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For my beloved friend and husband
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"At Semnon Grove,

What you long for

Will be found in The Gods' Stone,

Whether it be Nerthu's blessing, 

Or El's curse,

The Norns will bind you to it."

Marada 11 BC
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Like fire, the blow to her cheek ate its way through her cells, burning into her brain. For a moment she was paralysed by bewilderment. Then she inhaled noisily and hissed to him: "How could you!"

He laughed derisively.

She staggered back. He did not regret tearing her heart into pieces. The man she loved - the man she had trusted - despised her. She shook herself to clear her head.

"Get a hold of yourself!" she scolded forcefully. "You’ve been through much worse. Come on!"

When he went to strike again, she turned on her heel, fled into the bedroom, and slammed the door behind her. She then locked it before he realised what was happening. His rage and anger became clearer to her with each furious blow against the maltreated door. She sat there listening to him, but her morbid fascination was interrupted as the wood cracked. In response, she pulled her backpack out of the far corner of the cupboard.

This time she was prepared. She threw on her grey woollen cape, put on her green boots, and opened the window. The bedroom was on the first floor. As children she and her brother used to jump out as a joke. But now, as she looked down, it seemed quite high. She hesitantly climbed onto the windowsill. "Come on, scaredy-cat, jump!", she urged in order to encourage herself. The sounds of the door’s struggling hinges convinced her. She dropped down to the soft grass and ran into the street. Impulsively, she turned right.

The direction she took gave her a good head start. Rohrpfuhl street ended up being a dead end. The moment she ran past the roadblock onto Freienwalder Street, the wooden door shattered. She turned right again and ran as fast as she could towards the city centre. Briefly, she noticed candles being displayed in some windows. Regret ran through her. She would not be able to put any up for her deceased this year.

"Emma!" his fiery howl cut through the cool air. There was a vicious desperation in his cry. He would not give up until he caught her. A cold sweat trickled down her spine. She sprinted off and prayed silently, "Please take the car!" She knew she would have a better chance that way.

She had just reached Gersdorfer Street when the engine of his BMW X howled. He was capable of anything in this state. She tried to run faster. She had covered more than half the distance. Her bronchial tubes were burning, and she was getting stitches. But just as exhaustion was getting the better of her, the tyres squealed so loudly that she jerked terrified. She then realised that there was not a soul on the road. The BMW roared away.

His best bet was to drive along the outside if he wanted to catch up with her. But from the sound of it, he had at least a hundred kilometres per hour to deal with. It would not be long until he’d arrive at Freienwalder Street. She began to pray tonelessly, "God, please, help me. Let me escape."

Looking up, she saw the petrol station. The old cemetery was directly behind it. He wouldn't know that she thought. In her childhood, she had often roamed the cemetery, mostly alone. She had only been there once with other children – that was when they had climbed into a weathered crypt together. She ran across the road and turned left towards a sandy path.

That's when she heard the BMW approaching behind her. She felt sick. She had to run uphill now. But she could only walk because panic was choking her. She ran between the trees, frantically trying to find the old lattice gate. He was racing across the intersection straight towards her. She spotted something more solid in the chain-link fence. It had to be the gate. She saw in the corner of her eye that the BMW was almost level with her. She had to push against the gate with all her strength to heave it open. Then she started running again. She turned wildly; sometimes here, sometimes there. He slammed the car door so hard that the windows rattled. She raced on in a panic. She could no longer hear him as the mossy ground swallowed his footsteps.

She listened desperately as she turned the next corner. Then, when she peeked, he stood menacingly before her, his cold eyes narrowed. She turned hastily, but before she could flee, he had grabbed her by her long braid. From there everything happened so suddenly. He pulled her back hard. She whimpered, grabbed her temples. He took a step towards her and wrapped her braid around his right hand, forcing her to the floor.

Her knees sank into the soft moss. As she did so, she saw a flash of his grandfather's revolver. She had always admired the gun's gold inlays on the dark handle. It disappeared from her field of vision. The icy metal of the barrel against her temple made her shiver. Defeatedly, she closed her eyes and swayed under the premonition of death. Her executioner gasp as he forced himself to end it here and now.

She stretched out her right arm towards the nearest gravestone, searching for support. Suddenly, her mind buzzed as if there was a hornet's nest in it. As soon as her fingers touched the cool rough stone, a red firework exploded in her head. Struck, Emma sank to the ground, the cape hovering as it fell. Darkness and silence engulfed her.
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Ow.“, I whimpered, as my shoulder hit the floor hard. Everything spun around me. I heard someone land softly next to me. Why wasn't I dead? Someone was talking to me. 

I tried to concentrate. But my head hurt so badly that I could only hear a soft melody of speech. It was a man’s voice, but definitely not Peter’s. I breathed a sigh of relief. The man bent down to me and slowly turned me to face him. 

He sucked in a sharp breath. I must have looked terrible. He paused.

"Liuba?"

I had no idea what that meant, but I heard his voice break in the question. I wanted to comfort him. I wanted to open my eyes. But I couldn't. Instead, my temples pricked. I groaned.

"Ek afbringu thik hinana." 

He slowly slid his hand down my neck and lifted my head so he could put his right arm under my neck.

With his other arm he went under my knees. He lifted me up a little and walked backwards, bent over, with small steps. At least I assume he walked bent over, because I didn't touch him, except on his arms. He stopped again and put me down. I heard something slide to the ground and he picked it up. Something warm touched me softly on the forehead.

A horse snorted softly. "Yes, siu is sore, Donar." he said.

He squatted down next to me and carefully took me in his arms. This time he straightened up completely. My cheek nestled against his chest. He smelled of pine needles and wood fire. He then started to move, and before I knew what he was doing, I felt the unwilling prancing of a horse beneath me. I began to breathe frantically. I was scared to death of horses.

"Rowa, Liuba, rowa," he whispered softly into my hair.

He pushed me onto the horse so that my face was against his neck. I could feel his blood pulsing calmly on my forehead. The man wrapped his right arm protectively around me. He bent forward and grabbed something with his left. Probably the reins, I thought, just as he clicked his tongue softly and the horse slowly trotted off. The steady rocking lulled me to sleep. Only now and then did I hear him murmur 

"Liuba mina, Liuba mina". 

It sounded so desperate that my heart contracted whenever his words reached me. 

And so, we rode through the night. By now I had lost all sense of time. The way seemed endless. Everything was unnervingly quiet.

When I next opened my eyes, I was lying in a dim, large room. It smelled of stables and burnt wood. A heavy, grey fur blanket lay on top of me. My head was pounding softly. A little girl with light blonde pigtails was quietly playing with wooden marbles. I watched her for a while. She looked up and stared into my soul with her bright blue eyes. She seemed to  remember something.

Then she jumped up and left me alone in the large room. The ceiling was supported by twelve beams. In the centre, framed by fieldstones, a cosy fire burned. This made everything appear a pleasant orange. Daylight fell through two triangular recesses in the gables, and the walls were made of clay. I looked around curiously. Apart from this hut, there were two more to my left. Both were covered with animal skins. In one corner was a tripod from which hung a sooty metal cauldron, and next to it a shelf of crockery. Where was I? I rubbed my eyes in disbelief.

I heard the girl call out excitedly, "Fadar, fadar, waknod."

It didn't sound German. Perhaps there was a resemblance, but somehow the melody and intonation were off. And so were the words.

Yet I was sure I had heard these words somewhere before. I remembered how a lecturer had discussed them with us. But that was impossible. If I was right, they spoke West Germanic. The rising unease ran frostily down my arms, leaving goosebumps in its wake. I shook my head in disbelief. The previously dull pain began to throb violently. 

The girl and the man who recovered me entered the house. He had to bend down to step through the low door. As he rose, I noticed laughter lines etched around his eyes, and he stepped closer. I couldn’t explain it, but I felt I was in no immediate danger.

"Hailatju thik, wib!" he greeted me.

I should be able to manage that greeting. I thought about it for a moment and then replied:

"Hailatju thik, man!"

He looked at me strangely. I was pretty sure I had said that right. This was going to be fun I thought. My mouth went dry. I licked the dry skin of my laps and realised they were chapped.

"Thurstus,"

I wasn’t used to the dialect yet. I hoped I had found the right word this time. The man turned away from me and poured something from a jug into a cup.

He then held it out to me. I lowered my shoulders in relief, straightened up with difficulty and took the cup in both hands. I sniffed it suspiciously. I thought I remembered that the Teutons drank barley beer. But the tangy smell of herbal tea came to my nose. I sipped it carefully. It was warm and tasted of fennel, balm, and St. John's wort. Someone wanted to improve my mood and help me relax. I quickly drank the cup. 

Then I looked at the man again. He was watching me intently. 

"Mathu anastandan?" he asked.

I understood what he was saying. He wanted me to try standing up. Slowly I pushed the blanket away from me and hooked my legs over the edge. So far, so good. Gently I straightened up. I felt dizzy and closed my eyes. Then he took a step towards me, grabbed my arm, and supported me. I took a deep breath. Then I opened my eyes and saw his worried face right in front of me. His eyes looked hauntingly into mine. The blue was as bright as the summer sky, with a bold, dark circle surrounding his irises.

When our eyes met, he hissed in fright and backed away from me. He looked to the girl and said to her "Wari that wib." 

He turned on his heel and was about to leave the house but blocking him was an old woman who had just arrived.

"Hail Egmont," she addressed him. "Hail Marada"

"Is your guest well?"

"It would seem so," he rubbed his forehead absently.

It took a lot of effort on my part, but I could understand her. Feeling sick again, I sunk downwards. This was probably due to the realisation that I was very far from home. I was in shock, so I did what people normally do when they’re in shock. I laid on my back and held my legs in the air. Blood poured out of my legs, which I registered gratefully. I had read about time travel before but had dismissed it as if it were a fairy-tale. Now I seemed to be in the middle of it. I shook my head again in disbelief.

As I did so, I caught a glimpse of the others. Marada, Egmont and the girl were staring at me with wide eyes. They had not seen anything like this before. I lowered my legs.

Marada was the first to break free from her stupor. She came and addressed me:

"Hailatju thik, dear. Are you feeling better?"

Well,  I could understand her intentions, but I was struggling to come up with a reply. I wish I had paid more attention in class. No suitable words came to mind, so I nodded with a smile, hoping it still meant the same as it did in my time.

"Good."

Marada patted my hand, and Egmont stepped up to Marada. I eyed him with interest. His hair was tied back in a ponytail. He was sinewy rather than muscular and his alert eyes scrutinised me. He seemed to dislike something about my appearance. I looked down at myself. I was wearing my red linen tunic and brown trousers. My feet were bare. I was not so different from him. He was also wearing tunic and tight-fitting trousers. Over his left shoulder he had thrown a large brown woollen scarf and closed it on his right shoulder with a silver brooch.

I wonder if it was because of my tunic’s red colour. Maybe they didn't know burgundy. I looked at Marada. She was wearing a brown woollen dress. Didn't women wear trousers here? Damn. I hadn't packed any skirts or dresses in my backpack either. I couldn't have known that I would be travelling to a place that was so archaic. I looked around the room and spotted my backpack. I didn't know if the contents would be of any use to me here, but I was glad to see something familiar. It made me feel like I wasn't completely crazy.

"Marada, we need to talk," Egmont said firmly.

"And we will. But for now, let's take care of our guest."

Marada smiled kindly at me. Egmont gritted his teeth. Then he cursed softly and stormed out of the house without another word.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


3.

[image: image]




Marada saw my concern and reassured me: "Don't worry. He's just a little upset. The goddess' council has turned out differently to what he expected."

I had no idea what she was talking about, but Marada didn't want to elaborate. She sighed and looked down at me. 

"Do you have a dress?"

I shook my head regretfully.

"Well! I suppose I will have to lend you one." She looked at the girl. "Gwendolin, please go to Almudis. Ask for my dark blue dress and two silver brooches from my chest. Can you do that?"

"Yes, Ano," Gwendolin nodded seriously. Then she dashed out of the house.

Marada looked at me thoughtfully. She tilted her grey-haired head and looked thoughtfully at me.

"Can you understand what I am saying?" Her wrinkled eyes waited for a sign. I thought about how to answer, but she beat me to it. "Let's try another way: Nod for 'yes' and shake your head for 'no'."

I nodded as a sign that I had understood.

"Good," she said with satisfaction. "So, you can understand what I'm saying?"

I nodded.

"But you do not speak our language?" 

I nodded again.

"Are you from somewhere far away?"

How was I meant to respond? In terms of time, definitely. But for all I knew we were around the corner from my house. I decided to nod anyway – that way I wouldn't have to explain so much later.

Marada thought for a while before asking the next question, "Do you speak Latin?"

She became very timid when I answered as if she was worried about it. I spoke Latin. But could I say that without putting myself in danger? I thought for a moment. I didn't want to lie to Marada. So, I showed her, held up my hand and brought my thumb and forefinger close together.

At first, she looked at me perplexed. But then it seemed to dawn on her what I meant. "You only speak a little Latin?"

I nodded again.

"Are you a Celt?"

I shook my head.

"If only I knew where you came from." 

She was still looking at me thoughtfully when Gwendolin came whizzing back. She had a large basket with her, which she set down in front of Marada. Her face glowed with eagerness.

"Thank you, Gwendolin." Marada gave her a loving smile. "You can go now."

Gwendolin ran into a corner and took out her marbles again. Within a second, she was completely absorbed in her game. My heart softened at the sight. Marada snapped me out of my reverie. 

"Come on, we need to get you changed in the hall before dinner." She bent over the basket and pulled out a long dark blue woollen tube from it.

"Take off your pants."

I shook my head. I hated not wearing trousers. Marada thought about how to deal with it and said with a sigh, "Maybe the dress is long enough." She gathered up the hose. "Stretch your arms over your head and bend forward. I must say you're quite tall."

I was around fifteen centimetres taller than her, but I had thought that was because she was old. I did as I was told, and she pushed the tube over me. Then she flipped the top end thirty centimetres.

"Hold this, please," she urged me.

While I held the dress by the upper edge, she took two silver brooches from the basket. Back at me, she pulled the fabric in the middle over my left shoulder and fastened a brooch in it. She repeated the same on the other side. Then she took a step back and examined me. I squirmed nervously under her attentive gaze. But Marada nodded approvingly and said:

"Now your hair."

She went to a box and took out a bright yellow horn comb.

"Sit down."

After I had taken a seat, Marada took my braided pigtail in her hand. Then I remembered I had a hair tie in it. I glanced over my shoulder and caught Marada's astonished look. Then she held the scrunchie out to me. As I took it, she said:

"You'd better put that away."

Her eyes then turned to the crackling fireplace. Better not take any risks I thought. I hurriedly stood up and threw the scrunchie in. I would have preferred to keep it, but I was aware that my safety depended on blending in inconspicuously. If they saw that in my hair people might start thinking I was a witch. It was different with the things I had in my backpack as they were hidden away. Involuntarily, I looked in the direction of the bag, where it was leaning against the wall.

Marada cleared her throat and pointed to the seat. I sat down. She combed out my hair. It fell down my back in great golden waves and ended below my hips. 

Marada took a step back. She seemed to be thinking about something. Finally, she asked me:

"Are you married?"

I shook my head in horror. I was far too young to get married at twenty-two. But perhaps it was ordinary to be married young in these parts.

"Then we'll leave your hair down."

"Thank you, Marada." I smiled. She seemed surprised for a moment to hear my voice, but she seemed to understand. 

"I still don’t know your name. What is your name, my child?"

I rose and responded: "Emma."

"What a beautiful name."

Marada looked down at me again.

"A beautiful name for a beautiful young woman."

Her words made my blood run cold. I was not good with compliments. I hadn't received many and there were even few I believed were genuine. It was so rare to complemented though. I looked back on my life and realised it had been disastrous. Maybe I could start afresh here. 

I raised my eyes and noticed that Marada was looking at me intently. Then she walked to the door, pointed to a polished copper plate, and said softly,

"Come, see for yourself."

I walked slowly towards her and looked at myself in the polished metal. The fire reflected in the plate made my face glow golden. Everything hard faded into the shadows. What remained was a clear face with large, dark grey eyes, a narrow straight nose, and a soft raspberry coloured mouth. My hair flowed like silk over my shoulders, accentuating my delicate neck, and that's when it happened. For the first time in my life, I believed myself beautiful. My eyes began to shine. Astonished, I looked at Marada. 

She repeated softly, "A beautiful name for a beautiful young woman."

"Are you an elf?" an awed voice sounded behind me.

"No, Gwendolin," Marada answered for me. "Come, both of you. It is time for supper." 

My stomach growled in approval, and I stepped out of the house behind her.

The sun had set, so I could not see what it looked like around me. I could only make out shadows of other buildings. Gwendolin closed the door behind me. Then her small hand slipped trustingly into mine. I smiled at her and she returned the gesture. Marada turned to the right, and we followed her towards the smell of roasting meat and freshly baked bread.

But suddenly I heard noise coming from the biggest house. I felt queasy and hesitated nervously.

"You don't have to be afraid. I'm sure they won't hurt you," whispered Gwendolin next to me.

I just nodded in confirmation. Then we continued walking. "Don't be such a scaredy cat," I scolded to myself.

I watched Gwendolin out of the corner of my eye and was surprised at how young she looked. She couldn't be more than six years old. More likely five, I corrected myself. And yet she was amazingly mature for her age. After pondering for a while, we arrived at the great hall. Marada looked at me.

"Let me talk and don't contradict me, no matter what I say," she demanded insistently. I nodded mutely, then she pushed open the door. 
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In the centre of the hall, a wild boar was roasting over a pit of fire. Around the outside were many flat tables - the kind that still existed in the Orient in my time period. They were arranged in an almost complete rectangle, pushed together around the fire, and only two were missing near the door. This gap must have served as a passageway. One person sat in front of each table, and everyone was engaged in cheery conversation. 

I tried to count them and found there were about fifty people. The women wore a blouse and a floor-length, narrow skirt, which was held at the waist by a ribbon. The men were dressed similarly to Egmont. My eyes roamed around looking for him. He was sitting at a table to my left, staring at me. Ashamed, I lowered my head.

"Come, child. I will introduce you." Marada touched me lightly on the left sleeve as she said this.

I followed her as she moved softly to the left, straight to Egmont's table.

I looked uneasily at Marada's petite back. All around me it had suddenly become quiet. Gwendolin tightened her grip on my hand, and I smiled shyly at her. She beamed.

Marada walked along a narrow edge to the middle of the table. There a man and a woman stood up. Marada said something quietly to them that I could not understand. Whatever it was, it made them both look at me with interest. Then the man said, "Well, so be it, Mother."

In the meantime, I went to Egmont's table. There was a man there who had a full beard, and his hair was piled up into a knot on his head. He was a bit taller than me and much stouter than Egmont. And he had the same eye colour as Egmond. Those blue shone into mine, as he said:

"Hailatju thik, child. Welcome."

I inclined my head slightly in greeting. 

"I am Bernhard, and this is my wife Almudis," he introduced himself and the lady next to him. Almudis was wearing the same dress as me, only hers was red. Good, I thought, so they were familiar with the colour red.

"I'm Emma," I said, repeating the formality.

"Welcome Emma." Almudi's voice was as soft as honey, and she smiled at me too. I wondered in amazement what Marada had said to them. I bowed my head again in thanks and looked around for Marada, but she was already turning to those gathered.

"Hail."

"Hailatju thik, Marada," rang out from all directions.

She waited a moment. Then she continued:

"This is Emma. She is Nerthus' answer to Egmont's prayers."

Those gathered put their heads together and whispered at this opening. A young woman rose hastily, stamped her foot angrily and left the hall in a hurry. She slammed the door behind her. A little boy looked sadly after her. Gwendolin released her hand from mine and ran to the boy. I would have liked to follow her, but Marada was not finished yet.

"She will be Egmont's new wife."

I tried hard to put on an expressionless face, but it was obvious how surprised I was. I was about to open my mouth when Marada gave me a warning look. She shook her head almost imperceptibly.

The blood drained from my face, and I felt as pale as a ghost. Someone took me by the elbow.

"Don't turn around. Are you alright?", Egmont whispered to me anxiously.

I hadn’t even realised that he had got up. I blinked frantically a few times, then faintly made a sound of affirmation. Meanwhile, cheers erupted around us. Bernhard stood and picked up his silver cup. Everyone else rose and did likewise. Then Bernhard's deep voice boomed through the room: 

"We consecrate this mead to the Aesir and Vanir. To the holy Mother Earth and to our ancestors and those who are to come. To Emma and Egmont. Heia."

Everyone raised their cups, shouted "Heia!" and drank.

When they sat down again, Egmont led me to the seat on his right. I settled down. He waited until I was seated, then sat next to me, but turned to the other side. He growled to Marada, whose table was to the left of his.

"We need to talk."

"And we will, but not now" She replied.

I was still numb from the blow the kind elder woman had given me with her speech. I didn't want to get married. Not at twenty-two, and certainly not to a complete stranger. Especially after a man I thought I knew had just tried to kill me. I wondered how long ago that had been. How long had it taken to wake up?

"Eat!"

Egmont urged as he pushed a plate with bread, turnips, and meat towards me. I shook my head wearily without looking at him. I couldn't possibly be expected to eat right now. I was sick to my stomach, to say the least. How had I ended up here? Would I ever go home again? Not that I had any great longing for the people there - especially Peter - but they had clearly ruined my life. 

I couldn't do anything right. Not here, and not back at home. When I told my parents about my studies, they found my choice completely out of the question.

"What do you want to study, Indo-Germanic studies?"

"Yes, and Germanic history," I had replied.

I’ll never forget how my father had raised his left eyebrow dismissively and just said,

"How can you make money doing that?"

I rolled my eyes at him when he said that. Sure, everything was always about money. They didn’t think much of anything else.

Looking around the room, I was suddenly very relieved that I had chosen to study Germanic History. Admittedly, I hadn't had the slightest inkling of where I was or how I got here. And I was being forced into an arranged marriage I wasn’t ready for. But still, I felt strangely glad to be here. 

I resolved to learn as much as I could here. Perhaps, one day, when I returned to my world, I would pass on what I had learned. I wonder how that would look on my CV? Internship with the Teutons - from the year X to Y. What year was it anyway? Could I ask Egmont about it? I looked up and noticed that he was looking at me disapprovingly. I turned away from him. Well, I wasn't ready to phrase such questions in Germanic anyway. Especially not in front of others. 

"If you don’t like our food, would you at least like something to drink?" he asked me.

He sounded angry, yet I had no idea how I had offended him. I looked at him questioningly, then he pointed to the cup that was in front of me. I reached out, pulled it towards me and sniffed cautiously. It definitely smelled fermented. It was probably beer. Relieved, I took a sip. I had read that the Teutons spat in the water-honey mixture to make mead. It had something to do with the enzymes in the saliva acting as a catalyst in the transformation. That was rather disturbing. I shook slightly at the thought of it.

"Don't you like it?" asked Egmont.

I winced and looked at him again. He pierced me with his gaze, as if that was how he would get an answer. I had to pay better attention to my thoughts. My grandma had always lovingly teased me about my facial expressions when I was young. She said that she could read me like an open book just by looking at me. I missed her. Her and my grandpa. They had died a few years ago. I sighed longingly and took a sip. The beer tasted surprisingly sweet and like herbs. I wondered if they had put honey in it. I looked at Egmont. He was waiting for something. He had asked me something. What was it? Whether I liked it?
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