destiny here in the twenty-first century. The spells of the Torstein demanded that I treasure what I had learned from the past, and I was determined to do it, to lead my people into the future.

	A glimmer of blue in the grass caught my eye when I turned away from the stream, intending to sit down in the gazebo for a while and continue pondering the best road forward. I paused and narrowed my eyes at the gleam, my ice enhancing my vision even further. It can’t be . . . is that . . . Marelda’s ring?

	My heart rate picked up, and I bent down and reached out my right hand toward it. My fingers shook as I lifted it from the grass into the moonlight, and my lips parted in astonishment. It was the sapphire ring banded in gold that Augustin had given to me as a token of our marriage! I had stuffed the parchment with the Song of Time through its band before leaping into time’s currents in hopes that it might follow me to the future—and it had!

	I closed my fingers protectively around the ring and clutched it to my heart, icy tears leaking from my eyes. Maybe this is a sign to tell me that our marriage is still valid . . . for all of eternity. That’s the vow we made. Muniche’s bonds mean nothing, even if I’m supposed to partner myself with the Keyholder here. Augustin is my one true love, my chosen love. Time may have separated us for now, but I’ve got the Torstein and the Prince’s song . . . I don’t have to just go along with what society expects of me as Lady Muniche.

	My future plans had grown a lot more blurry now. I settled myself onto a bench in the gazebo and leaned my head back against one of its posts, my eyes shut as I vacillated between two fates. I held the Torstein—my responsibility—in my left hand, knowing for sure that I must strictly protect it now that I had watched the misuse of time travel destroy my people. And the sapphire jewel shimmered upon the ring finger of my right hand—where my wedding band belonged. I’d rather have Augustin than some stupid Keyholder, especially since the one here refused to marry my mentor, wanting to work ‘behind the scenes.’ What does he have to hide? Is he as vain as Prince Otto?

	I sensed Hans’ presence outside the gazebo long before he spoke. An odd nervousness crept up my spine, for how exactly was I supposed to greet him now? When I had leapt through time’s portal less than an hour before, he had been my most trusted mentor in all things Teutonic, a priest whose black fire enticed me in ways that I had yet to rationalize. But now I was Muniche’s Lady—his superior, since he was one of München’s council members—and my love belonged to a priest long dead, a Cursed One. Hans won’t approve of that.

	“Aren’t you planning to sleep tonight, Swanie?” Hans inquired as he entered the gazebo, his footsteps sounding strangely noisy upon its wooden floor. He spoke the query in Bayerisch, my gorgeous native tongue. I started just a bit, for I had rarely heard it spoken in the eleventh century. Augustin and I usually conversed in a mixture of Teutonica and English.

	I favored him with a wry half-smile and replied, “I’ll sleep at some point, but I can’t just yet. My mind is still spinning, and I need to slow it down before going to bed.” I leaned my head against the post at my back once more, raising my gaze to the ceiling of the gazebo, with its intricate crossbeams. I’ll just start with the simple stuff and leave the truth about Augustin for later, I decided, trying to pull my ice back into my spirit.

	Hans chuckled and sat onto the bench across from me, folding his hands in his lap and eyeing me in apparent curiosity. “I showed your three friends to their rooms and put the bags on your blue couch. Freia has commandeered your bed, but I think you’ll have to explain the features of your bathroom to her when she wakes up.”

	A tired snicker burst from my lips as I wondered how Freia had reacted to modern conveniences. What had she thought of the electric lights in my house? Did they call to her element like a candle’s flames, like the sun’s rays?

	“I don’t think Beth and Joel are going to have a peaceful night,” Hans went on, breaking my pleasant musings on my best friend’s light. I frowned and looked at Hans’ face; he appeared rather troubled. “Beth expected you to return after she was murdered, so that the three of you could redo the journey as a group. She’s upset that you and Joel experienced the eleventh century without her.”

	“We didn’t have much of a choice,” I said, wrinkling my nose. “We were too busy running away from a bunch of Gypsies to think about reopening the gateway, and by the time we got to safety, the Torstein had disappeared.”

	“You lost the Torstein when you were in the past?” Hans’ eyes grew black; the air around his body rippled with heat. He wore the black robes of the Teuton priest, and his element heightened the darkness of his aura.

	I allowed my ice to rise a little in response, surprised at his reaction. Hans had always been very emotionally controlled, so why would he think to display his fiery powers due to the Torstein’s machinations? “I didn’t lose it. It vanished. It fell out of my hands while we were running, and I went looking for it as a spirit a few weeks later. Found old blood and a broken spear, but no mystical rock. So Beth has no need to be angry about what Joel and I did in the past. We were trapped. And Prince Otto, by the way, is an asshole. Worst Keyholder I’ve ever known. Not sure why our histories paint him as this noble saint.” I sneered, remembering how he had thoughtlessly invoked a blood curse on my city as it crumbled.

	Hans lifted his hood to cover his hair, cloaking his face in obscurity. “And how many Keyholders have you known, exactly?”

	I narrowed my eyes at Hans, wondering whether he had somehow detected the spiritual burden that had locked its chains upon my heart. “Two, since the one here thinks it’s awesome to hide away from his duties. The Keyholder of Augsburg was pretty cool, though.” I winced at the realization that the kind elderly man and his Lady had doubtless died in the Saxon invasion, assuming they had lived that long. Hopefully they had passed away much earlier.

	Hans scoffed quietly and said, “Just because a Keyholder chooses to work behind the scenes doesn’t mean that he shirks his duties. I’ve known several that preferred to stay out of the limelight.”

	“But a modern Keyholder doesn’t have a Teuton army to lead, does he?” I asked, crossing my arms as my body stiffened with ice at the subject. “I’ll bet he doesn’t have to approve of every person who moves into his city either, or perform a bunch of blood-transfers every year. His primary duty is to marry the Lady, and the one here wouldn’t even do that!”

	“Swanie, you have no idea what you’re talking about.” Hans had leaned forward, and his right hand pinched the bridge of his nose while his left clutched his knee. The shadows hid his face, but he looked to be on the verge of erupting and shouting at me.

	“Oh, don’t I?” I shot back, his careless declaration infuriating me. “You tell me how to expect better from a Keyholder who hides like a coward after the one I know best cursed me to Wuotan right as my houses burned, as my warriors died!” Muniche’s spirit had eclipsed my brain, her words spilling from my lips as horrid memories struck me with latent pain. “I watched him curse me with his blood, and it killed Lady Maria. Prince Otto killed his Lady and ran to the mountains. And I had to feel myself die over and over again, forsaken and betrayed by the one who should have protected me, his Leitalra, his chosen duty.”

	I was on my feet now, my ice having frozen my hair into spikes beneath my flimsy head covering, my fingers having solidified into translucent claws. I raised them to my hair and tore the covering off, casting it to the gazebo’s floor. I felt the Torstein in my left hand, its magic seeming to beckon seductively to my ice. Maybe what I ought to do is go back to 1066 and force that lousy Prince to worship me, to atone for his wrongs. I bet Augustin routed the Saxons and their demon allies far better than the Prince ever could.

	“Muniche, calm yourself.” Hans spoke in Teutonica, his words seeming to infiltrate my irate heart with a sultry tonic. He sat upon the bench before me, his posture relaxed now, his shaded face tilted upward to mine. “Your city thrives; you need not dwell on what happened hundreds of years ago.”

	I shook my head from side to side as my ice gradually withdrew, realizing that Hans was right. There was no point in my ranting, and I silently ordered the spirit of my city to stand down. Hans wasn’t the one who cursed you, and once we figure out who the modern Keyholder is, we can work our way forward. If he’s somebody gross, we can head back to the past and teach Prince Otto a lesson. If not . . . well . . . we’ll have to work with him here.

	I retrieved the scrap of red-violet linen from the floor and returned to the bench opposite Hans, still not wholly at peace with the idea of working with an unknown man for the good of my city and the Teuton people. Most Teuton priests in this era were chauvinists; I knew that already. And if my Keyholder wanted to marry me, he’d likely want to bleed me . . . and all of my dark studies from the past would be open to his judgment.

	“I’m kind of worried about what I’m supposed to do, now that I’m Muniche’s Lady,” I confessed, focusing my gaze on the stream outside rather than on Hans. “I never thought it would happen to me. I didn’t think traveling time would totally mess up my life here. I mean, am I even allowed to go to college in the U.S. and finish my degree? Do I have to just plant myself here in München like some kind of monument?” I cringed at the thought. As much as I loved my home, I did not want to transfer to another college.

	“You can do as you will. You need not take root like a silver oak.” Hans’ tone sounded amused, and I felt my own lips curling slightly. “I’d be careful, though, for eventually you’ll be expected to present yourself to the council. It wouldn’t be wise to speak about your misadventures with time, especially since Joel mentioned that Prince Otto’s song played a major role in our people’s defeat.”

	“Yeah, I might need you to lock the Torstein in your safe again,” I said, remembering how those stupid abusers at college had stolen it just for kicks. “And don’t worry, I’m not dumb enough to tell the priests on the council about everything I learned in the past. I’m lucky Prince Otto didn’t burn me as a witch, to be honest.”

	Hans snorted and looked toward the trail to the house, his hands tucked beneath his cloak. “It amazes me that you had the opportunity to meet him—the famed Prince of our histories, and you consider him an asshole.”

	I snickered. “He and his Lady had to approve us as citizens of Muniche, and I told him I was a time traveler that same day. Didn’t tell him anything about the future, but he outright refused to let me use his song.” I lowered my voice and gave it a moronic quality. “‘Oh, Paulus and I died in the coliseum after preaching Christ to the Romans, so you need to die to get back to the future.’ Had to wait twenty-two years for him to change his mind.” I rolled my eyes.

	“Joel mentioned that you’d gotten there too early,” Hans noted, sounding curious. Anxiety crept up my spine, for I figured that he was about to ask me how we had occupied ourselves all that time. Instead, he favored me with a sharp look and added, “And I noticed that Joel became a Teuton during his stint in the past. I mentioned it in conversation, actually, not realizing how much that news would hurt Beth. When I left them in their suite, she was screaming and sobbing at Joel.” He looked apologetic, his black fire now confined within, the moonlight revealing his expression.

	I felt as though I had taken a knife to the heart. “Does she know that Joel and I were married?” I whispered, barely able to force the words out.

	Hans’ thin lips parted in what looked like disbelief. “I’m . . . not sure.”

	“If Joel tells her I did the blood-transfer for Freia, she’s going to hate me,” I gasped, wringing my hands. “We were supposed to have done this whole thing as a group, together, but everything went so wrong!”

	“I’m not sure how wise it is to keep someone from the past here,” Hans said, his attention diverted to my eleventh century friend. “That’s not why the Torstein was created—or Prince Otto’s song, for that matter. They are meant to open a portal to the past, not the future, and yet you carried your friend here.”

	“I couldn’t let the Saxons kill her. They had us boxed in at the organ loft.” I did not tell Hans about the immortal avenger who had stood with us there, sword drawn, ready to slay his Lady’s enemies. I could not keep it from him forever, but I knew that I needed to return to the house and find out whether Beth would talk to me, whether I could help her understand.

	“I’d suggest you open a new portal for Freia to a place where she can be safe in her own era,” Hans advised, his forehead wrinkling as he looked at my hands, which were still clasped in my lap. “But Beth likely needs your support first.”

	“Right.” My mind was already far away, thinking of how to explain things to Beth in a way that would not alienate her from me. I rose to my feet and turned for the trail, shoving my other worries aside for another day.

	“Swanie.” Hans’ voice prompted me to halt in the gazebo’s doorway, and I turned back to him. He looked up at me from where he sat on the bench, an oddly uncertain glow in his dark blue eyes. I waited for at least ten seconds, but he said only, “Get some sleep, and good luck with your cousin.”
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	On my walk back to the house, my thoughts drifted briefly to the silver oak on my family’s property. I had visited the tree only rarely since I grew out of the urge to practice and experiment with my elemental and spiritual magic. As a young teen, I had often danced around it, making up stories in my mind about its Eihalbe—its fairy. The silvery creature had spoken to me only once, early one morning when I lounged on my balcony pondering the Torstein—and the pages written by the Black Priest Wolfgang, none other than my lover Augustin.

	The fairy said that not everything dead is destructive, I remembered, my gaze traveling to the left as I progressed down the path. I could not see the silver oak from the trail, concealed as it was amidst its partners of white oak, elm, and linden. And it hinted that going to the past would bring me new opportunities. I wonder if it knew that I would marry the Black Priest Wolfgang during my days in the past. Does it know how I disrespected its ancestor? Does it know what the traitors did to its kin, so long ago?

	I shivered as I stepped out of the trees and headed for the back deck. A wash of embarrassment overtook me at the memory of how I railed upon the Eihalbe in the past after Wuotan incited Augustin to abuse me. I had done all of the things that Teutons were taught not to do when communicating with the tree fairies. I had questioned it, blamed it for problems I had created myself, offered it no thanks for its insight. That fairy seemed to understand, though . . . at least, I had not noticed any negative consequences from my insolence.

	Still, I can’t ever do that again, especially not now that I’m back home. If the Eihalbae here retaliated in some awful way, it’s not like I could just step through time’s gateway to escape. A wry smile spread across my face as I reached to open the glass doors to the dining room. I had not trod lightly at all during my time in the eleventh century, because I had known that death would not actually send me into eternity. Here, though, final death lurked over my shoulder.

	I could not befriend someone like Augustin here in the twenty-first century.

	The price of Wuotan’s sorcery is death, the Eihalbe from the past had told me. And yet I had evaded death’s claws on my journey home.

	Beth and Joel had paid the price already—but I had not.

	Before I had a chance to start worrying about what that could potentially mean for me, I stepped into the kitchen en route to the back staircase. I had not expected to run into anybody downstairs, since the grandfather clock in the dining room indicated that midnight had passed. But to my surprise, I saw my father sitting at the kitchen table, clad in a company T-shirt and shorts, his summer pajamas. A bottle of peach Schnapps stood open on the table, and he held a nearly-empty wine glass in his left hand.

	He looked disturbed, and his dark hair was more rumpled than usual. But when he raised his gray eyes to mine, I had to actively restrain myself from racing forward and throwing my arms around him. I had not seen my father in twenty-two years, and I did not realize until that second how desperately I had missed him. I took a breath and stood still halfway between the doorway to the dining room and the short hallway to the back staircase, laundry room, and pantry. Don’t let your ice come out, I ordered myself, knowing my father’s distrust for all things Teutonic.

	“Swanie, what in the world are you wearing?” His eyes ran over my medieval dress, confusion mingling with the uneasiness on his face.

	“I . . . .” My mouth remained partly open as I thought fast. “It’s something I made in fiber arts class.” A simple explanation, but true.

	My father raised his eyebrows but nodded, appeased. “Sit and pour yourself a glass,” he invited, his tone just a tad firm. His eyes remained riveted upon mine; the alcohol had not yet clouded his mind. Maybe he had not imbibed earlier when he played card games with Beth, Joel, and Sebastian. That silliness had happened a lifetime ago, according to my internal clock.

	I took a seat across from him and glanced at the bottle of Schnapps. “I think I’d better not drink any, at least not tonight,” I said. Though I had gotten used to a steady stream of beer and mead in the Middle Ages, I needed all of my judgment for whatever awaited me upstairs. I heard no screaming or shouting, at least.

	My father poured himself another glass and gave a mocking snicker. “There you go, being a good Christian like your cousin and her . . . heh . . . boyfriend? Not sure if that’s true anymore.” He took a copious swig from his glass and grimaced.

	Horror raced up my spine. Had my father heard their argument? Had he found out about the Torstein . . . about everything? I cleared my throat and looked down at the table, my left hand clutching the stone in my lap. “I think they . . . I think something came up . . . between them.” For some reason I struggled to put the words together in Bayerisch.

	My father’s cell phone went off before he could respond to that, and he took the call, speaking in his usual businessman’s voice. I pushed my chair back and let my gaze run toward the doorway to the stairs. Maybe I should slip out while he was occupied. But his eyes met mine when I made to get up from the chair, and he lifted one finger, an unspoken warning.

	When he ended the call, he laid the phone down and heaved a sigh. “Well, at least that’s taken care of. Not sure what Joel did to make Beth so upset when we were all playing cards just a few hours ago. But she came to me in tears right before midnight and begged me to find her another flight home.”

	My jaw dropped. “What?”

	My father shrugged and took a smaller sip of liquor. “Your guess is as good as mine. I had my headphones on, so it took me a while to hear her pounding on my door. She said she didn’t want to fly home with Joel at all, not even if she could switch seats with someone. Had to make a few calls, but I took care of it.”

	“Wait.” I shut my eyes and rubbed my forehead with my right hand, thinking that I may very well get a headache at the rate things were going tonight. “You’re saying Beth refuses to fly home with Joel? So what, is she going to stay here another day, or did you ask one of your friends to take a quick jaunt to Philly?”

	“I’ll pay Vinz to take her. He doesn’t need his plane until Thursday.”

	“Scheiße.” I opened my eyes to look toward the back staircase again. “Did she say what happened between her and Joel?” I feared to look at my father when I asked the question. How much did he know?

	“All she said is he’s not her boyfriend anymore. I thought maybe you’d have some insider knowledge.” My father raised an eyebrow at me and drained his glass.

	I sighed. “I don’t, but I need to talk to her,” I responded, getting to my feet. My father waved for me to go and picked up his phone again. So I set my course for the second floor, irritation welling within me at Beth’s extreme reaction to the situation. Sure, she feels betrayed and hurt, but why did she run crying to my Pappi about it? How hard can it be to just ignore Joel during the flight home? She’s got a pair of headphones.

	Exhaustion caught up with me abruptly as I climbed the stairs, for I had not slept at all during that last night in the eleventh century. I grinned to myself at the memory of what Augustin and I had shared on the cathedral’s altar. Sacrificed to the god of sensuality . . . and oh how sweet it was. I thought about my queen-sized bed, canopied and decked with sheets and blankets in various shades of blue. It had been twenty-two years since I had enjoyed a comfortable mattress.

	My feet turned automatically toward my bedroom instead of ascending to the third floor, for thoughts of sleep and Augustin swept my intentions aside. Maybe he would come to me in my dreams; maybe our heart-bond had not broken. I could find out how many Saxons he had slashed with his sword, how many of the seemingly immortal Toteheri he had battled.

	But then I noticed a silhouette slumped against my bedroom door, and I had to call my ice into my eyes to make it out in the dim light of the hallway. Joel sat with his head tilted to one side, eyes shut and mouth open, asleep. He wore a pair of jean shorts and a Chatterbox T-shirt, his suitcase and backpack resting not far away. I approached him cautiously, my thoughts traveling in a direction that was hardly appropriate. “Joel,” I said, lightly kicking his left foot. He grunted and his eyes opened, blinking against sleep. “What are you doing outside my bedroom?” I asked once he managed to look up at me.

	“Hi Swanie,” he mumbled, his tone both tired and peeved. “Beth kicked me out of our rooms upstairs and said she never wants to see my face again. So I guess I’m going through a breakup.” He gave one spiteful laugh.

	I stared at him, my vision still hued an icy blue. “She broke up with you and your first instinct was to come to my room.” I curled my upper lip and looked down at my left wrist, just to check. It was clean and unscarred.

	“I already looked,” Joel said, observing my distraction. “My death ended our Teutonic marriage, so I guess I’m divorced and going through a breakup.”

	His lips had curved into a simper, and he looked away from me, toward his luggage. At least Joel seemed to recognize that I had no interest in him as a lover, but I wanted to be sure to close that door forever. So I sat down across from him with my back to the wall and tossed the Torstein from one hand to the other. “Even if our Teutonic marriage hadn’t ended, my list of potential husbands pretty much evaporated when Muniche fell,” I informed him. “Lady Maria died, and the spirit of Muniche chose me to take her place.”

	Joel turned his face toward me, taken aback. “So you’re Lady Muniche now?”

	“Yep.”

	His hazel eyes followed the Torstein’s path as I tossed it carelessly, as though its magic had not utterly reshaped my destiny. “Then . . . does that mean you have some fated mate now? Some Keyholder?”

	I cringed at his terminology. “Looks like it. Thank goodness it’s not Prince Otto, though. The prick cursed Muniche with his blood and fled to the mountains. He has some serious fetish for blood curses.” I scowled.

	Joel took the Lord’s name in vain, then looked down at his T-shirt. “Here I was thinking I got the raw end of the deal with these scars on my chest from the blood-transfer. I won’t be able to go shirtless again in front of anybody I know.”

	I rolled my eyes, irritated anew by my once-husband’s tendency to not take anything seriously. “Well, since your Teuton blood followed you to the future, that means you need to marry a Teuton if you marry at all.”

	“I don’t know. I already gave you four kids with strong blood and magic. You sent them to Eisenwald before the siege, right?” Concern crossed his features.

	“Five,” I corrected, “and of course I sent them to Eisenwald, along with the Denlinger children and Jarvis’ family. But are you really going to ignore everything that happened in the past? Waste your Teuton blood and go along like you’re just a regular guy?” I gawked at Joel in disgust.

	“How many Teuton girls do you know who’d want an American? I’m going to work with my dad in real estate after I graduate. I’ve got no plans to move here and follow along with your people’s weird customs.”

	I sighed and leaned my head back against the wall, closing my eyes as Joel’s indifference revolved in my brain. “Pretty sure that’s not what you’re supposed to do when you travel time using Teutonic magic. You’re supposed to learn from the past and remember it, use its wisdom to guide your life.”

	Joel snorted, and I shot him a dirty look. “That stuff applies to you, not me. I didn’t ask to get pulled down this rabbit hole, remember? All it got me was a wife who married me for convenience and a really awful death.”

	His declaration brought me up short, and I felt ashamed. Both he and Beth were reeling from a terrible entrance to our era, and here I was preaching at him about my culture’s expectations—the very things I longed to subvert. “How . . . did you die?” I inquired, morbidly curious.

	“Dysentery. I pooped out every piece of my intestines. Pretty sure I’ll never be able to play Oregon Trail again.” Joel’s face had grown ashen, and he stuffed his hands into his pockets.

	I did a double take, feeling queasy. “You . . . had dysentery? I thought you were killed in battle!” That explained why he had been desperate for water when we burst through the labradorite gates.

	“The battles hadn’t really started at that point. The Prince was still trying to coerce the Saxons into releasing Paulus without fighting. Supplies were running low, and we were about to start raiding villages. Then the diarrhea struck. I’m like scared to take a shit now. It was so bad.” Joel shuddered.

	The way he described it made me want to laugh, but I knew that would be cruel. I thought about the Oregon Trail computer game; the last time I had played that was when I was in high school—with Beth. “Not sure whether you or Beth had a worse death,” I mused.

	“Mine took longer, but I think she’s got PTSD or something.” Joel scratched his head and gave me a significant look. “Before she got really mad at me, she kept saying that her back hurt. I think she was reliving the stab.”

	I rubbed my own back at that idea, recalling the mortal wound that she had received from the Gypsy’s spear. “I really need to talk to her, and you ought to go back upstairs and use one of the other guest rooms. It’s not like there’s only two.”

	Joel rose to his feet and stretched. “Yeah, but I wanted to talk to you first. Beth’s really struggling, but she won’t talk to me. I’m not sure what upset her the most, the fact that I’ve got Teuton blood or the fact that we had kids together.” He slung his backpack over his left shoulder and chewed on his lip, his eyes darting to mine and away again.

	I sighed and climbed to my feet, working hard not to roll my eyes at Beth’s insistence upon defaulting to the worst. “She might just need time alone to process everything,” I figured as we headed for the staircase. “But if she’s having flashbacks to when she got stabbed, she really shouldn’t be stewing in that alone.” Joel grunted and then yawned. He needed to get some real sleep, especially since his flight home would leave in less than eight hours. I could only guess how long my cousin had until my father’s friend Vinz got his plane prepped to cart her back to Philadelphia.

	I said a quick farewell to Joel after leading him to the empty guest room at the far end of the hall from the room Beth occupied. Then I made my way to her closed door, the light seeping from underneath telling me that she was doubtless still awake, still suffering from the memories of a horrible death—and what she saw as an equally horrible betrayal. I put my ear to the door and listened for a moment, calling on my element to sharpen my senses. I heard only silence.

	The door was locked, so I called out her name and knocked lightly, begging her to talk with me about what had happened. There was no response, and I urged her to see reason. The Torstein had vanished before we had a chance to return. The Prince had acted like the stereotypical Teuton priest and refused to grant me his Song of Time. I had not asked Joel to become a Teuton; he had done that on his own against my better judgment. I had not wanted to marry him, but we had to assimilate with society; we had to survive for two decades.

	I heard a single sniff, as though Beth huddled somewhere inside the room, crying but otherwise unresponsive to my pleas. So I lapsed into silence and waited a good while, hoping that she would come around.

	The door remained closed, and eventually my weariness won the fight. I turned away and set my course for my bedroom, shaking my
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