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	For Nightfall

	my scholarly panther

	who knows more English than I do

	
Brief Pronunciation Guide

	 

	Augustin – Au-GUS-tin

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

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

	Dane – DAH-nuh

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

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

	Isar – EE-zahr

	Lise – LEEZ-uh

	Muniche – MYOO-nih-khuh

	Swanhilde – Swan-HIL-duh

	Thaden – TODD-n

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

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

	Truhtein – TROO-tine (tine is pronounced like a fork tine)

	Üwe – EW-vuh

	Vreni – FRAY-nee

	Wuotan – VOH-tahn

	 

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

	
Author’s Note

	 

	All stories in the Teutonic Fantasy Realm take place in a world much like our own. Major historical events—like the World Wars and the 9/11 attacks—occurred similarly to those in our present world. Major locales, like München, 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 for outsiders to seize their magnificent gifts. And no, the demon lord Wuotan is not a real being.

	 

	We hope.

	 

	Words in the fictional Teutonic dialect are italicized.

	 

	 

	
A Sneak Peek Inside . . . .

	 

	 

	ARCANE GATEWAY: Swanie juggles elemental magic and unrequited love while trying to maintain a normal life.

	VEILED MAGIC: Swanie and Vreni explore their newfound sorcery and grapple with young love. Short story set during the timeline of Arcane Gateway.

	MYSTIC PASSAGE: Swanie travels to the past to uncover her people's mystical secrets, only to fall desperately in love with a priest who serves a demon.

	ASTRAL FANTASIA: Swanie faces a loveless marriage and tragic loss while her city’s destruction looms on the horizon.

	CRYPTIC PATHWAY: Swanie contends with an unwanted fate and a bond that shatters her dreams.

	LURID CURSE: Swanie confronts the dark side of magic as demonic forces strive to claim her most guarded secret.

	WINTER FLAME: Vreni’s elemental magic creeps ever closer to the surface as Las Vegas billionaires appear on the scene. Short story set during the timeline of Lurid Curse.

	NUMINOUS FORTUNE: Swanie joins with Augustin to shatter a demon’s hold on her destiny.
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	ARCANE GATEWAY
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	Book I of His Name Was Augustin series

	 

	I’ve got enough magic going on in my life. It’s tough to integrate with society when you can summon ice in the heat of summer. But now I’m charging ahead toward a normal life: I’m going to college, and then I’ll work at my father’s corporation. My ice magic can take a back seat for a while.

	 

	Unfortunately, fate had other plans when it led me to a fairy, a gorge—and a demonic relic rumored to harbor the power over time itself. Great.

	 

	Using this thing might go against my beliefs, but I have to protect it, if nothing else. And maybe along the way I’ll get brave enough to admit my feelings for Hans, my most trusted mentor. No problem that he’s a Teuton priest, my father’s accountant, and utterly uninterested in romance. What could go wrong?

	 

	***

	 

	ARCANE GATEWAY, an urban fantasy with a splash of time travel and an age gap romantic side plot, is the first book in His Name Was Augustin series. This story ends on a cliffhanger.

	 

	Disclaimer: This book includes graphic violence, death, profanity, on-page rape, demonic activity, and mature themes. The rape occurs in Chapter 25. Please read at your own discretion.

	 

	
	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Prologue
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	I lounged on the banks of the pool in our inner gardens, without a care in the world, on the day when Augustin first insisted that I should write out the story of my life. His suggestion took me completely off guard, for of the two of us, he is the writer and I the musician. I tilted my head toward where he rested beneath our silver oak tree with a sketchbook in his lap, his cobalt eyes focused on the page before him, his right hand directing the pen with an artistry that forever enchanted me.

	“Are you being serious?” I questioned, thinking of all of the volumes he had recorded for history’s sake. “Pretty sure my life story wouldn’t interest scholars.”

	Augustin chuckled at my assertion. “As true as that may be, you have told me many times that in your century especially, people enjoy reading the stories of . . . how would you say it . . . tragic heroines? Flawed saints, perhaps?” He looked toward me with a wry expression.

	I scoffed quietly and turned my head around to face the pool, lightly tracing its waters with my fingertips. “Sure, I could call it ‘Annals of the Teuton Witch.’ From purity to degeneracy. Definitely a bestseller.”

	“Ach, Swanhilde, you ought not to assume the worst. You need to write out your story because your life has been very momentous.” I looked back toward him, and he clarified, “I doubt too many other young women have bent the threads of time in an eternal quest for the truth.” His fiery blue eyes seemed to carry a silent rebuke, and his pen no longer beautified his page.

	I could not argue that point, but I gave the traditional response. “Everything worked out in the end.”

	He smiled darkly and appended my declaration with another inarguable point. “To an extent.”

	I sighed, knowing that I was beginning to give in. “Why don’t you write it instead?” I hedged. “I mean, you’re the experienced chronicler, anyway. It would read a lot better if you wrote it.”

	“I have written enough over the years for history’s sake,” he replied. “I have chronicled our recent history and my own discoveries in more than one language, but it is all from my perspective. I am sure that many Teutons in your century would be curious to read our recent history from a female perspective.” 

	I chuckled, though he might have been right. “I don’t know. Some Teutons in the modern era are still really old fashioned, especially the ones who care at all about the past. A lot of people still haven’t gotten over the gender gap.” I frowned.

	Augustin smiled in a cynical fashion. “We know that they never will. In spite of this, I am certain that in the future there will be at least one Teuton who would be very interested in reading your history.” He nodded significantly at me.

	With those words, I abruptly understood his purpose. I shook my head a bit in shock, then stared over at him. “You’re thinking of my son.”

	Augustin nodded again. “Well, someone needs to think of him. You never told him the entirety of your story, did you?” I acknowledged the truth of this, and Augustin finished, “I think he is one person who deserves to know all of it. I am sure that he would view both himself and you in a more positive light, should he discover the motives behind your decisions. And who knows? With his position, he may be able to share your story with others, even with outsiders.”

	“Outsiders?” I repeated the word with a touch of skepticism. “They’d think my story was just a fantasy novel. No one in my era believes in magic.”

	“I pity their narrow-mindedness.” Augustin had returned to his drawing, his right hand adding sweeping strokes to the page in his lap.

	“What language should I use when I write it?” I asked, turning my attention back to the cirrus clouds flecking the sky above. “Teutonica?”

	“If you want your son to share your story, I would suggest using whichever language is the most widely understood.”

	“American English it is,” I said in the same tongue, snickering at memories of the days I had spent in southern New Jersey.

	“I was thinking of Latin, actually.” I burst out laughing, and when I looked at Augustin he rolled his eyes at me, his expression clearly revealing his thoughts on the modern era. He belonged in another one entirely.

	 

	***

	 

	Now here I sit at Augustin’s writing desk, surrounded by his pens, inkwells, and sheets of parchment, contemplating the task of putting my life story into words. How long will it take me to fully explain my life? How long will I compose words on these sheets before I deem my story complete? So many events swirl in my head, and I do not know where or when to begin.

	Max. Though you may not refer to yourself that way anymore, when you find this record someday I want you to know that I have never cared much for tradition. I have cared only that the truth be discovered, and that the Teutons finally appreciate how special a people they are. If my record is to be read only by you and others of your ilk, my writing is not in vain. In my heart, you will always be Max, my son . . . just as Augustin will always be Augustin. In your hands, my son, you hold the keys to our people’s future along with the means to break a piteous cycle. They must understand the past to face today.

	  

	 

	This record is for you.

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter One:

	The Autumn Party
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	That night was to be the most wondrous night the Thaden house had known since my father first purchased it six months prior. After years of pushing against the malicious cloud of sickness and loss that seemed to hover around our family, he had taken a step forward, furnishing our new home with an elegance that few could criticize. Anticipation had gnawed at my heart that entire week. I had spent most of my after school hours watching the hired help bustling here and there to prepare our home to receive over a hundred guests—the first party my father had held since my mother had passed away in 1985. Memories of earlier parties had brightened my imagination with colors—rich ladies in fabulous attire floating through the gardens like fairies, chatting and laughing, dancing and drinking, nibbling on cheeses and chocolates, patting my head and complimenting my girlish dress.

	When I had first learned of the upcoming party, I had fully expected to be included. I had always attended our family’s parties when I was a little girl, when my radiant mother had danced in my father’s arms. But for some reason, my father had decreed that I must spend the entire evening and night upstairs in my room, away from the cavorting adults, away from the music and colors, away from the savory dishes made only for this day.

	I did not understand, and the greater part of me longed to pitch a fit, for all of my attempts to persuade him otherwise had fallen flat. I could not comprehend what had prompted my amiable father to transform into a tyrant who would lock his only daughter away in a tower. We usually got along well, the two Thadens who had risen above to conquer, to succeed. But he hardly looked at me as I confronted him one final time in the front parlor, having dressed myself in a dusky autumn-colored dress printed with oversized flowers and trimmed with gold. It was one of my best dresses; its lifted bust made me look older than thirteen.

	“But Pappi, I spent over an hour getting ready when I got home today! I even had Lise do my nails”—I waved their golden sparkles toward his face—“and she did my braids, too—”

	“Lise was just humoring you,” my father interrupted, his expression looking as though it had been chiseled from stone, his gray eyes turned away from me, toward the picture window. “She knows quite well that the matter is settled. Tonight’s party is for business contacts, for adults.”

	“But Heiko and Lothar are coming. They’re not that much older than me!” I retorted. “I saw their names on the guest list with Onkel Norbert!”

	My father sighed and shook his head, his gaze drifting to the left but passing over me, settling on something in the entrance hall behind where I stood with my fists pressed against my hips. “A gathering of my clients is no place for you.”

	“But there’s going to be dancing!” I pointed out, gesturing at the five musicians my father had hired to provide music for the gala. They were in the process of tuning their violins, cello, and guitars in the far corner of the room, studiously ignoring the row between father and daughter. “They wouldn’t be here if there wasn’t going to be dancing. Kim and Morgen went to the Wagner party last month, and they’ve been going on and on about dancing and flirting—”

	“As if I’d want my daughter to gain the reputation of a flighty vamp!” my father responded with a vehemence that derailed my train of thought. He glared down at me and took a step forward, reaching out to brush away the single tear that had escaped my left eye. I felt moisture welling behind both eyes and glowered at my father from behind my glasses. I hated how quickly the tears would come whenever I tried to argue. I knew that made me look weak.

	“It’s time for you to go back upstairs with Lise,” my father told me gently, doubtless sensing my wavering emotions. “She can bring you first dibs on the food before it’s set out in the dining room and parlors. Something from every dish if you want.” His lips curled into a conciliatory smile. He pitied me.

	“Come on, Swanie.” Lise beckoned me from the foot of the front staircase, but I was still too provoked to go quietly. I blinked against my tears, and I felt my cheeks starting to burn at the direction of my thoughts. But I had to get it out.

	“I’m n-not going to . . . do it with one of your guests.” I stepped backward when I said it, horrified at myself. My heart thudded beneath my dress.

	My father laughed once and waved for me to go. “No, you certainly are not, but that wouldn’t necessarily stop some of them from trying.” My father’s chief servant stepped to his side to murmur something in his right ear before sliding away to vanish through the doorway to the other parlors.

	“That’s what I thought. Swanie, get upstairs. People are starting to arrive.” He strode toward the vestibule, shoving me in front of him as he went, directing me to where Lise stood at the base of the steps.

	I sniffed and heaved a sigh, thinking that maybe I should plot some sort of revenge against my father. How could he possibly lump me in with the ditzy girls in my class at school? Sure, maybe they were the only ones who gushed about going to parties with adults, but still.

	“Mutti would have let me dance with her,” I threw toward my father’s back as I paused on the first step; I heard Lise gasp. “And Dane would have wanted me to go so I could tell him all about it. I was the one who told him stories, never you.”

	“Enough!” my father roared, and Lise fairly dragged me up the stairs. But I thought I saw his proud shoulders falter a bit, where he stood waiting to greet his guests. Good, he needs to hurt as much as I do, I thought.

	I heard Lise shut my bedroom door behind us soon afterward, but by then I could not see straight thanks to my tears. “Really, Swanie, you shouldn’t have said those things to your Pappi,” Lise chided me, though her voice sounded comforting. “Tonight is a happy night for him, for your family.”

	“I don’t care. I want to d-dance with everybody else,” I insisted. My words began to break when images of the hospital bed in the room across from mine assaulted me, the sounds of machinery and wheezing, of the grim voices of doctors. “I w-want to . . . t-tell . . . Dane . . . ab-about dancing. I . . . want to tell . . . I want D . . . Dane.” Sobs overtook me, and I collapsed into my nanny’s arms.

	My mother had been gone for over eight years now, and my memories of her had grown hazy with time, though I often missed her when I went to bed at night, recalling her sweet voice singing lullabies to me until I fell asleep. But my younger brother had not yet been gone a year, and dark memories of his suffering arose at times when I least expected them—like the last time I went to the doctor’s office to get a booster shot. I had panicked, and I was told later that several nurses had to carry me from the waiting room to the exam room. Apparently I had sobbed while the doctor tried to listen to my heartbeat and breathing. I had been sent to a psychologist at his request, and I had been given pills that I had stubbornly thrown away. They gave me an artificial sense of peace.

	Lise held me until I cried myself out, leaving the room with a pledge to bring back a little of everything from the kitchen in a few minutes’ time. The unspoken warning was clear: do not bother trying to sneak out.

	In her absence, I plodded toward the bathroom and removed my glasses, disgusted at the sight of my streaked mascara and blush. “You really have to get over this,” I said after I had washed off my makeup, blinking sternly at the gray eyes in the mirror—they matched my father’s exactly. “Pappi will never let you go to any of his parties if you can’t get it together. And Dane’s not coming back. He’s with God now. With Mutti. And people don’t come back from there.”

	By the time Lise came back with a tray in tow, I sat primly upon my bright blue couch, ready to put forth the appearance of contentment. Lise tried to cheer me up while I ate, telling tales about silliness in the kitchen. I blocked out most of her words, concentrating instead on the food, for my father had given it his all for this party. Even when unhappy, I still relished filet mignon, fresh curried herring, white truffles, and asparagus Asiago spears. My father had ordered a case of Almdudler from Austria for guests who preferred non-alcoholic drinks, and the taste of that beverage brought a smile to my face at last.

	“You need to swipe more cans of this to put in my fridge before they’re all gone,” I told Lise, glancing toward where my mini fridge sat, two paces away from my stereo.

	We danced together for a short time once I had determined myself stuffed, her servant’s Dirndl whirling with my more stylish dress. I put on the music that my classmates deemed cool at the time—Snap! and U96—and we playfully switched styles as the songs changed, covering the entirety of my room and balcony. Finally Lise begged for a break, saying that she was getting winded, her graying blonde curls having escaped their pins long before. So I collapsed on my bed while she rested on the couch before loading up her tray with our used dishes and silverware.

	“I’m not going to lock the door,” she mentioned on her way out, “because I trust you not to get caught if you decide to prowl around.”

	I jerked into an upright position on my bed, my mouth dropping open as my eyes darted toward my bedroom door just in time to catch her wink. One final song from U96’s CD chugged away on my stereo before I decided how to react. When the song ended, I jumped up and switched the music off, then darted for my closet, intending to discard my brilliant dress for my most obscure set of pajamas.

	 

	***

	 

	Some time later, I positioned myself in a shadowy alcove behind where the railing to the front staircase curved toward the second floor hallway, trusting my navy blue patterned pajamas and black hair to keep me concealed from the revelers below. My spot afforded me a decent view of the entryway and the edge of the front parlor, from which drifted the smooth sounds of a nocturne. I took mental notes on the fashion and agility of the dancers that passed through my line of vision, soon convincing myself that my skills far outweighed most of theirs. But of course many of the adults were already drunk. I wondered whether my skills at ballroom dancing and ballet would slip away from me if I was drunk.

	So absorbed was I in the dancers that I did not notice him standing behind me in the dark hallway until he spoke. “Watching the festivities, are you?” 

	My heart leaped into my throat and I spun around, my fingers fastened to the iron bars of the railing. I quickly recognized Hans standing there in his serving attire—perfectly pressed black suit, snow white button-up shirt, black bow tie, shiny black shoes, white gloves—regarding me with a rather shrewd expression. Though I had rarely spoken to Hans, I knew that he was my father’s chief servant and accountant, a middle-aged man usually in the background of things. As long as he decided not to tell on me, he was safe; and he probably would not, since his first words to me had nothing to do with my presence in the hallway.

	So I relaxed my tense stance and answered his question. “Yes, I am.”

	“And what do you think?” He looked past me now, over the railing at the guests thronging the wide vestibule. They had paused in their dancing as the song transitioned into a waltz by Schumann; soon all began again.

	I turned back to look, feeling a touch of envy. “I think it’s amazing,” I replied with feeling. “I can’t wait until I can be down there, too.”

	There was a pause, and then Hans made a rather dismissive sound. I turned back to him and found him leaning against the wall within arm’s reach of me, looking down at the dancers with a critical expression. “That’s not real dancing, that down there,” he commented.

	I frowned, taken aback, and stepped away from him. “What do you mean?”

	He crossed his arms and shook his head once. “Down there they dance with their bodies and with the private lusts of fantasy.” I blushed at this and almost fled from him right there, thinking back to what I had said to my father earlier. I wondered if Hans had overheard that. But he was still eyeing the dancers and went on, oblivious to my reaction. “If you really want to dance . . . you have to dance with your soul . . . with your heart.” His voice trailed off, and he cocked his head to look down at me with a strange triumph in his dark blue eyes.

	There was something mystical glittering in his eyes, igniting my curiosity. “What do you mean, dance with the heart?” I asked, beating down my discomfiture at his earlier remark. “They’re dancing just like I’m learning in school, and I’m sure they’re doing it with sincerity.” Except for the drunks, of course.

	Half of Hans’ mouth curled upward in a mocking smile. “That may be, but they don’t know how the Teutons dance.” He looked back at the guests again.

	With that statement he had me hooked. At that point in my life, I knew little about Teutons besides what I had learned in history class in school. I knew that my family had Teutonic blood, for I had overheard a few adult conversations on the subject. I had no idea what that meant, but now I was determined to learn. If my father did not want me to take part in the rowdiness of drunken dancing, I might as well learn some sort of historical tradition instead. If nothing else, it would help distract me from thinking of Dane.

	“How exactly do the Teutons dance?” I asked when Hans looked down at me again.

	He looked at me for a long moment, straightening from his casual stance against the wall. He uncrossed his arms, and his expression grew thoughtful for a moment, his eyes narrowed. At last, he seemed to make a choice, and he smiled suddenly, showing his teeth. It was one of the first times I ever saw him really smile. He gestured at the dark hallway behind him and said, “Come. I’ll show you.”

	My eyes widened. “Now?” He nodded. “But I’m too young!”

	Hans’ smile turned wry as he said, “Not for that.” He turned swiftly away, headed down the halls toward the back staircase. I stared after him for a moment, thousands of emotions seizing me—fear, anticipation, horror, excitement. Then I raced after him.

	At first I had no idea where we were going. Hans reached the bottom of the back staircase, me six steps behind, and threaded his way through the kitchen, nodding once at the extra cooks and servers my father had hired for the party. A few of them glanced at him absently and returned to their work, while most ignored him entirely. I slipped past them unnoticed and followed Hans into the pantry and the laundry room, and finally through the back door to the garage. I was starting to get confused now, for he had not looked back at me after taking off down the upstairs hall—had he been joking, or was he crazy?

	I entered the garage just in time to see Hans flinging open the side door to the backyard. He halted just outside and turned back to me, the same wry smile curling on his lips. “Are you coming?”

	“Out there?” I shivered from the autumn wind blowing into the garage. Hans nodded, and I protested, “But it’s cold, and I don’t have a coat with me!”

	“You won’t need it.” He stood waiting, holding the door for me.

	I had a feeling that I would truly be treading unfamiliar ground tonight if I followed him. But anticipation overtook me, for I had never really feared any of my father’s employees. After all, if he did something to hurt me, I could get him fired. I had heard adults say that Hans was a Teuton priest, and if there was something to know about traditional Teutonic dancing, a priest would know all. So I threw hesitation aside and walked through the door into the crisp night air.

	Hans closed the door behind me and swept his gaze over the entire yard at once. “We’ll have to do this some distance from the house,” he noted, “for we would not want to disturb the guests.” He scoured the hedges and shadows with a fierce expression. The waxing gibbous moon cast the landscape in a silvery hue.

	I agreed with him wholeheartedly. If my father found us out here, he would kill me, since I was supposed to be upstairs in my room. After a moment’s consideration, I suggested, “Maybe we’d be safe out by the stream and the gazebo.”

	“Hmm.” Hans frowned thoughtfully, then nodded. “You may be right.” In the same second, he turned his stride toward the trees some thirty meters out, keeping to the sides of the yard near the curved wall coated with ivy.

	The Thaden house stood on the outskirts of München on about two hectares of land. My father had bought the house just that April after two very profitable years for his company, Süddeutsche Getriebe. Before that, we had always lived in his father’s house, which was somewhat smaller and on the other side of the city. He never told me how much it had cost, but it had to be a staggering amount. Since his business continued to prosper in subsequent years, he never regretted his purchase.

	The backyard was magnificent, covered in gardens and woods with a tiny stream running through the back. The house and the gazebo by the stream were about a hectare apart, which would not have been a terribly long walk had I not been trying to keep up with Hans. He moved through the yard swiftly and silently like a cat, finding and melding with every shadow. By the time I reached the clearing in the trees where the gazebo stood, I was out of breath and no longer felt the cold air. He was right; I did not need a jacket.

	Hans stood at the doorway to the small white gazebo, his face turned toward the water and the waxing moon above. He shifted his gaze to me when I emerged from the trees. I paused at the edge of the clearing to recover my breath, and the tranquility of the night in this tiny forest took hold of me. The chattering stream and the whispering breeze reminded me of how it felt to relax in the English Garden—in a bustling city but set apart from the fray.

	I need to spend more time out here, I realized, for apart from school and dance classes I had cloistered myself in the house while I mourned my brother, channeling my grief into music and books. Maybe some sort of primal dance was what I really needed.

	Hans had removed his white gloves and stepped onto the grass while I stood lost in thought at the edge of the clearing. I looked back at him at last, and he stretched one hand out toward me. “Come dance with me, child,” he intoned.

	I stepped toward him slowly, shivering slightly with the autumn breeze. I paused several steps away and looked down at his hand, ghostly pale in the moonlight, then up at his face. His eyes shone with some internal glory now, almost like a flame of fire somehow. I trembled again and wondered for a fleeting moment what I had gotten myself into. Then I reached for his hand.

	I pulled away immediately as a searing pain shot through my skin. I gasped and took a step back, staring down at my hand. There were no outward signs, but I felt as though I had been burnt. The pain disappeared as quickly as it had come; I shook my hand in confusion and heard Hans sigh. When I met his eyes again, they evinced a deep disappointment.

	“Ah, Teuton child, it is not truly that difficult,” he murmured. I frowned, and he went on. “I don’t know what element you are, since your father chose to stifle your ancestral spirit all these years, but you certainly are something. You must relax, let go of your cares, bring out your soul, and embrace this night.”

	He swept his arm in a wide arc, indicating the trees, the brook, the sky. “To dance as a Teuton, you must be free,” he finished, then held out his right hand again. “Dance with me, Teuton princess.” His voice was low; his gaze burned deep.

	I had listened to his every word, and I tried to concentrate on the night air, on this little bucolic glade in the middle of the suburbs, alone with nature. I took a deep breath, and now the chattering of the stream overshadowed all other sounds. I closed my eyes and stepped forward with more surety to take Hans’ hand.

	I heard a new sound when our hands touched, as he clasped my hand in his. I felt no pain this time, but it seemed as though I heard something sizzling quietly. When I opened my eyes I saw what looked like a bit of steam rising from our entwined hands. I stared and breathed out, noticing that I could see my breath now.

	Hans looked down at our hands, then at my face, and his eyes burned with amazement. “Ice princess,” he said, correcting his earlier label of me.

	Ice? I breathed out again, staring in wonder at my frigid breath. For some reason my vision had grown fuzzy. My eyebrows came together, and I reached up to touch my glasses with my left hand. Yes, they were still there, though slightly fogged. Hans’ face shone with amusement and he brought his left hand forward to remove my glasses, fold them up, and place them in his pocket.

	I blinked in amazement at the clarity of the glade in the moonlight. It was as though I could somehow see the life emanating from the trees and stream, all in a frosty shade of blue. “The awakening of a Teuton’s element improves the senses,” Hans explained.

	I blinked a few times and put my left hand to my head, not knowing what to say. Had I stumbled into a fairytale? Suddenly, Hans flexed his grip on my right hand and swung it into the air, pulling my body against his with his other hand. I gawked at him in shock, and he teased, “Don’t let me melt you, Swan of Ice.” In the next instant, we were dancing.

	This Teutonic dancing was not like the dancing I had learned in class. On some occasions our feet found the traditional steps of the waltz or the polka, but in general we danced a far more primitive dance, whirling astride the wind. We leapt from tree to tree, into the gazebo and out again, sometimes breaking apart and bounding through the dell in an olden form of tag. I found myself chortling almost the entire time, feeling no cold, just the thrill of exhilaration in the night.

	I was the stream, an icy river breaking over rocks, crashing over waterfalls. My partner took the form of a black fire, leaping high into the air, consuming everything in his path. At the start I feared that he might consume me, that his skill and ferocity might overwhelm my inexperience, but as the dance progressed I found my own element, the ice, to be as strong as his. His fire could not burn me, and I could not freeze him. We were equals, even though he danced with far more expertise.

	I could have danced this way—this instinctive, heart-felt dance—until the dawn and not grown tired. Ultimately it ended, though, about the same as it had begun. Hans brought us to a graceful stop just outside the gazebo, easing my hand down to my side much more gently than he had lifted it into the air at the start. He let go of me but did not back away, and for a long moment we stared into each other’s faces. My eyes were wide with shock and likely a little blue from the ice I had just discovered within me. His were black as the night sky, glowing with an inner fire and perhaps with something more.

	Slowly he raised his right hand again and brought it to my face, tracing the side of it with a tenderness that shocked me all over again. A beautiful smile spread across his face again, as I stood frozen, and he whispered an accolade: “Sconi.”

	I did not know what that word meant, but I began to tremble with a tumble of teenage emotions. Then Hans dropped his hand to his side and looked back toward the house. “We should go before someone starts looking for you,” he said in a normal voice, as though my entire world had not transformed completely in a single hour. He handed my glasses back to me and left the glade, but I remained for a while longer, my breaths still dotting the air with frost.

	“What . . . was that?” Dread had begun to supersede my wonder.

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Two:

	Elemental Uncertainties
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	I did not make it back to my room unseen. As the adrenaline from my dance with Hans gradually wore off, I began to feel as though the forest watched me, the breeze eerily rustling the leaves to discuss the birth of a Teuton. This sort of thing doesn’t just happen, I told myself, the chill of the air beginning to seep through my icy protection. The Teutons are just one of the ancient German tribes, not this . . . this mysterious witchy thing.

	At length I huffed and put my glasses back on, shutting my eyes and taking a moment to breathe deeply in an attempt to calm down enough to take the bluish sheen off of my vision. I wondered whether my irises looked as blue as my vision did when I awakened my ice. My ice. This was madness. How could Hans just walk away from me after deftly demonstrating that the supernatural was real?

	And what had he meant by that word? Sconi. I needed to look it up, but I did not know what dialect it was, or what language in general. I also needed to see what the encyclopedia said about Teutons. I barked out a laugh at that thought. Maybe what I really needed to do was find one of my grandfather’s books of olden fairytales. Maybe there was one I had missed in childhood that said that sometimes people had elemental powers that came out at night. Or was I some modern version of the Snow Queen, or the White Witch?

	But with the elements, it’s usually just earth, air, water, and fire, I thought while sprinting back to the house, still feeling as though something was watching me. Hans was fire, black fire, like hell fire I guess. But why is my water frozen? Is it supposed to be that way, or am I a freak?

	I entered the house through the side door to the garage, which Hans had left unlocked. I crept as unobtrusively as possible toward the back staircase, where I encountered a rotund man wobbling about halfway up, garbling nonsense about having a tryst with a girl in a red dress. He did not seem to notice me, though he loosed a belch when I slipped past, rolling my eyes at the collective stupidity of partying adults.

	Maybe that’s why Pappi wanted me to stay out of sight, I realized. I should have thought of that earlier, but I had been too enchanted by the concept of ballroom dancing. The dance I had experienced was far afield from that.

	In the library, I encountered a couple half-dressed on the couch, the man’s mouth at work on the woman’s right breast while she giggled and tugged at his hair. “There are bedrooms for that, you know,” I muttered in disgust, heading straight for the shelf that held my father’s encyclopedias.

	I pulled out the one for the letter T and settled onto the floor, paging through until I found the entry on “Teutons.” I skimmed the entry quickly, seeing that it repeated the same tale I had heard in school. The Teutons were a generalized term for the German tribes as a whole, though there had been several tribes from millennia ago that actually called themselves by that name. They had settled in Alpine areas. The other Germanic tribes like the Saxons, Alemanni, and Goths had populated other sections from the Italian border to the North Sea. The Teutons had helped keep the Romans on the far side of the Rhine and the Alps.

	But the encyclopedia gave no hint that they had elemental powers or any sort of magical gifts at all. I should not have expected otherwise. Real people did not just manifest random elemental powers. Only characters in fantasy novels and fairytales did things like that.

	“Hugo . . . there’s a kid in here.” A lazy female voice broke my concentration. I looked up from the encyclopedia to see the woman’s flushed face pointed in my direction over the back of the couch, her ruby red lipstick slightly mangled.

	“No there’s not,” the man mumbled in response, his head hidden from view. I heard a smacking noise. I figured I had better not test my luck. Though the pair seemed fully engaged, they could conceivably reveal my presence to my father. So I left the encyclopedia on the floor and sped to the door, slipping quickly into the shadowed hallway, bound for my bedroom.

	I spent several hours pacing here and there in my room, sometimes sitting on the couch, sometimes stepping outside to the balcony, sometimes curling into a ball on the edge of my canopied bed. I knew that I needed to sleep, but I could not turn off my brain, which seemed insistent upon contemplating every possible problem with having an elemental gift of ice.

	Was this the type of thing that could erupt without notice, now that I had discovered its existence? How was I supposed to keep this hidden? Was I supposed to keep this hidden? Were there other Teutons in München aside from Hans and me? Was my father a Teuton? Could he summon ice, too? Was this the sort of thing that meant I had to quit regular schooling and attend some secret magical boarding school, like in The Worst Witch series? I would be behind everybody else if I had to do that; I had only just learned about my ice that very night.

	I wish I could tell Dane about this.

	Eventually I ended up in my bathroom again, squinting at the mirror as I tried to grasp exactly what I had to do to awaken my ice again. I tried to quiet my mind, to recall how I had felt in the glade with Hans, abruptly wondering whether I needed to be outside for it to work. Or maybe I needed a Teuton partner to guide me into the sphere of the unknown. Maybe I needed a middle-aged man who was not particularly unattractive, his black hair transforming into a dark flame of fire while we danced.

	“You’re an idiot, Swanie,” I reproached myself, leaning forward to touch my forehead to the mirror while I squeezed my eyes shut. “It was just a dance. You can’t just start feeling something for a guy who works for your Pappi.”

	I had never really felt attracted to anyone before, at that point in my life. I had played along with various girlfriends as a kid, pretending to have a crush on this boy or that boy. My American cousin Beth and I had once “liked” a boy her age who went to her church, but we had decided to stop liking him after watching him bite into the bottom of his sneaker. It had all been fun and games until now.

	Now I was spending too much time remembering the feel of Hans’ fingers linked with mine, the sensation of his fire brushing perfectly against my ice. Too much time remembering that I was only thirteen with underdeveloped breasts and a child’s figure. My father would kill me if he caught wind of my thoughts. I hoped Teutons did not have psychic powers too.

	Eventually I fell into a shallow slumber on my bed, having resolved to hunt Hans down later that morning. It was Saturday, and even if he did not come to the main house at all this weekend, I could find him at his cottage out back. Our property had three cottages, two of which were occupied—one by Hans and the other by Lise and her husband, who took care of the gardens and did simple repairs. If I headed that way first thing in the morning, my father should remain unaware of my activities. Alcohol was a vice of his, especially at parties, though I knew that he drank to forget his wife and son more than for any other reason. He probably would not crawl out of bed before noon at the earliest.

	 

	***

	 

	I woke shortly after eight a.m., having gotten maybe six hours of sleep tops. My first instinct was to go back to sleep since it was Saturday, but memories of the previous night returned in a flash. I jumped to my feet and headed for the bathroom to prepare for the day.

	My braids had not fared well in bed, so I undid them and put my hair up in a blue scrunchie. Then I entered my closet and sifted through my casual clothes for a while, finally settling on violet corduroy pants and a sweatshirt with ducks printed on it. I had gotten that one in the U.S. two years ago and would not be able to fit into it for much longer. Beth’s grandmother had given it to me for Christmas, back before my world had shattered into tiny pieces all over again.

	Does this ice that I apparently have mean that something good is going to happen to me finally? I wondered while heading downstairs. Not that I haven’t had any good things before. But this better not be one of those things that will put my family in danger. There’d better not be some elemental war going on in the shadows.

	I shuddered a little and entered the kitchen, where some of the extra staff from last night were finishing up their cleaning. I asked the one who appeared to be in charge whether he had seen Hans that morning or not. He replied negatively and asked whether he could get me anything for breakfast.

	“No, I’ll just get a granola bar, thanks,” I answered, snagging the box from a cabinet as I spoke. Then I turned for the dining room with its glass doors that opened onto the back porch.

	I did not feel as though the forest watched me make my way to Hans’ cottage, so maybe what I had sensed before had been the work of my imagination. I finished the granola bar just as I reached his doorstep, which was of aged cement. I halted there and shook the crumbs from my fingers before stuffing the trash into my pants pocket, glancing toward the windows on each side of his front door. Their shutters were already open, and mums bloomed in oranges and yellows in his flower boxes. He was doubtless already awake, so all I needed to do was knock.

	But how am I going to break the subject? So what was that thing you showed me last night when we danced? How widespread is this elemental thing? Why can’t I get the thought of you out of my head?

	I grimaced, embarrassment heating my cheeks. I could not bring that part up, not at all. Hans was in his forties, and I was thirteen. There was nothing for it. I just needed to find out more about this magical madness that had intruded upon my life.

	I had planned to knock, but I found myself twisting the knob instead. The door slid open silently, revealing a cozy living space: brown, three-cushioned sofa against the far wall, dark mahogany coffee table, small TV on a wheeled stand, five-shelved bookcase, two tall lamps, one on, one off. The window beside the front door let in enough sunlight to render the lamps superfluous, truthfully. A soft chair that matched the sofa stood before the window, and that was where Hans sat clad in a green flannel shirt and tan trousers, the morning paper in his lap, his right hand cradling a mug of coffee.

	“Good morning, Swanie,” he greeted after I had stood awkwardly in the doorway for a few seconds, silently cursing my impropriety. His tone did not sound surprised in the slightest, and that wry smile had curled upon his lips again.

	I shook myself and turned away to shut the door, returning his greeting in a voice laden with uncertainty. I stood facing the door with my hand on the knob for a count of five, gathering my courage. Then I heard Hans get to his feet. “Have a seat, if you would, and I’ll make us some more coffee.”

	“No thanks. I don’t like coffee,” I murmured as he went through a doorway that I assumed led to the kitchen.

	“How about tea, then? Or milk or orange juice. Have you had anything to eat this morning?” He had paused in the doorway, his eyes scrutinizing me from head to toe, like they had done in the hallway last night.

	I fairly flew to the couch before he could notice my blush rising once more. “I had a granola bar, but I’ll take some milk, thanks.”

	He muttered his assent and left the room, so I sat stiffly on the cushion closest to the door with my arms wrapped around my body, feeling as uncomfortable as I felt whenever I had to give a speech in class. I still had not worked out how to broach the subject of Teutons. Something caught my eye against the glass panes of the window—a jarred candle sat on the sill, having burned halfway through its wax already. The flame atop the wick was a solid black. It cast no light.

	I kept staring at it until Hans returned and handed me a glass of milk. “You don’t look like you slept very well,” he remarked while heading for his chair, a fresh mug of coffee in his hand.

	A hysterical giggle escaped my lips with a shocking suddenness. “How could you expect me to sleep after that?!” I demanded, abruptly irritated.

	Hans chuckled in response and took a sip of coffee. “How indeed.”

	He sounded so casual, as though the candle at his windowsill had a regular old flame burning upon it. I frowned at him and drank some milk, firmly ordering myself to keep my cool. I needed his help to understand what had happened to me. “So it . . . doesn’t just happen at night, I guess?” I nodded toward the black flame.

	Hans chuckled again, seeming entertained by my ignorance. “The time of day has no effect on a Teuton’s gifts. Our elements are a product of our blood, yes, but they stem from our spirits, from inside of us.” He leaned back in his chair and shifted a lidded gaze to his candle. The flame reformed itself into a perfect sphere.

	I stared, feeling as though my eyes were as round as an owl’s. “How do you just . . . put it there like that?” My questions hardly made sense.

	“It takes practice to create and manipulate one’s element with precision,” Hans replied, taking another sip from his mug before looking back toward me. The flame regained its natural shape, and I just gaped, my hands starting to tremble around my glass of milk. I set it down onto the coffee table.

	“This all came as a shock to you, I suppose, and I don’t know if I can really grasp how confused you must be,” Hans said. “Though most people today think that magic doesn’t exist, our people—the Teutons—have known otherwise since ancient times. Back when giants roamed the earth, our people were given enhanced powers to protect us from supernatural enemies. The elemental magic only scratches the surface, and most Teutons are taught about the elements from childhood. Many discover their own at a young age, sometimes as early as four.”

	I felt my eyebrows come together, and I blinked rapidly at Hans from behind my glasses. “You . . . you said . . . last night . . . that my Pappi had . . . stifled me? What does that mean? Is he a Teuton, too? Why didn’t he tell me anything about this?” Betrayal scratched at my heart again. First the party, now this. I had thought that my father had always been open with me.

	Hans sighed heavily, and his dark blue eyes took on a hue of sadness. “It’s a hard subject, Swanie, but his silence is one of his ways of dealing with your family’s losses. Childbirth can be hard for a Teuton woman.” I stiffened. “And when your brother’s element began coming out during his sickness—”

	“What are you saying?!” I shouted, clenching my fists, panic contracting my chest. “My Mutti died because she was a Teuton? And Dane . . . Dane was . . . what element did he have?!”

	The last phrase came out in a screech, and my eyes welled up with tears. I choked, gasping for breath, my heart pounding in a ribcage that felt far too tight. I pressed my fists into the cushion beneath me.

	“Swanie, please.” Hans’ voice trickled into my consciousness from the far end of a tunnel, a tunnel that was a hospital wing, that smelled of pungent medicine and hopelessness. I think he said something else, but now my brain was drowning in memories, truths I had never grasped haltingly clicking into place.

	My mother had died because childbirth was difficult for Teuton women. My father had watched it happen and decided not to tell me. My brother had somehow found his element during his sickness, likely during that final bout early this year, when his lungs had slowly smothered themselves. The doctors had said that cystic fibrosis patients usually last much longer than he had. Being a Teuton was a death sentence. I had been right. This was not the beginning of good things for me.

	I had curled into a ball on the sofa when I heard Hans’ voice speaking much closer to me. “Did you take your pill this morning?”

	“They . . . they don’t . . . not happy . . . they can’t . . . it’s fake.” My speech slurred from German to Bayerisch to English. What I wanted to say was that the pills did not make me actually happy. I had thrown each one out as soon as Lise had stopped watching me take them with breakfast. I did not want to be dependent upon pills to keep my panic under control, especially since I had never had a panic attack before Dane had died.

	“Swanhilde, look at me,” Hans commanded, prying my left arm away from my body and enclosing my wrist in an iron grip. I gave out a strangled gasp, and then I felt him take hold of my chin.

	“Look at me,” he repeated, his thumb pressing hard upon the center of my left wrist. I was still struggling to breathe. I realized that if I could not get my panic under control, Hans may very well call some doctor to stick pills down my throat, or worse. Look at me, he had said, so I clutched onto that command like a lifeline and pried my eyes open.

	All I could see before me was a blur, and the tears felt crusty upon my eyelids. A large form sat before me on the floor and I blinked, trying to focus on his face. I could not. “Breathe slowly with me. In, out. In, out.”

	Hans softly repeated himself until I had nearly managed to match my breaths to his; then he told me to recite the Lord’s Prayer in German. Something basic and unrelated to drag my mind out of the muck. I whispered the words bit by bit, and when I had finished he asked me to say the prayer again in the Bayerisch dialect, and then in English. By the time I had recited the last phrase of the English prayer, I could see clearly again, though I sensed the traces of ice upon my face. Apparently tears could come out as a person’s element.

	I had certainly been learning a lot today.

	Hans had let go of my chin after I had finished the first prayer, and his grip on my wrist moved to rest upon my pulse while I spoke. “That might be the last language I know it in,” I said in English.

	Hans snickered and released my wrist, rising to his feet. He had moved the coffee table toward the center of the room to give him space to kneel before me. “That may be, but if you can’t recite it in Latin, you’re no scholar.” He shifted the table back toward the sofa, and I noticed that my milk had not spilled.

	“Really?” I muttered in response to his jibe, launching immediately into the Latin version of the Lord’s Prayer. He chuckled again and returned to his chair, sitting down and lifting his mug from the floor, studying me while I said the Latin words, this time trying to take their meaning to heart. Mutti and Dane were with God now. It was no use to cry about it. And I did not have cystic fibrosis. It was just my stupid panic that told me I could not breathe.

	“I guess elements come out when you’re upset,” I observed when I had finished the prayer, switching back to dialect without a hitch. “I’ve been upset a lot this year. I wonder why my ice never came out before.”

	“Normally Teuton children are informed of their elemental potential and are taught how to control or suppress it, depending on the circumstances.” Hans favored me with a thoughtful expression, and I picked up my glass of milk again. “Whether informed or not, though, a Teuton’s element may manifest itself when a person is in mortal danger, which may explain what happened with your brother.”

	“Did his lungs . . . freeze inside of him?” I bit my lip after I put the question into words, not sure whether I really wanted the answer.

	Hans shook his head once, and I relaxed a little. “He was not ice. He seemed to manifest either water or mist; I am unsure which one. But the excess of liquid damaged him in a tragic way.” I took a large gulp of milk to hide my face from Hans, unsure whether that sounded worse or better than having frozen lungs.

	“Now that you’ve discovered your ice, it would behoove you to actually take your medicine,” he added in a barbed tone. “You don’t want to be having panic attacks like that one while out in public.”

	He had a point, but that raised another question in my mind. “Do I have to go to some elemental magic boarding school now?”

	Hans laughed outright, and the black flame of his candle increased in size in response to his amusement. “No, Teutons have no such place. But there’s an elderly Lady in our city that would like to meet you, one who has taught Teuton girls about their gifts for many years. I’ll have to arrange for you to meet with her and with your peers of the same age the next time your Pappi is away.”

	I found myself smiling at the thought, for it was clear by the look on Hans’ face that he respected this Lady very much. Maybe being an icy Teuton would turn out to be a good thing after all.

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Three:

	My Witchy Peers
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	In the weeks before I went to visit Lady Muniche for the first time, I learned more about the Teuton people thanks to a book Hans leant me before I left his cottage that Saturday. He answered a few more of my basic questions, but claimed that I would find out most of what I needed to know from that book. Titled Der Weg Teutonisch, he called it the official history of our people, first compiled long ago in the 1000s by a Catholic priest named Paulus von Bayern.

	“The most recent update was published in 1904, after the final changes agreed upon by the General Conference of Teuton Priests,” Hans told me, pointing to the date printed at the bottom of the title page beneath the name of a press I did not recognize.

	“What did they change in 1904?” I asked, filing the concept of a conference of Teuton priests away for later consideration. The idea of such an authoritative conclave kind of freaked me out.

	“It was only then that Teuton males with blood beneath the level of ninety percent were allowed to study for the priesthood,” Hans answered. “Blood mixing between Teutons and outsiders has become more and more common in modern times, so the practice of exclusion of those with elemental control was deemed outdated.”

	I shut the book while Hans spoke, tracing my fingers over the title engraved upon it in golden lettering. “Exclusion?” I repeated.

	Hans gave a slight clearing of his throat
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