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FOREWORD

 


Based in folklore and history of Germany,
our story takes us through realms of magic and mystery with
fast-paced action, romance, humor, danger and adventure. 'The Swan
Maidens' is the third book in the Lora Ley series and touches upon
elements and motifs of fairy tales.

Fairy tales are originally morality tales.
Good prevails and bad is punished. In a time before television,
radio and internet, stories were a primary form of
entertainment.

Over decades and centuries they were told
and retold, reformed, remodeled to become today's family cartoons
or reinterpreted by storytellers of the dark and macabre. Any way
they're presented, fairy tales are an important part of early and
modern culture world-wide.

In nineteenth century Germany, scholars
Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm collected and studied fairy tales from
throughout the land. Many stories were passed on through
generations by word of mouth. The Brothers Grimm compiled them in
written form. Without their dedication, we wouldn't have the rich
array of cultural jewels we do.

"Lora Ley - Book Three - The Swan Maidens"
explores Germanic and European fairy tale folklore using motifs
common to many, not always in the traditional sense, interwoven in
a dynamic plot of action, adventure, romance, paranormal creatures,
with the occasional dose of dark humor. At the same time, we're
introduced to the American influence, tales and performances of the
Wild West, which capture many an imagination.

Due to spoilers I've
included more detail in the Afterword, as well as the
German fairy tale Hans in
Luck. Please enjoy "Lora Ley –
Book Three - The Swan Maidens."



CHAPTER ONE

 


One day, the sun did not rise.

Fear crept in as farmers finished early
milking, night was still upon the land and only darkness lay on the
east horizon. Along the streets of Mittelstadt, gas lamps burned
low and lamplighters wondered if they should relight them, or if
this was a temporary delay.

Horses pranced or balked, spooked by the
anomaly. People peered out their windows at the starry skies as
they dressed their children for school. Roosters crowed, as
internal clocks told them it was dawn, though the predator's night
prevailed.

People came into the cobblestone streets,
speaking in low tones; others gathered round kitchen tables, or
gravitated to the coffee houses or pubs, which were lit with
candles and lamps and open for business. Voices rose as theories
emerged. A weather fluctuation, maybe smoke of a volcano? But the
sky was clear. An eclipse of the sun? Did we miss an announcement?
Did we overlook a sign?

By nine in the morning, night yet reigned,
and schools sent the children home. Shops opened, closed and opened
again. Telegrams flew from town to town. Telephones were hot with
use. Trains carried people, information, news and ideas, and ran
day or night. Was it an unseen foe? An extraterrestrial invasion?
Seemed a strange way to invade, but had the advantage of spreading
mass confusion.

Nothing seemed to be wrong. No one turned
into a werewolf or flesh-eating monster. No flood or fire or
natural disaster took hold. No rampaging army appeared.

By midday, it was still a beautiful
night.

 


Lora and Wolf made a small fire in a circle
of stones. They were both half Nyx, and in their human forms
reveled in the beauty and warmth of the flames, the fascinating
glow of embers, the bright sparks and scent of wood smoke. The
light it cast wasn't needful. They could see well in the dark of
the night.

“Close your eyes,” said Wolf. “You are going
to love this.”

She closed her eyes and listened to him move
about. Crumpling sound of a paper bag as he removed the items. “You
got sweets?”

“No peeking,” he said.

“I can smell them. Roasting marshmallow
candy. Chocolate.” She licked her lips. “And some kind of
cookies?”

Something warm and crumbly touched her lower
lip. “Open,” he said, and she did. A sumptuous burst of flavors
filled her mouth, frothy sweet delight and a toasty candy
taste.

“This is amazing!”

He laughed. “You can look now. Want some
more?”

“Yes! What's in it?”

“You were right about the marshmallow and
chocolate. The cookie's a sweet kind of biscuit from America. Gram
cracker, I think it's called.”

“Where'd you hear about it?”

“I was at the Mittelstadt Market yesterday,
playing guitar to earn some coin so I can take my sweetheart out in
style.”

“Aw.” She kissed him.

“Overheard some people say fire-toasted
marshmallows are the hottest thing at spa resorts these days. They
mentioned a couple recipes to dress them up. This one sounded
tantalizing.”

“Ohhh yes.” She smiled. “I have some other
ideas.” She whispered in his ear.

His eyes gleamed. “Liebling, don't talk that
way or we'll never find out why the sun didn't come up today.”

She frowned. “True. Dawn is way overdue.
Doesn't happen often.”

“Never heard of it.” He stuck a marshmallow
on a stick and turned it over the flame.

“So how do you make those things?”

He broke a biscuit in half, and on each half
put a piece of sweet chocolate. The toasted marshmallow went in the
middle. He gently pressed the halves together to make a layered
treat, and gave it to Lora.

“Mmm,” she said around a mouthful, “It's my
new favorite dessert.”

Lora and Wolf had overlapping demesnes, so
they could be with each other or alone as mood decreed. Nyx were
not always sociable, though Wolf and Lora spent most of their time
together. They lived by the Mittelstadt River, near the old beaver
pond, a secluded shoreline hidden from human eyes by clever
manipulation and magical charms of protection.

Lora chewed and mused. “There was a
summerless year early this century, in 1816. It was caused by
volcanic fallout. But never a dayless night.” She took out her
golden comb and began to comb her hair. It fell around her like a
cascading garment of auburn and copper, intertwined with lush green
river weeds. A water lily nestled behind her ear.

In their human forms, Nyx always showed some
sign of their true nature. Lora had water flora and Wolf's long
tawny hair was perpetually damp at the ends. Some Nyx had wet shirt
hems, webbed fingers or toes, even scales, though at a glance they
seemed quite human.

Wolf reached up and took his guitar from an
air pocket. He strummed and plucked out a melody. She hummed, then
let her voice flow to the night, clear and enchanting. Their song
drifted out upon the river to dance with the spangled starlight. It
was a song of joy, delights of the senses, earth and trees and
healing waters.

From the sky fell a small man with a
trumpet. Wolf and Lora jumped up. The man scrambled to his feet as
a crashing noise filled the air, distant at first then plunging
through the treetops with a ragged wail. As they backed away, a
figure in royal clothes broke through the canopy and landed on the
ground. The trumpeter gave a princely intro, for despite his
unkempt appearance, a Prince he seemed to be.

He tried to straighten his straggling wig,
with limited success. “How many times must I tell you,” he shouted
at the trumpeter, “Don't announce me until I am standing. Like
this.” He stood with a flourish, feet properly pointed. “I shan't
tell you again.” He rolled his eyes. “No wonder you're still an
apprentice.” With his hands he shooed the trumpeter aside.

The trumpeter smiled and nodded. He was
fairly deaf.

The Prince brushed dirt from his trousers.
Shining chains and medals graced his fitted jacket, in keeping with
his royal rank. Gold epaulets gleamed at his shoulders. His riding
boots shone. He put his hands on his hips. “Now we've landed in a
dismal swamp. What place is this? What kingdom? Did we skip through
a loopy time trip or what?” He noticed Wolf and Lora for the first
time. “Oh, hello! Nice night for a stroll.”

“We live here,” said Lora.

“Do you?” The Prince tried to clean off his
jacket but just got his gloves dirty. “You couldn't have found a
place with a little more … “ he flourished with a swirl of his
short cape “... ambiance?”

“We like the ambiance,” Wolf said
pleasantly. “Get out.”

The Prince looked surprised. “But we haven't
been introduced. I am - “ he assumed the posture, and the trumpeter
played on cue, and didn't stop until the Prince surreptitiously
kicked him. The trumpeter stood at attention and announced, “Crown
Prince Crispin von Grünewaldt.”

“I'm Wolf. Get out.”

With a menacing look he advanced on the
Prince. Crispin shook his hands in dismay. “But my quest!”

“Don't care about your quest,” snarled
Wolf.

“Watch out for him,” Lora said the the
Prince. “He goes for the jugular.”

The Prince gulped and put his hands to his
throat. He backed away. “Now let's not be hasty. Very well, then,
we're leaving. But not without protest. It's essential to my quest
that I speak with you. But why should you care?”

“Right,” said Wolf.

“You have lives of your own.”

“Right.”

“Someone else's quest matters little to
you.”

“Right.”

“And who cares,” he said as he turned away,
“if we never see the Sun again?”

Wolf sighed. “Wait.”

“Ha,” said the Prince. “Got you with that
one, didn't I?”

“What do you know about it?” said Lora.

“Not a lot, actually,” said Crispin. “Just a
rumor going round. You know how courtiers gossip.”

“That's all you've got?” said Wolf. “Get
out.”

“You know,” said the Prince, “in some places
you'd get your head chopped off talking to royalty like that.”

“Yeah, well in some places you'd get beaten
up for being a Dummkopf.”

The Prince gasped. “I'll have you know I've
been educated at the finest academies in the kingdom. I speak six
languages and am a master of chess and dancing. I am skilled in the
arts of poetry and protocol. I am a trained alchemist. Well, partly
trained. No. No training at all. Desdemona did it. Not my fault.
That's what landed us here in this swamp.”

“It's a riverbank. And you say swamp as if
it's a bad thing,” said Wolf. “You know how much life exists in a
swamp? How it cleans the water? How important it is to
environmental ecology? So how do you say Dummkopf in five different
languages?”

The Prince sank down on a rock and put his
head in his hands. The trumpeter stood at the ready, should His
Highness rise to the posture.

“No,” said Wolf, “don't sit. No sitting. Get
out.”

The Prince produced a lace handkerchief and
dabbed his eyes. “For pity's sake, just one moment to rest. We've
had quite a fall. And I'm at my wits' end.”

“What happened?” Lora moved closer.

Wolf shook his head. “No. No feeling sorry
for him. Don't you dare feel sorry for him.”

The Prince sniffled. The trumpeter played a
sad note.

Lora said, “I feel a little sorry for him.”
She put a hand on his shoulder. “Why not stay for some campfire
treats?”

Wolf threw up his hands and went back to the
fire. Lora motioned to the Prince and trumpeter, and they followed
her. She showed them to a fallen tree trunk. Crispin sat on his
handkerchief as Lora demonstrated the method of making the
chocolate marshmallow biscuits.

While they busied themselves with great
delight, Wolf took Lora aside. “Okay, I bought the sweets for us
and you give them to some wackos who invade our demesnes.” He
shrugged. “So I can live with that. But who the heck are they?
Escaped mental patients? Out of work actors? Going to a costume
ball and got lost?”

“I'm sorry, Schatz.” She kissed him. “But
they know something we need to know, and we know something they
need to know and I want to know what it is.”

“Fine,” he said. “Next time you buy the
sweets.”

“Shall I dance in the street for coins
again?”

“Uh … why don't I just do it. Guitar, I
mean. Last time you almost caused a major horse and buggy pile-up.
Anyway, right now we're stuck with Prince whatsisface and his
honking sidekick, and why? Because maybe … just maybe … in some
roundabout way they know why the Sun didn't rise today.”

“The rumor is,” said the Prince, “she mourns
her daughters.”

“Why?” said Lora. “What's befallen
them?”

“They're held captive by a wicked Sorcerer
Queen, Elisabet by name, who cast a spell binding the Swan Maidens
to the Enchanted Castle. Seven sisters, each one more beautiful
than the last. They are daughters of the Sun, with one of whom I'll
find true love, and take her to my kingdom, and when I am King
she'll rule beside me as my Queen.” His gaze grew distant as he
doffed his cap and put his hand over his heart.

“Which one are you in love with?”

“Well,” said the Prince, “we'll see when the
time comes.”

“So you haven't actually met the Swan
Maidens,” said Wolf.

“I certainly intend to. And if I can break
the curse and save these damsels, my father will finally have to
admit I'm not a sniveling coward.” The Prince sniffed snuff. The
trumpeter nodded assent.

“Your father?”

“The King of Grünewaldt. It's a lovely
kingdom. Lots of trees.”

Wolf and Lora looked at each other. “Never
heard of it,” said Wolf.

“It's in an overlapping dimension,” said the
Prince. ”That is what I deduce from your strange appearance and
manner of speaking and the fact that unseen dimensions are all over
the place, says Desdemona.” He raised a finger. “Now, I think we
took a little jog left when it should have been right … oh, I don't
know. Higher math hurts my head.”

Lora said, “Wolf and I are half Nyx. We're
not representative of the overall population of this world. We're
water spirits.”

“Ah. That explains your state of
undress.”

She adjusted her short belted tunic. “Lucky
I had time to put this on when you two fell from the sky.”

The Prince scratched his head. He entangled
his fingers in his powdered wig and needed help to extract them. A
sudden disturbance made Lora look up. She yanked the Prince out of
the way as a figure bounced through what was left of the canopies
and landed hard on the grass. The trumpeter played intro music and
the Prince glared at him.

The person moaned and sat up, and the Prince
transferred his glare.

“Desdemona,” he said. “It's about time you
arrived.”

“Hey,” she said as Wolf and Lora helped her
to her feet. She pushed her spectacles up on her freckled nose.
“Finally. Took a while to find you. Thanks, you two.” She brushed
leaves and grit from her dress. “Sorry, Prince, it was a first-time
spell. Got us here in one piece, though.” She smiled at Lora and
Wolf. “I'm Desdemona. Call me Dez.”

“You came here on purpose?” said Lora.

Dez took her aside as Wolf tended the fire
and Crispin offered helpful advice. “No, not on purpose,” she
whispered. “But don't tell Prince Fancy Pants. I'm already on the
verge of getting fired again.” She looked around. “Where the heck
are we? Is it night here too?”

“The Sun didn't rise today,” said Lora.

Desdemona nodded. Her dark hair bobbed in
loose ringlets around her face. “We were underway to the demesnes
of Frau Sonne, the Sun goddess.”

Lora arched an eyebrow. “You know how to get
there?” The deities did not care to be disturbed by mortal woes,
and could be hard to find.

“Um, no,” said Dez. “We were supposed to
encounter one who knows the way, and silly me thought we could take
a quantum shortcut and here we are. It was a song,” she continued,
half to herself. “As if we fell into a song.”

Wolf nodded. "We were singing. Lora has a
remarkable voice."

“Wolf.” Lora motioned him over. “Do you how
to find the demesnes of the Sun goddess?”

“Sure,” he said.

“You do?” the women said.

“It's dangerous," said Wolf. "You can't look
directly at her, do you know that?”

“Ah.” Desdemona produced a piece of paper
and made a notation. “Don't look at her, right.”

“Get too close and you'll explode into
flame. You know that?”

Desdemona made another brief notation.

Wolf looked at Lora and sighed. “These
people are doomed.”

“Assuming you make it past the various
dangers and get to Sonne's demesnes, how do you know she'll even
speak with you?” Lora asked them.

“It's about her daughters,” said Crispin.
“And a mother should always meet a daughter's future husband,
right?”

“It's dark in Crispin's kingdom too,” said
Dez. Lora nodded. Overlapping dimensions were often on similar sun
times. “And if we could talk to Frau Sonne, she might also tell us
more about the castle and enchantment.”

“Where's the castle?” said Lora.

“Not quite sure. But, if Wolf is the one who
knows the way to Sonne's demesnes, the castle is accessible through
this dimension. If I could just find the proper coordinates … ” she
thumbed through her notepads.

“Can we watch them bathing?” said
Crispin.

“Who?” said Dez, distracted.

“The Swan Maidens. They remove their feather
garb when they bathe. I'll can see their faces and forms, and
decide which has the honor of my royal hand.” He stroked his chin.
“She must be beautiful, of course. Graceful. Artistic. Loyal.
Lusty. We'll want lots of handsome heirs.”

Dez rolled her eyes. “If we can undo the
enchantment, you'll see them then.”

“Yes, but will they be naked?”

“I honestly don't know why I work for
you.”

“You almost don't.”

“True. Is that drool on your lip?”

Crispin wiped it away and grinned.
“Marshmallow.”

“Wolf,” said Lora, “there's no way we can
send these people to pursue their quest by themselves. And we need
to speak to Sonne too.” She lowered her voice. “Do you really know
the way to Frau Sonne's demesnes?”

“Nope. But I can find out.” He nodded toward
the three travelers. “If you can keep an eye on our unexpected
guests, I'll have the answer forthwith.”

“Don't be long.” She kissed him.

He dove into the water, morphing to his
fishtail form, waved and was gone in a flash. Starlight played with
gentle surface ripples.

“Bravo,” said Crispin. “Merpeople. How
exciting!”

“Nyx,” said Lora. “We can transform to
mer-forms, human, pure water and fish, though fish sometimes forget
how to change back, or that they were ever anything but fish.” She
looked around. “Did you eat all the chocolate?”

“Oh yes, that's long gone,” said Crispin,
“you'll have to get more.”

Lora growled. "All of it?" Nyx loved sweets
and gave them up with reluctance. “Marshmallow?”

“A delicious confection. All gone. The
ambrosial taste yet lingers.”

“Biscuits?”

Crispin pointed to the trumpet player, who
looked up from polishing his trumpet. “He ate the last one.”

“I didn't. I gave you half.”

Lora sighed. “Never mind.”

“We can't give it back now,” said the
Prince, snorting with laughter at his own joke.

“Yeh, and I can't drown you in the river. Oh
well.”

The Prince poked Dez and whispered, “Think
we offended her? I hear nixies can be moody.”

“Probably. Around here it's not polite to
eat all the host's sweets. Mayhap she'll drown you in the river
after all.” Dez smiled. “Some Nyx are nasty.”

Crispin looked anxious. “I have to complete
this quest, or just admit to being the utter failure Father thinks
I am. Is it my fault I'd rather read poetry than the trade
papers?”

Desdemona said, “A lot of responsibility
goes with ruling kingdoms, you know. You can't just hold dance
parties every Saturday night and brunch with the poetry club.
Imagine if you had to go to war. What if someone tries to invade?
Going to read rhyming couplets at them?”

“Ridiculous as always, Desdemona. First of
all, we have ministers to handle these things. And" he counted on
his fingers "second, there hasn't been a war in Grünewaldt … ever!
Couple of minor insurrections, the usual. It made the list of Ten
Happiest Kingdoms, remember.”

“Don't worry.” She patted his knee. “It's a
peaceful place, it will stay that way.”

He removed her hand from his leg. “Do not
touch the royal personage.”

“Y'know, sometimes you're just a dork,” she
said in English.

“What is a dork?”

Dez said, “It's a cross between a duck and a
stork.”

“How odd.”

“Yeah.” She stared into the fire.

“Do you have them where you come from?” said
the Prince. “Dorks?”

“Plenty,” said Desdemona.

With a cry of delight Lora found more
chocolate. She shared it out, saving some aside. “Where are you
from?”

Dez switched to German. “The wrong side of
the tracks in Berlin.”

“You're mortal?”

“Just a sad little human seeking her niche
in life.”

“It's hard to place your accent.”

“Accent?" She chuckled. "And I thought yours
was charming. They speak similar in Crispin's kingdom. I've picked
up a lot of the dialect."

“How'd you end up here? I mean, with him?”
She nodded at Crispin, who now tried to straighten his wig in the
reflection of the trumpet, and couldn't get it right.

“I'm his personal assistant. And before we
start with the jokes, yes, it is a real job.”

Lora laughed. “I wouldn't think
otherwise.”

“So I do everything from event organizing to
fixing wobbly coach wheels, to arresting the food taster who tried
to poison him to taking notes of the Prince's whims, to delving
into the ancient secrets of alchemy.”

“Busy girl.”

“I”d like to say it keeps me out of trouble,
but I'd be lying.”

“It was alchemy brought you here?”

“A little of this and that. When I was
sixteen, my wicked stepfather was to marry me off to our despicable
landlord for free rent. The day before I was to be wed, one of
those gypsy peddlers came by. With money I had made selling flowers
by the roadside, I bought a little book about alchemy and the magic
arts. Just to take my mind off my despair. No one knew, of course.”
She poked the fire with a stick. “I remember looking through the
book wishing with all my heart my Prince would rescue me. Suddenly
I'm in Crispin's kingdom. He thought I was there to answer his call
for a personal assistant. But he might be the wrong Prince. And
this could be the wrong place. I keep messing up. Look at us
now.”

“Maybe you didn't mess up,” said Lora. “You
were supposed to meet someone who knows the way to Sonne's
demesnes, right?”

“Right,” she said. “But what if he doesn't
find the answer?”

“He'll find it,” said Lora.



CHAPTER TWO

 


Wolf sped along the river bottom, where
light didn't penetrate. His senses were sharp, his eyesight
unerring even in near darkness. He thought of going to the Wyrm.
She was a water creature, less connected to the Sun, but the Swans
also had a bond to elemental Water. He turned off toward her
sparkling demesnes. When he arrived she was not be be seen. She
enjoyed her privacy and her demesnes were two dimensions removed
from the human realm. The Wyrm could be found only if she wanted to
be found.

Wolf carried on.

The Mittelstadt River flowed around the
town, fed by several tributaries, and eventually emptied into the
Rhine to the east. Wolf swam in the other direction, upstream and
against the current, and swerved into a bay near a creek. He found
the beaver repairing his dam.

"Darn that farmer," said the beaver, patting
mud into his arrangement of sticks. He has to learn to share. We
let his cows drink our water, don't we? And muck it up, too. But a
small flood in his potato crop and he turns vicious. The wife's
talking about moving. Too dangerous for the kits, she says."

Wolf nodded. "We've met that farmer. He's a
grump."

"To put it mildly."

"How's the family otherwise?"

"Growing. Maybe time for a new lodge
anyway."

"You could take the pond by our demesnes,"
said Wolf. "With the dam your great-great-grandmother built. Lots
of room, the pool's deep and fertile, and no farmers."

The beaver nodded. "You've been maintaining
the dam and our family legacy."

"Yes, and the aspen grove next to it."

"Aspen. Mmm. I'll talk it over with the
wife. The kits are still too small to move house. What's new with
you?"

"The Sun didn't rise this morning."

"Is that it. I thought my eyesight was
going. Now that you mention it, the night's been especially long
today."

"Lora and I have to go to Sonne's
demesnes."

"Have fun being fried alive."

"We'd evaporate." He gestured. "Poof.
Gone."

"Talk to the white-tailed eagles," said the
beaver. "They have solar connections and live just a short way
downstream. You must have passed them on the way."

"I was under water. You know them well?"

"Not really, but they steal sticks from our
dam for their aerie. We've yelled at them a few times." The beaver
slapped the water with his tail. "Not only that, they stole the
protection charm for our home. I had it recharging in sunlight atop
the lodge. We've had bad luck since, I swear."

Wolf nodded. "I'll try to get it back for
you."

"Would you? Oh, I hope so. I'm so paranoid
without it, especially with the new babes. I saw an otter lurking
round here, you know they eat beaver kits if they can."

Wolf reassured him and swam leisurely
downstream, fishtail shimmering just below the water's surface. The
aerie was easy to find. A mess of sticks and branches easily three
meters wide, at the top of an old oak tree. Several boughs extended
over the water.

It was only recently occupied, from this
year's breeding season. He could see a large fluffy nestling root
around in the aerie, gobbling bits of prey. An adult perched on a
branch above the river and scanned the water for fish. Her white
tail shone by the light of the moon but ongoing night hampered her
keen vision. Eagles were birds of the Sun.

Wolf lingered along the shore, hidden among
river grasses. Softly he called to the eagle. Her sharp eyes fixed
upon him, but she didn't respond, and went back to peering into the
river. For a moment he considered changing to fish form to let her
catch him, but it was too dangerous. It might get him into the
aerie, but crushed and pierced by her talons he'd be in bad shape
returning to human form; if indeed he remembered how, for fish
tended to forget. Sometimes a river nixie ended up as a fish, with
a vague feeling there was more to life.

Instead, he turned to water,
indistinguishable from the surrounding river. He floated beneath
the branch on which she perched. Turning to water had its risks
too. One could soak into a rug, evaporate to steam and condense out
of shape. For nixies, water was the elemental portal to a state of
divine being. Sometimes one just returned to spirit form, with no
memory of previous lives.

But turning to water had its advantages.
Creeping under locked doors, for instance. Hiding in plain sight.
Flowing unseen, as he did now.

Below, a fish flashed near the surface, and
the eagle plunged with lightning speed. Fast as she was, Wolf was
faster, for as her claws closed upon the fish, in his water form he
ran up her legs and into her feathers like a harmless splash.

The eagle flew back to the aerie. The
youngster squawked and tore at the fish. Wolf flowed out of the
eagle's feathers, and returned to human form.

Both eagles shrieked. The mother jumped
forward to protect her child. She seemed almost as tall as he and
bigger than a house as she spread her wings.

The nestling gobbled up the fish.

Wolf sent the mother eagle a mind
message.

Hi.

He didn't understand the words she sent
back, but they were not polite.

He switched language channels in his mind
and tried again, backing up against the rim of the aerie. Sticks
poked into his back.

"We need your help," he said.

The eagle spread her wings and fluffed her
feathers to make herself larger, and hissed. "Get out of here, you
Nyx, or I'll shred you apart and feed you to my baby."

"I'm hungry," whined the large
fledgling.

"You don't want to eat me," said Wolf. "I
taste terrible." He desolidified just to be sure, as the beak of
the adult eagle swung toward him.

"What do you want, you human-shaped pest?"
said the eagle.

"To find the demesnes of Sonne."

"You won't find it here. Go away. I'm
busy."

"I'm hungry," begged the fledgling.

"That's the problem," said Wolf. "If the Sun
doesn't rise, you'll all starve. River life depends on her."

"All life," the eagle agreed.

"And as Queen of the Skies you surely have
knowledge that others don't."

"That's true," she said.

"And of course you know," said Wolf. "Where
the fishing is best."

"Of course," said the eagle. "Remind
me."

"Right on the other side of the beaver dam,"
said Wolf. "The water is clear and deep and abundant."

"That's correct," said the eagle. "I was
just testing you."

Wolf smiled. "The problem is, someone keeps
stealing branches, and if the dam breaks, all those luscious fish
will go right into the river system and you're stuck sitting on
boughs for hours."

"I see," said the eagle.

"Feed me!" yelled the fledgling.

"Beavers don't eat fish," said Wolf. "So
perhaps if you spoke to the beavers, and occasionally shared a few
sticks, they might invite you to fish in their pool.

The eagle shook her feathers. "Since you put
it that way," she said, "I'll send my husband to see what they say.
Now, if I tell you secrets you want to know," she said, "you must
do something else for me."

"What's that?"

"Give me food," said the baby.

The eagle inclined her head at a pale green
glow amid the branches of the aerie. "That thing got tangled in the
branches." Wolf recognized the protection charm of the beaver. "My
mate and I have tried to get rid of it, and Junior here is no
help."

"I'm hungry," cried the fledgling.

"You with your human hands can untangle it.
And take it away. I swear we've had nothing but bad luck since it
arrived."

"The charm?"

"That too."

"Feed me," shrieked the eaglet.

Wolf began to untangle the talisman from the
sticks of the aerie. As he worked, the eagle said, "Sonne's solar
spirits come to earth on the light of the moon. Find one created of
many, where the moon shines brightest. That one can take you to
Sonne's demesnes. There's a corridor of safety."

"Thank you," he said. He held up the charm.
"Got it."

"Good, now get out before the husband comes
home. He might be more inclined that I to feed you to Junior. He's
smaller but meaner. His claws could disembowel you with one swipe."
She raised a glinting talon. "Not that mine couldn't." She raised a
glinting talon.

"Feed me," whimpered the youngster.

Wolf peered over the edge. It was a long
drop. He looked around the nest until he found a gap. He let the
charm fall to the ground below. It landed safely in a shrub. Wolf
turned to water and gushed down the side of the tree, immediately
returning to human form on the ground. He found the charm, dove
into the river and brought it back to the beaver.

"No problem," said the beaver when Wolf told
him of the potential arrangement with the eagles. "Those fish eat a
lot of my tasty water plants. And the family will be so happy you
recovered the protection talisman. Was it dangerous?"

"Apart from a potential disemboweling or
being torn apart by hungry avians, no."

"Oh, good," said the beaver.

Wolf grinned, and sent Lora a thought
message.

 


She felt a warm hum, and glanced down at her
amulet, an eldritch purple stone set in fine-tooled dwarf silver.
It flickered, and she heard his thoughts. “He found it,” she said.
“He'll be back in a flash.”

“A magic stone?” said Dez, indicating the
amulet.

Lora nodded. “Half an amulet. Wolf has the
other half. They were given us by the Mittelstadt River Wyrm. They
protect from malevolent magic, and also help us find each other, or
attune to the other's thought messages.”

“Strong magic! Is this the Mittelstadt River
here?”

“Yes. Our demesnes are hidden from human
eyes.”

“And there's really a Wyrm?”

“She's an old wise Wyrm.”

“She's friendly?”

“Yes, but prefers to be concealed in her
cavern of gems. She doesn't trust the human realm. People keep
trying to slay her.”

Desdemona nodded. “It's rare to see one
these days. Even the wicked Wyrms grew tired of being called out by
every kid with a hero fetish and seekers of fame brandishing
swords.”

The river shimmered and surged, and Wolf
rose up among the lily pads, water streaming from his body. He wore
a pair of trousers, soaking wet. Nyx could think themselves dressed
upon emerging from the water, but not being part of their bodies,
the clothes were always wet. Lora and Wolf kept spares well hidden
around the demesnes, and in secret stashes near water.

Alone together, they preferred to be true to
their Nyx nature. Lora's hair was thick and rich auburn with a
copper light, entwined with water weeds, and long enough to drape
around herself like a cloak with intriguing peeks of soft skin.

Wolf came out of the river shining like a
silver god in the moonlight. Water poured from his hair. Although
Nyx could think their hair dry when emerging from water, as it was
part of them, they often didn't. They were water spirits, after
all.

The trumpet player leapt to his feet and
raised his instrument.

“Not him,” hissed the Prince. “Me. You
trumpet for me.”

The Prince stood up.

The trumpet player blew a short and sweet
announcement to the effect that the Prince had risen.

The Prince looked down his nose.

“Did I assume the posture?”

“Beg pardon, your Highness. Thought you were
about to give a speech.”

“No. My speech-giving posture is so.” He
positioned his feet, raised his arms and took a deep breath.

The trumpet player blew.

“Too late, Toots, you silly person. Blow as
I raise my hands and not right in my ear, if you don't mind.”

“I don't mind,” said Toots.

“Don't get cheeky. Whatever we're paying
you, dock it half. Desdemona, make a note.”

The trumpet player shrugged.

“What are we paying you?” said Dez.

“Nothing. I'm an apprentice.”

“Yes," said Prince. "You've been in our
employ for … “ he counted on his fingers, “eight years, and you're
still an apprentice.”

“Ten years, yes, Your Highness. It's a scam.
You see, apprentices don't get paid, so the longer a person is an
apprentice, the more money goes into the maestro's pocket and you
save the extra charges for the overhead, giving you more money to
spend on finery. I've known people who apprenticed for a score or
more years. Sometimes one has to wait for the maestro to die.”

“Right,” said the Prince. “So why is it a
scam?”

“For you it's not,” said Toots.

“Then what are you complaining about?”

Desdemona cut in and said, “Wolf found the
way to the demesnes of the Sun. Gather 'round.”

Everyone clustered closer to the little
fire.

“First of all,” said Wolf, “does anyone here
burn easily?”

Dez looked alarmed. “You mean like a
witch?”

Wolf grinned. “Hope we're past that. I mean
sunburn.”

The Prince raised his hand. “Abominably. One
extra ray on my noble nose will turn it red as a cabbage.”

“Red cabbage is kind of purple,” said Dez.
“More like a bruise.”

“In any case, my complexion is flawless and
I wish to keep it that way.”

“Aw, and me without my parasol,” said
Dez.

“Oh, just carry on like that, rude woman.”
The Prince waggled his finger at her. “Such insubordination would
merit a flogging!”

“With a wet noodle? Floggings were outlawed
fifty years ago.”

“Really,” said the Prince in surprise. “No
one told me.” He brightened. “I could arrange a witch burning
though. Whence did I get such a clever idea? Oh, but it wouldn't be
any fun, you're not even a witch, just a wretched failed
alchemist.”

Desdemona flushed. “Look here, Prince. I got
you and your horn section here didn't I? And it seems this is the
place we need to be. Just some respect is all I want.”

“I hope you don't want much,” said the
Prince, and trumpeter tooted his horn so everyone would know it was
joke, except the Prince, who didn't see the humor. “Let's get on
with this.”

“You sunburn easily,” said Wolf.

“Yes, I shall need an enormous umbrella,
umbrella porters, screens, ladies with ostrich feather fans, and
extracts of jasmine and wild rice to protect my sensitive skin.” He
patted his unkempt wig. “And where is your Royal Wigmaker? Can't be
seen like this. I'll need my wig powdered and refreshed. The curls
are drooping.”

Lora heard a low growl arising from Wolf and
squeezed his hand. “Be patient, Liebling,” she whispered.”

“This is me being patient,” he whispered
back.

Lora raised her voice and said to the group,
“I think the point is, if you sunburn easily, you are going to be
one red mess of oozing skin long before we get to the realm of the
Sun.”

“Right,” said Wolf. “All pustulant and raw
and pieces peeling off, yep, could scar one's skin for life if not
kill you outright.”

“Suppose,” said the Prince with a shudder,
“I stay here, not because I'm afraid of course, it's just that
someone has to guard the camp.”

“Ah,” said Wolf, raising a finger. “Good
thinking, Prince.”

The Prince looked pleased.

“Now how about you two?” said Lora.

“My job is to accompany Prince Crispin,”
said the trumpeter. “Where he stays, so do I.” He stood at
attention with his trumpet by his side.

Wolf nodded. “Dez?”

“She's my personal assistant,” said the
Prince. “She can't leave. Who'd find my matching stockings?”

Desdemona sighed. “Your stockings are in
your kingdom, in the castle, in your primary bedchamber, in the
second closet from the left, there's a whole wardrobe full. Want to
go home?”

The Prince thought heavily.

“No,” he cried at last. “I must fulfill my
quest.”

She sighed. “I believe this time he's
serious.”

“I've been serious about other quests too,”
he said. “It's just that something always happens. A polo match. A
poetry reading. Another honor heaped upon my head. A ribbon to cut.
An emergency appendectomy.”

“You've had five of those,” said Dez.

“Odd, that.”

“Well, you and Toots stay here,” she said.
“I want to visit the Sun Goddess.”

Lora said, “Those freckles tell me the
Prince is not the only one sensitive to the rays of the sun.”

“Oh, darn,” she said.

Lora looked more closely at Desdemona's
hair. It was bright carrot orange at the roots. “You change your
hair color?”

She shrugged. “You caught me. I just hate
standing out in a crowd. You know, a girl with brown hair can come
and go as discretely as she likes, but a flaming carrot top
attracts attention right away. The dye comes out with a couple good
washes. Right now we need to keep a low profile. We're on a
quest.”

Lora nodded. “We'll get the information for
you.” She lowered her voice, “Honestly, if you didn't stay here I'd
have to find a babysitter for the Prince. He's a bit out of touch
with the present reality.”

Dez snickered. “True. I'm grateful for any
information that leads us to a quick resolution of this quest. He
insists he has to make his father proud and finish at least one
significant quest, so minstrels can tell of his bravery, as befits
a Crown Prince of Grünewaldt. Right now they just make up
humiliating rhymes such as 'Crispin, Crispin, he's our man / If he
can do it, anyone can.'”

Lora laughed. “We'll find a way.”

“Are we supposed to stay here in this dismal
savage place?” called the Prince. “Are there no hotels? Palatial
lodgings? I should have liked a royal suite with bath. It's so
grimy and uncivilized in the woods. And one of those complimentary
fruit baskets with tea cakes and caviar, they're divine.” He shook
out his lace handkerchief, put it on the log and sat down again
upon it. “For the sake of the quest I suppose we'll have to rough
it. How long will you be?”

“Few days, maybe,” said Wolf.

“What!?” cried several voices.

He grinned. “If we hurry we can get an
express flight. Back in a couple hours.”

“Best go for the express," said the Prince
with a wave. "And at least get me a cushion. It's quite
uncomfortable on the royal buttocks to sit here doing nothing.”

Lora sighed. “Dez, there's a wardrobe, just
move ahead a couple of paces and a bit to your left, look into the
distance and it'll appear in front of you, looks like a mess of
branches. Exactly. Middle drawer. Blanket and a couple of pillows
for his royal heinie.”

“C'mon, Lora.” Wolf tugged her hand. “The
express is leaving and we have to be on it.” The Nyx waved goodbye
and vanished into the night.

Desdemona took a pillow and blanket, and
closed the drawer. The wardrobe merged with the forest again. The
Prince raised his rear and Dez stuck the pillow under it. He sat
down and wriggled with a sigh of contentment. Roughing it was not
his forte.

 


The Sorcerer Queen Elisabet gazed into her
pool of divination. Outside, night deepened and clouds drifted over
the stars. Lamps and torches lit the castle grounds. Day flowers
bloomed with hesitation.

She narrowed her eyes. Under her breath she
muttered, "She has a duty to rise. Life depends on her. She can't
hide forever. And when she does rise … “ The Enchantress made a
slicing motion across her throat.

She went to the Gothic window overlooking
the castle grounds. Few people were out. She kept minimal staff and
visitors were rare. Gardeners cut tall grass with scythes, leaving
here and there a wild growth where one might happen upon a bench or
even a fountain.

Servants picked vegetables and gathered
savory herbs. A mason repaired an error in bricks. A couple of
kitchen girls on their time off played in the hedge maze.

From the outside world, the way to the
Enchanted Castle was visible only to those who had the magic sight
or were aided by eldritch energies. Otherwise it could be accessed
when certain signs were in confluence, such as on Hexennacht, the
Witches' Night; on Midsummer's Eve, and some nights when the moon
was especially bright.

Elisabet drummed her fingers on the
whitewashed stone. Below, seven white swans swam in an ornamental
pond. They were the Sonnentöchter, Daughters of the Sun. Each wore
a golden necklace. They preened their feathers and beat their
wings, and nibbled vegetation along the edge of the rocky shore.
Their wings were clipped and they couldn't fly.

To bathe, the Swan Maidens removed their
feathered swan skins, and were vulnerable. The guards had to face
front and weren't allowed to look. As human women they were
enchanting, with long golden hair and lissome grace.

The Sorcerer Queen had sought them for
years. When she finally caught them bathing, in a secret pool
hidden from human eyes, she was overjoyed to find their swan skins
onshore. Taking their garments held them in her power. It was a
proud day when she captured them, and made them follow her to the
Enchanted Castle to recover their swan cloaks.

Elisabet was not about to lose that which
she'd long coveted. Before she returned their swan skins she
clipped the flight feathers. She gave them each a necklace of gold.
Then, she cast a holding spell binding them to this place. Now they
floated on her ornamental pools and delighted people with their
beauty and song. Soon, sacrificial blood would spill.

She picked up her binocular opera glasses.
Near the pool, a young man leaned on his staff and gazed at the
clouds above. He worked where needed at the Enchanted Castle.
Today, his job was to watch over the Swan Maidens.

She turned to a pair of security personnel.
“Hans has been working here for seven years. He's asked for leave
to see his mother. Give him his pay and send him on his way. The
castle guards will watch over my swans. They're too precious right
now.”

“Yes, Excellency. Shall we have him tortured
too?”

"Why? What's he done?"

"Sleeping on the job, Your Majesty. Or we
could make up something else."

"Who else is in the dungeon?"

"At the moment?" said Fritz.

Franz thought about it. "Nobody."

"I won't pay the torturers just for one lazy
dolt who'll faint as soon as you show him a red-hot poker. Just
send him on his way."

"But we're the torturers," said Fritz.

"When there's no one to torture," said
Franz, "you pay us for being guards, Your Majesty."

"We have specialties," said Fritz. "We need
to hone our skills."

"You're guards now," Elisabet snapped,
"Perform your duties, get a couple more together and guard my
swans, or I'll have you flayed alive … " her eyes flashed " … even
if I have to do it myself."

When the guards left, Elizabeth sat back in
her favorite plush chair with her fingertips touching. Beneath her
serene visage her patience was at a breaking point. The blood
sacrifice should have been done today at dawn, but somehow the Sun
had been warned. The failure of dawn to arrive made the ritual
impossible.

“Hold out a little longer,” she told her
reflection in the mirror. She was young, beautiful, vibrant.
Shining black hair fell past her shoulders, her complexion smooth
as cream, her eyes flashing midnight blue and twinkles of light
like the starry sky.

Yet she saw the hard lines around her mouth,
the furrow of her brow, as anxiety took its toll. She vanished the
illusion of beauty and forced herself to look upon her cruel
reflection. Every time she met her Prince in the flesh, the curse
took more from her. Part of her nose was red and raw, the wound
edged in black as it corroded her skin. Her eyelashes were
gone.

Elizabeth felt tears well up inside her, her
heart held in a choking grip. She took a deep breath. Not now. Stay
strong. I'm so close. We must break the curse.

She restored the illusion of beauty and rang
the bell for coffee.



Lora and Wolf transformed into water and
followed a tributary of the Mittelstadt river. They came up in a
grove of trees, mystic silver in the afternoon night. With a bright
shimmer, they returned to their human forms and dressed hastily
from a nearby stash. Lora's Victorian ensemble of bloomers and
stockings and petticoats and overskirts, chemise and bodice, gloves
and brimmed hat were cumbersome to her now, and shoes pinched her
feet. She wore her forest slippers when she went out, for they felt
like nothing at all, hidden by the length of her voluminous
skirts.

Her long thick hair was another story. “I
should cut it,” she said, as she tried to pile it atop her
head.

“Don't you dare. Is it heavy?”

“Surprisingly light.”

“Then don't you dare.” He came up behind her
and between them they tucked her hair, water weeds and all, into a
fashionable hat, with some coppery curls falling free.

She turned and kissed him. You know I never
would. I love how it swirls in the water. It's part of my magic.
It's me.”

“Look at you,” he said as she turned around,
“Exquisite. I can only hope I'm fit to escort you.” He removed his
hat and bowed.

She smiled. “You'll do.” She took his
arm.

As they strolled along a little path leading
to Mittelstadt proper, Lora said, “Is this part of our plan?”

“Initially it was just a plan to get away
from that insufferable royal snob. But here we are.” He nodded at
the sign for the Sunset Lounge. The place was well it with candles
and lamps, and laughter came out in waves whenever someone opened
and shut the door. “Let's see if Reiker's home,” he said.

Inside, the Sunset Lounge was crowded.
Natural disasters such as this were a good excuse to go to the bar.
Nearby, a group in a booth was preparing to move on. They wanted to
hit all the venues in town before the world ended. Lora and Wolf
slid into the booth as they left.

A waiter with enormous sideburns and a
pencil behind his ear came over. “This is a booth for three or
more. You might have to share and I can't guarantee the
company.”

“I can,” said Wolf with a grin. He made his
hands into a funnel. “Hey, Reiker!”

The rumpled figure at the bar was turned
away in conversation, and looked up at the sound of his name.
“Hey!” He waved. Wolf motioned him over. Inspector Horst Reiker got
off his stool to join them, with his companion on a leash. The
waiter shrugged and summoned a dish girl to clear the table.

Reiker introduced them. “Mitzi … Wolf and
Lora.” They all shook hands. “Drinks all 'round,” he said to the
waiter. “Water for Mitzi. Get on the floor, girl.”

“She's adorable,” said Lora, petting the
dog. “They let you bring her in here?”

“Yeh, officially she's a police dog in
training,” said Reiker. “See how well she shakes hands? Maybe we'll
put her in the diplomatic corps.” Reiker reached down and rubbed
Mitzi, who rolled on her back. “Aw, she's a good girl, isn't she?
Yes, who wants a treat?” He took a dog biscuit out of his pocket.
“Num nums. Thatsa girl.” She licked his fingers. Reiker looked up.
“She knows there's more.” To Mitzi he said, “Isn't she smartums?
Okay, one more.”

Lora and Wolf exchanged glances and
smiled.

“You've got her well trained to sniff out
treats,” said Lora.

“She was in police dog school. They're using
dogs more and more now. But she failed Level One because she jumped
up and licked the guy's face instead of trying to rip out his
throat. Fired for being too friendly. Whaddaya do.” He scratched
Mitzi behind her ears and her tongue hung out in a lopsided
grin.

“What breed is she?” said Wolf.

Reiker shrugged. “Some kind of sheep herding
dog mix. Don't know how she ended up in police school.” He leaned
down. “But she's just the sweetest widdle thing to come home to
after workies, aren't you, then you and daddy have snuggy wuggies
and go walkies - “ He pointed. “See her perk up when I said
walkies? There, she did it again. In a little bit, Mitzi.”

“Anyway,” said Wolf, “if we're all done
swooning over Reiker's new roommate, has anyone noticed it's dark
outside?”

“Correct,” said Reiker, lifting his beer
mug. "Did you do it?"

Wolf laughed. “Lora and I are going to the
demesnes of the Sun to find out why she didn't rise today.”

“That's great. How do I distribute your
meager possessions when you turn into flakes of carbon?”

“Have a rummage sale. Anyway it won't
happen. There's a corridor of safety.”

“If you say so.”

Lora asked, “Where is it, Wolf?”

“The solar spirits know. Those transient
specters who live in the forest sunbeams and sparkle on the water.
Problem is, they're hard to locate when the Sun isn't up.” He
ordered another round of drinks and a soup bone for Mitzi.

“So that's where we start,” said Lora. “Find
a solar spirit in the middle of the night.”

“But not as difficult as one may think, my
darling dove," said Wolf. "The light of the Sun reflects from the
moon and to the Earth. We have a bright moon tonight, maybe because
Sonne hasn't expended her energy driving across the sky. At least
it's a good night for making moonshine.”

“Perfect,” said Lora. “Where the moon shines
brightest, there we find solar spirits.”

“Much like that.”

“Good luck,” said Reiker, and they all
clinked beer mugs.

“Just one more thing,” said Wolf.

Reiker rolled his eyes. “What? What am I
getting roped into?”

“Nothing much,” said Wolf. “We have
unexpected visitors in our demesnes and you're the only human who
knows the secret path and the magic word. If you could just check
on these people … ?”

“Like, spy?”

“Or say hi. Whatever works for you.”

“Who are they?”

“A Prince, his trumpeter and a personal
assistant.”

“A German prince?”

“He speaks an older German dialect. But
they're not from Germany. Some kingdom called Grünewald.”

“Never heard of it.”

“Well, he's having a touch of culture shock.
Should check on them. Apart from that … ” Wolf looked from Lora to
Reiker. “We want to be sure these people are who they say. I mean,
some alleged Prince falls from the sky, no credentials, do we
believe everything he and his entourage tell us?”

Lora nodded. “Good point.”

“He fell from the sky?” said Reiker.

“Right through our tree canopies.”

“We put a lot of love into nurturing our
trees,” said Lora.

“Damage better be minor,” said Wolf.

“It would be a tremendous favor,” said Lora,
smiling at Reiker.

He tweaked her cheek. “You know I can't say
no to you, Lora Ley.”

She laughed. “Of course not,” she said.
“You've fallen under my spell.”

“Who wouldn't?”

“Better go,” said Wolf. “Clouds moving in,
we need the moonlight.” He dropped money on the table. “Our treat,
Reiker. Thanks.”

“I'll be right behind you,” said Reiker.
“Almost time for walkies, hey Mitz?” The dog thumped her tail and
her tongue lolled out of her mouth. Reiker lit a cigarette,
inhaled, coughed and turned green. He put out the cigarette.

The waiter cleared the table. “Why do you
keep trying?”

“Dunno. Might be an image thing. When you
picture a police inspector, don't you see him with a smoke dangling
out of his mouth?”

“You're the only police inspector I
know.”

“And?”

The waiter sighed. “Honestly? I think you
should quit trying to start.”

“Yeh, probably. C'mon, Mitzi.”

The dog jumped to her feet, and was
overjoyed to be petted by everyone they passed. Reiker tossed his
cigarette pack to a table of noisy drinkers, and went outside.
Already the weather changed, and the air was cooler than usual as
the Sun hadn't warmed the earth.

Reiker didn't even want to think of the
damage if the night carried on too long. He looked into the vast
cosmic mystery of the sky. What if the moon had already set? But
there it was, still aglow behind a thin veil of clouds.

“Good luck,” he said into the night sky, and
took Mitzi for a run in the park.


 CHAPTER THREE

 


Wolf and Lora went to Skoldt's demesne. The
brook horse was happy to see them. He shook his head and his long
white mane shimmered. Skoldt rarely left his demesne and tended it
with care. Little waterfalls cascaded into pools. At the bottom of
the largest, so deep it seemed bottomless to the eye, he maintained
his water garden.

From a crack between the rocks came a set of
ferocious mandibles, followed by the head of a large stag beetle.
Its winged body emerged, gleaming with all colors of the
rainbow.

“Hi, Lukan,” said Wolf. The stag beetle cast
a magical aura throughout Skoldt's demesne, protection against
malevolent magic. Vanishing spells, tricks of the light and clever
manipulation ensured it remained unseen. Skoldt's little paradise
wasn't far from town, but no human could find it, even by
accident.

The moon threw scintillating light on the
water.

“Perfect,” said Lora.

“But what's wrong with the Sun?” Skoldt's
brown eyes were anxious.

Wolf patted his silky neck. “That's what
we're going to find out. We need the light of the moon and you have
the best moonshine in town.”

Skoldt pranced and nickered. “Yes indeed!
Worked long and hard to cultivate it, too. What do you need
moonshine for?”

“It's reflected sunlight,” said Lora.
“beamed back to earth. So we hope to find solar spirits within, who
know the way to Sonne's demesnes.”

Murmurs rose around them, frail and
urgent.

Weak lights flickered in the moon rays.

Voices whispered, “We are here.”

Lora knelt by the brightest ray of light as
it gleamed on clear quartz of Skoldt's crystal garden. Wolf
crouched beside her. Delighted, Skoldt trotted over with Lukan
riding on his forelock.

“Welcome, spirits of Moon and Sun,” he said.
“Some of you I recognize.”

“We come to play here often,” came a soft
voice, “You have such lovely demesnes.”

"I do, don't I," said Skoldt with a little
jump.

Lora looked up. “You can see them,
Skoldt?”

“Of course. Right there. Can't you?”

Wolf and Lora shook their heads. “But we
hear them.”

“We are feeble now,” came the voices, then
“Wait.”

The light of the moon glowed more brightly
on the stone, and a pale figure began to coalesce. It stood about
half a meter, its body alive with golden flame. The flame faded in
and out, unsure of itself. A trio of faerie lights appeared and
swirled around the little figure. Flashes of gold and purple and
blue danced in its eyes.

“We are here,” it said, with the sound of a
smile in its voice.

“I see you,” said Lora, and Wolf nodded
assent.

“We will take you to Sonne's demesnes.”

“Are you one spirit?” said Lora.

“We are one, and we are many.”

“How many?”

“About a thousand here.” The figure smiled,
and stars streamed from its mouth and gather around it in a
translucent nebula of color and light. “Some of us smaller than
your thumbnail.” Countless voices seemed to speak at once to create
the tone Wolf and Lora heard as it resonated all around them. The
flame figure flickered and brightened.

“We appreciate your help,” said Lora.

“And we yours. What use are solar spirits
without the Sun? Continued darkness will wipe out life as we know
it. Can you fly?”

“No,” said Wolf, “we're Nyx.”

“Ah, then come not too close to my aura or
you could evaporate or burn your human skin and clothes. We require
a blue cooling spell.”

“Where can we get one of those?” said
Lora.

“Witchton,” said Wolf. “Remember? The night
market carries all kinds of spells.”

Lora nodded. “But how would we get there?
Last time, the stags took us.”

“Right.” Wolf rubbed his chin and glanced at
Skoldt.

“Don't look at me,” said the brook
horse.

Wolf grinned. “Well, you did let us ride
once.”

“I do not recall that.” Skoldt put his nose
in the air and went to play beneath a waterfall, and Lukan flew
down to the small group.

“We don't have stags,” said Lukan, “but we
have stag beetles. 'Course, we'd have to shrink you.“

“Thanks Lukan. I'd rather not shrink.
Lora?”

“I don't want you to shrink either.”

“Oh, really.” He grinned and put his arms
around her waist. “No shrinkage here.”

“I can tell,” she said.

“But things could heat up.” He nibbled her
neck.

She giggled. “That's why we need a cooling
spell.” She said to the fiery spirit, “Will you come with us?”

“We wait here in the bright of the moon
until you have the spell, if Skoldt doesn't mind. Then we can guide
you to Sonne's demesnes without fear of searing off your skin
before you even get there.”

Skoldt trotted back to join the group. He
flicked his lush white tail. “You're always welcome here.”

Lora asked the spirit, “Can't you speak to
Frau Sonne?”

“She does not respond. But we are the many
who live in the light of the sun, and our energy is earthbound and
weak. We cannot reach her.”

“Will she talk to us?”

The spirit shrugged, with a sigh of multiple
voices. “We hope so.”

“We've heard she's in mourning for her
daughters,” said Lora.

“The Sonnentöchter.“

“Yes. Daughters of the Sun. They're held
prisoner by a Sorcerer Queen who clipped their wings and bound them
to the Enchanted Castle.“

The spirit spoke in tongues of flame. “We've
heard. Until now, no mortal power or magic spell could stop Sonne
from rising. Every dawn she greets her daughters. We fear for her
and ourselves, and the mortal realm, for the creatures of the Sun
will perish. Already plants begin to wither. Mayhap she stops
shining on the moon, too, and the moon magic disappears. We feel
great confusion and woe.”

“We're lucky the moon is up right now,” said
Wolf. “Moon phases are in constant change.”

Spirit voices whispered assent.

“We don't have long,” said Lora.

Skoldt nuzzled her and she petted his cheek.
“Even if I did take you,” said Skoldt, “I don't know how to get
there.”

“No worries,” said Wolf. “You're a brook
horse, not a flying horse. Different magic. We'll get a ride.” He
removed his hat and let his long tawny hair fall loose, slightly
damp at the ends. He'd already rid himself of socks and shoes. He
took off his shirt and the moonlight gleamed on his sculpted
muscles and Lora licked her lips. He smiled. “Why not take off your
clothes?”

“Good idea.” Lora shed her jacket. She
unpinned her hat and freed her shining hair. Human fashions were
ever more uncomfortable. “Unlace my corset, Liebling.” She pulled
her hair over her shoulder like a luxurious curtain. Amid auburn
tresses, a pair of water lilies bloomed.

Wolf unlaced the corset and snuggled up
behind her, warm and cool like the flow of a stream. “Too bad our
demesnes are occupied.”

“Hmm.” She turned and kissed him. Nyx in
human form had rapacious appetites for many things – food, drink,
love, beauty, sensation – but now they had to hurry. “When this is
over we have to make up for lost time.”

“Agreed.”

Skoldt nickered to the solar spirits,
“Ignore those two. Can't keep their hands off each other.”

Wolf grinned. “We're irresistible.”

Lora got down to her forest clothes, a loose
silky tunic with a vine rope belt. Her dwarf-made dagger hung at
her hip. While iron and steel could weaken faerie magic, tools and
weapons made by dwarfs had no such effect.

A shimmer of excitement went through the
solar spirit. It pointed a flickering finger at her arm. “You have
a fire stone.”

She glanced at her golden armband, set with
a fire opal. She smiled. “It came back with us from the realm of
the mountain dwarfs.”

The faerie lights danced around her arm.
They loved pretty stones and crystals thus could lead a traveler to
treasure, but the chances were also good they'd lead to madness and
death. It depended on their collective mood.

“These opals are rare,” said the fiery solar
spirit. “This stone is born of fire and water. It helps bring Nyx
and solar spirits together. Water and Sun.” The figure glowed.
“It's a good sign.” Many voices murmured and discussed in breathy
whispers.

“Fire opals are found only in ancient
volcanoes,” and Lora. “They're up to a fifth water and can change
color depending on the amount of water in the stone.” Wolf arched
an eyebrow and she laughed. “Went to the library while you were at
the jeweler's last week.”

“That guy offered a lot of money for the
armband and the rock.”

“No way,” said Lora. She stroked the smooth
ruddy gold and polished stone. Like most water spirits she loved
sparkly shining things such as stones, gems, crystals, silver, gold
and copper. “It has personal meaning. And so much prettier than a
bunch of dirty old paper.”

“That's for sure. Though the paper comes in
handy sometimes.”

“Yes, when you trade it for chocolate.”

“Mmm hmm.”

Lora smiled. “Anyway, they wouldn't accept
it in Witchton. Has to be gold.” Her hand came up cover her arm
band. “Don't even think about it.”

Wolf raised his hands. “Not I.”

“I have some gold in my stash,” said Lora.
She liked to take her fishtail river maiden form and swim along the
riverbed, tending the water flora or picking up dropped items –
anything from trash to treasure, to help keep the river clean. She
swam through the underwater forests, checking on frogs' eggs or
watching the dragonflies emerge from their larval skeletons. She
brought willow boughs to the beavers, and cleared up any factory
debris or pollutants near the shore.

The water in the Mittelstadt River was
nearly pristine and some townsfolk nodded knowingly and tossed an
extra silver coin for the nixies. Others wondered why they heard
strange compelling songs in the dark, or saw a beautiful woman with
flowing auburn hair among the water lilies, or why a ghostly guitar
played when no one was around.

Sometimes, when the sun or moon was
especially bright, one might even see river elves dance with sun
spirits to create a glorious sparkle on the water. Now the sparkle
was fading fast.

Lukan clicked his mandibles with sudden
excitement. Everyone looked at him. “I know how to get to
Witchton.”

“How?” said Wolf.

“Well, I don't know now but in the sky I'll
find it like a breeze. There's a whole cross-dimensional
multi-directional guidance system in place. Otherwise birds would
crash into each other, moths would spin in circles and bats would
forget where they live.”

Lora nodded. “If only we didn't have to
shrink … “

Lukan shimmered. “That's the beauty of it.
You don't.”

“We don't?”

“Skoldt's mushroom garden has a variety of
fairy mushroom that uses an obscure natural algorithm to generate a
larger scale 3D solid image by degrees.”

“They make you bigger?” said Lora.

“Yes,” said Lukan. “I've never done it past
a tiny enlargement but in the name of science and life as we know
it I'm willing to take a big bite. If it works I can take you to
Witchton for that spell. Deal?”

“Deal,” said Lora and Wolf.

Lukan flew toward shaded forest and the
mushroom garden.

Wolf put his arm around her waist. “I think
we have enough gold for a spell,” he said. “Or if the pawnbroker's
still there, he gives gold for cash. Rather not have to stop off at
home.”

She hugged him. “My thoughts exactly.”

“If you don't mind,” said the solar spirit,
“we'll return to the moonbeam. We tire.”

“Of course,” said Lora. “Rest and regain
your strength.” The figure stepped into the ray of light and came
apart in a thousand tiny flames. The flames dissolved into
moonlight.

A blast of strident noise came at them, and
the forest seemed to erupt. Skoldt whinnied and dashed behind a
waterfall. Wolf held Lora close and they backed away as an enormous
pair of bronze mandibles emerged from the trees, followed by an
armored head, legs with deadly spikes as long as a man's forearm, a
shining body with wings of ethereal light.

“It worked,” rumbled Lukan.

“Impressive,” said Wolf.

“Isn't it?”

Skoldt peeked from behind the waterfall, and
emerged when he realized what happened. “Oh dear,” he said,
prancing back and forth to look Lukan over. “Don't tell me you ate
a whole mushroom. Those are super enhanced.”

“Oops,” said Lukan. “Tasted good,
though.”

“Did it? Fantastic!” said Skoldt, pleased.
“Took a while to get the shroom food mix just right.” He glanced at
the battered part of the forest, where Lukan had emerged, and
sighed.

“Sorry,” said Lukan.

Skoldt nickered. “Well, I forgot to tell you
the special effects. Suits you, though. You're as big as a
dragon.”

“You look great,” said Lora. “Want to see?”
She rummaged in the pockets of her discarded skirts and found a
compact mirror.

“I can't see,” said Lukan.

“Okay, let me just turn it … “

“He really can't see,” said Skoldt. “Stag
beetles are blind.”

“Come on,” said Lukan, bending his legs, “up
you get.”

Wolf helped her up and she climbed just
behind the beetle's head.

“I'm not so sure of this,” she said.

Wolf clambered up behind her. “Where's your
sense of adventure? Here.” He took her hand and moved it toward the
beetle's head, and there she caught a handhold on the edge of the
armor.

She grinned. “What would I do without
you?”

“You'd get along.”

“Life wouldn't be nearly as much fun.”

Lukan spread his great wings and pushed off,
riding the wind to a brisk updraft. The forest grew smaller below,
and the red roofs of Mittelstadt fell away, and the beetle winged
through the night.

Lora hung on, tightly at first and then more
relaxed as Lukan flew straight and sure. Wolf had an arm around her
and leaned back, grasping the groove in the armored shell with one
hand. Wind tossed their hair. The town of Mittelstadt was a cluster
of lights far below. Then it was a blur, and she knew they wouldn't
fall but was thankful for Wolf's arm around her.

They didn't speak. Flying blind, Lukan was
sensitive to vibration and might be distracted. The steady hum of
his wings lulled her, and she snuggled back against Wolf and
enjoyed the rest of the journey.

 


In the Kingdom of Grünewaldt, King Waldo sat
in his throne room and gazed out upon the glorious forests and
rocky hills of his land. The moon shone especially bright today,
and the air was clear, so despite the Night of No Day, he could
watch the play of silver light upon the hills and trees.

He put his elbow on the arm of his throne
and rested his grey-bearded chin in his hand.

"Do you think he'll manage this one?" said
the King in a glum tone.

Erhart, his Chief Advisor, hastened to
reassure him. "At least he's not back yet, Your Majesty."

"Half the time he doesn't even leave,"
growled the King.

"His bed hasn't been slept in. Remember when
he went to find Atlantis? He came home every night to sleep in his
bed. Said he couldn't get comfy anywhere else."

"What a stupid quest," said the King.
"Atlantis, indeed. We're nowhere near an ocean."

"Perhaps Your Majesty should consider
marrying again."

"What, and try for another? With my luck
he'd come out worse than the first." He sighed. "That boy has
dumplings for brains. Of course I'd be proud of him if he actually
finished a quest. At the same time I don't want him running off
getting killed." He put his head in his hands. "Despite it all I'm
rather fond of him. Even if he is my son. Oh, woe."

 


In human form the Swan Maidens huddled
together beneath the elegant willow tree, at the shore of the
ornamental pond. “Who has taken our swan skins?” cried
Harmonie.

Freude said, “Was it she who holds us
prisoner?”

Cold crept in and they had nothing to clothe
themselves. They had removed their swan cloaks to bathe and wore
only their golden necklaces. Perhaps it was the darkness, perhaps
they let their guard down, but the feathered skins were gone and
the maidens flushed with the chill.

“Mayhap one of the workmen?” said Psyche. A
few people walked or worked in the gardens, but stayed away from
the swans especially when the maidens were bathing.

Even the guards had to look the other way
and sometimes Elisabet sent women to watch the Swan Maidens. She
was a tough mistress and forbade her servants to approach or speak
to them, on pain of death. Punishment for spying included merciless
torture and gouging out the eyes.

“They wouldn't dare incur the wrath of the
Enchantress,” said Anmut. “Nor can they speak to us or even hear
our pleas.”

“Mother, oh Mother,” cried Melodie, raising
her arms, “why did you not visit us today?”

“We may be prisoner,” said Liebe, “but every
day she warms my heart.” The girls murmured and nodded.

“We must find some garment to wear,” said
Poesie, “lest we freeze, clad just in our hair.”

A crack and a cry of surprise up above made
them leap backward several paces. Someone fell from the willow tree
and landed in a rustling feathered heap. The maidens almost wept
with happiness, for their swan cloaks lay on the ground. As they
hastened to don their warm garments, they revealed the youth who
sat there with a wide grin.

“Beg pardon, ladies,” he said, spreading his
hands. He leapt to his feet. “You won't tell Aunt Elisabet, will
you?” He smiled in a charming lopsided way. “She'd gouge out my
eyes.”

“But you are her family,” said Freude, as
she spread her wings.

“Yes, so she'll make it twice as
painful.”

Anmut said, “This is the second time we've
caught you, Jack. Stealing our swan skins may be funny to you but
it's cruel and heartless.” Tears sprang to the swan's eyes. “Our
minds are filled with pain and you would thus abuse our
bodies.”

“Aw, ladies,” said Jack. “I won't do it
again. Please don't tell Aunt - “

“Elisabet already knows,” said a voice
behind him. She had seen him from her window.

Jack fell to his knees. “I'm sorry, Auntie.
I won't do it again, I promise!”

“You try my patience, young scoundrel. You
need to sow your wild oats. Well, I'm your guardian until your
twenty-first birthday, and until then I can strap you so you won't
sit down for a week. And it will hurt you a lot more than it will
hurt me.” She took him by the ear and pulled him toward the castle,
then paused. She surveyed the Swan Maidens, now in their swan
skins, ruffling their feathers and preening, paddling in the pool,
and counted to be sure all seven were there.

“My birthday's in less than two days,” said
Jack.

“And glad am I to finally get rid of you. Of
course, if I apprentice you off to someone within the next couple
of days, tomorrow for instance, you'll be bound for years. And
years. Or you might wake up on a galley. Some hard work on a ship
might curb your erroneous ways.” She smiled. “Do not try my
patience, Jack. Were you not my nephew I would gouge out your
eyes.” She put her face next to his and hissed, “Next time I
will.”

“Okay,” said Jack in a very small voice. “I
mean, yes Ma'am, Aunt Elisabet, I understand.”

“Go cool off in the tower,” she said. At the
castle entrance she relayed instructions to a pair of guards.

They loomed above Jack, big as trolls and
twice as mean. One grabbed Jack and threw him over his shoulder.
Heedless of his protests, they headed for the tower. Tall and
narrow, it rose ten stories high.

“Come on you guys, not the tower, I hate the
tower. I have this thing about heights. Can't you let me go for a
couple days and I'll just show up to say goodbye?” He bounced on
the guard's shoulder and a rough hand held him still. “Really, I'm
not a tower person, and I get claustrophobic, small spaces you know
… “ A guard raised the iron portcullis with a system of gears and
levers, and unlocked the tower door. They entered and climbed the
stairs. From here and there came screams for mercy or the strangled
sound of someone's throat being cut. They came from a system of
tubes connecting to the torture chamber. All in a day's work.

“Oh no,” said Jack. “Not the top cell. Darn
it I'll go crazy with terror. I'll be climbing the walls. What if I
fall out and land on top of you?”

The guard opened the top cell door and
shoved Jack into the small circular room. “What if we throw you out
with your intestines tied to a pole?"

“Oh, my anxiety.” Trembling, Jack put his
head in his hands.

The guards chuckled. They slammed and locked
the door, leaving Jack alone in the round stone room. He gazed out
through the small window, into the afternoon night. He watched the
Swan Maidens swim in the pool and graze at the waterside. Daughters
of the Sun and children of water were they, delightful magical
creatures, seven golden maidens, each more beautiful than the
last.

Yet there was one in particular who caught
his eye, and it was largely because of her he took the chance of
Elisabet's wrath. She was the youngest, Freude. In her swan form
she was delicate and graceful, just a hint of mischief in her eye,
and a voice sweet and clear. More than anything, he wanted to see
her in human form.

Just a fortnight ago he chanced upon the
swans as they were bathing together in their pool and hoped to see
Freude among them, but his sudden appearance startled them so that
the maidens took their swan skins and fled to the water to
hide.

Freude. Today he finally saw her, and his
heart leapt, for she was the most radiant damsel of all. She walked
in an aura of light. Her hair was braided atop her head like a
golden crown. The summer sky danced in her eyes.

It was a doomed love, he knew, an agony of
passion, the stuff of poems and songs. Elisabet had plans for the
Swan Maidens, and they didn't include Jack's swooning. They were to
be sacrificed to break the curse laid by her father, the sorcerer,
and finally reunite Elisabet with the man she loved. One love
sanctified by the sacrifice of another. It's not fair, Jack
thought, when the other love is mine.

In the cell atop the tower he felt along the
stone wall for a lever, and found it. When he tripped it, part of
the stone slid away. Jack pulled out a soft mattress, fluffed it up
and removed a bottle of wine from the hidden space. He took off his
shoes. No cork remover, but his teeth were strong, and before long
Jack reclined on his mattress with soft feather ticking and a
colorful quilt, and took a hearty drink from the bottle.

If he were lucky, Aunt Elisabet would forget
about him for a day or so. He could use some alone time. He had
everything he needed, and even a secret way to sneak out and stock
up.

There was a stir throughout the Enchanted
Castle, a feeling of something important about to happen. The Sun
hadn't risen today and Elisabet wore the angry fierce look of one
whose very words could cut out your heart. She hadn't slept all
night, preparing for this morning's sacrifice, which didn't happen
when the Sun failed to appear.

Let her grieve herself to death, Elisabet
thought. The world as we know it will crumble. Let darkness
prevail. From the chaos shall rise a new order, and I will rule my
Kingdom, all-powerful, forever and ever.

 


Reiker strolled down a trail known to no
other humans. He came to an archway of tree boughs and picked Mitzi
up in his arms. She licked his face. He walked backward three paces
and forward two and said, “Abracadabra.”

From behind the archway came a shimmer of
light, and though the forest looked the same, Reiker felt the
change. "Welcome, Inspector Reiker," said a disembodied voice. He
went under the branching arch to the invisible path leading to Wolf
and Lora's demesnes.

“Now you be a good girl,” he said as he set
Mitzi down. She peed on the grass. Her nose quivered as she sought
to smell everything at once. She looked up at Reiker and wagged her
tail. Let's go, she seemed to say.

Reiker petted her. She stayed close as they
ambled toward the riverbank, and paused when she detected the three
people by the shore. Reiker crouched down behind shrubbery and put
an arm around Mitzi. “Sh.”

Conversation drifted through the trees.
Reiker and Mitzi crept closer.

“I hope they didn't mean it, when they said
a couple of days.” Seated on a cushion on the trunk of a fallen
tree, the Prince was mussed and dirty. Blond tresses fell to his
shoulders as the trumpeter worked on the wig.

The brother of the trumpeter was a
wigmaker's apprentice and Toots sometimes helped with the
impossible ream of daily chores. Wigs were popular in Grünewald and
business boomed. The Prince's headpiece, once elegant and stately
and piled with curls, now resembled an animal run over by several
coaches.

Toots shook his head. Usually the royal
Wigmaker coiffed the royal hairpiece. It was not a job for
amateurs. “Maybe if we had more powder?”

Desdemona took the wig and regarded it
critically. “D'you really need this thing, Prince?”

The Prince gasped. “Of course! Would you
have the royal personage half dressed?”

She sighed. “Don't even want to think of
it.”

“Well, then. It can't be that hard.”

“It's only one of the most elaborate wigs in
the kingdom.”

“Of course. Princes wear not the wigs of
beggars.”

“Beggars usually don't wear wigs.”

“They ought to. It's a disgrace. Take a
note, Desdemona. All beggars must wear wigs.”

Dez did as told, then poked the fire with a
stick. There were in fact no beggars in Grünewaldt, unless it was a
hobby. The kingdom took good care of its citizens. Sparks flew from
the fire into the starlit afternoon sky. Footsteps approached.

The Prince uttered a shriek and pointed.
“What is it? Is it a beggar? A horror from beyond the grave? A
vicious beast!”

MItzi's eyes reflected fire and glowed with
demonic light. “Hello, “ said Reiker. The trio recoiled as he and
the dog moved closer to the fire.

The Prince jumped up and backed away,
holding out a little box. “This is a powerful charm of protection.
Begone, restless spirit.”

Reiker looked behind him, but saw no
restless spirits.

“That's your snuff box,” said Dez. She
peered at Reiker. “Hi. I thought no one knew about this place.
That's what the Nyx said.”

“Almost no one,” said Reiker. “You friends
of theirs?”

“Um,” said Dez, “in a manner of speaking. We
kind of landed in their laps.”

“Reiker,” said Reiker, holding out his hand.
“This is Mitzi.” The dog held up a paw. Charmed, Dez shook it.

“Isn't she sweet!”

“Is it a dog?” called the Prince, from his
hiding place in the dark.

Mitzi perked up and dashed toward his voice.
A moment later a piteous wail rent the air. “Help! It attacks!” The
Prince stumbled into the ring of firelight, the dog joyfully
jumping up to lick his face. The more he tried to ward her off, the
more she tried to climb into his arms with glee.

Reiker called her. Mitzi bounded over and
licked his face too. He patted her. “Down, there's a good girl.”
She waved her feathery tail and looked at him expectantly. When no
treats were forthcoming, she liberated a stick from the woodpile
and settled down to gnaw.

“Weren't there three of you?” said
Reiker.

“Right.” Dez looked around. “What happened
to Toots?”

The Prince assumed the posture, but no
trumpeting occurred. “That's odd. He was here a moment ago.”

“You don't suppose he's been kidnapped?”
said Dez.

The Prince shuddered. “Kidnappers?
Assassins? Anarchists? D'you think they'll come back for us?”

“You never know,” said Reiker.

“How am I supposed to be introduced, with no
trumpeter?”

“Who are you?” said Reiker.

“Who am I?” the Prince spread his arms. “Who
am I? Only the Crown Prince Crispin of Grünewald.”

“Never even heard of Grünewald,” said
Reiker.

Dez pushed her specs up her nose. “It's in
another dimension.”

“How'd you get here?”

She sighed. “Long story. Alchemy. Wrong
words. Maybe a mistaken ingredient. Added when we should have
subtracted. Then we were drawn into an alluring song, and here we
are. We have to complete a quest, and the Sun won't rise.”

“It's strange,” said Reiker. “Lora and Wolf
are looking into it.”

The Prince walked through the underbrush,
tearing his tights. “Toots! Where are you hiding, you fool? Ow.
This bush has thorns.”

“Come back to the fire, Crispin,” called
Desdemona.

The Prince returned. "The royal personage is
referred to as Your Highness."

“Toots probably needed a privacy break,”
said Reiker. “He left his trumpet.”

The Prince looked at the instrument, then at
Dez, with a meaningful smile.

“No way,” she said.

“But you're supposed to assist me.”

“Blowing horns all over the place might land
us in the dungeon.”

“Yes,” said Reiker. “It would.”

A great crashing startled them and they
leapt back as a small rotund body came hurtling through the
overhead canopies, and more branches broke as he flopped into a
bloody heap on the ground.

Reiker approached it cautiously, motioning
the others to stay back. Mitzi understood the hand signal, and sat
down in front of the Prince as he tried to come forward. Dez stared
with wide eyes.

The body was mangled as if chewed up by a
behemoth and spit out again. But what otherworldly monster had
killed Toots? Reiker rolled the corpse on its back and entrails
spilled out in heaps, and the head, almost severed from the body,
hung lopsided with a grotesque grin.

“Murder,” cried the Prince. He ran back and
forth. “Help! Murder! Anarchists! Assassins!”

“Quiet,” Desdemona hissed. “You want to
attract the killers?”

“Oh, I can't look.” The Prince put his arm
over his eyes, lace hanging like a veil, and turned away.

“Great,” said Reiker. “It's clearly
homicide. I'm in homicide.”

“What!” Crispin stared at Reiker, stumbled
backward and almost fell into the river. Wet silt sloshed into his
shoe. “You killed him?”

Reiker waved a hand. “Relax. I catch the
killers.”

“What are you standing around for then?”
demanded the Prince. “Catch them immediately!”

“I think he means,” said Desdemona, “he's
part of a special guard unit that investigates murders.”

“Yes,” said Reiker. “To make sure they're
legitimate.”

“Well this one certainly isn't,” said the
Prince, gesturing to the body and pools of congealing blood. He
gasped. “It could have been me! I went to the privy just out of
sight over there.”

“Maybe,” said Dez in a sinister tone, “the
killers were after you and got Toots instead.”

Crispin waved his arms and paced
frenetically. “What do we do? Hide? Call security? What if we leave
this place? Will they find us? What if the nixies murdered
Toots?”

“Was a day I might've agreed with you about
the Nyx,” said Reiker. “But I know Wolf and Lora. They'd never do
murder. This is going to be hard on them when they get back.”

“Hard on them?” cried Crispin. “What about
me? Were the murderers after me? But why? To stop my quest? To
destroy us all and take over our kingdom? To cramp my style? A
trumpet player is part of the royal retinue. I'm a Crown Prince. A
natural target. It's a dangerous job.” He looked up into the trees,
searching for hidden enemies. Reiker had already looked around and
was pretty sure there weren't any, hidden or not.

He patted Mitzi, thinking. This presented a
dilemma. Murder most foul it was, but if he took a bubble-headed
fairy tale Prince and a girl with dyed hair and obscure accent to
the station, and tried to explain the obvious eldritch elements of
this case, he'd probably be laughed off the block. And it could
mean exposing Wolf and Lora's demesnes to outsiders.

So officially, he had a nice walk in the
moonlight. Apart from that, nothing unusual happened.

Reiker glanced up through the trees again.
The falling bodies had created a starlit hole in the canopy. Wispy
clouds skimmed over patches of night sky. How did a body just drop
from the sky? Was it somehow linked to the lack of daylight? Who
else knew about the demesnes of the Nyx? Were the hostilities meant
to target one person or were they simply, as sometimes happened in
the magical realms, diabolical accidents?

One thing for sure. They couldn't stay
here.



CHAPTER FOUR

 


Lukan glided to a stop on a hill overlooking
the lights of Witchton. The valley sparkled below. “I'll wait
here,” he said. Lora slid off his back with ease, and Wolf jumped
down.

“Thanks, Lukan. We shouldn't be long.”

They walked together toward the distant
lights.

“I wonder if it really is night here," said
Wolf. "Don't think they're on our time zone.”

“Could be,” Lora said. “How many realms does
Sonne affect?”

“Countless.”

They soon entered the town proper, neat
streets and colorful houses. As they continued the streets became
cracked and the houses drab. On the corner ahead glowed a sign:

Ramses Pawn Shop

We Buy Anything

Gold for Cash

 


Lora peeked in the windows. The pawn shop
was a treasure trove of weapons, ornaments, jewelry, bottles and
books, items weird and wonderful. “Too bad he doesn't sell
spells.”

"You take your chances with second-hand
spells," said Wolf. "Might get a magic porridge pot that won't stop
cooking. I'm going to trade in my cash."

They went into the pawn shop. Ramses
cheerfully exchanged their cash for gold and took a generous cut.
Lora asked if the Witches' Night Market was open.

“Every night,” he replied. "Except holidays.
Whatcha looking for?"

"Blue cooling spell," said Wolf.

"Never heard of it. How about a book on
werewolf protocol? Just came in this morning. Werewolf sightings
have gone up lately. Also I have this pretty statuette which is
guaranteed to bring abundant wealth within this lifetime. No? How
about a never-ending clew of flaxen fiber?"

"Where did you get that?" said Lora.

Ramses lowered his voice and leaned forward.
"It comes from the Buschgroßmutter, the Forest Grandmother. Very
valuable." He looked around. "I let you have it for three gold
coins. Good deal."

"It looks like an ordinary ball of spinning
yarn to me," said Lora.

"Flax. It's magic. Makes a great gift."

"How do we know you're not hoaxing us?"

"Me? I? Never."

"For three gold coins we could get a barrel
of yarn balls," said Wolf.

"Two, then. Come on, kids, I got a wife and
family."

"Yeh, yeh," said Wolf. "We don't even know
if it works. One gold coin, and that's generous. Take it or leave
it."

"You rob me blind! Good thing I like you
kids. Here then. For that price don't expect it wrapped."

Lora laughed, and put the ball of wool into
her pouch. Her pouch was waterproof and whatever she put in it
would stay dry.

"Do you really think it's from the
Buschgroßmutter?" she said when they were outside.

"You never know. It's one of the gifts she
gives anyone who can comb her tangled louse-ridden hair. She lives
in the deep woods, though, and almost never appears to humans."

 


Lit with lanterns and candles, the market
sprawled over a field and into the forest beyond. Through the trees
distant lights flickered.

On one end of the market were neat kiosks
one could rent from the town. Some witches chose to bring their
own. A forest witch sat on a tree stump and sold toadstools. A
kitchen witch wiped off her counter and gave cooking
demonstrations. A swamp hag sat on a stone among reeds, told
fortunes and sold potions.

Some laid out quilts or set up elaborate
wood fences to display their wares. Lora and Wolf asked questions,
and the answers were not what they wanted to hear.

“Blue cooling spell? Never heard of it.”

“No such thing. If there was, I'd have
it.”

“Try Irma's shop,” said the Shaman.

“Irma's a crook,” said Lora.

He laughed. “You've met her, then.”

Wolf and Lora searched further, and yet
found no spell. Lora threw up her hands in despair. A cloaked witch
tried to sell her an anti-anxiety potion. Lora sighed. “We're
looking for a blue cooling spell. So far no one's even heard of
it.”

“Buy a potion and I'll tell you who to
ask.”

“Fine. How much?”

“How much ya got?”

“If we give you all our money we won't have
any for the cooling spell.”

The witch pointed to Lora's armband. “What
about that? And those two amulets you're wearing are worth
something.”

Wolf shook his head. “Can't part with them.
And the band has sentimental value.”

“So you're not interested.”

“Didn't say that. What can we get for … “ he
felt in his pocket. “Two gold coins?”

“A swift kick in the butt.”

“Three?”

“Mmmm.” The witch rubbed her chin and looked
skyward.

“Four,” said Wolf. “Final offer.”

“Done,” said the witch. Wolf dropped the
money into her hand.

“What did we just buy?” said Lora.

“A piece of advice,” said the witch.

“What?”

“The advice is … “ the witch grinned. “Never
buy an unseen horse.” She whirled around and laughed, and ran away
through the crowd.

“Hey!” Wolf launched himself after her. She
wasn't hard to catch. By the time Lora arrived, amid the curious
faces he sat on her back, pinning her to the ground. The witch
squealed and kicked but couldn't get loose. Wolf felt in her cloak
and took back his money.

“Help,” cried the witch, “these strangers
are molesting me!”

Lora pointed at the witch. “She stole our
gold!”

A murmuring crowd gathered.

Wolf jumped up. “Come on,” he said to Lora,
“we won't get the spell here.” She nodded, they hastened to make
their way through the throng. People parted to let them pass. The
problem with the Witches' Market was that it bordered the Petty
Thieves' Market, with just a swatch of bush between them, and some
of the witches were thieves, and some thieves were witches. It took
time to get to know which was which.

“Lora! Wolf!” A tall slender woman with long
chestnut hair waved at them across the street. She wore a shift
dress the color of autumn leaves, and copper bracelets adorned her
arms.

“Yolanda,” said Lora. She felt a flood of
relief. They met her on their first visit to Witchton. She helped
them then. Could she again?

After the greetings and small talk, they got
to business. “We're looking for a blue cooling spell,” said Wolf,
“but no one's heard of it.”

“Nor have I,” she confessed, “but my library
is extensive. Come over for coffee.”

They walked to her townhouse on a neat
street. Inside, rows and shelves of books covered the walls, two
stories high. Yolanda went upstairs to make coffee while Lora and
Wolf began looking through the books. Some were yellow with age and
falling apart. Others had a dark edging, musty stains of time. Some
had hand tooled leather covers, full of strange markings, and still
others were rolled like papyrus. About eight hundred of them were
collections of spells and magical influences.

“Blue calming spell,” said Wolf, pointing to
one of the indices. It was for the nerves, but not the heat of the
Sun.

“Here,” said Lora. She leafed through a big
brittle book, careful not to damage the pages. “Blue cooling spell.
Do you think - “

She was interrupted by a bloodcurdling
scream upstairs, ending in a sickly gurgle. A woman's body hurtled
down toward them. Lora and Wolf watched in horror as she hit the
ground and lay askew and unmoving. A drop of blood pooled in one
eye and dribbled to the floor.

Lora hastened to check Yolanda's pulse but
knew it was futile. Her throat was cut from side to side, bubbling
blood.

Wolf knelt beside her and looked up, and saw
nothing past the railing high above. Yet someone had been there. He
ran up the stairs, and leaned over the railing. It was a deadly
drop. He glanced around. Nearby was a kitchenette with water almost
at the boil on a stove. He turned off the gas. In the bedroom was a
neatly made bed and curtains fluttering in an open window. Gazing
out the window he saw the street below, other houses, a few
passersby, a couple of horses hitched to a cart.

He came back downstairs, shaking his head.
Before he could say anything a knock came, the door opened and a
cheery voice called, “Yolanda?” The man came into the room. “I was
hoping to borrow some … " he stopped in shock when he saw her
mutilated body. "Oh … oh no ...” He whirled with a pointing finger
at Wolf and Lora. “You! You did this?”

“No,” they cried together. Wolf said, “We
were looking for a spell.“

“She was making coffee,” said Lora. "Someone
came in the upstairs window and attacked her." The argument was in
vain for the man saw only the body of Yolanda and two Nyx crouched
beside it. Wolf and Lora got to their feet.

“Help,” yelled the man in panic. He ran into
the street. “Murder.”

“Oh, for … “ Wolf grabbed Lora's arm. “We
have to get out of here. Where's the back door?”

“Probably in the back,” she said. "Sorry
about this," she told the book, and ripped out the page with the
blue cooling spell. The book was too big and heavy to carry. They
ran out the back door, through the yard and leapt over a
whitewashed fence into a stand of birch trees. At the front, the
man yelled and waved and attracted plenty of attention.

“Murder! I almost caught them. They barely
got away. Murder!”

It was enough to wake the dead.

They huddled down in the shadows. Lora put
the page into her pouch with as much care as possible. Even with
their keen eyesight it was almost too dark to read. And too
dangerous to be distracted.

An official blew a whistle in the street.
Other authoritative people began to show up. Wolf took Lora's
arm.

He whispered in her ear. “Keep down. Quickly
and slowly out of here.”

“We can't take the road,” she whispered
back. “Stay among the trees.”

He nodded. They crept away with a breath of
breeze and almost no sound at all. Like most nature spirits they
were lithe and as graceful as dancers. Their feet knew the places
to set down. It wasn't long before they reached the clearing where
Lukan had left them. The stag beetle was nowhere to be seen. Lora
looked with some nervousness at a distant group of torches moving
this way with purpose.

“Lukan,” she hissed. “Where are you?”

“Here,” he said in a dismal tone, waving his
mandibles. He was back to regular stag beetle size, sitting on a
tree. “Enchantment didn't last long enough. Should have brought
extra.”

“Great,” she said. The torches and gabble of
voices were drawing closer. She let Lukan crawl on her hand, and
put him into her pouch. “Keep watch over that paper, Lukan. It's
precious.”

As the torches approached, a dark fluffy
cloud chose that moment to drift away from the moon, shining
silvery light on the trees and trail and angry mob. Lora and Wolf
stood as two silhouettes on a hill. They dove to the ground. Too
late.

“There they are!”

“Get the killers!”

“What in the world were you doing?” asked
Lukan from the safety of the pouch, but didn't expect an answer as
Lora and Wolf joined hands and raced down the hill. They turned
onto a rabbit trail and into the woods. Still they ran, dodging
shrubs and brambles and rocks and roots, and finally fell together
in the lush grass of a starlit clearing.

They waited while the panting subsided.

“This,” said Wolf, “is not good.”

“Sh.” She listened, keen as a cat. Crickets
began a cheerful chirp. Tree frogs sang. A gentle breeze ruffled
the leaves, but there was no sign of pursuit. With a sigh of relief
she fell against Wolf.

He stroked her hair, and for a while they
didn't speak.

Finally Lora said, “Who'd want to kill
Yolanda? She's a good witch.”

“Whoever got in the upstairs window. No
magic needed, there's a fire ladder. Came in, cut her throat, threw
her over the rail and got out while we were still rubbing our eyes
in disbelief.”

“Were we set up?”

Wolf shrugged. "It would seem that way. If
we didn't know we weren't guilty, I'd think we were."

"Let's see that spell,” she said.

Lukan helped lift it carefully from Lora's
pouch. The page was ancient and cracked and prone to crumbling.
Above, the sky was cloudless now, and light poured into the
clearing. Lora leaned against an old stump as she and Wolf studied
the spell.

The paper seemed handmade. Decorative
curlicues embellished the page, faded in parts. A drawing of the
Sun with streaming rays adorned the top of the page. The script was
hard to read, cramped and scribbled, smudged with time and wear,
stains here and there.

They had to say the spell together. The blue
part wasn't clear. Burn white pine or cedar in a cleansing ritual
and prepare a concoction of periwinkle, jimson weed, thrice boiled
water and the milk of a pregnant goat in the proportions listed
below. Sugar to taste. Enjoy hot or cold. Please drink
responsibly.

Lora had to laugh. “A pregnant goat?
Really?”

“Did we pass a farm a ways back?”

“Yes. And I remember seeing a couple of
goats.”

“One looked fat but might be pregnant.”

“We'll see. We passed a copse of white pine
too. And keep an eye out for the periwinkle and jimson. Should be
some growing around here.”

Sure enough, they found jimson weed growing
rampant by the roadside. The seeds weren't ready yet, so they cut a
few leaves. Jimson was a favorite of witches, used in flying
potions and out of body travels. It could cause visions, and was
also considered an effective cure for skin rashes, mania and
spastic convulsions.

“You realize,” said Lora, “that over a
certain quantity, periwinkle and jimson weed are both deadly
poison.”

“The thought had crossed my mind. I hope the
milk is to negate the harmful effects and nurture the magic we
need.”

“There's the farm,” said Lora. Now they
could see the pregnant nanny goat. “So who's going to milk the
goat?”

Wolf eyed the nanny. “Women are better at
things like that. I mean, more compassionate. Establish a bond with
the mother. Good vibes. You know.”

“Sure,” said Lora. She picked up a tin
bucket by the fence and shoved it at him. “You need the
practice.”

“What's that supposed to mean?”

“Not what you think.” She smiled.

Wolf looked at the goat, and the goat looked
at Wolf. He climbed into the corral and clicked his tongue. “C'mon,
Nanny.”

“Beh,” said the goat, backing up.

“Sh. Relax. You'll like this.” He crept
closer.

Down the road, periwinkle grew among the
stones of a graveyard. At least the spell used plants easy to find.
The problem with plucking periwinkle from a grave was that the
grave's inhabitant might return to haunt you as a restless spirit.
She went to the edge of the graveyard, where plants spilled into
the meadow. With her dagger she cut some away. “Hope the leaves and
flowers are strong enough.”

When she returned she saw Wolf in the pen,
kneeling in the mud, talking softly to the goat as he squeezed her
teats and released streams of milk into the bucket. “See,” he said,
“told you you'd like it.” The udders of pregnant animals or new
mothers could get painfully swollen with milk. The farmer wouldn't
be pleased to find an empty goat in the morning, but she'd soon be
full again.

“Beh,” said the goat, and nuzzled his
head.

He brought the bucket back to the fence
where Lora waited. The goat followed. “Think it's enough?” he said.
The goat rubbed against him.

“Animals just love you,” Lora scratched the
goat behind the ears.

“They recognize one of their own,” he
grinned.

A dog barked.

“Traitor!” said Wolf, and hopped the fence,
careful not spill the milk. He grabbed Lora's hand, and they broke
into a run as an angry man with a big gun flung open the cottage
door and stared out into the night. Light streamed behind him. By
the time his eyes adjusted, there was nothing to see.

Finally, the man said, “Good boy.” He rubbed
the dog's neck. “Probably just the nanny goat kicking up a bit,
hey? She's due in a few days. Then we'll have no peace at all.” He
went back inside and closed the door.

Wolf and Lora hurried into the forest, their
footfalls quiet on the pine needles. They paused only once, to
gather needles and branches of white pine and tie them into a
bundle. They would use it to start the fire, and cleanse the space
of negative spirit energies.

They ran fast and lightly. If searchers came
to the farmhouse, they'd soon find out about the disturbance and
give chase with renewed vigor. Wolf and Lora skimmed over the
ground, gratified when they heard no sounds of pursuit.

Finally they slowed to a stop, panting, in a
sheltering copse of trees. Their human bodies were far slower on
land than their mer forms in water, and quick to tire.

They each sat back against the trees, and
abundant life force refreshed their strength. Trees were always
pleased to share their energy, as many a weary traveler knew.

No sooner had Wolf set down the bucket of
milk than an excited babble broke out from the grass. A few imps,
each about the size of a human finger, gathered around the bucket
and looked up, their noses twitching. They spoke quickly in
whispery voices. Lora didn't know what they said, but heard the
hope in their tones.

At the edge of the grove was a stone with a
smooth hollow. Lora poured some milk into it, and the imps clapped
and cheered and leapt up on the stone to partake. She watched them
drink the milk from their cupped hands. Imps, kobolds and other
faerie folk could be helpful and amiable, or turn nasty and sour
your milk. Usually a share made them happy.

Wolf lit the pine bundle to start the fire.
It would cleanse and protect the area in and around the copse of
trees. Lora opened her pouch. “How are you doing, Lukan?”

The stag beetle waved his pincers. “Don't
worry about me,” he said. “This mission is a cinch.”

“You want out for a while?” She set him on
the rock and he was soon giving rides to imps. A few curious
fairies scooted over to join the fun. Cries of delight and laughter
arose from the faerie folk.

Before long a fire burned. Lora and Wolf
rigged up a tripod. They always carried water flasks of non-iron
metals. They hung the flasks over the fire to thrice boil the
water. While they waited they crushed leaves between stones and let
the juices run into the milk bucket, and threw the leaves in
too.

As they worked they stayed vigilant. How far
would the townspeople chase them? And in a village of witches, how
easy was it to find them?

They fit their purple amulets together and
the pulse of energy strengthened between them. The stones glowed
with mystic light. They kissed, and tongues of purple flame
flickered inside the amulets. The amulets helped protect against
hostile magic and were spiritually bound together, so Lora and Wolf
could locate each other if needed. Connecting the halves of the
amulet revitalized them.

Overhead, an owl sailed by on silent wings.
A moment later it flew by again.

“That's it,” said Wolf. “They've found us.”
Owls could cross into different dimensions with ease, and carried
the wisdom of many worlds. They were seekers of truth. “We didn't
do it,” he called up to the owl, but the bird was gone.

They glanced at each other. While the
amulets protected against malevolent magic, the owl was not
threatening in itself, and if magic failed for them, the
townspeople could rely on good old fashioned violence.

Finally the water was ready.

They poured some into the milk. Three parts
milk. Lora refilled the well in the stone for the faerie. Two parts
water, one part jimson, one part periwinkle, speak the incantation.
Simmer til potion is a deep cobalt hue of blue, stirring
occasionally. Strain and serve.

“I hear them,” said Lora. The searchers were
coming through the woods.

“We'll never convince them we're innocent,”
said Wolf. He stirred the potion with a stick as it simmered and
popped.

She gripped his arm. “I see them.” She
pointed. Torches and lanterns flickered among the trees. "We have
to speak the incantation."

The writing seemed mixed up, and they had to
sound out syllables. They could only hope it would work.

“It's not turning blue,” said Wolf. “What if
we have to simmer it for days?”

Lora put a hand to her forehead. “Then we're
out of luck.”

The mob scattered through the forest. It
wasn't long before someone sighted their fire and shrilled an
alarm. “There they are! We've caught them!”

“Not yet, you haven't,” muttered Wolf.

“The potion,” said Lora. “It has a blue
tinge.”

But the mob was almost upon them.

From out of the night, a shining winged
insect descended and flew into the eyes of the leader, who screamed
and batted her hands around her head. Another witch tried to take a
step and found his feet bound to the ground with fairy thread,
light as cobwebs and strong as steel.

Another dropped her torch as a tiny creature
landed on her hand and sharp teeth sank into her flesh. More of the
faerie scratched at her ankles. “Get them off me,” she shrieked,
and ran away into the night.

The stag beetle buzzed faces, panicking some
of the mob, while a group of fairies relieved themselves cheerfully
on torches and left them damp and smoking and reeking of pitch and
fairy water.

In the potion, the blue tint strengthened,
and little sparks flew.

Imps scurried up under clothing and
scratched and bit and leapt hither and yon as the beleaguered
search party jumped and screamed and beat their own bodies. If they
hit an imp, it hissed and bit all the harder.

A soft fog rose up from the potion, and the
blue shade deepened.

“Cobalt?” said Wolf.

“Just a little longer,” said Lora.

Amid the decreasing throng a lamp fell and
oil spilled. Pine needles burst into flame. With fearful cries the
rest of the mob stamped and struck the fire out. Wolf stirred the
potion with anxious glances at the flailing searchers. Imps crawled
up into their clothes. and untied aprons and trousers and bloomers,
and people stumbled and fell and rolled on the ground, trying to
retain their clothing with limited success.

Now Lora heard the laughter of the faerie.
She glanced at Wolf and smiled. He heard it too. He blew the fog
from the top of the potion. The liquid was deep cobalt blue. Lora
nodded. Wolf took it off the fire. Lukan zipped into the clearing
and landed on Lora's shoulder.

“We can go,” he said. “The faerie will keep
the rest of the searchers occupied.”

“Wow,” said Lora. “You really are a fierce
fighter.”

Lukan hummed, pleased.

They poured the potion into their empty
water flasks. They expected heat, but their flasks cooled down
quickly.

The mob had dwindled to only an unlucky few
people, who scurried to pull up their pants and get away from this
infested place. Imps bit their ankles and fairies pulled their
hair. No matter which way they turned, pitch smoke blew in their
faces. Lora and Wolf hastily scattered their fire and ensured it
was out, then ran from the grove and remaining pursuers. The
remaining pursuers fled back toward town, cursing and yelping as
the faerie folk with cries of glee harassed them to insanity.

 


Jack heard heavy steps coming up the tower
stairs, and hid his luxuries with expert speed. He sat on the floor
with his back against the wall and looked dejected as the door
creaked open and two enormous guards entered with much clanking and
pomposity.

Jack kept his head down. He was slightly
giddy with wine and hoped they didn't smell his breath.

The two big guards hefted him to his feet
and hauled him out the door. “Don't be such a drag,” said one. “You
can walk.”

“I'd rather not make it easy on you,” said
Jack.

They struggled with his dead weight until
they reached the first floor landing. Together they pulled back and
threw him down the stairs. Fortunately for Jack he was nimble, and
lay on the floor like a broken heap merely for effect.

It made little difference to the guards, who
lifted him upright despite his moans and cries of alleged pain, and
continued the dragging process. It was clear they were going to
Elisabet's Spell Room. Drat. That meant he might have to perform
some minor miracle to get back in her favor. But what did he care?
It was Freude whose favor he craved. From the cell he gazed out
onto the swan pond and watched her, and for once he didn't want to
be alone.

When they arrived at the Spell Room,
Elisabet was staring into her divination pool. Her raven hair fell
loose, held only by a gold tiara, to sweep down over the stones of
the pool rim. Long lashes lowered, she observed a sight only she
could see. Her fingers glittered with rings. A shining golden dress
accentuated her curves, hugging her in all the right places. In
nineteenth century Europe it would be a scandal. Here, it was just
Elisabet.

Her red lips gleamed as the guards came in
with their baggage. Jack could never be sure if she smiled or bared
her teeth.

“Sit down, Jack,” she said. The guards
shoved him into a stuffed chair.

Elisabet dismissed them and sat on the edge
of the pool, stretching her long legs.

“I need more time in the tower,” said Jack.
“I'm not reformed yet.”

Elisabet laughed. “You'll never be reformed.
You're bad to the bone.”

“A disappointment to my family.”

“A failure as a wizard.”

“Very slow learner.”

“Lazy. Lacking any kind of skill or
motivation.”

“Hey! Cultivating laziness is a skill. And
is love not motivation enough?”

“Jack, if you had any common sense you could
be a mighty sorcerer. What is love but pain and sorrow? Forget it.
Why this talk of love? There are greater powers than the obsession
of a callow youth for that which he cannot have.”

He sat back and folded his arms. “Like
what?”

“You could rule a kingdom. Fly like a bird.
Cross dimensions with ease. Foresee the future. Eat ice cream
whenever you want. At least get a stable job as court magician
somewhere. What do you desire?”

“I want you to release the Swan
Maidens.”

“Of course you do. Your brain is blighted by
delusion.”

“Don't you care if the Sun never rises
again?”

“It would be vast delight that I look upon
her face again soon.” She got up and went to the window. Jack
watched light and shadow flicker in the pool of divination. The
water came from an underground source, cool and clear, and in the
pond created a mirror surface. Glowing lights played beneath. “I
cannot release the Sonnentöchter. You know that.”

“But do you have to kill them?”

“Let's see. I have to drain their blood and
magical essence. So, yes.”

“Just so you can live longer?”

She turned with vehemence. “So my Kingdom
can live,” she cried. “So my father's curse is broken! If I become
old and haggard and blighted with disease, it will all crumble.
This castle will be no more.” She stalked back and forth. “Your
world will cease to exist. It's not I who wants to stop Sonne from
rising. The sacrifice is best performed at dawn. If necessary, if
enough life energies are present, I can do it at night. There are
others involved.”

“Who?” said Jack.

She gave a languid shrug. "According to my
Divination Pool there's murder afoot. It showed me a scene in
Witchton. One of the resident witches fell from a height and her
throat was cut. Two nixies may be witness … or accessories to
murder.”

“Wow. The pool revealed all that?”

“You see how a bit of magic can enrich your
life? There's more. Cross-dimensional tracing also puts the
murderer in nineteenth century Mittelstadt, Germany, accessing both
human and magical realms. There's blood on the shore. And again,
the presence of the Nyx, not seen but felt.”

“That's nice, Auntie,” said Jack. He swung
his legs, drumming his heels against the chair. “If that's all I'm
going out to take a stroll in the gardens.” He began to get to his
feet.

“Sit, you foolish boy." She pushed him back
into the chair. "If the world as we know it ceases to exist,
chances are you will, too."

"Yes, Auntie," he said. "But we'll be safe
here, right?"

"When the winds of change rise with chaotic
destruction, the only place of calm is the eye of the storm."

"Um, okay. Does this have anything to do
with those metal rods you've been placing outside on the
Castle?"

"It's an experiment," she said "Scientific.
Progressive. You wouldn't understand."

"Probably not," said Jack. "Science is
boring. Except when you get to blow things up."

"Pay attention," said Elisabet. "This is
important."

"What's important?"

"The eye of the storm. The center of magical
energies."

"What about it?"

"There may soon come a time, Jack, sooner
than you expect, when you ask yourself, "Do I live or die?" and if
the answer is the former, you must go to the eye of the storm."

Jack kicked his feet. "Um, okay."

"You're thinking about something else."

"Football." Besides, he could never be sure
whether Elisabet spoke in his best interests, or hers.

She sighed. "When the Mother Goddess was
handing out brains you thought she said trains and asked for a slow
one."

"Slow and steady wins the race," said Jack.
"I'm going out to kick a ball around."

"Wait - "

Jack was already out the door. Elisabet
stamped a foot in frustration. So let the sky fall on his head. She
wouldn't miss him. The ritual was far more urgent than the
meandering mind of an idle boy.

Outside, clouds traveled in thick patches
across the sky. A harbinger of rain, or doom? Jack strolled
casually through the gardens, feigning interest in the
night-blooming jasmine, swift growing periwinkle, belladonna, a
Luna moth seeking nectar. From the corner of his eye he watched the
Swan Maidens drift in their pond. One fluffed her feathers and
right away he recognized Freude.

His spirit soared, and his hands trembled.
Why had she this effect on him? Was it magic, as nixies had, to
lure a doomed lover to a watery grave? Swan Maidens did no such
thing. They were lovely and gracious and kind. At least, Freude
was.

When no one was near, Jack crept behind a
broad bushy stand of peony plants. Their leaves had already begun
to wilt and their bright flowers fade for lack of sunlight.

The swans preened themselves and each other.
Psyche said to Freude, “There's a young man behind the peonies,
trying to get your attention.” She nodded, her graceful neck
curving. “Is he the one who stole our swan skins and frightened us
so?”

Freude tried to peek without actually
looking. “Yes, I think 'tis he.”

“Then I'll peck him if he comes any closer.”
She snapped her beak. “I'll break his arms with my wings.”

“It was very rude and selfish, stealing our
skins,” said Liebe, and the others spoke agreement. "He's just a
bully."

“But perhaps he was curious,” said Freude,
“and meant no harm.”

Melodie laughed. “You have much to learn of
men, little sister.”

“Indeed I do,” said Freude, “and I look
forward to learning.” She paddled closer toward the shore, where
Jack hid in the bushes motioning to her. She was prudent, and
didn't come any further. Water rippled around her. Her gold
necklace gleamed in the lantern light. “Who are you?” she called to
the man, unable to see well in the dark. He understood nothing, for
she spoke the language of swans.

“Freude,” he said, “I must see you. Do you
understand?” He beckoned. His eyes were bright, eager. "I won't
hurt you. I'm sorry about stealing your garments. Please talk to
me."

She looked around. Her sisters watched her.
If she disrobed, she would comprehend the language of the young
man, but the other swans would fall upon him and peck him to
pieces. He was lovely to look upon, with bright eyes and a ready
smile. Freude dipped her head and hooked her beak under the gold
necklace. With a jerk she broke the chain and the necklace flew and
landed at Jack's feet. Jack gasped and gathered up the golden chain
and sun pendant, warmed by her body. He held it to his chest. “You
do understand,” he breathed. “Even if not my words. I must meet
you. I must see you.”

Freude inclined her elegant head and paddled
away to join her sisters.

Jack traced his finger over the sun pendant.
“I'll find a way,” he vowed.



CHAPTER FIVE

 


Lora pulled Wolf up the hill. “Come on,” she
urged. “There has to be a way.”

“Ah, these legs are heavy.”

“Just over the hill, then we'll sit a
while.”

“I'm not sure how wandering in a random
direction will get us back to Mittelstadt.”

A whir of wings and a thunk on her shoulder
told her Lukan was back. He'd flown up high to connect with the
unseen directional guidelines. Blind though he was, the stag beetle
was acutely sensitive to vibration.

They crested the hill and trotted down the
other side. Wolf fell beside a glacial boulder and leaned against
the cool stone. Lora sat beside him, exhausted.

Lukan said, “There's a lake in a crater
about a hundred paces that way.” He pointed with his mandibles.
“Depth sounding puts it at deeper than it looks.”

“Maybe we can find a way underwater,” said
Lora. "A portal or channel."

“Yesss,” said Wolf. “I would so love to jump
in a lake right now.”

It was decided that Lukan would head back to
Skoldt's demesne, and Wolf and Lora would seek a watery way. He
buzzed off into the night.

After a brief rest they went in search of
the lake. Even in human form their senses were keen, and it wasn't
long before they smelled the fresh water. They ensured their flasks
were tightly closed to protect the potions therein, and Wolf
breathed an air bubble around the old page containing the spell,
ensuring the paper wouldn't get wet by accident. They half waded,
half fell into the lake. Lora let the cool water cover her face. So
sweet, so clear. A silvery flash of stars, and her legs transformed
to a sleek fishtail. Lora and Wolf immersed themselves and swam
down into the glimmering green depths.

The water caressed her skin as Lora spun and
drifted and dove ever deeper. Her hair swirled around her. Water
weeds waved in a delicate dance. Sparse grass grew on the rocks. A
couple of bass swam by. Lora stroked their smooth scales.

Wolf stayed close to her, his gaze sharp,
seeking any crevice or opening that might be of magical origin.
Almost every body of water had one or two, usually disguised from
prying eyes. Wolf knew what to look for and before long he found
one.

Let's swim in there, he thought to Lora.

Should we change to water? she thought.

Better not. We don't know what lies ahead.
We could end up in a mixed drink.

The amulets they wore flickered and shone as
they approached the small opening in the rock, bespeaking magical
energies. A water portal could lead to one place specifically, or
anywhere one desired, depending on the type and strength of nature
magic that created it.

Wolf swam easily through the opening, and
Lora followed. No light penetrated the tunnel, and they held hands
and felt their way along the rock.

Wolf thought, Skoldt's bottomless pool and
the waterfall ponds have strong magic. Each pool had at least one
water portal. She nodded, and they both directed their focus. Up
ahead, light penetrated the water. Lora swam upward and her head
broke the surface. Her eyes grew wide as a woman with long black
hair leapt at her, and two enormous men grabbed her arms and pulled
her out of the water, dumping her unceremoniously on the stone
floor.

She morphed into her human form, glad she'd
worn her tunic and belt. She ripped the flask of potion free from
its strap, and flung it into the pool. Stay down, she thought at
Wolf. Danger.

One of the men tried to grab her and she
desolidified and left him grasping empty air.

“Iron,” cried the woman. “Iron will suppress
her magic.”

“What is she,” said the guardsman. “A
witch?”

Lora backed toward the pool. With her wet
and flimsy tunic clinging in all the right places, it was hard for
either man to avoid outright staring.

“Nixie,” said the woman. “Beware, you two.
She's a siren who enchants men, drags them into the water and
devours them.”

“I do not!” cried Lora.

“I know your kind. Nyx, nixie, river maiden,
water spirit. Beautiful but deadly. Who's with you? I sense the
presence of another.”

“You're wrong,” said Lora. “I'm alone.”

“Nyx lie badly. Oh, they can twist the
truth. But outright lies they cannot tell. There's someone with
you, nixie. Another of your kind?” Lora eyed the pool. “Cover it,”
cried the woman. The two men hefted the cover in place. It was
solid iron. She couldn't pass through.

Her magic began to falter. The men threw
iron shields beside her.

“Surround her with iron,” said the woman.
More shields came and a pile arose around her. Lora could do
nothing as her body resolidified and became flesh in her human
form. She tried to clamber over the shields but the black-haired
woman roughly pushed her back. “Put her in shackles and take her to
the tower,” said she. “The walls are reinforced with iron, the
doors are solid and the windows have iron frames. She'll give us no
trouble there.”

“Let me go,” Lora said. “I have nothing you
want.”

“I know what you're doing,” said the
raven-haired woman. Her eldritch energies were powerful. She was an
enchantress of some kind, powerful and knowledgeable in the ways of
nixie magic.”You're trying to sabotage me. Perhaps you want to free
the Sonnentöchter.”

Enlightenment dawned. “The Enchanted
Castle," said Lora. "And you're the Sorcerer Queen who holds the
Swan Maidens captive."

The Enchantress smiled, her red lips drawn
back over her teeth. “Yes. I am Elisabet. Seek you to disrupt my
plans? Nyx blood only enhances my magic. Put her in the tower,” she
told the guards. “She may look like an alluring harmless girl but
she's dangerous as a demon. Take away her dagger. What's in that
pouch?"

A guard looked. "Nothing."

Lora hid her surprise. He couldn't see the
spell.

"It's flimsy. Let her keep it," said
Elisabet. Six men, walk with iron shields around her until she's
locked in the cell. That should suffice, while we decide what to do
with her.” Her eye gleamed. “And give her no water. Not even a
drink.” She pounded on the iron pool cover and shouted, “You hear
me down there? I know you can. She'll never leave here alive.”

She whirled and went to the window, and
gazed down upon her swans. None shall stop me in my purpose, she
swore. The ritual has to happen. The incantation must be made. Else
all my plans and years of waiting crumble into dust.

 


As the iron cover clanged into place above,
Wolf smacked the stone wall in frustration. He clenched his teeth
as he heard the woman call him, taunting him. They had Lora. He
couldn't leave her. But a lid of iron he could never pass through.
He felt his magic fade when he approached it.

Was there another way? He swam back and
forth in the dark tunnel. Stay calm. He held the flask Lora had
thrown in the water, held it close to him as he sought to feel her,
hear her thoughts. No answer came to his thought calls, and his
purple amulet was dark and still. It could mean she didn't want to
talk to him. Not likely. Could mean she was surrounded by iron.
Good probability. Could mean she was dead.

Don't think like that, Wolf told himself.
Stupid. I should have gone first. Don't think like that either.

Well, I should have.

Then he espied another opening, almost
covered with algae and delicate snails in spiral homes, and pearly
clam shells. Carefully he cleared the gap, and wriggled through. He
turned to water, and flowed along a short way until a shimmer of
light appeared and vanished ahead, a reflection in the pool. As he
came close to the surface he saw the rippling figures of people,
perhaps out for a stroll. He didn't want to find out. He flowed
into a sheltered place of reeds and lilies and morphed underwater
to his fishtail form.

He was in the ornamental pool the Swan
Maidens used. From below the surface he saw them paddle at the far
end of the pool, and heard their throaty voices. He drifted and
listened. They spoke of endless night, and the sorrow of sunrise
missed; of their beauteous prison, poems of love, songs of
enchantment and stories of long, long ago. They sang of the wind
and the rain, the glory of a sunlit day.

Wolf came closer, almost invisible among the
reeds, drawn into their songs. Like a dream his voice rose with
those of the swans, a vibrant baritone balancing their varied
notes. The song soared on the air, soared to the sky, to the window
where Elisabet looked upon her domain, to the dark tower where Lora
was imprisoned.

In her cell at the top of the tower, Lora
gazed through the small iron-rimmed window, down to a luxurious
ornamental pond where the Swan Maidens dabbled and preened and
sang. Torches burned around the pond and cast flickering golden
light.

She smiled when she heard Wolf's voice. The
sound soothed her. He was out there, somewhere in the dark. She
sang, softly at first, then with more strength. Their voices
discovered each other and seemed to entwine like living things.
Through the sound of his voice she felt the thrill of his touch,
feelings of closeness, and wondered if he felt the same.

Lost in the song, the Swan Maidens barely
noticed the other singers until Harmonie cried, “We are not alone,
sisters.”

“Whence comes the song?”

“There, from yon tower.”

“There, by the reeds in the pond.”

Does he hear me, Lora wondered. Does he know
where I am?

Then she remembered a story told her many
years ago, and it gave her an idea. She lifted her long hair and
let it fall out the tower window, down the limestone wall. Thick,
lush, copper in the torchlight, entwined with river plants and
water lilies, it rippled and gleamed like banners of silk.

Wolf looked up. There she is. Top cell of
the tower. Her hair hung almost two meters down. The prison cell
was ten stories up. He couldn't reveal himself to her without
frightening the Swan Maidens and alerting the guards. The Swans
already looked around with nervous eyes.

“Who can it be,” whispered Poesie, preparing
to flee.

“Is it a man?” breathed Anmut.

“There, by the reeds.”

“Nonsense, 'tis the splash of a frog.”

“You heard his voice.”

“It blended so well we were hardly aware of
it. Behold, yon lady in the tower lets down her hair. Is it a sign?
A signal to one? Or does she simply watch the starlight shimmer
upon her ruddy locks?”

“Who is she? The lady in the tower?”

“One who has offended the Enchantress.”

The swans murmured amongst themselves.
Offending the Enchantress was often the quickest way to prison.

Wolf morphed to human form and crept from
the pool with barely a ripple. He kept to the shadows, lithe and
stealthy. He wasn't ready to reveal himself yet. Only Lora knew he
was here, and that was good enough for him.

 


Elisabet picked up her opera glasses. She
could have sworn she saw a man down by the pond. In the water. She
searched the reeds and grasses. A song carried out to the pond. The
nixie in the tower sang brightly, her song joined by others. The
Swans raised their voices. Keen of hearing, Elisabet hearkened to a
man's tone. Was it the life-mate of the nixie, come for her? Then,
Elisabet swore, she would have them both.

She looked around the pond. The peony bush
swayed slightly, but it could be the erratic western wind. Don't
get paranoid, she told herself. Worry seeds doubt. Doubt affects
the strength of magic. The guards were alert, as required. The Swan
Maidens drifted in the pond. Nothing seemed awry.

She put the opera glasses down and rang for
her bath.

 


The beaver paddled close to shore and hid by
a grove of poplars, his head barely breaking the water surface.
He'd come to look over the old beaver pond and collect some willow
boughs, sweet and tasty right now. When he arrived at Wolf and
Lora's demesnes, he heard the voices of strangers. One seemed to be
a person of nobility from a distant land. One seemed to be a
dog.

Then a body fell through the trees and great
lamentation arose from the people. The beaver had limited
understanding of their language, but he surmised the event was
unexpected.

While they were distracted, the beaver
collected tender boughs. Dead human bodies mean nothing to him, and
beyond the firelight darkness prevailed, so he was well hidden as
he snipped the slender branches.

“What was that splash?” cried the Prince,
peering into the night.

“Probably a fish,” said Reiker.

“It sounded like an assassin.”

Reiker and Desdemona had moved Toots'
mangled body from the firelight further into the shadows. The
Prince fretted and sniffed snuff.

“Who else would know about Lora and Wolf's
demesnes? Is the murder a warning? A mistake?”

“How should I know,” said the Prince.

“Just thinking aloud,” said Reiker. “Did he
have any enemies? In this realm or yours?”

“I don't know,” said the Prince. “I want to
go home.” He put his wig on lopsided-and patted it in place.

“This is an important quest,” said Dez. She
snatched the wig. “Take this stupid thing off. Looks like a dead
cat on your head.”

“I don't care. What if I'm murdered?”

Reiker held up a finger. “The Prince is
right.”

“I am?” said Crispin.

“He is?” said Dez.

“We need to get him to a safe place right
away.”

The dog came sniffing along the shore, and
the beaver hunkered down in the water. Then the man called the dog
and it bounded away from the shoreline and sat beside him with its
ears pricked up.

“But where?” said Desdemona. “Whoever killed
Toots could just follow us there.”

“I can get you extra security, semi-private
rooms and three meals a day.”

“Does it have a bath?” said the Prince.

“We have a big water cistern and a coal
heater, all the luxuries of hot and cold running water. No bath,
though. You can use the shower.”

“What's a shower? Like rainfall? I refuse to
stand out in the rain."

“Honestly,” said Reiker behind his hand to
Desdemona, “I'm surprised he made it this far.”

She rolled her eyes. “Hasn't been easy.”

"How long have you been his assistant?"

"Five or six years. He fires me about once a
month."

Reiker told her, “I'm going to take you to
the station and put you in a holding cell.”

Dez gasped. Reiker raised a hand. “Don't
worry, you're not under arrest. It's for your own protection. Or is
one mysterious murder not enough for you?”

“But what about the body?” said Dez. “What
if the Nyx come back?”

“It's difficult. Not supposed to move a body
from the scene of a crime. Just moving him behind the bushes
already compromises the investigation.”

“I could stay,” said Desdemona.

“You could,” said Reiker, “if you weren't
both witnesses.”

“Witnesses to what?” said Dez. “A dead body
falling from the sky?”

“You'd be surprised how many murderers go
after the witnesses. Even if you were just in the area and didn't
really see anything. A killer can't take that chance. Leave you
alone with the corpse, next thing we have two corpses.”

“So you're putting us in jail?”

“Think of it as a temporary private hotel
room. We'll ensure His Worship gets what he needs.”

“Highness,” said Dez. “His Highness.”

“Yes?” said the Prince. His honey blond hair
was tangled and dirty. Mud squelched around his brocade shoes and
grasping brambles had torn his striped tights and his cloak hung
like a limp rag over his shoulders. Removing his royal insignia
ring, he took off his grimy gloves and wiped them on the front of
his jacket.

“We're going to the security hotel,” said
Desdemona.

“You don't fool me," cried the Prince. "You
mean the dungeon.”

“Not at all,” said Reiker. “You're right on
the first floor.”

“First?” The Prince stuck up his nose.
“Royalty does not stay on the first floor of hotels. Those rooms
are for the unwashed masses.”

“You're part of the unwashed masses now,”
said Reiker.

“Ha! No one would ever confuse my regal chin
and royal stance with those of the unwashed masses.”

Reiker said, “There are only two
floors.”

“Cheap hotel. Is that the best you've
got?"

“The security chambers are on the first
floor. On the second are weary workers in boring offices in drab
colors making a lot of racket with typewriting machines. Large
windows, exposing people to the outside. Easy walk-up. Flimsy
locks." Reiker shrugged. "You can wait there if you prefer, but if
an assassin comes along ...”

“Very well,” said the Prince with haste. “I
agree to the extra security. Is there at least an en suite
toilet?”

“You could put it that way,” said
Reiker.

Desdemona said, “What about the, uh,
body?”

Reiker went over to look at it. He returned
shaking his head. “We don't have to worry about it,” he said.

“Why?”

“It's gone,” said Reiker.

“Just vanished?” said Dez.

“Bodies don't just vanish.”

“So I've heard.”

Reiker jotted a quick note to the Nyx, tore
it out of his notepad and put it on the log, with a rock on top to
keep it from blowing away. The body was gone but a lot blood had
been splashed around. After locking up Dez and the Prince, Reiker
intended to come right back.

“Follow me,” he said, and led them down the
invisible trail they'd never find again. Mitzi brought up the rear.
Nervously the Prince put Dez between himself and the dog. It was a
quick walk to a side road leading to Main Street. They had to flag
down a hack, and two passed them by before Reiker held up his
police identification and stood in the middle of the road.

“They not criminals, are they?” The hack
driver jerked a thumb at the frazzled duo.

“No.” Reiker motioned Dez and the Prince
into the back of the hack.

“No dogs,” said the driver.

Mitzi growled at him and looked threatening.
She'd passed that part of police dog school.

“Okay, okay.” The driver threw up his hands.
“I'll make an exception.” Mitzi scrambled up and tried to lick his
face. “Oh go on, y'fool dog,” he said, but there was a smile in his
voice. The driver clicked to the horse, and the buggy moved briskly
into the street.

 


Lukan buzzed in agitated circles. “Oh, I
knew I shouldn't have left them. They should be back by now.”

“Don't worry,” said Skoldt. You know how Nyx
are. Easily distracted. Maybe saw some shiny things or got amorous.
Or found a gingerbread house. They love candy.”

“They do have strong appetites,” said
Lukan.

“And you said they were witness to a murder
in Witchton.”

“For that they won't just be late, they'll
be lynched. Those townspeople are sure the Nyx murdered the
witch.”

“Ridiculous," said Skoldt. "They'd never do
any such thing.”

“If she's a witch, why didn't she know she'd
be murdered?”

“She's a witch, not a psychic.”

"True. Some psychics don't know either,"
said Lukan.

Skoldt nodded. "You've got to have a few
surprises in life."

Lukan trundled back and forth. “I should
return to Witchton and look for Lora and Wolf.”

“Despite the fact that you're a fierce
warrior,” said Skoldt, “what are your chances of finding them?”

“Right,” said Lukan. “Not good. Last I saw
of them they were headed for a lake.”

“That decides it, then,” said Skoldt. “Stay
here and wait. You're not a diving bug.” He bent his head over the
bottomless pool. “They could pop up any moment. This is most likely
way. I'll swim down to my water garden, make sure the portal's
open. Sometimes it gets overgrown.”

He backed up and from a running start he
leapt into the pool, neck arched, pearly hooves glinting. He dove
the long luxurious length to the bottom through waving tendrils of
algae and graceful plants growing on crystalline stone walls. He
landed lightly and walked around. In his garden flourished river
moss of many colors, a forest of tall flora, freshwater anemones,
flashing silver schools of fish and a soft grass meadow where he
could play or nap.

Like many water spirits he decorated his
demesne with sparkles of light - gems, precious metals, shimmering
fish scales, shining clam shells, crystals and freshwater pearls
adorned the garden. They caught every ray of light penetrating the
tall river flora and created an ambient glow.

Unlike many water spirits, such as his
Scandinavian brook horse kin, Skoldt gave up devouring humans and
assumed a vegan lifestyle. In his underwater garden he grew edible
roots and tubers, and flavorful greens perfect for a midnight
snack.

He walked around until he found the portal.
Portals often moved, but this one didn't go further than a
different location in Skoldt's bottomless pool, and wasn't hard to
find. He poked a hoof through and the hoof disappeared. Seemed to
be working fine.

There was no sign of the Nyx, or even that
they had passed through. Anyway, they couldn't go anywhere but up.
Skoldt swam back to the surface, climbed out of the pool and shook
himself, spraying water on the grass.

“Listen,” said Lukan. “Someone's
coming.”

Skoldt cocked his head and pricked up his
ears, ready to bolt. He heard a woman's voice. Her tone was low and
he recognized it not. Arcane words came on the breath of the wind.
Skoldt faded into the trees and became invisible. Lukan crept into
a crevice.

The woman walked into the clearing. She had
long chestnut hair falling over one shoulder, and wore blood
spattered robes the color of autumn leaves. Her head hung to the
side at an awkward angle, for it was almost slashed from her neck.
Blood dripped from her eyes and mouth, and drooled into her
cleavage from her nearly severed head.

As she approached, her voice was clearer.
Though unseen, Skoldt felt a chill. The woman didn't appear to be
solid. He could see vague tree forms behind her. An undead spirit.
If Skoldt hadn't been frozen in fear, he would have run away and
not looked back. His equine mind whirled. His demesnes was
protected from malevolent magic by Lukan's aura, compatible spells
and clever manipulation. So, it could be reasonable to assume that
this undead spirit intended no harm.

As she walked, her feet seemed not to touch
the ground. Her voice wavered, as if it came from far away. Drops
of blood vanished into the air. “Help me,” she said.

Skoldt faded into view but remained in an
unsolid state. “Who are you?” he said.

She seemed about to speak, then her image
flickered and her voice broke up, and she disappeared from
sight.

After a moment, crickets began to chirp
again. Lukan emerged from his crevice. “Who was it?”

“A roaming spirit,” said Skoldt.

“Are you sure?”

“'Tis the only reasonable explanation.”

“We don't get many around here.”

“None, in fact. I'd rather not be haunted by
restless undead who float around in various states of morbid bodily
destruction."

"Nor I, to be sure."

“Do we have a choice?”

“Everyone has a choice,” said Lukan. "And
every choice has consequences. It's the consequences the worry
me."

“She said 'Help me'.”

“I wonder what she wants.”

“Did you ask her what kind of help she
needs?”

“The connection fizzled and she went
out.”

“Maybe she'll be back.”

Skoldt shivered. “No way. I don't want to
deal with the Undead. They're creepy.”

“Half the time they want help with some kind
of vengeance.”

"Which isn't even our concern."

"We know she's not harmful, per se."

“They can't enter my demesnes if they're
harmful.”

“Maybe she was just drifting through. Maybe
her appearance was meant for someone else and she crossed her
channels.”

Skoldt nodded. “Happens once in a
while.”

“If that's all it is, we can go back to
worrying about Wolf and Lora.”

“And if not, we worry about ourselves.
Perhaps we can banish her with a spell.”

“Sounds like a plan,” said Lukan.

 


Waldo, King of Grünewaldt, poked at the
prime rib on his plate.

"Have you heard from the Prince, Your
Majesty?" said one of his courtiers.

A selection of favored guests dined with
him. Servants brought plates of steaming meat, aged cheese, faux
foie gras, greens in season. An attendant ensured the King's cup
was always full.

"Not a word," said Waldo. "You'd think he
didn't care."

A few questions to the right people assured
him that yes, the Crown Prince had indeed gone on the quest, taking
his personal assistant Desdemona and his trumpeter Toots, and was
not just hiding in his luxury resort in the forest. He'd been gone
from the Kingdom an inordinately long time.

"You don't think something's happened to
him?" said the King.

The courtiers shook their heads and made
reassuring noises.

"It's a big world," said Waldo, "and he's
almost by himself. Perhaps I should consult the Magic Mirror."

"You don't have a Magic Mirror, Your
Majesty."

"Oh. That explains why it never works. Well,
I hate just sitting here waiting." He stirred his food around on
the plate. "Maybe someone should go rescue him."

His Chief Advisor Erhart said, "That would
defeat the purpose, Your Majesty."

"I don't know why he insists on these
foolish quests. First he makes a big fuss and tells everyone he's
leaving, then needs an emergency appendectomy. Or a fitting for a
new wig."

"I believe he wants to impress his father,
Majesty."

"Who's his father? Oh, right. Me." He
speared a baby carrot. The attendant filled his wine cup. "It's
strange. He's never been like other boys."

"Perhaps he's a fairy, Majesty."

"What?"

"A fairy," said the Assistant Chief Advisor.
"You know they often steal children and replace them with their
own. Changelings."

"Oh. A fairy. Didn't think of that." He
signed. "But he's over tall, has a noble chin and looks a lot like
me. Pretty sure he's mine." A servant took his plate away, and
another swept the crumbs off the table, and another appeared with a
tray of desserts. Custard pastries, chocolate cake, fruit torte
gleamed in scrumptious array. Waldo chose a piece of lemon meringue
pie, but his mouth failed to water.

"We could send someone to find him,
Majesty."

The King waved a hand. "Don't want him to
know I'm checking up on him."

"You always do, Sire."

"But I don't want him to know that." He cut
his pie into pieces with his fork, and poked it lethargically. The
lemon curd released a delightful aroma. He pushed his plate away.
"Still, it might be good idea. Who would be King of Grünewaldt when
I'm gone, if the Crown Prince were to perish?"

"Why," said the Chief Advisor, "Your Majesty
knows I would fill the position until a proper King is found."

Waldo stroked his beard. "Yes."

"Nothing to worry about, Majesty." He patted
the King's hand.

"Right. Nothing to worry about."



CHAPTER SIX

 


“There's someone in my room,” said Jack. It
took Elisabet a moment to realize he was referring to the
tower.

“It's a nixie,” she said. “Don't go near.
It's dangerous. The iron has nullified her magic, and she's a flesh
and blood woman now, but she's wily. They'll drown you if they can.
Nixies feed on brains.”

“That's zombies,” said Jack.

“Don't tell me what's what in my own magic
chamber. They eat brains, eyeballs, living flesh, and drink human
blood. The liver is especially a delicacy. Stay away from that
tower.”

“It's my daily challenge,” said Jack.

“By the way,” said Elisabet, “one of my Swan
Maidens seems to have lost her necklace. Gold chain with her name
on it, symbol of the Sun.”

“Oh?” said Jack. “Hope she finds it.”

“If I find out you had anything to do with
it - “

“Don't worry,” said Jack, “you won't find
out.”

She glared at him through narrowed eyes.
Eyes that seemed to swallow all light. Eyes that captivated with
the allure of intoxicating pleasure and cruel pain. “One day, Jack,
that mouth of yours will get you in trouble with someone who isn't
kin and they'll cut out your tongue.”

Jack said nothing. There were those who
would do it, for sure.

Elisabet sighed. “I was so hoping you'd make
something of yourself, Jack.”

“I'm thinking of going on the road. I hear
tell of magic beans.”

“You have beans between the ears. Next
you'll bring some giant down upon us to wreck the place.”

“Giants, now,” said Jack, shaking his head.
“Methinks you're overly suspicious, Auntie.”

“Sometimes it pays to be suspicious,” she
muttered.

“I've been thinking,” he said.

“Wonders never cease.”

“We should have a big party on my
birthday.”

She smirked. “You mean a ball? It's less
than two days hence.”

“I know an excellent band.”

“Band of what?”

“Musicians. Not far from Bremen. Great
entertainment. The kitchen could make those little horse
devours.”

“Hors d'oeuvres.”

“Sure.”

She rubbed her forehead. “Considering the
solar crisis … “

“But it's the best time for a party,” said
Jack. “Why huddle all alone in fear? Come dance with the other
doomed citizens of the planet. End of the World and Jack's
Twenty-First Birthday Blowout Ball.”

Elisabet sighed. An idea tweaked at her
mind.

“Please?” Jack wheedled. “I'm only
twenty-one once.”

“I don't know.” She poured herself a drink.
“Want one?” She held up her glass.

Inside the steaming concoction Jack was sure
he saw things moving. “Uh … no thanks."

Elisabet sat back on her daybed and rested
her head on a velvet pillow. “All right,” she said. “Go ahead and
have a ball. And you organize it. This is a crucial time for me,
Jack.”

His heart leapt at her words. “You won't
regret it, Auntie.” He kissed her on the cheek.

"I already do," she said as he skipped out
the door.

As soon as Jack was gone, Elisabet sat up,
eyes glinting. A ball. Just the thing. Plenty of bodies. She went
to her Divination Pool. Leaning toward her reflection she wrote
symbols in the air and words to open the gates of another plane of
existence.

Her reflection faded and the water ran
clear. An image appeared. At first she saw only clouds and sky. A
dragonfly skimmed above. Music drifted through the pool, violin
music. He loved to sit in the garden and play the violin.

Elisabet hesitated. She let the image fade,
and smiled at herself when her artful illusion returned. He was
bound to his domain the same way the Swan Maidens were held to
hers. Later they would talk. She could call him physically from his
realm but he couldn't leave the pool. While they were together the
curse would continue to eat her alive.

He must never know.

 


Reiker took his two charges to the police
station. The Prince eyed the squat building with trepidation. “Are
there no doormen?”

“No,” said Reiker, “that would give away the
secret location of your hideout.”

“Of course. Good thinking, Reiker.”

Reiker held Mitzi's leash in one hand and
the door with the other as they went inside. After explaining the
situation to the officer at the front desk, he guided them to a
cell visible from part of the main station. The Prince uttered a
high-pitched shriek.

“I refuse to stay there. The conditions are
deplorable. And not a silk cushion in sight.”

Desdemona ushered him into the cell. “This
is the Spartan model,” she said. “You have to pay for options. Silk
pillows would probably cost you … “ she paused, thinking. “Several
hundred gold coins.”

“I don't need money,” said Crispin. “I'm a
Prince.” He assumed the pose, but no trumpet sounded.

“In this world, you need money,” said
Desdemona.

“Well, how much do you have?”

“Not enough for silk pillows.”

“I'll just sign for them.”

“The basics of modern economics are totally
lost on you, aren't they?”

Reiker grinned. “We'll get you a few pillows
and blankets. Maybe not silk. Compliments of the house. And clean
clothes. There's a private staff shower you can use.” He spoke
briefly to an accompanying officer, who nodded and left. “Good
luck,” Reiker said to his guests. “I'm gong back to the crime
scene. C'mon, Mitzi. Better drop you off at home, there's a good
girl.”

“Don't leave us,” cried the Prince. “We
don't know these people.”

“They do what Reiker says.” Desdemona sat on
the bottom bunk with her back to the wall. “We'll be fine.”

“That's my bed,” Crispin said to Dez. He
indicated the upper bunk. “See the canopy above?”

Desdemona sighed. “I'll sleep on top of your
canopy then.”

“That's more like it,” said the Prince.
“These semi-private rooms are a nightmare.”

“Who do you suppose would target us? I'm
sure Toots' murder was planned. Is the assassin human, mortal, from
this realm or even from this planet?”

"What other planet would they be from, silly
girl? If they sail too far they go right over the edge, and no one
ever popped up again to say he discovered another planet."

"They go over the edge only in Grünewaldt,"
said Dez. "Almost everywhere else the world is round. And in some
realms, including this one, scientists and numerologists seek the
existence of extraterrestrial life."

"Extra what?"

"Extraterrestrial. It means, not of this
earth."

"Oh, you mean sharks and whales and birds.
Though birds are of this earth, if they land on it."

Dez muttered under her breath about
murder.

“Oh, there you go again with assassins and
horrible people. Can't we just take a moment to smell the roses?”
He banged on the cell door. “Porter,” he cried, “Bring a dozen
long-stemmed roses.” To Dez he said, “At least they scent the
air.”

The officer nearest the cell looked up
briefly, then went back to writing his report.

The Prince opened the food slot and glared
at the officer. The man felt his neck hair prickle as the eyes
followed his every movement. He splotched ink on his report. He
knocked over his coffee. He threw up his hands, and went to the
florist to requisition a dozen long-stemmed roses.

 


Wolf lurked in the bushes near the
ornamental pond. He desolidified and watched the activity in the
night. In the tower, Lora had brought her hair back up, but he'd
seen the sign and knew where she was. Iron surrounded her but
presumably she was unharmed.

The Swan Maidens swam and lamented. They
were birds of the Sun, and the longer Sonne remained hidden the
deeper they felt her absence. They sang songs of sorrow, not just
for themselves but every living thing that depended on the
nurturing warmth of their dear mother.

It wasn't long before Wolf realized he
wasn't the only one lurking in the bushes. The person remained out
of sight, but the peonies rustled. Something golden flashed in a
drop of light. A whisper came from the peony bush. “Freude.”

One of the swans detached herself from the
flock and, on the pretense of nibbling along the edge of the pond,
soon drifted near the peonies.

“I love you,” said the peony bush. Freude
reached out her head on her long neck and a hand emerged from the
bush to stroke her. “You like me a little bit, Freude?”

With a glance back at her sisters, Freude
climbed out of the water and removed her swan skin. Her fair hair
fell in loose waves over her shoulders. She wore no clothes and
hesitated a moment, abashed, unsure whether to approach the peonies
or flee back to her flock. Her gaze darted to the guards, who
looked straight ahead and noticed nothing, for she was hidden by
the shrubs.

Jack felt her qualms and quickly removed his
cloak. He held it out to her, and she donned it gratefully. Taking
her swan skin she disappeared behind the peonies.

His hearing was keen, and Wolf was aware of
the whispers on the flower scented breeze. The maiden spoke, her
voice light but troubled.

“If you're caught you'll be punished,
Jack.”

“You're worth it,” said he. In the glow of
torches she seemed more beautiful than ever. Her golden hair fell
to her waist, partly covered by the cloak. When she moved he caught
a tantalizing glimpse of bosom, a flash of sultry curves, a rosy
blush. “Can I kiss you, Freude?” he said.

She blushed even deeper then, and nodded her
head.

Jack moved closer. Freude closed her eyes
and puckered her lips. Jack smiled. “Not like that,” he said. “Like
this.” He took her in his arms and kissed her mouth, and she
sighed, and before long she returned his ardor. When she finally
drew away, she put her fingers to her lips, and smiled. “'Tis a
lovely tingly feel.”

“You've never kissed anyone?”

“A forest dwarf did chase me once, but
caught me not. I disappeared into a ray of sunlight.” They laughed,
then Freude grew serious. “It pains us so, that our mother has
forsaken us.”

“Oh … no, don't cry,” said Jack. “She'll
come back. I know it.”

Voices of the swans arose from the pond.

“They call me,” said Freude. “I must
go.”

“When can I see you again?”

Swan voices grew louder.

“Tomorrow,” she said. “I would dearly love
another kiss.” She let the cloak fall and donned her swan skin. She
came out from behind the peony bushes as her sisters were about to
launch a search. “Beg pardon,” she said. “I must have fallen
asleep.” Indeed, she did feel dreamy as she slid into the water and
swam over to join them.

From his hiding place. Wolf glanced up at
the dark tower, the darker square window of Lora's cell. Ten
stories high, much too high to climb. And too obvious. He left the
cover of the shrubbery and darted over to hide behind the peony
bushes.

Jack stifled a cry.

“Greetings,” said Wolf.

“But who – but what – but but - “

Wolf put a finger to his lips. “Sh. You'll
give us away.”

“Who are you?”

“Wolf.”

“You're a wolf? Like a werewolf?” He drew
back. “Yes werewolves could be out and about. 'Tis a good night for
shape-shifting demons.”

“Wolfgang Weber,” he said, holding out a
hand. “Wolf for short.”

Jack shook hands with some hesitation. “So
you're … what … human?”

“Half human, half Nyx.”

“Do you live in Elisabet's castle? Never
seen you before. Do you plan to drown me in the pond?”

Wolf laughed. “C'mon, let's walk. Next we'll
be caught in the peony bushes like two misguided lovers.”

Jack jumped to his feet, and Wolf got up.
One of the swans in the pond, the one without a necklace, inclined
her head. Jack put his hands over his heart. A couple of sisters
noticed, and giggled.

Wolf grinned. “Izzat your girl?”

“Isn't she beautiful? You didn't see her,
uh, when she was … you know … had nothing on?”

“No,” said Wolf, which was a lie, but seemed
to make Jack feel better. “The Swan Maidens. They're the
Sonnentöchter?”

“Yes,” said Jack. “Elisabet abducted them
and cast a holding spell on them, and clipped their wings so they
can't fly. They can take off their swan skins to bathe.”

“Or meet potential lovers.”

Jack blushed. “Just me.”

“You make a good-looking couple.”

“You think so? Aunt Elisabet would kill me
if she found out.”

Wolf picked a blade of grass and stuck it in
his mouth. “I hear Frau Sonne is in mourning for her daughters,
thus didn't rise today.”

“It must be more than that,” said Jack.
“Every day she came up and warmed them with her rays, and her face
brought them joy, just as she was both pained and ecstatic to see
them. But I know Elisabet wants to slay them for her stupid
ritual.”

They wandered around the bottom of the
tower. It stood detached from the castle and the only way to the
top was the long spiral staircase, through a heavy portcullis and
iron door. Jack patted a rough limestone wall overgrown with
lichen.

“Home sweet home,” he said.

Wolf gave him a quizzical look.

“I've spent some time locked in the tower.
Top cell.” He pointed up.

Wolf nodded. How much should he say? “I hear
it's occupied right now.”

“Yes,” said Jack, “by a beautiful nixie with
hair like spun copper.”

“Her name is Lora Ley.”

“I heard her singing. With the swans and
someone else - “ he started. “You.”

“Nyx tend to be musical.”

“Even surrounded by iron, she sings sweet
and clear. D'you know her?”

“She's my life-mate.”

“Oh!” Jack slapped himself on the side of
the head. “Of course. You're here to rescue her. Like in the
books.”

Wolf nodded. His eyes gleamed.

“And,” said Jack, “if I turn you in, you'll
tell Elisabet about Freude and me, right?”

“And,” said Wolf, “assuming you don't have
exploding beans in your pockets, I can also easily overpower
you.”

Jack gulped.

Wolf laughed. “Don't worry. I'm just here to
rescue Lora, and we'll be on our way. No harm meant.”

Jack looked relieved. Then, “Maybe I can
help you.”

“Help's appreciated.”

“You won't tell about Freude, will you?”

“Course not. Relax. Without forbidden love,
a lot of poets would be out of work.”

“I know a secret way to that cell from the
ninth floor," said Jack. "Usually I use it to get out, but we can
get in, too. C'mon.” Jack looked around to be sure no one watched,
then turned the wheel to pull up the iron portcullis and took two
bronze keys from his pocket, unlocking the iron door behind it.

“You have a key?”

“The smith makes copies for me and asks no
questions. I give him good money, from my allowance.”

Wolf cocked an eyebrow. “Allowance?”

“Aunt Elisabet is my guardian until I turn
twenty one. She treats me like a little kid anyway. Hey, you have
to come to my party. Everyone will be there.”

“We'll try,” said Wolf, “but we have a
pressing engagement.” He climbed the stairs. Jack panted to keep
up. Usually he got himself dragged or carried upstairs and thus
saved his energy.

As they reached the ninth floor Jack
stumbled against the wall and collapsed on the landing. “No wonder
hardly anyone comes up here.”

Lora. Wolf tried to reach her with his
thoughts, catch a mere feeling of her, but in this tower of iron he
had no more magic than an ordinary man.

Jack pushed open the door to one of the
ninth floor cells. Prisoners were rarely housed this high. Jack was
an exception, because apparently the tenth floor cell was
excruciating torment for him.

Inside the room, he stared at the stone
ceiling. “We're right under her cell now,” he told Wolf. “There are
likely to be guards outside the iron door, but none in the cell
itself. If we're quiet we can sneak her out, and it could be a long
while before they miss her.”

The room was in darkness. Jack lit a candle
and stood on a stool, felt around for a latch and located the trap
door in the ceiling. He gave it a tug and it fell open, revealing a
stone slab above. Jack turned to Wolf and whispered, “This rock's
one of several along the wall of Lora's cell. We just need to push
it forward and there's an opening.”

Wolf.

He heard her thought, though it seemed to
come from a great distance. We're almost there, thought back. He
motioned Jack down from the stool. Even with no magic, Wolf was
strong. He hefted the stone forward, and felt it lighten from the
front as Lora scrambled to help move it. The opening appeared, and
Wolf pulled himself through. She rushed to him and he fell into her
arms. He held her close. “Liebling, I was so worried.”

She nestled against his chest, thrilling to
the warm familiar feel of him. “I knew you'd come for me. But I was
worried about you too. She has powerful magic.”

“Heads up,” someone called, and Wolf helped
Jack into the cell. After introductions he showed them the hidden
mechanics of his bed in the wall. He hated formal schooling and
preferred to be a Jack of all trades. He grabbed a bottle of wine
before closing the hidden space again.

He crept to the cell door and listened
intently. He heard two guards, dull clanks as they shifted their
feet. Long standing shifts could lead to grueling back pain,
speaking of torture. Jack wondered if he knew them. Now wasn't the
time to find out.

He went back to the opening in the stone
floor, and they all dropped through with minimal noise, landing
easily. Wolf edged the stone back into place. It seemed especially
loud. Could the guards hear? He waited a moment, but no one came
into the room above.

In silence they went down the spiral stairs
and out of the tower. The lantern hanging nearby had gone out, and
for a while, the tower entrance was in darkness. Jack locked the
door as Wolf cranked down the portcullis.

They ran along the wall a short way, out of
sight of the tower. With a communal sigh of relief they sat in the
shadows at the bottom of the wall. Lora and Wolf nestled together
and their amulets flashed. Wolf pulled his cloak closer around them
to hide the glow.

“We need to get back into the river system,”
said Wolf. “Somehow we took a wrong turn.”

Lora shuddered. “We have to go back to
Elisabet's divination pool?”

“Not far from that portal I found a way
through the pond of the Swan Maidens.”

She gave a sigh of relief. “I'm so thirsty.
Those creeps wouldn't give me even a thimbleful of water.”

Jack said, “I'll go up the hill and fetch a
pail of water.”

When he returned, it smelled so good and
sweet Lora dunked her head into it. She drank it with her cupped
hands, splashed water over herself. Wolf and Jack helped,
laughing.

Jack popped open his bottle of wine and
passed it around.

“So what are you going to do, Jack,” said
Lora, “after your twenty-first birthday?”

“Thought I'd poison Elisabet and take over
the kingdom.”

They stared at him.

He laughed. “Beats having to get a job.”

Lora and Wolf looked at each other.

"Murder?" said Lora. "Hostile takeover?
You?"

Wolf said, "You're just a boy who didn't
grow up."

"Well, I hate her," said Jack, folding his
arms. "Maybe I'll tie her behind horses and have her dragged around
the Castle. Or fix one of her spells so it blows up in her
face."

"Why are you so angry?"

"She's mean. She makes me work. And she's
going to kill the Swan Maidens. And … " his voice wavered, and Lora
saw a tear in his eye.

Lora and Wolf exchanged thought messages.
The less Jack knew right now, the better.

“We should go,” said Lora. She got to her
feet and brushed herself off. "No fear, Jack." She gave him a quick
hug. "Everything will be all right. It was nice meeting you. Thanks
for the rescue.”

“But you can't leave,” said Jack, eyes
widening. “You have to stay for my party.”

Wolf stood and took Lora's arm. “We have an
important appointment. We'll come back, okay?”

Jack leaned against the tower wall, arms
crossed. "I don't want you to go." His bottom lip stuck out and
trembled. “I want to play.” He grabbed a handful of pebbles and
whipped them one by one at a nearby statue, clipping off its
nose.

“What are you, a poltergeist?”

Jack smiled. “In a way you're right, Wolf.
I'm just a boy who never grew up.” He frowned. “But now that I've
discovered the beauty of love, and what passion means, and what
heartbreak means, how can I not grow up? And if I do, where do I go
from there?” He drove a fist into his forehead. “Oh, me.”

“'Tis a journey you must take. It will make
you stronger,” said Lora.

"I don't want to be stronger. I want instant
gratification."

“Don't worry, kid. You're not the first and
you won't be the last." He patted Jack's shoulder. "We'll be back
for the ball. Promise.”

“What do promises mean from nixies?” said
Jack.

“Depends on our motivation. But Nyx can't
lie. Not well, anyway.”

“We'll see you soon,” said Lora. She and
Wolf waved to Jack's sulking face, and they walked together toward
the pond of the Swan Maidens.

 


Reiker set his lantern on the ground. The
Prince had forgotten his lace handkerchief and it lay draped across
the log. Reiker picked it up and held it to the light. Fine woven
fabric with fancy lace edging. He put it in his pocket. He'd get
heck from the Chief Inspector if he contaminated evidence, but in
this case he didn't care. There could be no evidence of that which
never happened.

He could definitely not rely on the police
force for this one. Nixies, magic, princes, castles? It was hard
enough to convince them the Prince was some nutcase royal from a
distant land and needed police protection because his country was
too small to have an embassy.

He gazed at the splotches of dried blood on
the ground, almost black in the lamplight. He went behind the log
and poked around the bushes and other foliage where they'd dumped
Toots. He looked up, and down again. How does someone kidnap a
trumpet player, brutally murder him and drop him through tall tree
canopies? How does someone then remove a body without so much as a
cracked twig?

It irked him, not knowing. Not even a
clue.

He picked up the trumpet and blew a sound
that could have come from a sickbed. Not so easy, trumpet playing.
Good thing he dropped Mitzi at home. Sudden noises started her
howling.

He sat for a moment and listened to the
gentle lap of wavelets on shore. A couple of stoats slunk around
the rocks. Frogs croaked their night songs. Beavers gnawed willow
and aspen. Starlight flickered. It was calm here, peaceful. Yet the
broken branches, the stains of blood, bespoke a different
reality.

His note was still on the log beneath the
rock. That meant the Nyx hadn't been back. Crumpling the paper, he
put it in his pocket. He sat and leaned against a tree trunk. Best
if he were here if Lora and Wolf returned. When they returned, he
corrected himself.

He thought of starting a fire, but it might
attract the murderer. And, while earthly creatures were likely to
keep away, eldritch entities such as night demons and mischievous
flame sprites were often drawn to fire.

Reiker realized with a start he was no
longer the only one here. She had slipped out of the forest, light
as a breath, her passage making no noise at all. She wore flowing
robes the color of autumn leaves. Her head bent over her shoulder
at an impossible angle, and he winced when he saw the gash at her
throat. Blood dripped from her eyes and from her throat, soaking
her clothes. She walked above the ground, not touching, nor did her
blood leave a trace on the earth. The river and trees were partly
visible through her body.

What was she? A ghost?

She didn't seem to know he was there.

“Lora,” she said, “Wolf.” Her voice faded in
and out. “Help me.”

Reiker recovered his senses. “Who are
you?”

She heard him not. “Lora, Wolf. Help me. We
have no time.”

Reiker waved his hand at her, but the woman
carried on past him and disappeared into the darkness. He
considered following her, but intuition told him he was out of
luck. She was a ghost.

Problem was, Reiker didn't believe in
ghosts. He lived by himself, now with Mitzi, in an old house that
creaked and groaned and threw suspicious-looking shadows, There was
always an explanation. He puzzled over this one. Who was she? What
help did she need? Who are 'we'?

Something buzzed his head and he jumped up
and waved his arms. It whirred around him twice and zipped off into
the night. Reiker sat down again and put his lantern closer. This
was getting decidedly weird. Despite nerves of steel from over
thirty years in the police force, anxiety gnawed inside.

He got up again and walked around with the
lantern, just to take his mind off frivolous figments of the
imagination. He rifled through the bloodstained foliage. He gazed
up and down the rocks. There were cases of people presumed dead who
got up and walked away, possibly in a very confused state, but they
were rare.

“Special Express Mail,” came a call from
above, and a rolled scroll dropped from the dark sky. Reiker caught
it. He unrolled it and held it near the lantern.

Embossed with ivy and arcane symbols, the
letter read in curly script,

 


Hear ye! Hear ye!

Ye are invited to Jack's Twenty-First
Birthday Ball.

Come one, come y'all.

Bring presents.

 


Place: the Enchanted Castle, dim. 37B4 x 81R
sq + 1

Time: 32.3h from now and counting

 


Music:

Party Favorites by the House Minstrels

The Pied Piper (banned in Hamelin)

The Town Musicians near Bremen

 


Free Buffet

Cash Bar

Surprises at Midnight

 


Reiker rolled up the scroll, stuck it in his
coat pocket and resumed his wait for the Nyx. “There are more
things on heaven and earth, Horatio," he said, "than are dreamt of
in your philosophy.” It was his favorite Shakespeare quote. The
high-brow bard was big in Germany right now. Almost all schoolkids
had his weighty English magniloquences jammed down their
throats.

It was a great relief when Lora and Wolf
surfaced amid the lily pads, splashing their glittering fishtails.
They morphed into human form and changed to dry clothes while
Reiker pretended interest in a rock formation way over there.

“I'll get a fire going,” said Wolf.

“Wait,” said Reiker. “Strange things are
happening.”

“Very often,” Wolf agreed. He cleared out
the firepit and made a little hollow loosely filled with dry grass
and twigs. Reiker tossed him a box of matches and the fire was soon
leaping like a joyful dancer into the air. Lora pointed to the
dried dark splotches near the fire.

“What's that?”

“Marks of a murder. Blood behind that log
over there too, just so you know.” He pointed.

“Murder? What murder?” cried Lora and Wolf.
“Here? In our demesnes? How? Were you here? What happened? Who was
murdered?”

Reiker explained how he locked Crispin and
Dez up for their own safety, the mysterious tragic death and
disappearance of the trumpet player. “One of their group was
murdered and mutilated. Body went missing. Until we find out who's
killing people around here, those two tourists better stay in
lockup.”

“Agreed,” said Lora, and Wolf nodded.

“Mail came for you.” He handed them the
scroll.

“Oh, it's Jack's birthday party.” The date
had rolled down to 30.8h from now and counting. Lora gave it to
Wolf. “The important thing now is to find Sonne's demesnes. If all
goes well we can still make it to the ball, preferably to
celebrate.”

“A lot of unanswered questions, yet," said
Wolf.

“But the perfect time to sneak the Prince
into the castle," said Lora, "to fulfill his quest and rescue the
Swan Maidens.”

"… And also," said Reiker, "a wandering
spirit came through."

"What wandering spirit?" said Wolf.

Reiker described her. "Tall with long
chestnut hair. And her throat cut and head tilted like so." He
demonstrated, flinched and rubbed his neck.

"Yolanda," cried Lora.

"She kept asking for you and Wolf. She said
'Help me. We have no time.' I jumped up and down and waved but she
didn't seem aware of me."

"She's not on our plane of reality," said
Wolf.

"If she's wandering," said Lora, "it could
mean she's in the Realm of the Undead."

"So she's not quite dead," said Wolf.

"A state of suspension, between life and
death."

"Wait," said Reiker, "she's a ghost?"

"Undead spirit," said Lora. "She was
murdered in Witchton.”

“Why?”

Wolf shrugged. “For helping us? As a
warning? Some coincidental grudge?”

"Is her … un-death related to the royal
quest?"

"It could be," said Lora.

Wolf put a hand over his ear. "Incoming from
Skoldt." He listened for a moment then nodded and said, “He's very
happy we're back and wants to see us right away. His moonshine is
fading, he says.”

“You better go,” said Reiker. “I can wait
here in case more bodies fall from the trees.”

“You've never been to Skoldt's, have you?”
said Wolf.

“Found it once and got lost every time
after.”

“Skoldt likes his privacy. A bit of magic, a
quick manipulation, and the trespasser is back where he started.
Right now, if you really don't mind staying here, under the
circumstances I'd feel better.”

Lora took the bubble-wrapped blue cooling
spell from her pouch. She gave it to Reiker. “If Yolanda comes
back, see if she responds to this. Break the bubble and you'll both
be attuned.”

“Whatever you say. I'm just here to follow
orders.”

Lora kissed him atop his head. “When this is
over, if we survive we owe you a night out.”

“At least one.” Reiker
grinned.


 CHAPTER SEVEN

 


Lora and Wolf hastened to Skoldt's demesnes.
They moved through the forest, leaping limber and graceful from
root to rock to patches of grass, and soon came to the invisible
trail. Waterfalls rushed in the near distance. Following the sound,
they emerged into Skoldt's hideaway.

He neighed in greeting. Lukan flashed hello
from his crevice.

“Did you just get back?” said Skoldt. “Did
you get the blue cooling spell?”

“Yes, finally," said Wolf.

"We have the potion.” Lora patted her
flask.

Lukan came out and adjusted a quartz
crystal. It glinted in the moonlight. “There.” The wavering figure
of the solar spirit beckoned to them.

“Drink,” it said.

“All of it?” said Lora.

“All. In the right proportions, there is no
overdose. If you drink too much you glow in blue tones for a day or
so.”

“Could be fun,” said Wolf. He quaffed the
contents of his flask.

Lora drank hers. It was both sweet and
bitter. When they'd emptied them they filled the flasks with fresh
water from Skoldt's pools.

“Oh,” said Skoldt, ”I almost forgot. An
undead spirit came through here. A woman. Do you know what it
wants?”

Wolf said, “Tall lady, long hair, crooked
head, lots of blood?”

Skoldt gave a little jump. “That's her.”

“Her name's Yolanda,” said Lora. “She's
probably in Realm of the Undead. I take it she looks a bit
gory.”

“More than a bit.”

“We were witness to her murder,” said Lora,
“but the people of Witchton think we're the murderers. If she comes
back, tell her we hear her. I don't know if she'll understand.”

"Is she dangerous, the spirit?" asked
Skoldt.

"Not in the least," said Lora. "She's a
friend."

Skoldt nodded his head.

The solar spirit beckoned. “Come,” it said,
“before we lose the light.”

Holding hands, Lora and Wolf stepped into
the rays of moonshine and vanished. Skoldt snorted in surprise.

The solar spirit followed them, raised a
hand and made the moonbeam fade to black.

 


Weight fell away as they ascended, slowly at
first, then faster. They traveled in a corridor of light. The
vessel shifted and moved while bearing them aloft, like a liquid,
like a living thing. They floated and swirled in the midst of the
glow.

“Jimson,” said Lora. “It's used as flying
ointment.”

Wolf nodded. “Explains why it's so easy to
find around Witchton.”

The solar spirit hovered. “How do you
fare?”

“Very well,” said Lora, and the spirit made
a motion and the ride increased speed. No matter how fast they
went, they were suspended in air in the corridor of light. Around
them the walls were soft, transparent and impenetrable.

They knew not how long they traveled. The
journey seemed to pass in a rush. They became aware of a strong
flare glowing ahead. Lora shaded her eyes. The spirit gave them
eyeglasses with dark lenses. The glow turned into a leaping ball of
flame. The travelers were not even a speck on the surface.

“We're going in there?” she said.

“Yes,” said the solar spirit. The spirit was
brighter now and its aura was strong. “It's a good time to find out
if you got the blue cooling potion right.”

“Y'know,” said Wolf to Lora, “I never
figured solar spirits for such a wicked sense of humor.”

“'How know you 'tis meant in humor?” said
the spirit.

“We're fried,” said Wolf.

“We'll be fine,” said Lora, and wished she
felt as confident as she sounded.

Light blazed around them, and their corridor
became darker and cool. They could look out without burning their
eyes as they passed through mountains of flame. Molten rock whizzed
past and bounced off the corridor. Cosmic gasses hissed and spat
and whirled in a dance of deadly beauty all around them.

The vessel dipped and dropped into a dark
patch, an opening in the surface of the raging inferno. Once more
the corridor lit up. It came to a stop before a curtain of
flame.

“Wait,” said the solar spirit, and it phased
through the wall of the corridor and passed into the fire. It
returned shortly, glowing in deep red and brilliant orange, hot
blue and violet, rimmed with pale yellow and bright sparks.

“She'll see you," said the spirit, "but you
can't look directly at her or your brains will cook through your
eyes. When you exit the vessel, look immediately to your right.
There's a dark glass, and you'll see her reflection. Be sure to
wear the eye glasses. The cooling part of the spell will not last
long in Sonne's demesnes. If it expires you'll turn into a feather
of carbon or a flash of light and you're stuck in the nebula
forever. So if you start feeling heat we have get you home right
away.”

They did as they were told. With awe they
entered the chamber, taking care to look only in the dark glass. A
hissing rumble surrounded them as molten rock became fire and
gas.

A Queen of Light, even in a dark mirror
Sonne was dazzling to behold. Solar rays streamed from her golden
headdress, and her eyes blazed with violet flame, the hottest color
in the spectrum. Her cloak burned with the colors of fire as it
drifted around her.

Beside her sat a wolf.

“Welcome travelers,” came a gentle voice.
“This is Windreiter.” Like clouds lit by the sun he was white gold
and grey smoke, dark and light. “In my golden chariot I take him on
a merry chase across the sky. Sometimes he overtakes me, then falls
behind. We play this game every day. If the Sky Warrior Ziu stirs
up a storm we rise above it all, above the thunderous tempest, rain
and lightning, where the sky is clear and mortal eye cannot
behold.”

She smiled, and even in the glass her
radiance blazed. Yet the smile on her lips didn't reach her violet
eyes, and a hot tear fell, sizzled and evaporated.

“We're here to help,” said Lora.

Her voice became bitter. “Help? How can you
help, nixie?”

“We have a hero,” said Lora, “and we will
come to the rescue of the Sonnentöchter. Please take heart, Frau
Sonne. Have mercy on the plants and creatures of the earth and rise
again.”

“My sorrow is deep,” said Sonne. “For them,
for all.”

“But why plunge us into eternal night?” said
Wolf.

“Because the Sorcerer Queen will kill my
daughters at the next sunrise.”

Lora gasped.

“Should I begin my journey across the sky,
I'll witness the slaughter of my own beloved children.” Another
tear fell and sizzled and evaporated.

“But why does Elisabet want to kill
them?”

“As long as she is eternal, so is her
kingdom. The ritual blood sacrifice gives her qualities of the Swan
spirit, the ability to pass through realms of the living or dead,
the grace, beauty, strength and song of the Swan Maidens. They
carry the power of Love, but if Elisabet's ritual works the evil
she releases will twist her mind so she sees only hatred and
ugliness.”

"Not only that, spilling their blood will
help break an ancient curse, placed upon Elisabet and her lover by
her sorcerer father. Daily she becomes more wicked and more
powerful, enough to challenge the very elementals. And she may
succeed, for if my daughters die, she knows I will perish from
grief, plunging the world into an era of darkness and chaos."

Wolf and Lora said nothing.

She drew a scorching breath and continued,
“Every day when I began my journey, the Sonnentöchter were there to
greet me. Such joy we had, although they be prisoners. Every day
brought new hope that one would find a way to release them. But now
… ” she bent her head, and petted the wolf, and Windreiter put his
head in her sparkling lap. Her voice broke. “'Twas the skylark
spread the news. One of my flame spirits came to me, so exhausted
by the journey it simply faded away.” She shook her head in sorrow.
“The next rise of the sun will be their deaths.”

“No,” cried Lora. She almost took her eyes
from the glass, and caught herself in time.

“They cannot fly,” said Frau Sonne. “Their
wings are clipped and Elisabet's enchantment holds them
prisoner.”

“Was it she who turned them into swans?”

“Not at all. They were created as Swan
Maidens. Daughters of the Sun. Creatures of light, air and water.
They can remove their swan garments at will. But now, they cannot
leave the environment of the pond unless Elisabet's holding spell
is negated.”

“How?” said Wolf. “Tell us, and we'll make
haste.”

The Sun Queen made a few motions and a small
sphere rose up, twinkling. “Take it,” said Sonne. “It will not burn
you.”

Lora took the hovering sphere and set it in
the palm of her hand. It was clear as glass and light as air. A
violet flame burned within, the hue of Sonne's eyes. “What does it
do?” She held it out to Wolf, who picked it up and let it roll
around on his hand. The flame flickered and danced.

“It will help and guide you,” said Sonne.
“Now you must go, for the blue cooling spell lasts only a short
while.”

Lora nodded. “Tomorrow night, Elisabet holds
a ball for her nephew's twenty-first birthday.”

Wolf looked at his pocket watch. The hands
wavered wildly. “Well, this is messed up.”

Sonne said, “It is evening in your
realm.”

“At the ball,” said Lora, “people will come
and go. Tomorrow night our Prince will rescue your daughters, or
die trying.”

“Don't tell him that,” said Wolf with a
grin.

“Our Prince will rescue your daughters,”
said Lora. “If we can withstand one more day of darkness.”

Sonne nodded. “In my grief I am neglectful.
I will send solar spirits imbued with my power to create daylight
where it's needed. 'Twill be weaker than my own rays, but better
than nothing. My heart pains for the creatures who cry for the
light of the Sun.”

"Be strong, Frau Sonne," said Lora. "You
will reunite with your daughters again." They thanked her, and
stepped back into their transport corridor. The solar spirit who
brought them blazed with heat and light.

“We stay with Sonne for now,” it said. “We
are stronger here. This vessel will take you back to your realm.
Blessings of luck to you both.”

The journey back was a swirl of light and
sound. Stars and moons tumbled though the sky, nebulas rose in
masses of cloud with hurricane force, as cosmic winds sped the
travelers on.

Time warped and shifted. They looked at the
invitation from the enchanted castle and the numbers changed
rapidly. Wolf's pocket watch stopped completely. “Probably got it
wet.” He shook it and held it to ear, but the winds outside howled
above any sound it might make. “Keep forgetting to bubble wrap
them.”

“Could be,” said Lora, “but time has no
meaning, here.”

The corridor swerved and slowed. They
cruised to a comfortable stop in Skoldt's demesne, right beside the
waterfalls. The transport vessel vanished. “Wow.” Lora put her arms
around Wolf's neck. “What a ride.”

He kissed her. "Let's do it again."

Skoldt faded out of the forest. He couldn't
actually vanish, beyond turning to water, but his body read the
environment and changed form and color to merge with the
background.

“You scared me,” he said. “Jumping down from
the sky. It's okay, Lukan, it's only them.”

The stag beetle emerged from his hiding
place between the rocks.

The moon had set, and the light of the stars
sparkled upon the waterfalls.

Now it was truly night. Lora looked at the
invitation again. The time said “21h and counting.”

Wolf frowned. “How long were we gone?”

“Hardly at all,” said Skoldt. “We're
surprised to see you back so soon.”

Wolf nodded. The human concept of time
wasn't always the same in other realms.

“Did you find Frau Sonne?” said Lukan.

“Yes,” said Lora. “We have plenty to share.
Skoldt, there's a human in our demesnes … “

Skoldt shook his head and starlight rippled
in his mane. “Lukan told me. He flew over earlier and discovered
it. Should we get rid of it?”

“It's a trustworthy human.”

“Hmph,” said Skoldt, “no such thing.”

“Well, either you come to our demesnes or he
comes here,” said Wolf. “We're not going over the same story
twice.”

“No humans allowed in Skoldt's demesnes,”
said Lukan.

“Right,” said Skoldt. “They make a big mess,
throw their garbage around and pee in my pools. Hence the
protection spells.”

“If we let one human in,” said Lukan, “more
will follow.”

Wolf nodded. “We'll go to our place then.
Here Lukan, ride on my shoulder. Skoldt can take the water portal.
If he's not afraid of the human, that is.”

“My kin eat humans,” said Skoldt.

“Not you. You're vegan.”

Skoldt heaved a horsey sigh. “Right, I'll
see you at your demesnes.”

“If you get there first,” said Lora, “try
not to scare the human.”

“Aw, that's no fun,” said Skoldt. With a
kick and a jump he dove into his bottomless pool.

 


Elisabet stirred her dinner on her plate.
She ate by herself, in an alcove with a window so she could watch
the Swan Maidens. Tonight she had no appetite. Sparks of fury lit
up her eyes.

The nixie was gone. Two guards at the door,
tenth floor of a fully detached tower fortified with enough iron to
create a new planet, reported no strange activities. They now sat
in the dungeon, awaiting torture for negligence of duties.

The most important day of her life
approached, and no one cared. At least organizing the ball kept
Jack out of trouble. He was a mischievous boy, sent by her sister
in Cornwall to learn magic or at least gardening, and sad to say he
learned nothing more than how to avoid work. Elisabet thought
perhaps it would be better to bundle him off to sea for a while.
Then he'd have to learn a trade, even if just daily survival.
Perhaps if he got loopy enough at his birthday ball …

Elisabet smiled to think of Jack waking up
nauseous on board a ship on the rolling sea, and handed a brush and
pail. He'd have no idea what to do with them, but she was sure
under the circumstances he'd quickly learn.

It would also get him out of the way so she
could perform the ritual in peace. There were complications. He
thought he was in love with one of the Swan Maidens. Elisabet had
noticed him lurking around the peony bushes. Earlier he put
something which gleamed – a necklace, perhaps? - in his pocket, and
Freude was missing her necklace. Elisabet had already questioned
her about it. She said she must have lost it while dabbling. It
would turn up.

Sure.

And now the nixie was gone from the tower.
Had she escaped alone? Did she have help? There was another with
her. Elisabet had seen the face of a man as the guardsmen closed
the iron lid. If he be her life-mate or kin, she thought, he would
never leave her. They had deep bonds.

By now he could have assumed human form and
rescued her, but how? Elisabet had workers tear apart the cell.
Hidden in one wall was a lever system that exposed a comfortable
bed and several bottles of wine, water and juice, and some
non-perishable goodies, tins of cookies and candy.

The workmen redoubled their efforts. Under a
stone in the opposite wall was a hidden hatch leading to the ninth
floor, to a cell rarely used, with an open door. The escape route
was clear, and so was Jack's subterfuge.

“I'll break your neck, you little creep,”
she muttered.

“You don't mean, that, Auntie.” Jack said.
He came down the stairs into her chamber.

She pushed her plate aside. “Why do you
think I was talking about you?”

“It's one of your pet names for me.

“We found your stash in the tower. The tenth
floor cell.” Elisabet folded her arms. “And your handy escape
route.”

“An escape route?” said Jack. “How exciting.
Wish I'd known about it.”

She glared. “You do.”

“Oh.”

“Don't pretend. You helped that nixie
escape.”

“Not really.”

“She didn't move that stone by herself,
surely.”

Jack sighed. “Okay, I helped her life-mate
help her escape. But not willingly!” He jumped on the stair and put
his hands around his neck, mock fighting with himself. “I fought
that guy for hours. He has superhuman strength.”

Elisabet waved a hand. “Whatever. You helped
them escape. You realize if you weren't my nephew you'd be tortured
to death?”

“Yep.” Jack sat down in the alcove and
gestured to Elisabet's dinner. “You going to eat that?”

“It's cold,” she said.

“I don't care,” said Jack. He picked up a
forkful of mashed potatoes with gravy. Elisabet watched him for a
moment, then a smile curved her red lips.

“Would you like a drink?” she said. “Wine,
water, juice?”

“Milk,” he said, just to be difficult.

“Jack!”

“Okay.” He wiped his mouth with his sleeve.
“Just some water.”

She picked up a jug and poured a glassful
while he cut into the roast beef. Reaching below the shelf, she
found a little packet and tore it open. She poured the powder into
the glass and stirred until the water was clear. She brought the
glass to Jack.

“Thanks, Auntie.” He knocked it back in a
few big gulps, and returned to his dinner. “Boy I've worked up an
appetite. We've sent word out by pigeon mail, frog news and royal
messengers. The musicians are confirmed. Hey, those Nyx make
beautiful music. If they come back … “ he paused, confused.

She leaned forward. “If they come back what,
Jack?”

"If they come back we have to … "

"What, Jack?"

He narrowed his eyes. “Kill them,” he
intoned. “Kill them both.”

“Two more for the ritual,” said Elisabet.
“The greater the sacrifice, the greater our power.”

“You can count on me,” said Jack.

She patted him on the head. “I know,
sweetie.”

 


Reiker had picked up some marshmallows and
soon a roast was in session at the riverside demesnes of the Nyx.
Skoldt tried one and before long had his nose in the paper bag.

“Hey,” said Wolf. “Share.”

“You can't eat the whole bagful, Skoldt,”
said Lora, “you'll have the worst bellyache.”

"Mmm," mumbled Skoldt around a mouthful of
marshmallows, "they're so sweet and succulent."

“Did you drool all over them?” said
Wolf.

“Here.” Reiker tossed him another bag.
“Reinforcements.”

The clear orb with purple flame hovered
around Lora. Her amulet glowed. “What else do you suppose it
does?”

The sphere gave a cheerful whistle.

"It's a little bitty orb," said Lora. "We'll
call you Orbit." She stroked its smooth sides and the sphere
tittered.

Wolf came closer, and his amulet began to
glow too. “It's boosting our energy,” he said. He and Lora fit
their amulets together and the night sizzled with purple flame.
They held hands as waves of sensation flowed through them, through
each other, and it was only with regret they let go.

“Impressive,” said Reiker.

Wolf and Lora kissed. “That's one way to
describe it.” Orbit drifted, and hovered a few paces away. The
flame Iowered and seemed at rest. It hummed softly to itself.

“So,” said Skoldt, “the sacrifice was to be
the first dawn after the full moon.”

“Yes,” said Lora. “Sonne heard the verdict
just in time. She didn't rise, her daughters are spared but it's a
temporary reprieve. Elisabet's patience is short. She can do the
ritual in several ways. Sonne is in pain for the Sonnentöchter but
also the creatures and plants who depend on her nurturing
warmth.

Wolf plucked a long stem of grass and stuck
it in his mouth. The end was soft and sweet. “So the best solution
is to rescue the Sonnentöchter before the next sunrise.”

“Tomorrow evening,” said Lora. “At the
ball.”

“We going to the ball?” said Wolf.

“Naturally,” said Lora.

“Naturally? Sounds like fun.” He
grinned.

“Eat a marshmallow,” she said, and put one
in his mouth.

Reiker said, “What are we going to do with
the royal pain in the - ?”

“Can you put up with him until tomorrow
night?”

“He's been running the staff ragged for
perfumes and ointments and soothing lute music and demanding to see
the Royal Wigmaker, and why weren't his shoes cleaned when he put
them outside the door? Never mind the royal shower. He needed four
attendants. Sea sponge with long handle. Complained all the while.
Towels like sandpaper. Disrespect to the royal personage.”

“How's Dez holding up?”

“Not too well, actually.”

“How so?”

“She's dead.”

“What!”

“Dead. When we brought the Prince back from
the shower, there she was. Throat cut. You should've heard the
screaming. That guy could sing the soprano bits in La
Traviata.”

Wolf and Lora stared.

Reiker said, “An opera. Anyways while you
were gone I took a run up to town and telephoned the station,
that's when they told me. It was hard to hear due to the piercing
shrieks in the background. Wasn't gone ten minutes. Why are you
back so soon?”

“We could go away and come back later,” said
Lora.

“Some kind of time shift,” said Wolf.
“Happens all the time.”

“You don't have to stay here,” said Lora to
Reiker. “A murder at the station probably takes precedence over
lounging by the campfire.”

Reiker held up a finger. “That's where
you're wrong, Lora Ley Lentz. I've seen many murder victims in my
thirty years, and few of 'em take precedence over lounging by a
campfire. It's my night off.” He waved. “Schneider can get the
details. I'll look at the body later. Jumping into that cacophony
just adds to it.” He stretched out his legs and put another
marshmallow on his stick.

Lora looked around quickly. “What happened
to Skoldt?”

Lukan buzzed from the top of Wolf's head.
“Went back to his demesne. You know how nervous he gets away from
it.”

Lora released a sigh of relief.

“I'll go back now too,” said Lukan. “If that
lady shows up again we'll send a thought message. What's her
name?”

“Yolanda. I hope we can communicate. A
person in another dimension of reality isn't always aware of this
one.”

Wolf laughed. “She wouldn't be the only one
unaware of reality. Do we have any more chocolate, Lora?”

“In this reality we do,” she smiled, and
dished out the remaining sweets.

 


The Prince was in a dither. For one thing,
there were no courtiers available to help him dress, and he had to
do it by himself. For another, they were the most appalling clothes
he'd ever seen. Nothing regal about them at all. The trousers were
a type of work wear, as if a Prince did any manual labor, a new
fashion invention called blue jeans. And footwear so cheaply made,
no embroidery or chic heels, he'd be surprised if they didn't split
a seam.

And to top it off, Desdemona was dead.

Quite dead.

He'd returned from his private shower, which
he suspected was sometimes used by servants. If so, they kept
themselves cleaner than the shower stall. While the hot water
option was fascinating, it couldn't balance out the utter rudeness
of the attendants who obviously didn't understand the protocol
required by his royal rank. It was almost futile getting them to
learn the simplest tasks, such as bowing before entering the room,
or even tacking fabric to the walls for ambiance.

Ordering lunch was quite the nightmare, as
whatever he asked for mysteriously became ham and cheese on rye.
Fortunately he liked ham and cheese on rye. Just not when he
expected roast pheasant. And then Desdemona had the audacity to get
murdered when it was least convenient, necessitating a move to a
new bedchamber and extensive redecorating.

And he still had this quest to fulfill. All
these worldly pressures, and no Rémy Martin 1793 over which to mull
them. Truly barbaric, these people.

 


The witches and villagers of Witchton held a
town meeting. The Mayor, a classic witch with a hooked nose,
pointed hat and a wart on her chin, called for order.

“Council recognizes Theodoric the
Shaman.”

“The Nyx escaped with magic interference,”
he said. “I say we send someone to track them down and bring them
to justice.”

The townspeople applauded.

“Myrtle the Herb-Wife?”

“If we let them get away with it, we open
ourselves up to other attacks,” said she.

People murmured and nodded.

“Paul the Palmist?”

“Chances are they're far from Witchton now.
We'll need powerful magic to locate them.”

“Ernst the Entrepreneur?”

“Just so happens I have a fine new stock of
magic mirrors which can locate anyone anywhere, even the dark side
of the moon. But wait. There's more. I'm willing to slash the price
- “

The Mayor banged her gavel. “Thank you for
your donation,” she said to Ernst.

“It's not - “

“Go get one now. Don't worry, we'll mention
your name. Selena the Moon Witch?”

“I know it's touchy, but what about Yolanda?
Her body, I mean.”

“Morgue. Autopsy. You know the drill. Marvin
the Mortician?”

“That's wherein the problem lies,” he
said.

“The body? What's wrong with it? Besides the
obvious.”

“It's gone.”

“What,” cried the Mayor. “A body can't just
vanish.”

“This one did. Right from the autopsy table.
Left some fresh blood.”

“Fresh?” said Hilde the Healer. “But that
can mean only one thing.”

Curious murmurs arose.

“What's that?” said the Mayor.

“It's not dead.”

“Curses,” said Myrtle. “She's caught in the
Realm of the Undead.”

The Mayor frowned. “So … what happened? She
just got up and walked out?”

“Don't know,” said the mortician. “I went
out briefly for coffee. When I returned she was gone, leaving only
a bloody sheet.”

The crowd muttered. This was not the usual
behavior of a corpse. And how could she be anything but a corpse,
with her head near severed from her body? Tales of the undead
abounded. Zombies from the tropics. Vampires throughout the world.
Demons who sought redemption. Spirits who sought vengeance. They
lived in a shadow world, neither dead or alive, but inexorably
bound to the earthly realms until their purpose was done, or doomed
to repeat the same patterns forever.

“What can we do to help her?” said the
Mayor, stroking her chin.

“Find her killers,” someone shouted.

“Avenge her death,” cried someone else.

“Alleged death,” said Leopold the
Lawyer.

A committee was conceived and created.
Meetings were scheduled and a treasurer appointed.

“Excellent,” said the Mayor. She opened an
envelope containing a card with fancy script, dropped off by pigeon
mail today. “Next order of business. There's a party at the
Enchanted Castle tomorrow night. We're invited. And if that's all,
I can smell the coffee." She pounded her gavel. "This meeting's
adjourned.”

 


By the shore of the Mittelstadt River,
unseen by human eyes, the embers of a little fire glowed their
last, and went out. Chill settled into the air. Aspen leaves
fluttered on a breath of wind. Water lapped upon the shore.

A dark bird came down on noiseless wings. It
hopped and moved through the moonlit shadows of the Nyx demesnes.
It was a Nachtkrapp, a night raven, sent to seek and find. It
seemed to cast darkness all around itself.

Beside a fallen log, a glint caught the
bird's attention. It drifted to earth, reached out its long beak
and grasped the object. It was the insignia ring of the Crown
Prince of Grünewaldt.

With a mutter of satisfaction, the
Nachtkrapp flew up through the hole in the trees, and was soon lost
from sight.

 


“Someone's targeting the Prince?” said Lora,
as they walked back toward their demesne with Reiker. They'd spread
out and scouted along the river shoreline for any clues or signs of
suspicious activity. "Or at least trying to sabotage his
quest.”

“Possible,” said Reiker. “Mistaken identity
grabbing the trumpeter and personal assistant. If the killer or
killers got him the first time, Toots and Dez might still be alive
and we'd have moved on by now.”

“What if they want to warn him, but not kill
him?”

“Around here, murder's murder. You get the
same treatment if you kill a prince as if you kill a non-prince.
Why wouldn't they want to kill him? Most of the guys at the station
do.”

At that moment, a light flickered at the
edge of the trees, and the figure of a woman shimmered into
existence. Despite the odd angle of her head and the blood dripping
down her face, Wolf and Lora recognized her immediately.

“Yolanda!”

Her voice was a whisper. She gazed into the
distance as if she saw nothing around her. “Lora. Wolf. We have no
time. Help me.”

“Hey.” Reiker got to his feet and stopped in
front of her. She passed through him. Reiker shivered as if the
fingers of death had plucked his heart strings.

Lora and Wolf jumped up and down and called
her name, but the wavering figure gave no indication she heard. She
wandered among the trees and faded from sight.

“That's her,” said Reiker.

“She doesn't see or hear us,” said Lora. She
launched a thought message to Skoldt. He and Lukan had seen her
too, but were unable to get her attention.

“So she goes to Skoldt's demesnes and ours,
the two places she'd be most likely to find us. But we can't
communicate with her. What does she mean by 'no time'? We have to
find a way to speak with her.”

“Well,” said Wolf, as he built up the fire,
“we could go to the Realm of the Undead.”

“Are you sure she's Undead?” Lora stuck a
marshmallow on her stick.

“She's not alive. But if she were truly dead
her spirit would move on, thus she's among the Undead. Her spirit
can't leave yet.”

“If we don't understand what she needs, she
may be doomed to wander these places forever,” said Lora.

“She'll haunt us,” said Wolf.

“Maybe she'll go away after a while.”

Wolf shook his head. “Apparently these
spirits are caught in an eternal loop.”

A splash nearby caught their attention, and
Reiker put his hand on his gun and backed away. The beaver looked
at him warily.

"It's all right," said Lora. "He's with
us."

The beaver motioned to Wolf, and urgent
whispering ensued. Lora understood and translated in a low voice
for Reiker.

"Nachtkrapp came while we were away. Found
the Prince's insignia ring and flew off with it. Beaver saw the
whole thing from the safety of the water."

"Insignia ring?" said Reiker. "How could I
have missed that?"

"Probably rolled under something," said
Lora. "Nachtkrappe have extraordinary vision, many times that of
humans. In some cases it can even see through fabric or
leaves."

"So what's it mean, that a big black bird
flew off with something shiny?"

"The Nachtkrapp could be working for
someone," said Lora.

"Someone who might not have the Prince's
best interests in mind, perhaps?"

"It's a reasonable theory."

"Yes. One of many."

The beaver slipped into the river and swam
away.

Lora licked marshmallow from her
fingers.

Wolf came to help her.

“Uh, you two want to be alone?” said
Reiker.

“It's okay,” said Wolf. “I'll jump her
later.”

“Who jumps whom remains to be seen,” said
Lora, and nibbled his neck.

Reiker got to his feet with a grin. “I
should check on the situation at homicide.”

Lora said, “The Sunset Lounge has a
telephone.”

“You read my mind.” With a wave, Reiker was
on his way.

 


Later, Wolf dropped a dry birch log on the
fire and the flames leapt with glee and bright sparks. Lora took
out her gold comb and began to work it through her auburn tresses.
The teeth were widely spaced to accommodate her flourishing river
flora. She sang softly. Wolf pulled his guitar out of the air
pocket, strummed along and sang harmony.

“I always want to remember us like this,”
said Lora.

He leaned over and kissed her. “Yes. And we
have time to make plenty of memories.”

Wolf and Lora reveled in their love for each
other. Many Nyx and other nature spirits were polyamorous, but Wolf
and Lora wanted only one another. Their love was soft and strong,
passionate and tender, fun and romantic, soaring and intimate all
at once. No other could bring them satisfaction.


 CHAPTER EIGHT

 


The Realm of the Undead was not a pretty
place. It was drab and tiring to behold, with no beginning or end,
and many slanted planes of existence. Here one would find the
spirit of the werewolf seeking release; the unjustly accused; those
under a curse; the victims of hideous death or murder, who could
not be still. Spirits sought to unveil the truth, clear their
names, name their killers, cleanse their demons.

Some would walk the earth forever, and be
known as ghosts.

Some would achieve their desires and be free
to continue their journey.

There was no judgment. None feared the
vampire, for her spirit dwelt in tragedy. None shamed the murdered
grifter nor the murderous king. All were equal here. Few spoke, but
to call out the name of a loved one, or to proclaim innocence, or
to beg forgiveness of an Overworld that heard them not, cast them
out or just couldn't respond.

It wasn't unusual for a witch to wander
through the Realm of the Undead. Witches had a feeling for this
place. Death to a witch was rarely final. There was often some
recovery spell or postmortem walking potion involved.

When Desdemona found herself wandering
around the Realm of the Undead, it took some time before she
understood what happened. She was badly distracted by the slash at
her throat and the blood pumping from the jugular. After a while
she realized her head would never sit straight again, and the
bleeding never stopped. With some minor adjustments she got it down
to a slow trickle that vanished before it hit the ground. There
was, actually, no ground. She seemed to be walking in midair. A
rancid smell arose. She tried to take a breath and a hideous sound
emerged as more blood gurgled from the wound.

Yes, she thought, seems I'm dead.

She walked around awhile. Why am I in bare
feet? Right. Took off my shoes and stockings. A drop of blood fell
on her big toe. She adjusted her head again and the dripping
slowed. Starting to get the hang of it.

Whatever happened between the holding cell
and the Realm of the Undead was completely missing from her memory.
Seems she'd been murdered or had fallen with perfect precision on a
razor sharp kitchen knife. Either way, here she was and she wasn't
even sure where here was.

She looked around. Most of the people –
spirits? - gazed straight ahead, unless some mutilation caused them
to wear their eyes at odd angles. There was nothing here to look
at. Not a tree or rock or even the hint of horizon. Nothing but
apathetic grey as far as she could see, fading into dismal grey in
the distance. People walked at impossible angles, even upside down,
as planes of existence briefly intersected.

Dez sighed, and her head flopped over with
the sudden expulsion of air, or whatever filled her lungs at the
moment. Right, she thought as she readjusted her head again. She
tried to flag a couple of people down. The greyer they appeared,
the longer they'd been here, it seemed. The recently dead were more
colorful. Anyway, no one seemed interested in talking.

Dez wondered if she could talk at all, with
the throat issue. Darn it, she thought, and heard her voice around
her. So that's how you do it. Hi everybody, she thought. Her voice
sounded out. A few passersby glanced at her. She smiled at them.
They looked through her and continued on their way. More important
things to do than help the new girl. It was obvious she had to
figure things out for herself.

 


From the telephone at the back of the Sunset
Lounge, Reiker called the police station. A slew of complaints
assailed his ears. “Calm down,” he yelled, holding the earpiece
away from his head. A number of customers looked up.

He grimaced and turned his back. “I'll be in
tomorrow morning,” he said, “dawn or no dawn. Did you send the
girl's body to the morgue? Yes? No? Why not? I see. Disappeared.
The body disappeared. On the way to the morgue. Oh, you guys are
hot tonight, aren't you? First the witness is murdered under your
noses and then her body disappears. Possible she's not actually
dead?” He listened. “Yeah, okay.”

Rolf the bartender handed him a beer
brimming with foam. “Perfect pour,” said Reiker with appreciation.
He slurped the foam.

“Whazzat?” he said into the phone. “No,
talking to someone else. Who? My damn therapist, that's who.” He
slammed down the earpiece and went to his favorite stool at the
bar. Some day off.

He relaxed into the noise and laughter of
the night crowd. It gave him time to think, just let things bounce
around in his head. Get some perspective. He shook his head.
Unexplained murders. Disappearing bodies. What the heck? Not a clue
as to who did the deeds.

He slammed the bartop with his fist and
several patrons jumped. “Not a clue,” he said. Impossible. On the
other hand, they were dealing with unknown forces. Were they human
or not? Even suggesting some form of otherworldly activity was
enough to land him in the Happy Home, which was currently where
scholars of the supernatural did much of their research.

Reiker sighed. He was on his own with this
one. No one would believe him. He couldn't discuss it with
Schneider, who did everything by the book. Police dealt in facts,
not impossible magic or manic flights of imagination. Good thing
the Chief Inspector was on vacation, or there'd be a lot of
explaining to do, and Reiker was tired of making up excuses.

He finished his beer, left Rolf a bonus and
went home to take Mitzi for a run in the park.

 


"Come now, Majesty, you have to eat." Erhart
took a spoonful of mashed potatoes and gravy and held it up to
Waldo's gloomy face. "Tootoo, here comes the steamboat, open the
port!" Waldo opened his mouth, and Erhart put in the potatoes and
gravy. Waldo swallowed glumly. Above his head hovered a little
black cloud.

The three doctors looked at each other,
shook their heads and consulted. Little black clouds were definite
indicators of a person's mood. Obviously His Majesty was deep in
melancholia.

"I have only one son," said Waldo, gazing at
the Crown Prince's insignia ring. "And now he's gone. Why did he
feel so compelled to go on quests?"

"He wanted you to be proud of him," said
Erhart.

"I'm already proud of him," said Waldo.
"Why, every time he won a solitaire game or got a poetry prize my
heart would just swell. He doesn't have to pretend to go on quests
to make me proud. And now he's gotten himself killed." A tear ran
down His Majesty's nose and glistened. His jester patted it away
with an handkerchief and did a little happy dance. Waldo grabbed
the handkerchief and sobbed into it.

Erhart sent a servant for more
handkerchiefs. He gestured to the jester, and casually stepped out
onto the concourse that ran along the side of the castle. He paused
by a droopy potted fern.

Before long the lithe figure of the jester
appeared.

"He fell for it," said Erhart. A black bird
soared above them, came down to perch on a rail, and regarded them
with glinting eyes. Erhart stroked the bird and gave it a morsel of
meat. "My Nachtkrapp found the insignia ring. Couldn't be more
perfect had it been Crispin's head."

"Yes." The jester, known professionally as
Norbert der Narre, rubbed his hands.

"Now we have to do the deed. We have to
ensure the Crown Prince is dead. If not he'd show up at exactly the
wrong time and spoil everything."

"He has a history of that," the jester
agreed.

"I have no problem cutting out his heart,"
said Erhart. "Are you with me?"

"If not, I could report you to King Waldo
for high treason."

"Your word against mine, clown."

"Of course I'm with you," said Norbert.
"We're in this together, like it or not. We're the only two here
with a modicum of intelligence. This Kingdom is run by fools."

Erhart took a scroll from his robes and
unrolled it, an invitation embossed with curlicues and ivy leaves.
"There's a ball tomorrow night at the Enchanted Castle, where the
Sonnentöchter are held prisoner."

"I'll need assistance, or at least someone
to talk to if I'm bored."

"Take Albrecht the Assassin, disguise
yourselves and attend the ball. If the Prince actually attempts to
complete his quest, it will be there."

"A lot of people, noise, music, drinking,"
mused Norbert. "Perfect place for a bloody murder."

"Norbert, I like how you think."

"And if not," said the jester, "a few
drinks, a little dancing … " He waggled his eyebrows. "It's a
party. I'm in."

"Excellent," said Erhart. They strolled
together along the concourse, nodded to those they passed,
reassured them the solar problem was only temporary. "I'll stay
here and attend the King. You go to the Enchanted Castle and kill
the Prince. I'll tell Waldo you went to see your mother in
Paris."

"There's no such place," said Norbert.

Erhart snorted. "He doesn't know that." He
waved his lace handkerchief. "Meanwhile I'll lay the trap here, and
get the grief-crazed King to sign over his kingdom and all his
possessions to me. Rich! I'll be rich." He rubbed his hands
together.

"We'll be rich, you mean," said Norbert,
giving him a suspicious look.

"Of course, of course. That's what I
meant."

"We'll meet again before we leave, so we all
agree on the strategy, and pinpoint the final destination. Tomorrow
night we celebrate." he said. "And do not try to trick us. Make
sure the Kingdom's split up fair."

"Don't worry, Fool. You'll get your
share."

"Then onward! Let us go prepare."

 


“Where's the necklace, Jack?”

Elisabet reclined on her couch in her outer
rooms. Tapestries and draperies covered the whitewashed stone
walls. Thick carpets were kind to the feet. She wore her long black
hair loose, as usual, like a gleaming dark cloak with highlights of
startling blue. Her eyes were smokey and sensual, dark and tinged
with gold.

Jack mumbled and shrugged. Ever since
lunchtime he'd felt distinctly weird. Aggravated. Not right in his
skin. Thoughts swirled through his mind. Sacrifice, death, evil
intent. The more he questioned them, the stronger they seemed to
get. He had no patience for feelings of kindness or love. Those
were for weaklings.

Elisabet said, “The sacrifice won't be
complete if even one necklace is missing. They carry their own
enchantment. All seven must be incorporated into the ritual, so one
more time, Jack – where is it?”

“Burning a hole in my pocket,” he said, and
gave it to her. "Didn't want it anyway." Sparks crackled as she
took it and she winced, then closed her hand around the necklace to
suffuse it with the warmth of her body. When she held it again, her
hand was crisscrossed with burn marks. She felt no pain, merely
satisfaction.

“Good boy, Jack,” she said with a smile.
“Drink some more of this." She'd made a sweet bubbly punch,
ostensibly for the party, but knew Jack couldn't resist drinking
the whole batch, and spiked it liberally with mind control powder.
He gulped down a tumbler full. "Now," she said, "why don't you run
along and oversee the preparations for your birthday party?”

“Yes Auntie,” he said, and went to the door.
She saw he was wearing short pants again. Not comfortable in adult
trousers, she thought, and smiled.

"Be sure you're in bed on time," said
Elisabet, "or the Butzemann will get you."

Jack's eyes grew round as saucers. "Is he
here?"

"He's everywhere. You know. He hides in
closets and dark places and grabs children who aren't in bed on
time. Or if they misbehave."

Jack gulped. "He's nasty. I saw him
once."

"Did you?"

"Yes his horrible long clawed hand coming
out of the closet to get me."

"What did you do?"

"Jumped on the bed and hid under the covers.
They can't get you there."

"I see. Well, be good and do as Auntie says,
and you won't have to fear the Butzemann." She smiled.

Jack nodded, and left the room.

Elisabet held up the gold necklace. It
glowed in the light of oil lamps and candles. No more did it resist
her touch, but warmed to her hand. With a casual wave she put out
the flames and sat for a moment in darkness. Perhaps, she thought,
after tomorrow the world will know nothing but darkness. Elisabet
would flourish, for she was a creature of the night.

The world would grow cold. The Sun would die
of grief. Giants and monsters would roam the vast icy wastes. The
fabrics of space and time, the order of the cosmos would be rent
asunder by elemental Chaos and demonic powers.

The world would begin again, with Elisabet
as Sorcerer Queen and Creator Goddess. After the sacrifices, in the
new world order, she would take her place among the Eternals.

She went into her Spell Room and lit an oil
lamp. Her pool was mirror calm and glowed from within, casting
flickers of light around the room. She studied her reflection and
was pleased with what she saw. She seemed stronger, younger, more
beautiful by the day, even as she felt the rot take hold within.
Time was crucial. Besides the power of the curse, some magic could
take a toll on those who practiced it, making them haggard or
bestial, old and monstrous before their time; but it was not just
the shallow trappings of beauty Elisabet desired. A simple illusion
spell could fulfill that criterion.

She murmured arcane words over the pool, and
her reflection flickered and faded. Water bubbled. With a stone
knife she cut her hand, slicing through flesh as her body shrieked
in pain. She gave not a whimper. She held her hand over the pool,
watching the blood drip, and the water clouded, and turned red.

Flames leapt upon the surface. Elisabet
spoke the spell again and again, her voice gaining strength, until,
with an explosion of bloodstained water a creature appeared, part
man, part beast. It had a long mane running down its back, razor
claws, and eyes of pale yellow with slit pupils.

“Greetings, my love,” she said.

His low voice rumbled through the room.
“Would I could take you in my arms.”

“Soon,” she said.

“You are beautiful,” he said, “and I but a
savage beast. How can you love me, Elisabet?”

“I see who you are,” she said. “I know who
you were. Together we'll break the curse.” She kissed her two
fingers, fingertips bright with her blood, and laid them upon the
grotesque mouth of the Beast.

Lust filled his eyes but he moved away.
“Touch me not. If the curse should work its way upon you, we are
both lost.”

She sighed. Too late, my love, she wanted to
say, but could not bring herself to reveal the truth. With the
curse broken she would heal again. He need not know. “I think of
you always,” she said.

“And I of you. Your love gives me hope.”

“Before long we'll be together forever.”

“Beware,” he replied. “There are those who
seek to free the Swan Maidens. Without the Sonnentöchter, the
ritual is meaningless.”

“Nixies were here. The runes warn, a Prince
will come,” said Elisabet. “If he comes to the ball tonight, we'll
have him. His head will adorn a pike at the gate.”

The Beast nodded. He pricked up an ear, the
one not hanging by a sinew. “I must go.”

“So soon?” Her voice was sharp with despair,
but she knew every moment spent together strengthened the
curse.

“My heart is with you always.”

"And mine with you," she said.

He slipped beneath the surface. As the water
closed over his head the pool ran clear, and not a trace of blood
remained except the dark red drops on the stone from her own cut
hand.

She wrapped her injured hand in a clean
cloth, gazing into the pool. Her reflection rippled, then grew
still. Her gleaming eyes gave no clue to the turmoil in her mind.
She put out the lamp and went down to the castle gardens. The swans
slumbered together, and woke when Elisabet came near.

“Freude,” she said, “I've found your
necklace.”

The swan looked alarmed, then recovered
herself.

"Come here."

She obeyed, and Elisabet put the gold chain
around her neck.

“What?” said Elisabet, “You give me no
thanks?”

Freude murmured in the swan language. Then,
“Thank you. Where did you find it?”

“In Jack's pocket,” said Elisabet.

The swan blinked, and did not meet her
eye.

“In fact,” said Elisabet, “he put it into my
hands. He says he doesn't love you, you're a silly goose and he
wants nothing more to do with you.”

Freude gasped. A tear sprang to her eye. “It
cannot be true.”

“You see,” whispered Anmut, “human men
cannot be trusted when they utter words of love.”

“Listen to your sister,” said Elisabet.
“Forget the foolish boy.” She turned and went back to the castle. A
workman pruned a wilting bush. Without the Sun, green leaves became
withered and grey. She kicked his behind. “Why are you wasting
time? Those bushes will soon be dead. Are you aware it's the middle
of the night?”

Without waiting for a reply she swept past
him and up the main castle steps. Crepe and banners decorated the
wide staircase in cheerful festive colors. An enormous sign read
“Happy Birthday Jack” in glittering letters. Tall oil torches were
set up to light the way. Elisabet went inside. She followed the
sounds of merry music. In the Great Hall was a bandstand, and
thereupon piped a piper, dressed in a bright suit of many
colors.

He was one of the opening acts for the main
musical entertainment. A big globe made of hundreds of bits of
mirror glass hung above a shining hardwood floor. Three levels of
tables and chairs surrounded the dance floor. A few people sat
around in oversized stuffed armchairs or tall stools at tall
tables. Elisabet didn't recognize them. Guests, off duty staff and
performers often arrived early to an event in hopes of scrounging
free food. She stopped at the bar and told the bartender to charge
more money and add less booze, sell food at dinner menu prices and
no freebies until the ball started.

She picked up her skirts and ascended the
stairs to her chambers.

 


“Does she intend to do this every night?”
said Skoldt, as the undead spirit of Yolanda moved into the trees
and vanished.

“My aura shields your demesnes from harmful
magic,” said Lukan, “so we know she means no harm.”

“Harm or not it's annoying" said Skoldt.
"She's not even on a schedule. She just shows up. I can't relax in
my own demesne. Does she appear underwater too? Where are Wolf and
- “

Lora came into the clearing. “Did I miss
her?”

“Just,” said Skoldt.

“Should have taken the water route. She
didn't communicate with you?”

“No, just wanders through looking for you
and Wolf.”

“Sorry Skoldt,” said Wolf, behind Lora. “It
was because of us she was killed.”

Lukan spoke up. “She keeps repeating 'Help
me. We have no time.' or versions thereof.”

Lora sat on the edge of Skoldt's bottomless
pool and dangled her legs in the water. She pulled off her tunic
and morphed to her fishtail form. Sliding from the rocks she dove
deep into the refreshing pool, reveling in the caress of the water,
and came up laughing, hair streaming wet.

“What do you suppose it means?”

“What?” said Lora.

“No time,” said Skoldt. "Is there something
you need to do? Pay attention.” Nixies were so easily
distracted.

“Incoming!” Wolf was atop of the rocks. He
dove, transformed to fishtail and splashed everyone as he arced
into the pool. Lora giggled and splashed him back when he
emerged.

“Ahem,” said Skoldt. “Undead spirits? No
time?”

Wolf and Lora came to the edge of the pool
and played tailsies under water.

“If we could find the Realm of the Undead,”
said Wolf, “maybe we could communicate with Yolanda.”

“Who here volunteers to be undead?” said
Lora. Skoldt snorted and Lukan retreated into his burrow. She
smiled. “Didn't think so.”

“That leaves us,” said Wolf with a grin.

Lora stared at him. “You crazy?”

“What? There are ways to do it. I'm
sure.”

“When you think of one, let me know.” She
dove, and her coppery auburn hair streamed above her. She blew
bubbles and drifted back up to the surface.

“We could ask Frau Holle,” said Wolf.

“Her festival's at the Winter Solstice.”

“So she might be home.”

“True. She's an ancient Goddess. And the
spirits of children who die in infancy are sent to her care. She
could have access to the Realm of the Undead. How would we get to
her demesnes?”

Wolf stuck a blade of shore grass in his
mouth and bit off the sweet stalk. “In the fairy story, she lives
in the clouds. Two girls visit her, one kind and helpful, the other
lazy and arrogant. She rewards the good one by pouring a bucket of
gold and jewels on her. She punishes the bad one by pouring a
bucket of pitch.”

“Ouch,” said Lora.

“She's related to Perchta in the south.
They're both goddesses of spinning and weaving and later equated
with witches when Christianity prevailed in the the middle ages.
Except Perchta has a swan foot and possibly lives in a well.”

A swan foot could affect women who spun and
wove. The foot used on the treadle became flatter and broader than
the other.

“Dwelling in a well makes her more of a
water goddess, while Frau Holle's domain is the sky,” said
Lora.

“Not sure if she's well connected to the
Realm of the Undead, though.”

“Isn't Perchta the one who comes round at
the end of the year?" said Lora. "If children did their chores and
the servants spun their quota and worked hard she rewards them with
a silver coin. But if they've been slacking, she cuts open the
stomach, rips out the intestines and stuffs the body with
straw.”

“Nice lady,” said Skoldt with a snort.

“Oh, they're just stories to frighten people
into doing their work," said Lora. "Like Saint Nicolas.
Superstition coupled with a cash bribe is great motivation.”

“We don't know how to find either Frau Holle
or Perchta,” said Lora.

“Wait,” said Lukan. He launched and whirred
up into the dark. He was back before long. “I have the coordinates
to Frau Holle's demesnes. She's not in this dimension but there are
connections in the sky. I can take you there. We must remember to
bring extra mushroom.”

“Perfect,” said Lora. She and Wolf
transformed into their human forms and dressed for the journey,
heavy wool cloaks over their clothes. Up high, the wind was
icy.

Skoldt trotted out to his mushroom garden,
just beyond the waterfalls. He nuzzled around and found a good
sized red one with bright white spots. “Give him half now and half
later.” He dropped it into Lora's hand.

She broke the fairy mushroom in half and
gave some to Lukan. Adult stag beetles of the insect variety could
drink only nectar, though their larvae ate rotting wood. They lived
about two weeks. In contrast, Lukan was from an ancient race. He
was over a hundred years old and his mouth parts were such that he
could consume what he pleased.

As Lora opened her pouch to store the rest
of the mushroom, a small clear orb with purple flame zipped out. It
hovered in agitation and made angry little noises. “Sorry, Orbit,”
she said, “forgot you were in there.”

Orbit gave an alarm. Moving quickly they all
backed away as Lukan began to grow, a great six-legged silhouette
against the night sky. Wolf ducked out of the way of his
lengthening mandibles. Lukan sighed as if he'd had a good stretch.
As soon as he was ready, Lora and Wolf scrambled aboard. The little
violet orb flew up next to them and hovered.

“You'll have to get in my pouch again,” said
Lora. “Don't want you getting lost.”

The orb made a warning whistle and dropped
back into Lora's pouch.

“Don't worry,” she said, “I won't forget
about you.”

“Everyone secure?” rumbled Lukan.

Lora and Wolf found their handholds. Wolf
put an arm around her. “Up and away,” he said, and Lukan spread his
wings and flew into the night.

 


They ascended into the clouds. Fog streaked
past them. Far below, lights wavered and vanished and a chill wind
blew. As they rose up, the cold wind fell away, and the temperature
grew milder. They saw the curve of the horizon far off in the
distance.

It wasn't long before Lukan, Wolf and Lora
arrived at the demesnes of Frau Holle. She was hanging her wash,
from the window of a quaint vine-covered cottage, on a washing line
that disappeared into fluffy white fog.

“Goodness,” she said, “I wasn't expecting
company.”

“Do you need help with the wash?” said
Lora.

“I'm just finished, but it's kind of you to
ask.”

“Do you need any wood chopped?” said
Wolf.

“It was done this morning, but it's kind of
you to ask. Do come inside.” She appraised Lukan. “You won't fit
inside.”

“I'll wait here,” said the gargantuan stag
beetle.

“Tea is brewing,” said Frau Holle. “Rose
hip. Fragrant and healthful. Lora, please take the bread from the
oven.”

“Of course,” she said, and with a
long-handled wood peel took the loaves from the brick oven, and set
them on cooling racks.

“Thank you, dear. Wolf, please pick a small
basket of apples from the tree outside. They're for my
Strudel.”

He did as he was told and came back in no
time with a basket of rosy ripe fruit. They all sat around the wood
table and breathed the steam from the tea as Frau Holle poured. A
sudden bumping in Lora's pouch startled them, and Lora opened it so
the violet flame orb could emerge. It gave an indignant beep and
hovered over the table. It began to sing.

“Why, it's charming,” said Frau Holle.
“You're the ones who have been to see Sonne.”

“Yes,” said Lora, surprised. "

"Word gets around," said Frau Holle.

Lora nodded. "We don't know what this sphere
does, exactly. Frau Sonne said it would help and guide us.”

Frau Holle said, “Beyond that it's an
elemental spirit guide and helper, I know not either. But such a
cute little thing.” She tickled the sphere underneath and it
jiggled and whistled.

A bell tinkled. “Oh dear,” said Frau Holle.
“Here's another one. Pardon me, I won't be long.”

Lora and Wolf peeked out the window as she
stood in the rolling white fog, and a small spirit floated into
view. She beckoned and took it in her arms and cuddled it, and sang
a soft song. Then she wrapped it in a blanket of clouds, and two
graceful spirits came to bear it away. She watched until it was
gone, then came back into the cottage.

“Another one peaceful,” she said. “It warms
the heart.” She poured more tea. “Now, what can I do for you?”

They told her about the quest for the
Sonnentöchter and the happenings thus far.

“After Yolanda was murdered, her shade began
to appear in places we're most likely to be. She needs our help and
if we can't speak to her on this plane of being, we have to go to
the Realm of the Undead. She says there's no time.”

Frau Holle raised her eyebrows. “If you
return a spirit to its body within three days of death, with the
right combination of various factors and healing magic it's
possible to reanimate the person. Possible, not definite. Beyond
that time the body is putrid and no longer habitable.”

“So that's it,” said Lora.

“If you want to journey to the Realm of the
Undead, you must go to my sister, Perchta, who lives in the south.
Here.” She reached for a nearby jug and poured a golden liquid into
a large vial. “Give Lukan a drink of this sweet nectar, and his
navigational system will find Perchta where she dwells. She'll show
you the way to the Realm of the Undead.”

They thanked her, and she asked only that
they help her make it snow in the Alps before they left. She gave
them each a fluffy feather pillow, and showed them how to shake the
pillows so feathers drifted down to become the snow on the mountain
tops. They could look down, way down through the clouds, and watch
it fall, blissful and dreamy.

A beep in her ear brought Lora back to
reality. She put the violet flame orb in her pouch, and she and
Wolf went outside. Lukan drank the nectar and said he'd never
tasted anything so delicious. He ate more mushroom to ensure he
didn't shrink in mid-flight, ruffled his wings and got ready for
launch. Wolf and Lora climbed aboard as Frau Holle waved from her
cottage window, and they flew up into the clouds.



CHAPTER NINE

 


Desdemona noticed someone familiar walking
through the air, trailing intestines and dripping blood from
multiple wounds.

“Toots,” she heard herself say. “Hey! Over
here.” She waved, careful not to dislocate her head.

Toots looked up with his remaining eye. The
other dangled on his cheek. His mouth opened and closed but only
bile emerged.

“Yuck,” said Dez. “Think at me. That's how
it works.”

“Can you hear me?” He looked surprised.

“Yes!” she tried to hug him, gore and all,
and her arms passed through him. “Right,” she thought, “We're
insubstantial.”

“Good to see you,” he said, “though I guess
it means you're dead.”

“Undead. Wandering aimlessly.”

“Well, we could wander aimlessly
together.”

“Sure. Can you remember anything? I was in
the Prince's temporary security chamber, then suddenly that reality
fizzled and boom! Here I am.”

He gave an awkward shrug. “I don't remember
anything.”

“Your body vanished,” said Dez.

His head lolled. “How?”

“First you vanished. Then your body came
crashing through the trees, all mangled and … well, look in a
mirror. Then we put your body behind a log and it vanished. Nothing
left but crushed grass and bloodstains.”

“What about my trumpet?”

“It's in the security chamber – that is,
holding cell – with Crispin. Or it was. I don't know. That's where
I was killed.”

“I want my trumpet.”

“How are you supposed to play it with half
your mouth almost on top of your head?”

“I don't care.”

“Aw, Toots, why don't you just let it go?
That's why you're here instead of the Spirit Realm. You can't let
go. There are probably countless trumpets there.”

“Not like mine. Mine's different.”

“If you say so,” she replied, and they
wandered together aimlessly for a while.

“Why are you here?” asked Toots.

She shrugged and almost lost her head.
“Don't know.” She readjusted herself. “If I'm dead I should be in
the Spirit Realm. Can't think of any unfinished business except to
catch the killer. It's a bit mundane.”

“Maybe you're not really dead,” said
Toots.

“The thought had crossed my mind.”

“Where did they take your body?”

“Don't know, but it's probably where they
take all bodies sooner or later. The morgue.”

“Unless it disappeared. Like mine.”

“Don't we have some kind of subconscious
link to our bodies?”

“What do I know," said Toots. "I'm not a
witch.”

“I am,” said a tall translucent woman with
long hair, whose head fell askew upon her shoulder. Blood dripped
from her eyes and the gash at her throat. She gave the equivalent
of a smile. “Let's wander together a while. My name is
Yolanda.”

As they walked and thought-talked, puzzle
pieces began to fall into place. Yolanda remembered nothing of her
death. She was making coffee, she said, while the Nyx looked
through her spell books, and suddenly found herself here in the
Realm of the Undead. “It seems we all have connections to Wolf and
Lora and the quest to rescue the Swan Maidens.”

“Yes,” said Desdemona. “Do you think that's
why the killer targeted us? To frighten the others into abandoning
the quest?”

“Or,” said Toots, “the Prince is the real
target, and Dez and I were killed by mistake.”

Dez rolled her eyes woefully as she pictured
her headstone. Here lies Desdemona Dickel. Killed by mistake.

It lacked pizzazz.

"What about me?" said Yolanda. "I was
helping the Nyx. Perhaps the killer wanted me out of the way.

“Of course,” Desdemona said brightly, “we
haven't established my body is actually dead.”

“Mine either,” said Yolanda. “I think we're
in a state of suspension between living and dead.”

“I just want my trumpet,” said Toots.

“By now it's probably in the evidence room
at the police station.”

Yolanda said, “From the looks of you you're
dead. You could pass into the spirit world.”

“I want my trumpet.”

“That's the problem,” said Yolanda.

“We can't get it ourselves,” said Dez. “Can
we contact the living?”

“You're a witch,” Yolanda observed.

“Just an amateur. A little alchemy. I'm good
at math. That's what brought us here.”

“'Tis no small feat,” said Yolanda. “You may
have more power than you know.”

“I want my trumpet,” said Toots.

In the evidence room of the Mittelstadt
Police Station, Officer Schneider was looking through the recent
findings. He shook his head. It was a conundrum. Death,
disappearing bodies, and Meyer in the evidence room kept
complaining of a strange bleeding misshapen creature passing like a
shade through the room. “It doesn't seem to see or hear us,” said
Meyer. “Just wanders through mumbling about a trumpet.”

Schneider said, “Do we have a trumpet in the
evidence room?”

“Yes.”

“That explains it, then.”

“What?”

“Your mind is playing tricks on you.”

“What!”

“Subconscious suggestion. You associate the
trumpet with an unsolved murder and start seeing ghosts. Anyway,
the trumpet is evidence. If you see the thing again, tell it
so.”

“I don't think the spirit even knows where
it is, itself.”

Schneider sent him out of the room and
looked around for any mortal spirits the man might be consuming on
the job. He found the trumpet on the shelf and blew into it. It
made a sound like cats fighting. “Better not quit my day job.”
Schneider laughed to himself.

He put it back on the shelf and went to his
office.

“There you are,” said Reiker, when Schneider
returned to the office. “I can't figure out how this stupid hunk of
metal works.” He poked the heavy typewriting machine on Schneider's
desk.

“It's the new technology,” said Schneider.
“Sorry, Reiker, you're a dinosaur.”

“Murder doesn't care,” said Reiker.

A piercing shriek rent the air. Reiker and
Schneider dashed in the direction of the sound and found the
Prince, in blue jeans and a cotton shirt, pointing into the holding
cell. He indicated the small barred window. It faced a brick
wall.

“It just gets worse and worse, doesn't it?”
cried the Prince. “First we're put in a dungeon, given boring food,
dressed in peasant garb, treated most discourteously, my personal
assistant murdered, no bath, no fresh flowers and now this.” He
gesticulated. “Not even a decent view upon which to rest my weary
eyes and ponder.”

Reiker went round to the front desk. “Hey
Klaus. Still have a poster of that event you're policing?”

“Sure.”

Reiker took the poster and went back to the
holding cell. He stuck the poster in front of the window with
adhesive tape.

“Now that's more like it,” said the
Prince.

The poster said, “Girls
Girls Girls!” and featured smiling ladies showing off their frills
and garters. It was for a burlesque show next week, assuming the
world hadn't ended by then. Below main event, small print read:
"Musical Entertainment: Die Singenden Schwanenschwestern (The Singing Swan
Sisters).

The Prince went into the holding cell, sat
on the bunk and pondered the view. At least it helped pass the
time. He wondered how fared the Kingdom of Grünewaldt without
him.

 


"Here," said Erhart, tapping the mirror's
surface. "This is where the greatest concentration of magic appears
tonight." He, Norbert der Narre and Albrecht the Assassin gathered
in his private chambers.

Norbert raised an eyebrow. "I thought you
didn't have a magic mirror."

Erhart laughed. "Sure, I have one. You don't
think I'd let Waldo know about it, do you? Next he starts playing
with it and gets all the colors off-tint." He gazed into the
mirror.

It showed a festive, sparkling room,
palatial in scope, almost empty of people but ready to be filled
with music and laughter and guests in all manner of dress. A large
ceiling globe threw light all around the tables, the floor and
cleverly draped walls.

"Do you see him?" said Norbert.

Erhart shook his head. "Looks like they're
still decorating. Hanging up the Happy Birthday banners. Just
servants."

"But where's the son of Waldo?"

"There! Look!"

"Do you see him?" repeated Norbert.

"No, not him," said Erhart. "Look at that
woman in the golden dress, striding across the dance floor in
bejeweled high-heeled shoes. Long legs. Lips like the petals of the
blood rose."

Norbert spread his hands. "Oh, I'm in love.
What about her?"

"She's out of your league," said Erhart.
"That's Elisabet. The Sorcerer Queen."

"'Tis she holds the Swan Maidens captive,"
said Erhart.

"Without a doubt, if he follows through on
his quest, Prince Crispin will be at the ball this night."

They looked at each other and grinned.

"Gotcha!"

 


The signal was weak, but the giant stag
beetle persisted, following unseen channels in the sky. Eventually
Lukan found a twisting turn between the realms and soared through.
They flew on until the lights of a small village appeared below
them, and Lukan declared the signal came strongest from the
vicinity of the well.

As they didn't know what to expect, he let
Wolf and Lora off a short walk away from the village, and concealed
himself with extra mushroom in the darkness off the path. Lora
opened her pouch and the violet flame orb bobbed up with a cheerful
whistle. It glowed softly and sang as it moved down the path.

“Guess we follow the orb,” said Wolf.

It danced ahead of them until they arrived
at the village well, then beeped in satisfaction and hovered. Lora
peered over the edge of the well. It was a long way down. She
tossed a pebble.

“That well's been dry many a season.” They
whirled. A man in work clothes and a shock of white hair leaned on
a rake. He nodded. “Name's Alfred. I'm the guardian of the
well.”

“I'm Wolf and this is Lora Ley. We're Nyx
from Mittelstadt.”

The orb whistled.

Wolf said, “And this is Orbit.”

Alfred tipped his hat and the orb jiggled up
and down.

“Where is everyone?” said Lora. “Except for
the lights the village seems deserted.”

“I'm the only one here,” said Alfred. He
waved his hand, and the village became forest. Only the well
remained, deep and silent in the gloaming. “This is the entrance to
the realm of Perchta.”

“You're expecting us, it seems.”

He grinned. “Frau Holle sent word ahead. She
says you're both courteous and hard-working, and highly recommends
you.”

Lora smiled. "Thank her for us." She looked
into the well and saw the faint glimmer of water below. “Is the
water an illusion too?”

“No. The dry well is an illusion. Jump
in.”

The orb dropped into the well with a splash,
and hovered just below the surface. Wolf reached down and rippled
the water. “Feels real enough to me,” he said. He made his hand
become water, then reappear.

“Don't leave anything behind,” said Alfred.
“You won't be coming back this way.”

Lora started. “But Lukan - “

“The stag beetle? Impressive fellow.” said
Alfred. “Don't worry. I'll tell him.”

They thanked him, and slipped into the well.
Ahead of them, the orb cruised at a comfortable speed, humming to
itself. Sparks of light trailed behind it. Lora and Wolf retained
their human forms for a while. It seemed they dove down a long
way.

At last they came to the bottom of the well,
and the ground was smooth and level. Soft sand enveloped their
feet. All was dark but for the glow of the orb. They knew not how
long they walked, and finally morphed into their mer-forms so they
could travel faster. It was always a risk being in mer-form in
strange surroundings. They could travel only in water. If trapped
by iron they couldn't get back to their human forms and could
weaken and die on land.

Several times the passageways diverged, and
they were glad of guidance from Orbit. Finally they came into an
enormous cavern. Light shone from above. The little orb streaked
upward. Wolf and Lora transformed back to human form and
followed.

They were in a vast chamber of moonlight.
Phosphorescent creatures glimmered in the water. On shore burned a
small fire. Near the fire, seated at a spinning wheel, was an old
woman in a shawl. Wolf and Lora climbed out of the water behind
her.

Without turning around she said, “You're the
ones my sister Frau Holle told me about. Sit by the fire and dry
your clothes.”

They sat. The fire was warm comfort to their
human bodies, pleasant and relaxing. The spinning wheel turned and
turned. Perchta spun in bare feet and they glimpsed her swan foot
on the treadle.

She said, “You wish to travel to the Realm
of the Undead?”

Lora nodded. “We need to communicate with a
spirit haunting our demesnes. She doesn't seem to see or hear us in
the mortal world.”

The spinning wheel turned.

“She's part of our quest to rescue to
Sonnentöchter and save the known world from eternal darkness,” said
Wolf.

“It was because of us she was killed,” said
Lora. “We're sure of it.”

"The Realm of the Undead doesn't like to be
disturbed by the living." She paused in her spinning. Frau Holle
and Perchta were both specialists and teachers in the arts of
spinning and weaving. "But as you come with recommendations, I will
help you."

"Thank you," they said.

“Come, dear,” said Perchta to Lora. Her long
grey hair hung loose over her shoulders. She was a crone, a wise
woman whose magic could cross dimensions. Lora came closer. “I need
help with this," said Perchta. "Hold the spindle, so … “

Lora flinched. “Something pricked my
finger.”

“Let's see,” said Wolf. As he took hold of
her hand, Lora collapsed in a heap. “Lora!” He knelt beside her,
brushing the hair from her face. Her eyes were closed. Thank all
the gods, he thought, she's breathing. To Perchta he cried, “What
did you do to her?”

“Hush,” said she. “Lora has fallen into an
enchanted sleep. Put her on that bed.”

There appeared a bed of vines and boughs and
soft feather ticking, with sheer curtains drawn open. He laid her
gently on the bed, her head sinking into the pillow. Her forehead
was cool, her lips parted slightly as she breathed. He put his ear
to her chest and listened to her heart, a strong slow beat.

“She's safe,” said Perchta. “Only one of you
could go to the Realm of the Undead, you see. The other must stay
to watch over the sleeping body.”

“I'll guard her with my life,” said Wolf. He
sat on the bed and looked into her face, peaceful in repose. He
held her hand in his. Perhaps his energy would strengthen her
own.

Perchta smiled, and spun on.

 


Lora awoke walking. Where am I? What is this
place? All around her, others walked, of alone but also in pairs or
groups. Many walked up a sideways plane. Several walked upside
down. Nothing seemed to be beneath her feet, nothing but grey space
as far as one could see, merging into grey clouds and fog.

The air smelled of bitter incense and pitch.
A dull light seemed to permeate everything. A group of people
walked by, horribly mangled, some carrying severed limbs, some
trailing body organs. Some squelched along, crushed almost
boneless. As they passed in confusion she heard someone say, “Last
I remember we were in the train … “

They were colorful as if in life. A pale
grey shade drifted past, looking neither to the right nor left,
caring not about the new arrivals. It seemed tin eternal despair.
“Why won't they listen?” it repeated over and over. “Why don't they
hear?”

Lora opened her mouth to speak but nothing
came out. “Strange,” she thought, and her voice echoed around her.
It took a few tries not to speak everything she was thinking. No
one paid her heed as she wandered aimlessly, talking to
herself.

“Yolanda,” she cried.

No answer came.

She tried calling Yolanda in a song. Her
melody carried hardly a meter before it became blurred and
distorted.

“How big is this place?”

As big as it has to be.

“Who said that?”

The Realm of the Undead.

“Don't be ridiculous,” said Lora. “Realms
can't talk.”

This one can.

“I don't believe you. You're making fun of
me because I'm new.”

Not only can we talk to you, we can talk to
multiple spirits at the same time.

“Who are we?”

The collective consciousness. Do you believe
a space can form its own consciousness influenced by the dynamics
of those who dwell within it and the flow of energy through forces
animate and inanimate?

“I guess I'd have to.”

We want to know why you're here, when you
are only sleeping, not Undead.

“I'm sleeping?”

You traveled to the Realm of the Undead
through your own subconscious. It caused a disturbance in our
momentum.

“I'm sorry.”

We have rules. Only Undead in said Realm.
You'll have to leave, or die appropriately.

“I need to find Yolanda.”

Who's that?

"A witch."

Narrow it down. We have many witches.

"This one has her throat cut, her head
hanging at an angle and bleeding eyes."

What do you want, a lineup of potential
candidates? We are a vast eternal realm. Chances are you'll never
find the one you seek.

“Lora!” A familiar figure waved awkwardly
from the distance.

“Found her,” said Lora, waving back.

Blech, said the Realm, now everyone will
want to do it. Hurry up, then.

Lora waved back at Yolanda. She recognized
Desdemona and Toots as they approached, drifting without much foot
movement along an aisle of nothing.

“Are you dead too?” said Yolanda. Her head
sagged and she caught it before it flopped off.

“No,” said Lora. “We came in search of you.
Your undead spirit is haunting our and Skoldt's demesnes.”

“Yes,” said Yolanda, "That's what I thought,
but the channels of communication and awareness seem not to
connect.”

“You're dead?” Lora said to Dez.

“Undead.”

“You too, Toots?”

“I want my trumpet.”

Lora brightened. “Is that what's keeping you
here? I can get it, but we have to find your body and pair it with
the trumpet. Then I”m sure you'll get it back.”

“That's the problem,” said Yolanda. “We have
no idea what happened to our bodies. Dez and I can both be
reanimated and (we hope) healed, if our spirits can return to our
bodies within three days. With the proper spell.”

Desdemona wrote in the air with her finger.
She frowned, crossed out part of it and wrote some more. She made
shapes, triangles, spheres, shifting polygons. She did long
division.

“What about Toots?” said Lora.

“I want my trumpet.”

“He's really dead,” said Yolanda. “Just a
dissatisfied spirit.”

“Aha,” said Dez.

Everyone looked at her, some from an odd
angle.

“Let me just check.” Desdemona looked over
the invisible writing, rubbed something out and wrote over it.
“Yes, that's it.”

“What is it?” said Yolanda.

“According to calculations based primarily
on various algorithms of ancient astronomical origin, the influence
of certain secret symbols and the trajectory of the temperature
changes caused by our bodies, and allowing for the traces of gold
and stardust found in every body and the ratio of ferrous
substrates, I think I know where they are.”

“Your bodies?” said Lora.

“Yes.”

“Where?” said Lora and Yolanda together.

“In the lair of the Beast.”

Yolanda nodded, in spirit. She said, “You
know more about alchemy and magic than you tell us, Desdemona.”

Dez gave a crooked smile. “More that I
thought. I've been in Grünewaldt – the Prince's kingdom – for a
good long while now. Five or six years. Picked up a lot of science
and magic. I have my own laboratory. It belonged to a court
magician ages ago. Covered in cobwebs and dust. At first it was
just an excuse to get away from the royal pain in the butt, but on
the shelves were fascinating books and scrolls, and once I'd
cleaned and smudged the place with lavender and thyme, I began to
experiment.”

“Which is how you landed in our
demesnes.”

"When the Sun didn't rise, King Waldo got
news of the plight of the Sonnentöchter, and Crispin decided to
rescue them, prove his valor, and earn his father's respect. I
thought I could get us there by alchemy and magic but it proved
more complex than it appeared. We discovered we had to go the
demesnes of the Sun to get answers, and I worked a spell to help us
find one who knew the way."

"And you were thrown into our demesnes."

“Your siren song drew us. I thought we went
off course, but maybe not.”

“Do you know where lies the lair of the
Beast?” said Lora.

Dez thought about it. “There's more than one
entrance,” she said. “Including a way through this Realm; but we've
been wandering aimlessly for what seems forever and see nothing but
grey and fog and other wandering spirits.”

Lora looked around. The grey realm seemed
interminable. “Where else?”

“Through the Divination Pool of a powerful
Sorcerer Queen.”

Lora's eyes widened. “Elisabet?”

“That be she.”

“Rather go through the Realm of the
Undead.”

Yolanda turned to Dez, “Put your hand in
mine,” she said.

As they were both insubstantial, their hands
merged, with overlapping lines, two pale shadows becoming one. “You
too, Lora,” said Yolanda. “We'll show you the healing spell we
need. And Toots, your energy will help.”

“I want my trumpet.” He put his translucent
hand in theirs.

A wavering eldritch glow arose from their
combined hands, darting over and through their spirit bodies.
Otherwise, nothing happened.

“Toots,” said Yolanda. “Stop thinking about
your trumpet for a moment and think about your physical body.”

“But I want my - “

“You'll get it if we can find your body.
First things first.”

“What about the healing spell for you and
Dez?” said Lora. “My body is in the demesne of Perchta. Can I cast
the spell if I'm in spirit form?”

“Yes, it's just words and gestures to assist
the flow of nurturing energy. And getting back into your own body
is as simple as waking up.”

“Excellent. The Realm of the Undead already
let me know my presence isn't wanted.”

Are you still here? said the Realm.

"Just leaving," said Lora.

Good. We don't want transients.

“Everyone close your eyes and concentrate,”
said Yolanda. “We can do this together but don't open your eyes
until I give the word, or you'll break the connection.”

When she closed her eyes, Lora saw not
darkness, just a whirl of fog. She felt the others around her.
Yolanda spoke in an arcane language. When she paused, Desdemona
spoke. It was a tandem spell.

“Do not open your eyes,” Yolanda warned
again.

From behind her closed lids came flashes of
light and eternal darkness, swirling winds as hot as dragon's
breath, shards of biting cold. She focused on the flow of energy
arcing through them all, and hoped the others held strong.

As suddenly as it began, the tempest grew
quiet and the winds were still.

“Open your eyes,” said Yolanda.

They were in a beautiful meadow, bright with
wildflowers and butterflies. Tall grass waved in the fragrant
breeze.

Lora blinked in disbelief. “This is the lair
of the Beast?”

“It's his realm.” She pointed to a fantastic
palace in the distance. “That's his lair.”

The palace flew pennants of many colors.
Walls of marble and glass shone in a light emanating from nowhere
and everywhere at once, a sunny light that sparkled on the moat and
nurtured the petunias. From every window and balcony hung flower
boxes and bunting. Music drifted on the air. The mood was festive,
but the palace seemed deserted.

They followed the music. Golden palace gates
stood wide open and the drawbridge was down. White, black and
orange fish leapt in the moat. Beyond were magnificent gardens,
wonderful to behold, where birds and animals of every kind lived
together, and trees bearing apples, plums and cherries abounded. A
small spring came up from the ground into a waterfall fountain, and
the water played a lively melody as it danced over the stones.

Above the song of the water came the music,
from further back in the courtyard. It was violin music, mysterious
and bright. They walked through garden archways festooned with
flowers, where hummingbirds buzzed and butterflies flew, and cool
humid shadows gave birth to colorful mushrooms.

In the center of the courtyard, beside a
well, sat the violinist. His back was to the travelers but his body
was obviously deformed and blighted. His shaggy hair hung like a
ragged mane and his bottom feet were half human, half canine. Yet
from this wretched figure poured forth the most glorious of
music.

“Beware,” said Yolanda. “This could all be
illusion.”

"It's an enchanted realm," said Dez, gazing
around in awe.

The music stopped. “Who dares disturb my
peace?” The Beast rose and turned, and cried, “What?” His face was
a misshapen muzzle with crooked yellow fangs. One ear dangled by
sinew. “You haunt me already, and your bodies not yet bled and
dead?”

Yolanda stepped forward. “Nor shall they be,
for we live yet. Three days have we to return before our bodies are
no longer useful.”

“I just want my trumpet,” said Toots.

The Beast said, “His body is no longer
useful.”

“But he wants his trumpet,” said
Desdemona.

The monster sighed. “Is it really my
responsibility to care what the Undead want?”

“If you're prepared to put up with him
walking through your demesnes at all hours asking for his trumpet
for the rest of eternity, we'll be happy to leave his body
here.”

“That's not fair,” said the Beast. A scab on
his face cracked open and putrid ooze leaked out. “He'd drive me
insane. All right, you may have his body.”

“Did you kill us?” said Desdemona.

“Had to,” said the Beast. “Without you the
Sun will not rise, and the world will die. You notice I didn't
quite kill you. We save that for the sacrificial ritual.”

“And you have our bodies?” said Yolanda.

“But how did you know where we were?” said
Dez.

“And the world will die?” said Lora.

“Yes. And if the Prince finishes his quest
and rescues the Swan Maidens, the ritual can't be performed. If the
ritual isn't performed, the kingdom of Elisabet the Sorcerer Queen
will crumble, and the curse that keeps us apart, and keeps me
trapped in the body of a Beast, will prevail. We will die or exist
in a fate worse than death.

“I knew where you were,” he continued,
“because the well here has the ability to show me many things. Just
like Elisabet's Divination Pool. I used it to reach across
dimensions. And I took your bodies to avoid just this happening.”
He waved a gnarled hand. “Trying to jump back into them before
three days elapsed. You were not thoroughly killed. There's an art
to almost killing someone, you know. Your bodies will be part of
the sacrificial ritual. It was also to be a warning. Abandon
quest.”

“I want my trumpet,” said Toots.

“The world will die?” Lora said for the
third time.

“Only to live again," cried the Beast. "A
new world, where we rule side by side, my beloved Queen and I.”
Blood dribbled out his ear.

“You mean Elisabet?”

“I was not always a Beast,” he said. “I was
once a handsome prince.” He took a drink from his glass chalice.
“We were young and in love. Everywhere we went, flowers blossomed
and birds sang and deer came to eat from our hands. Her father was
a sorcerer and taught her a wealth of arcane knowledge.

“But he couldn't bear the thought of
Elisabet marrying. No one was good enough for her, he said. He was
old and lonely. His wife died from the fever and he doted on his
only child. As she grew up he kept her away from others, for fear
she would fall in love and leave him.

“His worst fears came to pass. She was
singing in the forest one day and I was out for a ride on my
magnificent charger. We came upon each other at a drinking pool. It
was love at first sight. After that we spent every moment together.
We were to be married. But rather than lose her, the sorcerer
turned me into the hideous Beast you see before you, and took my
palace to a realm of enchantment thinking Elisabet would never find
me. But, he underestimated her desire. Her power is great.”

Lora said, “And the sacrifice of the Swan
Maidens will break the curse upon you?”

“Yes," said the Beast. "And the Sun will die
of grief and the Wolf will consume her, heralding an age of
darkness and chaos, and the world will begin anew.”

“Could we vote on that?” said Desdemona.

“This is not a democracy. Besides, women
can't vote.”

She pushed up her specs. “Yeh, we'll see
about that.”

“Where are our bodies?” said Yolanda.

From the well came a burble of bubbles and a
light appeared. A purple flame orb popped out of the water. It
zipped by, then again, jiggled in the air in front of them with a
succession of beeps and whistles. Lora clapped her hands in
delight. “Orbit!”

The Beast stepped back. “What is that?”

“A guidance orb,” said Yolanda, recognizing
the style.

“Was given us by Sonne,” said Lora.

“Alone, the Beast has no power over the
Sun,” said Dez.

A growl began in the mutilated chest of the
Beast, just below the place his ribs showed, and grew into a roar
of frustration. He picked up a stone and hurled it at the orb, who
easily avoided it and beeped indignantly. It began to sing.

“Stop that,” said the Beast.

Lora picked up the song. It grew shrill and
the Beast clapped his hands over his ears.

“Stop!" He backed away, stumbling. "I can't
stand it!”

Lora and Orbit sang together, seeking the
right notes. The Beast's drinking chalice shattered in an explosion
of glass. The pitch of the song changed and the very plants
trembled. Animals retreated to their thickets and burrows. Hands
over his ears, gnashing his teeth, the Beast ran into the palace.
The huge doors slammed behind him and a portcullis descended with
loud and hasty precision.

Orbit gave a whistle of satisfaction. The
little sphere drifted in front of them and hummed.

“Orbit wants us to follow,” said Lora.

“Wow,” said Dez, “you almost blew out my
brains with that song.”

“Usually my songs attract. A few I can do
backward to repulse. Orbit does amazing harmonies."

They followed Orbit down a little path, to a
stone mausoleum. The heavy door grated open. On three slabs lay
three bodies.

“We look disgusting,” said Desdemona.

Toots tried to pull a grub out of his body,
but in his insubstantial state couldn't get hold of it.

“When we return to our substantial bodies
and Lora Ley speaks the healing spell we'll look like our gorgeous
selves again,” said Yolanda. “Except for Toots. He's definitely
dead.”

“I want my trumpet.”

“Get in your body,” said Yolanda, “and we'll
send you to your trumpet. Dez, can you verify the coordinates?”

She nodded.

With a ghostly sigh, Toots merged once more
with his body.

Yolanda made symbols in the air as she and
Dez did the spell together. They worked in harmony, one speaking a
set of words and the other speaking another simultaneously. Toots'
body trembled. It rose into the air, faded to a shadow and vanished
in a puff of smoke.

It fell with an ignominious thud onto the
floor of the Mittelstadt Police Station evidence room. Congealed
blood spattered on the floor.

“Give it the damn trumpet!” cried Reiker, as
the body lay grisly and glistening. Reiker looked along the shelves
and rooted in boxes and finally located the gold trumpet with the
heraldry flag, tucked away in a corner. “That's what it wants.”

Hoffmann, today's evidence room clerk,
cowered behind a desk. Rumors had been circulating, and the body
falling from the sky was proof beyond a doubt the place was
haunted.

Reiker laid the trumpet upon the body and
stepped back.

For a moment nothing happened. Then, a
translucent Toots, whole and healed, arose from the body with a
translucent trumpet, and blew a blast of triumph. His joyful spirit
walked through the wall, and he was gone.

“I think we've solved it,” said Reiker,
brushing off his hands.

There was no reply. Hoffmann had fainted
dead away.

 


Yolanda and Desdemona wafted into their
bodies like smoke, and Lora began to speak the spell. It was a
complex formula and for a moment she feared she'd forgotten it,
then saw numbers and symbols gleaming in the air before her. She
smiled.

As she cast the spell, wounds faded away and
the bodies became healthy and fit. Skin reformed, injuries healed
and vanished as blood pumped anew. Bones straightened, muscles wove
together, a rosy tint came to their cheeks. Even their clothes were
cleaned and repaired.

To end the spell Lora made an exclamation
mark in the air. Groggy, the two women opened their eyes and looked
around. Momentarily dazed, they soon sat up and stretched, as if
they'd just had a refreshing nap.

They looked at themselves and each other
with delight. Orbit trilled happily.

“It worked,” said Yolanda.

“It worked!” cried Dez, and they hugged each
other.

Lora sighed with relief. “Now how do we get
you back to the world of the living?”

“The Beast used the magic of the well to
find us,” said Yolanda. “Perhaps we can use it too.”

“But you could drown,” said Lora. “What if
you can't find a way through?”

The violet flame orb darted over the well
and hovered, chattering with excitement.

“I see,” said Lora. “Orbit can guide you to
the nearest exit.”

Dez hesitated. “It knows we can't breathe
under water, right?”

Orbit jumped up and down. Let's go.

“Follow the bouncing ball,” said Dez.

“See you on the other side,” Yolanda said to
Lora. “Are you sure you'll be alright?”

“Yes,” she said. “I just have to wake
up.”



CHAPTER TEN

 


“When will she wake up?” asked Wolf for the
fortieth time.

“Patience,” said Perchta. The spinning wheel
hummed its eternal refrain. “You know the story. The Princess
pricks her finger and sleeps for a hundred years. Thick brambles
grow up around the palace. The handsome prince fights his way
through and awakens the sleeping beauty with true love's kiss.”

“A hundred years? I can't wait that
long!”

“We may be prone to exaggeration.”

“How do I know she's all right?”

“... and in the Norse version of the story,”
said Perchta, “the Valkyrie Brunhylde lies in an enchanted sleep
surrounded by a wall of fire, until the hero Siegfried conquers the
flames and awakens her with true love's kiss.”

“This is crazy,” said Wolf. “True love's
kiss I can provide in abundance. My heart is afire for her. But how
do I know if she's ready to be awakened? She might be in the middle
of something important. A spell, a conversation, a journey
even.”

“Watch her eyes,” said Perchta. “See how her
eyelids flicker? She's ready to wake.”

Wolf leaned over and took her limp body in
his arms. He kissed her soft mouth, tenderly at first then with
passion as he felt her respond. His heart leapt with joy when he
felt her arms around him, and heard her sigh with desire.

“Lora,” he said, “wake up, Liebling.” He
stroked her face.

Her eyes opened, and she smiled. They held
each other close.

"How do you feel?" he asked.

"Refreshed. As if I've had a good
sleep."

"Do you remember anything?"

“Everything," she said. "Did Dez and Yolanda
come through here?”

“No. Were they supposed to?”

“I don't know. Orbit guided them into the
well, and that was the last I saw of them.”

“They can't breathe under water.”

“It's a connecting channel to other realms.
If the Beast can do it, I'm sure they're safe.”

“I'm glad you're safe.” He helped her to her
feet. "What Beast?" She wobbled and he put an arm around her. He
connected his amulet with hers, giving her some of his energy.
Almost immediately she felt stronger. "I'll fill you in on the way
back. Thank you, Perchta.”

The old woman waved away their gratitude,
and chuckled. “When you're on a quest to save the world, who am I
to interfere?”

Lora reached into her pouch and took out the
flax ball. Perchta raised an eyebrow. "We were told this comes from
the Buschgroßmutter," said Lora. "But we don't know for sure. We
haven't tried to unwind it yet."

Perchta chuckled and took the ball of flax
fibers in her crowfoot hand. "This is a very lucky find," she said.
"Indeed it comes from the Buschgroßmutter. Her magic is compatible
with mine."

"Take it with our thanks," said Lora.

Perchta patted the ball and put it into her
basket. 'Twas my sister and I who taught humans how to spin fibers
of flax into the finest of linen."

“Now," said Lora, "please tell us the best
way back to Mittelstadt. There's a Prince we have to outfit for a
ball.”

Perchta indicated the underground river. “Go
back the way you came.”

“To the clearing where we met Albert?”

“To wherever you want to go. Desire creates
the power.”

Wolf and Lora nodded. They held hands and
dove into shimmering blue water. Darkness overtook them, and they
moved on by running their hands along the walls. They morphed to
their mer-forms and swam leisurely, enjoying the cool flow and the
lightness of being.

It wasn't long before they emerged at their
own demesnes by the Mittelstadt River.

 


“And then you just sweep it across, like so
… “ the Prince made a flourish. “Am I the only one here who knows
how to hang draperies?” He spied Lora and Wolf across the room.
“You there! You two!” He gave them the royal wave. “Come over
here.”

In a cotton shirt, denim slacks and plain
leather shoes, golden hair tumbling free to his shoulders, the
Prince could almost pass for a regular citizen. To his conscripted
assistant he said, “Go away.” He waggled his fingers.

“You look great, Crispin,” said Wolf.

“Your Highness is how you address a Prince.
And I do not look great. Work pants? Peasant shoes? Rough cotton
shirts on sensitive skin used to silks and satins? My wig ruined?
The symbol of my stature? Granted, the royal behind looks quite
fetching in these pants … what do you call them? Beans?”

“Blue jeans,” said Wolf.

“But work pants,” said the Prince. Granted
they are comfortable. The royal personage is often forced into
restrictive form-fitting fashions. Tights tend to creep into
crevices and cause discomfort.”

“Cowboys wear jeans,” said Wolf.

“What are cow boys?”

“They ride horses and herd cows in America,”
said Lora.

Wolf got a newspaper from the waiting room
stack. It was old news, but the picture on front was of four
cowboys in full gear on their horses. He showed Crispin, who took
the paper and gazed at it with interest.

“What is this picture made from?”

“A camera. It's a photograph.”

“The painter is very good. Why does he not
use colors? Perhaps it's a drawing.”

“It uses light to produce an image,” said
Lora.

The Prince frowned, then chuckled and wagged
a finger at her. “Now that's just simple magic,” he said. “Even my
personal assistant can do that. Where is – oh, right. Dead.”

For a moment there was silence.

“So,” said Crispin, “do cow boys have a
Prince?”

“Not really,” said Wolf. “America has no
royalty. There are marshals and sheriffs who go after people who
break the law.”

“The laws must be upheld. But no royalty?
What kind of heathen place is this America?"

"The land of the free," said Reiker.

"A whole lot of criminals running around
free, that's for sure, with no royalty to order them thrown in the
dungeon. People love royalty. It gives them something meaningful to
discuss in their drab common lives. Standards for which to strive.
And how long must I stay in this hideous prison?”

Lora produced the invitation with a
flourish. “We're going to the ball tonight.”

Once more the Sun had not risen but true to
her word she sent her solar spirits to cast sunlight where they
could. People stayed inside and locked the doors as bright sizzling
flashes touched to earth. Wherever they landed rose an ethereal
glow.

“Tonight? What day is it? What time is it?”
He sank onto his bunk. “Oh, me.”

Wolf pulled out his pocket watch and shook
it.

Lora looked at the clock on the wall of the
police station. “Nine in the morning.”

“And yet dark.”

“That's why you have to rescue the Swan
Maidens. So the Sun will rise again.”

“Remind me again why this is my
problem?”

“If you don't finish this quest the world
will come to an abominable end and your father will be disappointed
in you.”

“My father's already disappointed in me,”
said Crispin.

Lora looked at the invitation. It said 09.9
hrs from now and counting. After yesterday's adventures she and
Wolf had needed more sleep than usual. Full Nyx rarely slept, but
human bodies tired easily. One also had to feed them on occasion or
they became weak and sickly. But, in human form the Nyx could
experience a full range of sensation, tastes, sights, sounds,
feelings and emotions. The essence of life. The passion and the
promise.

 


There was a costume shop in town. The owner
lived upstairs. Masquerade parties were a popular distraction and
the shop had masks and costumes for all occasions, including full
Princely attire sure to get approval from even the most persnickety
of royals. Lora and Wolf saw Reiker wave to them from the back of
the police station, and excused themselves from the Prince.

“What's going on?” said Reiker as he hurried
them into his office. “Fire from the sky? People want answers. Is
it the end of the world?”

“Relax,” said Wolf. “Just a few solar
flares.”

Fire engines were out cruising the darkened
streets, and light rays bounced from brass bells and shiny red
paint and the polished harnesses of the horses. No fire could the
firemen find, just glow. They were mobbed by citizens demanding to
know what was happening.

“It's end of the world,” cried the people,
as the flowers bloomed and the bars opened early.

"We're doomed," said others, and put up
umbrellas or mobbed the market or packed clean underwear and went
places, or milled about in confusion.

"Do the stars fall to earth?"

"Are there signs in the sky?"

"Can it get any worse?

"Are we all going to die?

“It's close to panic in the streets,” said
Reiker.

“Have to keep people calm,” said Wolf.
“Assume them those flares aren't harmful. You could even walk
through one. Maybe sit in one. Meditate. Read a book.”

“Yesterday it was night all day. It's still
night this morning and light bolts are shooting out of the sky,”
said Reiker. “Self-flagellants are walking down Main Street. The
churches are holding all day prayer meetings. Locals have rallied
with shotguns and rifles and sandbags to take down invading aliens
or whatever monsters there be. People are trampling each other in
the lineups at telegraph offices. At least the cattle are happy.
Every time one of those things lands in a field it creates a patch
of tender leafy greens.”

“Tomorrow morning the sun will rise again,”
said Lora. “There's much to be done this night. If only we had more
time! Tell the people it's a temporary weather anomaly, no danger.
Hopefully they calm down when they see there are no flesh-eating
Nachzehrer arising from graves.”

"Suppose they do arise from graves?" said
Reiker.

"Then panic."

She and Wolf told Reiker about their visits
to Frau Holle and Perchta, Lora's journey to the Realm of the
Undead and the encounter with the Beast. Reiker told them about the
body of Toots which appeared in the evidence room, and the
departure of the happy spirit, finally reunited with his trumpet.
The body was now quite dead in the morgue.

Lora said, “I don't know what happened to
Yolanda and Dez. They followed Orbit into the well in the lair of
the Beast.”

“Do you feel anything?” said Wolf. “You were
with them for a while, you're more sensitive to their
energies.”

She nodded. “I have enough of a connection
to feel their life force,” she said. “They made it through the
portal.”

“So they've left the lair of the Beast?”

“Yes. You know, Desdemona has some serious
alchemy talent. If anyone can turn straw into gold it's she.”

“She's stronger than she thinks. Any idea
where they emerged?”

“The Beast uses the well as an entrance to
Elisabet's Kingdom, through her divination pool. The girls are fast
and limber so should easily make the trip.”

“It's the most direct way,” said Wolf.
“There's also the pool of the Swan Maidens, but it's more of a
distance. Logically Orbit would show them to the nearest exit.”

“Even if it's more dangerous?”

“Who knows how orbs think?” said Wolf.

“Can we get back to Elisabet's Enchanted
Castle through the natural water systems? Rivers and streams? Or
should we wait for Yolanda and Dez? Or try to contact them … ” Lora
snapped her fingers and sparks few. “The Prince has a mirror in his
cell. I mean room.”

“He has four mirrors,” said Reiker.

“We can use them for divination," said Lora
"but mirrors could put Crispin in danger. The Beast can reach
through the surface of his well and snatch someone from our realm.
He got Toots and Dez and Yolanda. Mirrors and other reflective
surfaces here can make it easier for him. What's to stop him
grabbing the Prince?”

“Do we have to stop him?” said Reiker.

“If we want the Sun to come up in the
morning, yes.”

“What a shame.”

Lora said, “Someone should be watching him
at all times.”

“He conscripted decorating help from the
staff. And I'm sure the piercing shriek will alert us if anything
happens, or if the colors clash,” said Reiker. “I'll get rid of the
mirrors and keep an eye on him. Come back this afternoon and we'll
take him to the costume shop. He'll be happy to see powdered wigs
again.”

 


“What do you mean, you let them go?”
Elisabet's face contorted with fury, red lips pulled back from her
teeth, eyes flashing.

“I didn't let them go. It was the song.” The
Beast held onto the rim of the pool, his nails scratching grooves
in the rock. This was as far as he could travel from his demesnes.
Even if he stepped out of the pool, his body became wracked with
pain and began to crumple inward and die.

Elisabet had worked powerful magic to
connect their realms. When her father died, aided by a measure of
poison in his soup, she hoped the spell would be broken and the
Beast become as a human again, at least in appearance. He was
comely to look upon, bronzed by the sun, shaggy dark hair and eyes
of sparkling green.

She saw him again as she had seen him then,
and longed for him. If all went well, the curse would be undone
tonight. They would both be young, strong and healthy again.

But this was disturbing news. Three bodies
gone. Two he didn't kill completely as their lives would strengthen
the sacrificial rite, assuming they were used within three days of
their death. He had them safely stored in a stone mausoleum in his
palace gardens.

All seemed well, and then came news of the
wandering spirits of the Undead, even the completely dead as the
one who sought his trumpet disappeared. The two witches, whose
innate magic would have further empowered Elisabet's spell, took
their bodies and vanished.

The Beast growled. “It was the sound, I tell
you. Shattered my wine glass. Not just one sound, a score, a
hundred or more. Hurt my ears, hurt my head, like knives piercing,
made me insane." He shuddered. "The woman with them did it. Her
body was not dead, but sleeping. And the orb aglow with violet
light helped guide her voice to a strident pitch."

"How did they find your realm?" said
Elisabet.

"I don't know," he replied. "They came
through the Realm of the Undead."

“What did this woman look like?” said
Elisabet. The Beast described her, and Elisabet clenched her teeth.
“The nixie. The cursed nixie. She who escaped my tower. Does she
still try to work against us? My magic is greater than all her race
combined.” She paced. “I'll place extra guard on the Sonnentöchter.
Only a few wretched hours, half a day even, before we are in each
other's arms again.”

“I dream of the moment you're with me
again,” said the Beast.

“As do I. My heart belongs to you,” said
Elisabet.

“My love for you will never die,” said the
Beast, and though they longed to rush into passionate embrace, it
could not be. “I must go.”

“So soon?” she said, as always.

“Tonight,” said the Beast, “we'll be
together at last.”

He held a hairy hand out to her and she
reached to him, but they didn't touch. “The Sun can send all the
solar spirits in her realm,” said Elisabet, “but her daughters will
die so that we can live, and there's nothing she can do about
that.”

“True love is meant to be,” said the Beast.
"Forever." He sank below the water's surface and disappeared into
the depths.

 


“Look, sisters!” Poesie gazed all around,
her eyes shining. "Solar spirits, gifts of light, to mitigate this
endless night." The Swan Maidens marveled at the bolts of light and
warmth, spreading an afternoon glow around the gardens.

Melodie put her head in the golden light
cast by a nearby solar spirit, and the warmth gladdened her heart.
“Mother Sonne sends her love.”

Darts of light came to rest on the rippling
surface of the pool and created translucent domes, bringing heat
and hope to everything they touched. The Swans swam through them
with cries of delight.

“Our mother has not deserted us.”

“She thinks upon us yet.”

Liebe murmured, “Look, sisters, more men
come to guard us.”

Harmonie said, “Does Elisabet fear we'll fly
away?”

“With these stumps for feathers, how can we
fly?” said Poesie. "We can only gaze at the sky."

“Perhaps one comes to rescue us,” said
Psyche.

“You are greatly optimistic,” said Freude,
“when the Enchantress means to kill us, perhaps tonight.”

“Tonight?” cried the others, and the sudden
swan babble made the guards look over with suspicion.

“Sh. Tonight is the grand ball for Jack's
birthday," said Freude. "He told me about it before he … you
know.”

“Dumped you,” said Psyche.

“Oh … “

“Don't cry, Freude,” said Liebe. “True love
always finds a way. If not, it's not true love.”

“She cries more for lost love than for our
lost lives,” said Anmut.

“We must escape,” said Harmonie, “but
how?”

A voice from shore caught their attention.
Two women bent over the pond, breathing the scent of the water
lilies abloom in the spirit lights of the Sun. One of the women had
freckles and hair the color of carrots, spectacles sliding down her
nose, and a shift dress and cloak as Druids would wear in the old
days. The other was tall and slender with long chestnut hair and
startling blue eyes.

“Look at the beautiful swans,” cried the
women. They were probably guests here early for Jack's birthday
ball. They held out their hands and called to the Swan Maidens.
“Come, let us touch you.”

A pair of guardsmen strolled into the
vicinity, sneaking glances at the ladies bent over the pond. The
ladies turned and smiled at them. The guardsmen pretended to look
straight ahead. Flirting with guests could get them thrown into the
dungeon.

“Such pretty swans,” called the women, as
the guards went on their way. “Come to us.” She reached into her
spell bag, and gave Desdemona two dried berries. "These will enable
us to speak to the Swans in our language and be understood by them,
and vice versa. Chew well. We have to talk fast because the effects
don't last long."

In a low voice, the redhead called, “We can
help you.”

Curious, the swans paddled closer. The women
beckoned. “Here,” said the other, “I have bread.” She held out her
hand.

Anmut, the eldest sister, drifted toward
them. “Who are you,” she asked. "How do you understand our
language?"

“We're two witches,” said
Yolanda. They introduced themselves. “We've eaten the berries of
the Übersetzungspflanze to translate our words. We
bring you good news, that a Prince will come tonight to rescue you
from the Enchanted Castle and the Sorcerer Queen.”

“A Prince!” Murmurs arose from the Swan
Maidens.

Anmut came closer and nibbled the bread.
“How do we know we can trust you? We know you not.”

Melodie, the second-eldest, swam over.
“Would you give us false hope?”

“Are you good witches?” called Liebe from
afar.

“Yes, we are,” said Yolanda. “We bring our
message from Nyx friends, who might have come through here.”

“Indeed,” cried Psyche, “the nixie in the
tower, who let her hair down. And another came through our pool. We
saw him not but their voices blended so well with ours we barely
noticed.”

"The nixie in the tower escaped with the
help of others, but we know not who," said Liebe.

Poesie giggled. "Elisabet was so upset, she
may be fuming yet."

"The Nyx are on our side. Lora Ley and Wolf
want to help you escape her hold and free you from this place,"
said Dez.

“They've seen your mother, Frau Sonne,” said
Yolanda.

They all gabbled at once. “Seen our mother!
How so? How is she? She must weep so for us. Her sorrow pains us.
If only we could look upon her face in freedom once again.”

Dez waited until the excitement quieted. “A
solar spirit guided them to your mother's demesnes. Sonne told them
that Elisabet planned to kill you when the Sun rose at dawn. Sonne
received word from a solar spirit who talked to a skylark just
before first light.”

Harmonie gasped. “That's why the dawn didn't
come.”

“Yes,” said Dez. "Otherwise you would now be
dead."

"As it is," said Yolanda, "she plans the
ritual tonight."

"It's true, then." The Sonnentöchter gasped
and cried. "We are magically bound to this place. We cannot fly, we
cannot run away! What can we do?"

“Tonight the Prince will break the spell,”
said Dez, “and you'll be free.”

“We're earthbound,” said Freude. “She'll
catch us.”

“Let's worry about that when the time
comes,” said Yolanda. “Enjoy the rest of the bread.” She took
Desdemona's hand, and they went back to the castle.

Jack had decorated to make the most of the
nighttime ambiance. Great beams of light cut into the sky.
Sparklers went off as the women climbed the stairs and glowing
smoke filled the air. Music drifted from the Great Hall as the
headliners ran through some tunes.

Desdemona and Yolanda followed the music
into the Hall. Sparkling party decorations hung from the walls and
rafter beams. A large gilded table bore several presents. They sank
into a couch near the dance floor. The band had a funky folk rock
sound and some upbeat dance numbers.

“The Town Musicians Near Bremen,” said Dez,
reading from a flyer on the low table before them.

“I've heard of them. Surprised Jack could
get them on short notice. Want a drink? Bar seems open.”

“Sure, one of those green fizzy things if
they have it.”

Yolanda soon returned with two green fizzy
things, and they sipped through straws.

Earlier, they had left the realm of the
Beast and followed Orbit through a short underwater tunnel to a
pool in the midst of Elisabet's spell room. Fortunately for them,
no one was there. Soaking wet, they hid out in a side room with a
fireplace until their clothes dried. Orbit hummed and shut down for
a nap. Dez and Yolanda lay together on the rug in front of the
fireplace and talked of many things, as if they were in a space and
time all their own.

“When all this is over,” said Yolanda,
“perhaps you could come to Witchton. I have a spare room.”

Dez smiled. “Maybe we won't need it,” she
said.

“Maybe.”

Now, in the Great Hall, with the music and a
scattering of other guests and grand décor, the mood was social.
People introduced themselves. Elisabet walked by but barely gave
them a glance. They looked at each other with satisfaction. She
didn't know who they were.

Eager bouncing in her black velvet spell bag
told Yolanda the little orb wanted out. She opened her bag and
Orbit zipped into the air, then down to the table and hovered.
Other guests exclaimed. “It's so precious! What a cute little
thing. What does it do?”

“It's a guidance orb,” said Desdemona. “And
it sings.”

Orbit trilled a few notes.

On his way by the table, Jack stopped in
astonishment. “That's amazing,” he said. “I want it.”

Orbit zipped to hide behind Yolanda.

“Give it,” said Jack.

“We need it yet,” said Dez.

“Well, what did you get me for my birthday?
I bet it's nothing like that.”

“Right,” said Yolanda. “Nothing.”

“So you're here to mooch cake.”

“Many happy returns, Jack.”

“Stuff it,” he said, and walked away.

 


“So you're going to this party,” said
Skoldt. He nibbled on a patch of lush grass nurtured by a solar
spirit.

“Yep. Want to come?” said Wolf. “You can be
the Prince's steed.”

Skoldt snorted. “I am nobody's steed. And I
don't go to parties. Bunch of pretentious bigwigs hobnobbing with
elitist buffoons and playing to pompous posers.”

“You could be the gift,” said Lora.

“Bite your tongue. Anyone tries to gift-wrap
me they'll be down so deep in a bog they'll never come out, even IF
they're nixies.”

“Hm," said Lora and took a step back. "So
... we're supposed to meet Reiker at three to go to the costume
shop.”

Wolf took out his pocket watch and tapped it
on the side. “This says six o'clock. But it might have
stopped.”

Lora laughed. “Least I know what to get you
for your birthday.”

They met Reiker at the station. The Prince
cowered in his security room and didn't want to come out.

“I look hideous. Not even a clean wig. What
if someone sees me? And what if there's an assassin lurking around?
What if someone tries to kill me? What if that creature gets me?
The one who got Toots and what's her name?”

“Desdemona,” said Lora. “She's only your
personal secretary.”

“Right, her.”

“She'll be at the ball tonight.”

“She will not! She's dead!”

“You think the dead can't dance?” Lora
said.

The Prince's eyes widened.

“But she's alive,” Wolf added. “Come on,
Crispin.”

The Prince stamped a foot. “I am a Prince
and thus addressed as Your Highness.”

“Suit yourself.”

“Move it,” said Reiker. “Guy's opening the
costume shop just for us.”

The Prince stood up and brushed himself off.
“Now that's more like it. Personal service.” He made a regal
gesture, waited a moment and shook his head. “I shall have to order
a new trumpeter, now that Toots … he is dead, isn't he?”

“Resting in peace,” said Reiker.

They walked outside, into the strange half
light created by Sonne's solar spirits. The horse was hitched and
the police buggy waiting.

“I'll drive,” said Reiker.

The Prince clambered into the back. “Hide
me.”

“There's a blanket,” said Reiker. “Throw it
over your head.”

“Phew-weesh that stinks! What was on
here?”

“Mitzi,” said Reiker.

“Get it away from me. Yuck yuck yuck! You
two get in here.” He beckoned to Lora and Wolf. “One to either
side. That's it. Pretend I'm not here. Owowowow your leg's in my
stomach!”

“Well, your elbow's in my ear.”

“Watch out, Lora, foolish girl, those are my
toes you're stomping with your giant feet, not bumps under the
rug.”

“Sorry, Prince,” she said sweetly.

Reiker clicked to the horse and the buggy
moved into the road.

The costume shop was near the center of
town. Progress was slow, as people recognized the police buggy and
ran after it with frantic haste, demanding to know what was going
on and when exactly the world would end.

The Prince squeezed further back between
Lora and Wolf. “They could be assassins,” he hissed. “or maniacal
cult members.”

“Or concerned citizens,” said Wolf.

“Those are the most maniacal,” said
Crispin.

Finally they arrived at the costume shop. To
the Prince's delight, a well coiffed powdered wig was in the
display window. “It could do with a few more curls,” he said, “but
I like it.”

A middle-aged man held open the door. “Come
in, come in.”

“Sorry to get you up, Herr Braun,” said
Reiker.

“No problem, Reiker my friend. How did that
clown costume work out?”

“I robbed the bank in three minutes flat and
still nobody knows who I am.”

Herr Braun looked startled, then laughed.
“Come everyone, look around, don't be shy. Hey pretty girl, you put
some of this sparkly green eye makeup on, you look like a mermaid.
Wouldn't she, huh?” He glanced around with a grin, and put it in
her hand. “Stage makeup, for actors. Gift for a pretty lady.”

“Thank you!” She turned the slender glass
bottle back and forth and let it catch the lantern light. The
sparkle enthralled her.

“Real mica in there,” said the owner.

Wolf cleared his throat. “We're actually
looking for something for - “ he pointed at the Prince, “him.”

“A royal announcer you'll never be,” said
the Prince.

“My heart breaks.”

“Royalty gets introduced.”

“If royalty expects to be introduced,
royalty will be waiting a long time,” said Wolf.

The Prince rolled his eyes and said to Herr
Braun, “I am Crown Prince Crispin of Grünewaldt. I am treated
hardly better than a dog on the street by these callous lowlifes.
Surely you, as a royal dresser, can understand my plight.”

“Yes. So, what costume were you
seeking?”

“I am a Prince!”

“Oh. Character actor, eh?”

“That wig in the window … “ he stumbled over
Lora and waved her out of the way. “Get out, get out, you pestilent
people. I shall speak to the dresser myself. Besides, it's not
fitting for you to see the royal personage unclothed.”

“Definitely not fitting,” said Wolf, and
took Lora's arm. “Let us bow out, Liebling.” They backed out the
door, bowing and flourishing.

“Hopeless,” said the Prince. “But at least
they try.” He turned, and his eyes became as big as saucers. He
coughed and pounded himself on the chest. “That's it," he cried,
pointing. "That's exactly what I want!”

Outside, Reiker waited with the buggy across
the street. Lora laughed. He'd made a swift exit.

"Sweep the street, mein Herr? Meine Dame?" A
boy about ten looked up at them. They nodded, and the sweeper
cleaned a path through the dirt and horse leavings. Wolf gave him a
coin and the boy thanked him profusely. Sweepers were commonplace
in towns, where horse traffic was heavy and straw and grit littered
the streets. Most boys found a regular street corner and defended
it from intruding sweepers.

“The royal personage excused us,” Lora told
Reiker. She petted the horse.

Wolf climbed into the buggy, put his hands
behind his head and his feet up on the driver's bench. “Let him
take his time.”

“Can you see what they're doing?” said
Lora.

Reiker shook his head. “They've gone into
the change rooms toward the back. You think he'll get those poofy
prince pants?”

“Striped tights,” said Lora.

“Pointy-toed shoes?”

She giggled. “Lace gloves.”

“What's the latest fashion in
Grünewaldt?”

“Anything the Prince wears,” said
Reiker.

The door to the costume shop swung open and
tall silhouette stood in the light. A bloodcurdling holler rang
through the streets. “Yippeee-iii-ayyyy!” punctuated with loud
bangs like firecrackers. The police horse laid back her ears and
stamped.

“Easy, there,” said Reiker. “Hey, you! The
horse is terrified – ach du lieber Gott im Himmel.“

The cowboy moseyed on down the street. He
wore a broad cowboy hat and steel-tipped boots with flashy spurs,
and loose chaps of leather and sheep's wool over his blue jeans.
Around his neck was a red bandanna. His oval belt buckle shone. At
his hips on a low-slung belt hung two holsters, and in his gloved
hands were two gleaming revolvers.

“Yee-HAW,“ he said. His golden hair, sans
wig, was tied in a loose tail beneath his leather hat. He wore
white gloves with fringes. "I shall be the hit of the party," he
said as he swung up into the buggy. "And no one could possibly
recognize me."

"Never in a million years," said Wolf, and
scooted closer to Lora.

"Fear not," he said, waving the revolvers
while Lora ducked, "at the moment, the weapons are not loaded." He
pulled the trigger and shot a hole in the bottom of the police
buggy. The horse lurched forward. "Hm," said the cowboy. "Guess I
counted wrong."

"Easy," said Reiker. He turned around. "You
ratbag. Did those guns come with the outfit?"

"Not really," said Crispin. "We popped over
to Herr Braun's neighbor the pawnbroker and I picked up a couple
there. And ammunition. Told them put it on my tab, signed for it of
course."

"Wonderful," said Reiker. "Now he's got the
police paying for illegal weapons."

"Real cowboys need real guns," said the
Prince.

"You're not a real cowboy. You're a
displaced Prince with a quest to fulfill."

"But in this disguise no one will know me.
And these blue jeans are so much more comfortable than striped
tights."

"Practical, too," said Reiker. "You can roll
them into a pillow when you drift off to sleep at night."

"Yes." The Prince gazed out at the twilight
glow. "On the lone prairie beneath a blanket of stars."

"Someone's been giving you western novels,"
said Reiker.

"Just to fill time," said the Prince.
"Fortunately I can read English and it's much like American. These
cowboys and law makers and gamblers and outlaws get the blood
stirring, don't they? Riding the wild open countryside, living by
the seat of their blue jeans, becoming wanted men, hunting down
wanted men … oh, it fills one's heart with such lust for life!"

"In the spirit of lust for life," said Wolf,
"stop waving the loaded weapons around."

"Can't bring them into the station anyway,"
said Reiker.

"I'm completely in control," said the
Prince, and fired a hole through the canopy. Reiker calmed the
horse and steered her to the roadside. He whirled around with a
raised fist and Crispin yelped and hid behind Lora.

"Give me the guns," said Reiker. Wolf
relieved Crispin of the revolvers, and Reiker took out the bullets.
"Now listen up, Prince. I'm taking it easy on you because you're a
stranger in our land, but if I see you with a loaded gun again I'll
put you in the real dungeon."

Lora nodded. "He will."

"But I want to practice twirling my guns,"
said the Prince.

"There are some wooden dummy guns we use to
practice … er, twirling our guns. You can use them. You can't have
real guns at the security hotel, even if they aren't loaded."

"All right then," said the Prince, and was
quiet for the rest of the trip back.


 CHAPTER ELEVEN

 


Lukan clicked his mandibles. "Sure, I can
take you to the Enchanted Castle. How many?"

"Is Reiker coming?" said Lora.

"Me, you, Reiker, Prince," said Wolf.

"Too many."

Wolf nodded. "Lora and I will take the
waterways."

"Are Reiker and Prince well behaved? Can't
have them falling off."

"You might have to deal with the odd shriek
of terror," said Lora.

"As long as it doesn't interfere with my
landing coordinates."

"Maybe I should go with Lukan."

"Three I can carry."

"Perfect," said Wolf. "I'll go through the
waterways and Lora brings dry clothes."

"Is it a masquerade?"

"For the Prince, it is," said Lora. "For
everyone else it's a casual birthday party with dance music."

"Elisabet's seen you," said Wolf. "You have
to stay out of sight."

"What! I want to dance."

"Then it would be a costume party for you,
too. Hide your hair, it's unmistakable. She'll spot you right
away."

"Couldn't we just go as water nixies?"

"Did you want to go straight to the blood
sacrifice room, or have a couple drinks first? No, my love, my
darling, you need a disguise. Does she have serving staff?"

"I've seen a few."

"Uniforms … ?"

"Formal attire. You want me to attend as
serving staff? You're kidding."

"I can watch the front of house, you the
back of house."

"Why don't you be serving staff?"

"Because I look more like a rich eccentric
playboy than you do, and I can probably get some undercover
info."

"Serving staff aren't allowed to dance," she
said. "I want to dance."

"You could be my Cinderella," he said. He
kissed her and wandered off to look at Skoldt's mushroom
garden.

"If I'm Cinderella," Lora said under her
breath, "I'll need a Fairy Godmother."

"What, Liebling?" said Wolf, half
turning.

"Nothing," she smiled. Nothing at all.

 


Albrecht the Assassin spread out the leather
case displaying the tools of the trade. He and Norbert der Narre
rested by the roadside. They had opted to go through the magic
mirror to a point further away from the Enchanted Castle. Get their
bearings. Reinforce their strategy.

"Do you have to do that here?" said Norbert.
"People coming by." He lay back beneath the tree and tried to look
casual as a family of countryfolk strolled past in their finest
vests and shawls and skirts, talking with excitement about the
ball.

Albrecht snickered. "Watch this. He held up
a sharp weighted dart, and threw. With precision the dart hurled
forth and thudded into the trailing skirt of one of the daughters,
pinning it to the road. She shrieked as with the next step her
skirt tore away, exposing her bloomers.

Norbert and Albrecht elbowed each other and
grinned.

Then they leapt to their feet as an angry
mother seized the dart and came at them. She hurled the dart and
Norbert yowled as it stuck in his backside. Albrecht grabbed his
assassin's case, spilling some of the contents. They ducked behind
the big ash tree.

The father yelled " … and don't do it again,
you ruffians!"

When they were sure the family had carried
on, they relaxed. Albrecht gathered up the scattered tools of his
trade – darts, poisons, arrows, a handmade dart gun, throwing
stars, crossbow parts with some assembly required, a couple of
manuals.

Norbert broke a dry branch from the tree to
scratch his back.

He pointed at a throwing star half hidden in
the grass. "Don't lose anything."

He began to feel sick.

"You could help, you know," said
Albrecht.

"Did we eat something bad for lunch?" he
said. He was turning a peculiar shade of green.

"You don't look so well. I've never seen
anyone turn that color before."

Norbert began to twitch. Foam appeared at
the corner of his mouth. Albrecht backed away. Hollow female
laughter sounded around him.

Norbert retched. He couldn't breathe.
Albrecht came and pounded him on the back. Eldritch smoke rose up
from the roots of the tree. A disembodied voice said, "You broke my
tree."

"Just one branch," gasped Norbert.

"It's the Eschenfrau," said Albrecht.

"You call my name and here I be." An old
woman emerged from the tree, ageless eyes regarding them from a
mass of wrinkles, like the grain of a tree. "One who breaks
branches from my ash tree will become sick unto death."

Norbert moaned. "But I didn't know!"

"Ignorance is no excuse. I am the
Eschenfrau, the guardian of the Ash tree, and you have hurt
her."

"Sorry?"

"Not good enough. What's in here?" She
opened the assassin's case.

"Hey lady," said Albrecht, "that's
mine!"

"He your friend?"

"We know each other."

She made a gesture and Norbert convulsed in
pain. "Do you want him to die?"

Albrecht thought about it. "Probably
not."

"You had to think about it?" howled
Norbert.

"All right, all right," said the Assassin.
"Take whatever you like, Eschenfrau."

She made off with several bottles of poison,
a sleeping spell and a recent invention, a Swiss army knife, and
disappeared into her tree. Her laughter faded in the distance.

Immediately, Norbert felt better. He hauled
back and punched Albrecht in the nose.

"What the heck did you do that for?" cried
Albrecht, holding his nose. "I had to give her half my stuff."

"You had to think about it?"

"Well, wouldn't you?"

Norbert thought about it. "Probably."

"All right, then."

 


"Drink your milk, Jack," said Elisabet.

"Yes, Auntie."

He drank half the glass in a few quick
gulps. Elisabet smiled. She had laced it with enough mind-control
powder to last the whole night. And by morning, it would all be
over.

"Aren't you happy?" said she. Her sparkling
red dress seemed to fit her like a dream. A long side slit revealed
her toned legs. "It's your birthday. At midnight you're a free
man."

Jack shrugged. "I like it here with you." He
played with one of the brass buttons on his sailor suit.

She put an arm around his shoulders. Her
bosom began swelling out of her dress and she hastily pulled up the
garment. A few more stitches needed. "I'm glad. Don't you look
handsome in your sailor suit. I thought you long outgrew it."

The cuffs rode up his arms and he pulled
them to the wrists. "Almost," said Jack.

"Have you seen to your guests?"

"Still an hour to go til the Pied Piper
pipes me in. Right now it's just the usual freeloading
scumbags."

"Did they at least bring presents?"

Jack snorted. "Not all of them. My
overflowing table isn't."

"More will come," said Elisabet.

"They better." He reached for the salt dish
and knocked over his milk. Milk dribbled into his dark blue short
trousers. With a curse he jumped up. "Aw, great, now I have to
change."

"I'll get more milk," said Elisabet.

"Never mind. Have to get dressed for the
stupid party anyway. The musicians are out of tune, did you notice?
And there's this really cool purple orb I wanted but the darn
witches wouldn't give it to me. Hope the food's decent, at least."
Muttering to himself, Jack left the room.

Elisabet sat for a while in thought.
Witches. A purple orb. Why was that familiar? Was it the same
violet orb the Beast had mentioned? She vaguely remembered seeing
one in the Great Hall. Didn't mean they were the same one. But it
might be a good idea to check.

She called a servant to clean up the spilled
milk and post-dinner mess, and went down into the Great Hall. Jack
was griping at someone backstage and on the verge of sending the
man to the dungeon to be cruelly tortured. Jack had been spending
much time in the dungeon to discuss torture techniques with Fritz
and Franz the torturers, and be certain they were cruel enough. Not
that the victim slipped the torturer a few coins to go soft on
him.

Elisabet passed through the backstage area,
took a wide berth around an argument among the Town Musicians Near
Bremen, and stepped into the Great Hall. The vast room was splendid
with decorations. Smells of flowers, candles, incense, the spice
and savory herbs from the kitchen, intermingled in olfactory
harmony. Jack's table was almost full of presents with glittering
ribbons and bows. What was he complaining about? One of the side
effects of the mind control potion was that it put the recipient in
a very bad mood.

Still, it was better than being a morning
person.

She adjusted her sparkling red full length
gloves and moved languidly into the room, walking among the tables,
nodding and smiling to people she knew not, until she came to the
table of the witches. A group had gathered around the table,
watching Orbit's antics. Or it would sing, and they tried to mimic
the tune.

"Isn't that incredible," said Elisabet with
a ruby smile. "May I pick it up?"

"If it lets you," said one of the group.

"It's called Orbit," said another.

Elisabet put out her hand, and just as her
finger was about to touch him, Orbit zipped aside with a
giggle.

"That's what it does," said the lady with
long chestnut hair.

"Cute. Is it yours?" said Elisabet.

"It's with us," said the freckle-faced woman
beside her.

"I see. I'm Jack's Aunt Elisabet."

"Great to meet you. I'm Desdemona. Dez. This
is Yolanda."

"A pleasure," said Elisabet, and grasped
hands with both of them. She felt their energy like a sponge felt
the water. It was enough to tell her what she needed to know. With
all the grace she could muster, she left the group and crossed the
Great Hall, then ran up the stairs to her Spell Room.

She lit the candles around the Divination
Pool and gazed into the circle. In the mirrored surface of the
water she saw an embittered woman, lips twisted and eyes slits of
anger. "Curse you," she said to no one in particular. She spoke an
incantation and the water rippled and sputtered and grew calm
again, and she saw the face of the Beast.

A short conversation confirmed that the
witches were the very two whose bodies the Beast had taken, and who
had returned to life with the help of the nixie spirit. Elisabet
closed the connection. These days she tired easily. All that would
change after tonight.

Two witches and a nixie, the same nixie who
escaped the tower. Possibly two Nyx. They were here to ruin her
plans. Elisabet's brow furrowed. If she did it right, she would
have more sacrificial blood flowing into her cup, more power at her
fingertips. This was her only chance.

The rites must work, she thought.

There is no other way.

 


"Reiker!" hollered the Chief Inspector.
Reiker waited for his ears to stop ringing.

"Welcome back, Sir. How was the vacation?"
Inside he felt like two freight trains had just derailed.

"What the heck are you doing, Reiker?"

"Considering you called me at the Sunset
Lounge you're probably aware that it's dinner hour, Sir, and
tonight's my night off. Going to a ball."

"I would seriously rethink that, Reiker. Who
is the blithering idiot in holding cell B3? Thinks he's Wild Bill
Hickok?"

In the distance Reiker heard, "Yee-haw!
Mosey on down them dogies rope 'em ride 'em! Howdy pardner. Want
some campfire beans on the lone prairie?"

"He doesn't really have a fire, does he?"
said Reiker, alarmed.

"You think I'd allow such a thing? He has a
candle, out of reach. Everyone has candles, Reiker, because in case
it slipped your notice, the Sun hasn't risen in two days and if I
get one more wacko in here braying about the end of the world I
will send him to your office where he can wait with the other
wackos til you decide to make an appearance, because, Reiker,
neither insanity nor police work take dinner breaks and crime
doesn't wait til you get home from the ball!"

"Be right there," said Reiker. He sat at the
bar and finished his sausages, slipping a few treats to Mitzi. A
lot of people did it and Mitzi was looking decidedly rotund. A run
in the park wouldn't take long. "Good for both of us, hey
girl?"

He considered going home afterward. Chances
are the Chief Inspector had forgotten about him anyway. He did that
often. It was when he remembered that he made Reiker's life
miserable. But, Reiker pitied the Prince, who no doubt felt alone
and terrorized by a loud aggressive ruffian breathing down his
neck. Reiker knew what it was like.

He pulled his buggy into the police station.
He heard the kerfuffle as soon as he opened the front door.

"No, no, no!" The Prince jumped up and down,
every word accentuated by the stomping heels of his cowboy boots.
His fringes quivered. "Stars. I want stars on the ceiling like the
lone prairie."

"That's a lot of stars, dude."

"What is a dude?"

"A guy who thinks he's a Prince who thinks
he's a cowboy."

The Prince thought about it.

"Hey Reiker," said the Prince's conscript,
"great to see you." He put a paintbrush in Reiker's hand. "Stars on
the ceiling. Like the lone prairie."

"Next he'll want tumbleweeds."

"Tumbling tumbleweeds," said the Prince.

"You wouldn't like them," said Reiker. He
put down the paintbrush. "They're messy and prickly. Love the new
decor."

The Prince had thrown away the silks and
draperies and ordered a complete makeover. Horse tack. A potted
cactus. Stars on the ceiling.

"I'll put my bedroll on the ground and gaze
at them," he said.

"We have to go to the ball," said
Reiker.

"You mean the community jamboree?"

"Whatever. Is that what you're wearing?"

"Yeee-haw!"

"What's that rope for?"

"My trusty lariat," said Crispin. "It's to
lasso stampeding cattle and tie up bad guys."

"I feel safer already," said Reiker. "We're
supposed to meet Wolf and Lora at their demesnes. They have a ride
for us."

"A hoss?" said Crispin.

Reiker shrugged. "You never know. Is that
what you're wearing?"

"Yup. Where are my mirrors? Do these chaps
make me look fat?"

"Nah, you look fine. We had to send the
mirrors for repairs."

"All of them?"

"Let's go, Crispin."

"The correct form of address to a Prince is
Your Highness."

"Is that so?"

"Yes, and I need my guns."

"No you don't."

He stamped his foot. "I'm a cowboy! I need
six-shooters."

"Says who?"

Crispin pointed to the two western novels
lying on his bedroll. "The scribes who composed the chronicles of
the Western frontier."

"Can't argue with the scribes," said Reiker.
"Right, you can have your guns but no bullets."

"Suppose I have to bite one?"

"It would probably blow up in your
face."

"Do you have a gun?"

"Of course. Police have guns."

"Are they loaded?"

"Wouldn't be much use otherwise."

"Well then, why can't I?"

Reiker glared. "You shot two holes in the
police buggy. I'm lucky I still have my job."

"But why can't I have bullets?"

"Because I said so, that's why."

"It's not fair. What if I have to defend the
Swan Maidens against the Black Hat Gang?"

"If you have to defend against anyone it's
the Black Eye Gang."

"Eek," said the Prince. "I mean, howdy
ma'am. What's the Black Eye Gang?"

"Me," said Reiker, making a fist, "if you
don't get your butt out there. I have a hack waiting."

"Cowpokes don't ride hacks," said
Crispin.

"Well you can just mosey on along behind it
because police inspectors take hacks and that's what I plan to
do."

"Can't I have a hoss?"

"No. You had to eat your hoss because you've
been wandering the lone prairie hopelessly lost."

Crispin gasped. "I would never eat my
hoss!"

"Maybe you can find one when we get there.
Here it would just attract attention and you know there could be
assassins lurking in the shadows."

"True," said Crispin. "I'll ride in the
stagecoach, then."

They stopped to get his revolvers from the
lockup and Reiker double checked to be sure there were no bullets.
Crispin twirled his guns and stuck them in their holsters. The hack
took them to a road off the main road off Main Street, where the
track became rocky. Reiker paid the hack driver as Crispin leapt
from the vehicle with guns drawn.

"That guy crazy or what?" said the driver.
"Those loaded?"

"Yes he is, and no they're not," said
Reiker.

The hack made a tight turn on the track and
headed back to town.

"Come on." Reiker turned onto a walking
trail, then a deer trail where they had to walk single file, then
came to the archway of boughs. "Walk three back, two forward and
abracadabra!"

"Welcome, Inspector Reiker," said the arch
as it shimmered and changed. "Lora Ley and Wolf are expecting you."
Reiker motioned the Prince to follow him, and they passed through
the arch.

Despite two days' lack of sun the grass was
lush and green, the trees strong and leafy with only a little wilt
around the edges. Solar spirits sat among boughs and let the trees
drink sunlight. The little fire crackled on shore. Wolf and Lora in
their mer-forms swam among the reeds and lilypads, playing chase
with the sunfish.

They looked up, and Reiker waved his hand
and Crispin waved his hat. As Lora and Wolf morphed into their
human forms and came out of the water, Reiker distracted Crispin
with a story about Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid while the Nyx
dressed. Lora and Wolf didn't care. They had few inhibitions, but
Reiker questioned whether the Prince had ever seen a woman naked
except in paintings, and he himself didn't want to stare at her,
which he would, because Nyx were irresistible.

"So," said Reiker, poking the fire, "that
was the end of Billy the Kid. Lived fast, died young."

"Aw, shucks," said Crispin.

Wolf and Lora joined them. Lora was
enchanting in a shimmering emerald gown, her hair swept up with
combs and clips, arranged in fantastic display with sparkling gems
and bright river flowers. Glimmering stage makeup brightened her
eyes.

"Wow," said Reiker.

"Isn't she gorgeous?" said Wolf.

"Yes." Reiker felt a familiar pang. She
looked so much like her mother. He kissed her gloved hand.
"Charmed."

Crispin began a princely bow, then
straightened and hooked a thumb in his belt and raised his hat to
Lora. "Howdy, ma'am."

Lora laughed. "Howdy, I'm sure. So you two
are coming with me on the flight?" She tied a cloak over her ball
gown and pulled the hood tight to cover her hair.

"We're flying?" said Reiker. "How? You been
smoking jimson weed?"

"Lukan will take us." Lora pointed to a
shiny stag beetle with impressive mandibles, gleaming discretely
beside a mushroom on a nearby rock. "He has a whole
cross-dimensional map in his head. Unerring sense of
direction."

"Now I know you're under the influence,"
said Reiker.

Crispin looked squeamish. "It's a big ugly
bug."

"Don't insult him," said Lora.

Lukan nibbled on mushroom and waved his
pincers.

"He says," said Lora "you ain't seen big and
ugly yet." She jumped up. "Move back everyone!"

The very earth seemed to rumble. Crispin
leapt behind Reiker. "Save me!"

"Nothing's happened yet," said Reiker. "Let
go of my coat."

Flashes of light danced around the stag
beetle. Leaves shook on nearby trees and a wind swept through. The
beetle ballooned in size, and towered over them. "Ready?" said
Lukan. Only Wolf and Lora understood his language. To everyone else
he chittered and waved his pincers in a menacing way.

Thus it wasn't surprising to find Crispin
trying to climb the willow tree.

"Come on, cowboy," said Lora. "Lukan doesn't
eat people. Though he could bite your head off if he wanted to, so
don't make him angry."

Crispin held fast to the tree. "You can't be
serious."

"He's our ride," said Lora, climbing onto
Lukan's shell. "If you want to fulfill your quest you need to get
aboard."

Crispin shivered. "You mean fly … in the
sky? Up there?" He pointed. "On that?"

Lora nodded. "However if you want to abandon
your quest, fail to rescue the Swan Maidens, condemn the world to
eternal darkness and bring down your father's wrath and the scorn
of the court and kingdom, stay here and roast marshmallows."

He looked around. "Where are the
marshmallows?"

Reiker grabbed him by his bandanna and
pulled him over to the enormous stag beetle.

"Now get up there, and stop wasting our
time."

"Well give me a boost, it's not like this
thing has stirrups."

"Okay, here … ow! Your heel's on my
thumb."

"Well wait, I'm getting on … take my hands,
Lora, you pull from your end and Reiker push from your end."

"Get off my thumb."

"You, you, you. How do I know where to put
my heels? Lora, are you trying to pull me in half?"

"Not if you get your bottom half up here
before your top half comes off."

Crispin scrambled onto the shell and gripped
Lora's hand. "This is terrible. It's already too far to the ground.
I'm sitting in the middle. Tie me on with the rope."

"It's a smooth ride," said Lora, as Reiker
climbed aboard.

"Got the clothes?" Wolf called to Lora. She
held up a bundle and blew him a kiss. He rolled his eyes.

"What's he wearing?" said Reiker.

"Formal serving attire," said Lora with a
smile. "He's on staff." She looked at Reiker. "Oh, come on, it's my
first real ball. Do you really think I'd go as service staff? I
want to drink, dance, have fun. Not clean someone's mishap off the
privy floor."

Reiker grinned. "Well, you look great."

"I'm the Queen of Lollipop Land." She
snapped open a fan and fluttered her eyes. A brush of sparkle on
her cheekbones gave an exotic flair.

Lukan chirped and Lora translated. "Everyone
ready? Hold on, here we go!"

The massive wings spread and the beetle bore
them up into the endless night.

"Oh no," cried Crispin. "I can't look.
Someone put their hands over my eyes. I can't let go. I'll
fall."

"You're in the middle," said Reiker. "How
would you fall?" He patted the shell segment of the giant beetle.
"It really is a smooth ride."

Lukan trilled.

Lora said, "He's loaded with aerodynamic
features. Shock absorption, cruise control, dynamic response
systems. Which is good, since he's blind."

"Blind?" said the Prince. His voice
squeaked. "We're flying … ahem … flying blind?"

"Not at all," said Lora. "His sensory powers
are amazing."

Lukan chirped agreement.

"Don't let go," said the Prince, clinging to
Lora.

Reiker grabbed him by the back of the collar
and sat him upright. "Be a man."

"Thought I was."

"A brave one."

"Oh."

Lights blurred and winds blew, and before
long Lukan located a forest glade a short walk from the Enchanted
Castle. He landed with a gentle whir of wings. Lora, Reiker and
Crispin slid off the beetle.

"See?" said Lora. She stroked one of Lukan's
clawed legs. "Told you it would be fun."

"Yeh," said Reiker, patting the beetle's
armored head.

Crispin fell to his knees and kissed the
ground.

"Look at this," said Lukan, and nibbled a
yellow mushroom. Almost immediately he became his normal size.
"Skoldt's spell reversal shrooms are coming up. I'll hide out here
and wait for you. Never been much of a party bug."


 CHAPTER TWELVE

 


Jack slithered under tables, between chairs,
making his way with the utmost stealth toward a small group by the
dance floor. He carried a handkerchief balled in his fist. Fine, he
thought, if the witches want to be nasty, three could play that
game.

He crept closer. The talk was animated.
Glasses clinked and laughter drifted. Whiffs of roses and spice
came on the air, and Jack wrinkled his nose.

The party was due to start in under an hour
and he didn't have all his presents. How dare people attend without
bringing a present? Or a whole lot of them? What good was a
birthday party without presents?

He'd seen the tall blue-eyed witch put the
orb in a black velvet spell bag. He snuck behind the couch upon
which she sat. The lights were low, table candles mainly and a few
big candelabras at the dance floor, ready to set someone's hair on
fire if they tipped over just an itsy bitsy bit …

Yolanda handed out cards for the Witches'
Market. "Everyone welcome. If you're coming to buy, stop by my
place first. It takes time to learn the lay of the land, so to
speak."

A server came by to wipe the table and take
more drink orders.

"Will there be food?" someone asked.

"Buffet from nine to midnight," said the
server.

Jack scowled. Another one here for the free
food. He saw Yolanda's bag on the floor among several pairs of
feet, and reached for it, his heart hammering. It was never
recommended to stick one's hand into a witch's spell bag without
knowing the contents, but Jack felt lucky today. He put his head
down and heard a quiet hum inside the black velvet bag. He grinned,
and stuck his hand into the bag. Easily, he grasped the sphere and
wrapped the handkerchief around it.

"Mmmmmf," said Orbit as Jack thrust it deep
into his pocket, and made his getaway. He ran upstairs to
Elisabet's Spell Room and locked and barred the door behind him.
His aunt was outside to personally oversee the bathing of the Swan
Maidens.

"Just to be sure no one loses a necklace
again," she said with a smile.

Jack took the orb out of his pocket and saw
it glow vibrant violet even wrapped in the handkerchief. It made
muffled sounds of anger and indignation.

"Settle down," said Jack. "You're my
present." He took it from the handkerchief and held it near, ready
to close his hands over it should it attempt to fly away. He sat on
the edge of Elisabet's Divination Pool. "Sing something. You can
sing, I heard you."

Orbit beeped in the negative.

"Maybe I should just smash you with a
hammer," said Jack.

Orbit whistled in alarm.

"Well then, sing something."

Orbit trembled, then trilled a birthday
song.

"That's better." Jack put the orb down on
the counter, and reached to unhook the small dusty birdcage
above.

With a flash of light, Orbit zipped off the
counter and plunged into the pool.

"Oh, for …" Jack dropped the birdcage,
kicked off his boots and leapt after it. The violet light zigzagged
around him, leading him further down into the pool. Jack began to
hurt for air. That thing's trying to drown me, he thought and
paddled frantically toward the surface and took a big breath. Just
as he did a huge hairy hand closed upon his leg and yanked him down
under the water again.

Jack struggled but the pull was too great.
Bubbles rose from his nose and his lungs ached. Another hand came
up and grabbed his hair, and bore him deep down into the water. The
last thing he saw before darkness descended was the flash of the
violet orb.

 


The Enchanted Castle was alive with
celebration. Horn players sounded off, lights beamed, fireworks
crackled and the air glowed and sparkled with the hundreds of solar
spirits, some only as big as a fingernail. By now day would be
done, but just for tonight, the spirits stayed out to cast gentle
light.

Guests and staff strolled around the
grounds, exclaiming over the gardens and fountains and marble
statues in niches. Torches and eldritch light illuminated the front
entrance, almost as brightly as the Sun herself. Light beams lanced
into the sky

Elisabet watched the Swan Maidens finish
bathing. She had them anoint themselves with fragrant oil, and they
knew not that the oil was a spell of strength and focus for the
powers which would consume them. She watched as they donned their
feather mantles. Seven had been, and seven there were. Elisabet
wasn't taking any chances tonight.

She tossed some grain on the grass for them,
and turned to two of the guards. "Watch those birds as if your
lives depend on it," she said, "because they do."

"Yes Milady," they assured her. "Even the
hundred eyes of Argus could do no better."

"Any problem and it's your eyes 'twill be
gouged out." Failure was punished by torture, which could often
lead to death. Perhaps that's where Jack had gone, to the torture
chambers. Lately he was intrigued by the new and innovative
sciences as well as the simplicity of various devices. The
eye-gouger was easily made, a thick length of rope with two knots,
each fit over an eye, and the rope twisted with a stick until the
eyes exploded. And the Iron Casket, a coffin-shaped iron box lined
with deadly sharp spikes. There was also the obligatory rack, and a
fine selection of whips and canes. And something as simple as a
paring knife could flay a person alive for days. Quite a lot to
keep a curious boy occupied.

Elisabet decided to check the Great Hall
first. It was almost party time, and Jack wouldn't want to miss his
grand debut.

As she left the pond, a small group
approached from the trees – a rumpled man, a tall lanky cowboy and
an exotic Queen dazzling in emerald and forest green. Her hair
piled up atop her head, woven and braided and pinned with sparkling
clips.

It took the Swans a moment to recognize
her.

"Lora," they gabbled, swimming over to greet
her. "The nixie in the tower. Lora Ley, we know your name through
your song. You have not forsaken us."

She crouched down by the pool and pretended
to feed the Swans. Crispin wandered off to practice twirling his
guns. He kept getting them caught in his fringes. Reiker sat in the
grass with a grunt of relief. His feet hurt.

"We're here to help you," Lora murmured.
"You'll see your mother again soon."

The Swans made sounds of joy. The guards
glanced over at the elegant lady feeding them, and her small but
eclectic entourage.

"Is this the Prince?" said Harmonie,
inclining her head toward Reiker.

Lora shook her head and pointed at the
Cowboy, who hopped on one foot shaking a stone out of his boot.
"That's the Prince."

The seven Swan Maidens looked at each other.
They all burst out laughing.

The guards didn't understand swan language,
but smiled anyway. It seemed a cheerful kind of swan song.

"Surely 'tis not a Prince," said Anmut. "His
dress and comportment are most roguish."

"What manner of clothing does he wear?" said
Liebe. "'Tis unfamiliar to me."

"Has he not a magnificent charger?"

"We came by giant stag beetle," said Lora.
"He's in a forest glade not far distant."

"This is a fine joke," said Melodie, looking
askance at Crispin."

"Well, he is kind of cute," said Anmut.

"True," said Liebe. "Golden hair and noble
chin."

"He's the Crown Prince of Grünewaldt," said
Lora.

The Swans nodded. "We know that kingdom,"
said Melodie.

"Do you?"

"It's vast and wealthy, and people are
healthy," said Poesie.

"It's listed as one of the Ten Happiest
Kingdoms," said Anmut.

"He appears to be insane," said Liebe.
"Shouting unintelligible words and brandishing those metal
things."

"I wish we knew for sure," said Reiker.

"How is he to rescue us?" said Psyche.

"With our help," said Lora. She glanced over
at the guards. They were beginning to get restless. "Cootchie
cootchie coo," said Lora loudly, tickling Harmonie under the beak.
Lora rose and stretched. "Let's get to the party, boys." She took
Reiker's arm with one hand, and the arm of Crispin with the other,
and they sashayed down to the main gate.

On the lawns before the wide castle
entrance, a pair of jugglers rotated flaming torches. An astrologer
read horoscopes. A minstrel strummed a merry tune. Cheers and
applause came from an archery contest at one side of the
gardens.

In the Great Hall, voices and music rose to
the rafters. The clockwork mirror ball turned with slow precision,
shooting beams and sparks of light. Servers moved among the tables.
Lora turned to Reiker. "One of us will have to take these to the
back and find Wolf." She gave him the bundle of clothes. "He should
be here by now."

"Not so fast, my Queen." Startled, she
looked behind her and there sat Wolf with a fizzy drink and a big
grin, feet up on the furniture. Reiker put the Prince in a chair,
and himself in another one.

Lora laughed. "I guess we have time for one
before sending Wolf into the harsh brutal world of working for a
living."

"As one who lives in that world," said
Reiker, "I could definitely use a beer."

Wolf called a server. "Drinks all round.
Reiker? Beer. Lora?"

"One of those green fizzy things."

"Crispin?"

"Sarsaparilla, and make it a double."

The server frowned. Reiker whispered, "Root
beer?"

The server nodded. "Double sarsaparilla
coming right up."

"Dez and Yolanda should be here somewhere,"
said Lora. The floor was growing crowded and the tables squeezing
in, although the party hadn't officially started. More presents
appeared on the gilded table. Jack should be pleased.

Where is Jack, Elisabet wondered. It was no
small irritation. Lately anything could send him into a rant or
temper tantrum. Side effects from the mind control powder. Usually
he was just idle and vague and naive. Fortunately, the side effects
would soon cease to matter, for who cares about side effects when
one's head is on a platter?

"Where are you, you little cockroach," she
muttered.

Happy Birthday, Jack.

 


"Where am I?" Jack rubbed his head, dazed.
"What happened?"

He lay on a lawn of lush green grass,
surrounded by tall bobbing flowers. The light seemed to come from
everywhere at once. Jack sat up, feeling in vain for a bump on his
head. His hair and clothes were soaked.

Oh yeah. Almost drowned.

He wandered toward the palace, as it seemed
the only sign of human life among the meadows and trees. The great
gates were open. He heard music, filtering through the trees,
flitting with the birds.

The gardens reminded Jack of medieval
tapestries he'd seen, birds and animals living in peace, a few
weird creatures, elaborate plants. Elisabet had one in the sitting
room. He could spend hours absorbed in details, from the elegant
deer in the forest to the salamanders in the ground and bees with
human heads buzzing to fantastic flowers.

He wandered further, past a little fountain.
He came to the main courtyard. The music came from a violinist
seated by a well, his back to Jack.

"Who are you?" said Jack.

A low voice replied, "Who are you to
ask?"

"I'm Jack. It's my birthday."

"Happy birthday."

"Um, how do I get back to the Enchanted
Castle? Where my birthday is?"

"Why ask me?"

"Thought you might know."

"I do."

Jack stamped a foot. "Why don't you look at
me when you talk to me?"

"I'm hideous to behold."

"Can't be worse than Elisabet before her
morning coffee." Jack laughed.

The Beast turned. Jack's laughter died in
his throat. The face was squashed and mutilated. The body lacked
some flesh on the ribs. The feet curled like mangled paws. Pus
oozed from the pale yellow eyes.

"Uh, yeah," said Jack, backing away.
"Worse."

"I brought you here," said the Beast.

Jack nodded, a vague remembrance of hairy
hands grasping his legs and arms and head, pulling him under. "Why?
I have to get to my birthday party. You angry because I forgot to
invite you? Don't even know you. Anyway, you're ugly and diseased.
You'd ruin it for the rest of us."

With a whisper of wind sharp spikes rose up
in a wall around him, twisting and turning like tendrils to create
a prickly cage. Jack looked around wildly. He took a run at the
wall and fell back, bleeding from many small cuts. Protecting his
eyes with his hand, he peered through the narrow gaps.

"You can't escape," said the Beast. A fly
crawled out his ear.

"Aw, that's disgusting," said Jack.

"Wait til the eggs hatch," said the Beast
with a jagged grin.

"Ahhh!" Jack put his hands over his face.
"Release me, you sicko! I haven't done anything. I want to go
home."

"Relax and enjoy the day." The Beast raised
his violin and began to play.

"That sucks," said Jack. "It's old and
boring." He sat on the cobblestone floor of the cage and folded his
arms.

"Everyone's a critic," said the Beast with a
smile, and turned his back. He sat on the bench beside the well and
played a sad refrain.

"And where's my purple orb?" Jack
demanded.

The music stopped with a screech.
"What?"

"It's an orb with purple flame. It can sing.
It's my birthday present."

The Beast looked around. "Is it here?"

"I dunno. It jumped into Elisabet's
Divination Pool and I went after it and next I know I'm in an
extremely sharp cage in an alternate dimension. So it seems."

"You don't know where it is?" the Beast
pressed.

"Why?"

"Never mind."

"Even if I did know I wouldn't tell you. So
there."

The Beast looked nervous.

"You afraid of it?" said Jack.

The Beast drew his sword and smashed it
down, shattering the wooden bench. With a howl of rage he threw the
pieces around the courtyard. Jack ducked down as iron bench arms
and wooden slats whizzed above his head, slammed into the walls of
his cage, crashed to the stones or smashed to splinters.

"I fear nothing," roared the Beast.

"Except the little purple orb, huh?"

"Silence, you illiterate wag. If I catch
that thing here, I'll put out its fire forever."

Jack shrugged. "Haven't seen it since it
went down into the pool and you grabbed me. Are you sure you and
that orb aren't working together?"

"If I want to catch you I hardly need help
from a puny singing globe."

"What do you plan to do with me? Don't think
you'll get away with it. My aunt will save me and you'll regret
it."

The Beast laughed, a rumble deep in his
bleeding gut, and did not deign to answer.

"Hey," said Jack, "I can be really annoying,
you know. If you don't tell me what's going on I'll pester you til
you do."

"Yes," said the Beast. "You can be
annoying." He raised a hand and his ring flashed, and the walls of
the cage moved inward. "So we'll make a deal. You be as annoying as
you want, and when I feel annoyed, your prison will move inward
half a foot length. So time those insults well, you snotty little
punk, or you'll be sliced to death in the slowest, most
excruciatingly painful way ever."

The Beast sat on the edge of the well and
raised the violin to his shoulder. "Now this," he said, "is my own
composition. You must tell me what you think of it."

Jack sat glumly in his cage and muttered
dark remarks under his breath. The music paused, notes dancing away
through the silent air. "Fantastic," said Jack. "Love it. I'd buy
tickets."

"That's more like it," said the Beast. "A
little music, a little magic, Now, this one I wrote on a sweet
moonlit night, drunk with laughter and giddy with love. A
celebration." He raised his bow and touched down on the strings,
and Jack wished he could crawl back into the womb. It seemed the
only safe place, these days.

 


The water in the Swan pond glimmered. As the
Sonnentöchter swam away with calls of alarm, a little orb with a
violet flame popped out of the pool and hovered just above the
surface.

It produced a series of angry chirps and
whistles.

"What is it, sisters?" said Anmut. The Swan
Maidens paddled at a careful distance.

"We know not its language," said Liebe.

"The color is much like the eyes of our
mother. Perhaps wishful thinking. See how it hovers, not rising or
sinking," said Poesie.

The orb trilled a melody. Delighted, the
Swan Maidens came closer. They sang to the orb, and the orb glowed
brightly and repeated their songs.

"What kind of magic is that?" said one of
the guards, pointing.

The orb attracted solar spirits who flashed
and flitted through the water and air and foliage. The guards
looked at each other.

"Is it supposed to be there," said the
other, "or do we get rid of it?"

Despite the cries of the Sonnentöchter, one
of the guards grabbed a long spear and tried to poke the orb. It
evaded the spear easily and sang taunts at the guard, hovering in
the middle of the pond.

"Stupid thing," said Fritz.

"We ought to report it," said Franz.

"We'd get in trouble."

"For reporting it?"

"For not catching it."

"You want to jump in the pond?"

"It's too fast. I think it's laughing at
us."

"We need reinforcements."

"You mean we need someone stupid enough to
jump in the pond."

"In a manner of speaking."

"Could make the situation worse."

"True. We should consider our options."

While they mulled it over, the orb glowed
and danced with the Swan Maidens. They laughed in delight, wings
flapping, long necks snaking to a rhythmic pagan beat only they
could hear.

"Sisters," said Harmonie, "it comes from our
mother, surely. I almost see the beauty of her face within, as it
beams so brightly.

"I also," said Psyche. "'Tis a sign of good
fortune to come."

 


"It's a bad sign," said Desdemona. "Jack
isn't here for his own birthday."

The party had started without him. Drinks
flowed, food cooked, people danced to popular music performed by
the house minstrels. All three levels of tables around the dance
floor were filling up with patrons. The pile of presents for the
birthday boy grew.

"He was in a nasty mood," said Yolanda.
"Perhaps he's sulking in his room."

Dez shrugged, then sat up and waved across
the dance floor. "Look, Wolf and Lora are here. Let's join
them."

They excused themselves and darted over to
Lora's table.

"You made it," they all said together, and
laughed.

The cowboy raised his hat. "Howdy,
Ma'ams."

"Howdy," said Yolanda. "Y'all hail from
round these parts, stranger?"

"What did she say?" whispered the
cowboy.

Lora said, "This is Prince Crispin of
Grünewaldt."

"Crispin the Cowboy," said the Prince.
"Riding the lone prairie, with my gun and my hoss, saving damsels
and shooting it out with bad guys."

Introductions continued all around.

On stage, the house minstrels stopped
playing and Elisabet stepped to the fore.

She clapped her hands. Everyone grew
quiet.

Her voice rang through the hall. "Greetings
everyone! Thank you for attending. Jack will be back soon. Eat,
drink, be merry and dance the night away."

The crowd applauded. Elisabet smiled,
motioned the house minstrels to continue, and stepped into the
wings. Once backstage she stalked past people who tried to
congratulate her, hissed at the Pied Piper when he asked about free
food, and tried to kick a cat. She went up the back passage of her
Spell Room and came out from behind a bookcase.

A small dusty birdcage lay on the floor. She
picked it up and glanced at the hook above. Looks sturdy. She
concentrated on the cage, and felt Jack's energy. He was forbidden
to enter the Spell Room when she wasn't there, but it seems he'd
disobeyed orders. Should have used a magic combination lock.
Elisabet was so distracted, these last sleepless days. She hoped he
hadn't gotten into the experimental potions, and was relieved to
see none of the test tubes missing.

She lit the candles around her pool and
called forth the image of the Beast. If they spoke only in image
form, the curse did not deepen.

"I have him," said the Beast.

Elisabet nodded, relieved. "Good. He helped
the Nyx escape."

"Then the nixie helped the witches escape
with bodies whole."

"Jack meddled where he shouldn't have," said
Elisabet. "He will have to take their place. The mind control
powder makes him more malleable, but he's still an obnoxious brat.
A rotten little kid who never grew up. Shan't be missed."

"He says he came here chasing an orb," said
the Beast.

"The violet orb? I've seen it. Does he still
have it?"

"No. It might have taken another exit."

"I know what to look for," Elisabet smiled.
"It comes from Sonne. When I find it, I'll destroy it. Neither
nixies nor solar magic can stop us from our desire." She blew the
image a kiss and he put his hand over his heart, and they parted
once again.

Elisabet hung the little birdcage back up on
its hook. She began to prepare her Spell Room for the ritual.
First, cleansing with primrose and white sage. She bound dried
herbs together and lit them from the flame of a candle. Sweet heady
smoke filled her nostrils. She walked around until the smudge
bundle was a stub, and smoke had touched every shelf and nook in
the room.

She took out her Book of Symbols and drew
lines and circles and runes on the floor and walls to catch and
channel the magic. At five points she placed candles of different
colors. She cleared off her altar. At one end was a trough to
channel the sacrificial blood into a bronze pot below. She called a
couple of servants to take away the round iron lid of the pool. Too
much iron could disrupt her spells, and she didn't want to chance
it. A stash of weaponry leaned against a side wall, and she had the
servants remove any iron but leave implements of bronze, wood and
dwarf-made steel.

Tired, she sat down to rest by the window,
and laid her cheek against the cool satin curtain. The last few
days, Elisabet had rarely rested. It was worth it, to be together
with her Prince again. To relive the happy days. The bliss of
romance, feelings of love requited. So long had he been a Beast she
almost forgot his true appearance. Handsome, certainly.

She rose, mixed herself an energy potion and
went back down to the party.

 


Wolf finished his drink and found the way
backstage. He shaved quickly and changed into the formal service
attire Lora brought, a standard tux with bow tie and white shirt.
He pulled out a frilly little apron and burst into laughter.

"Sure," he said to himself. "We'll see who's
wearing that later."

His tawny hair was a problem. It hung to
halfway down his back. He tied it up in a tail and tucked it into
his shirt. With his jacket on he looked like a clean-cut young
gentleman about to serve someone a soufflé.

He checked his reflection in an oval mirror.
Satisfied, he picked up a towel, draped it over his arm and
meandered back to the kitchen.

The noise hit him like a kick in the face.
Pots clanged, chefs screamed, servers argued, fires started, four
people yelled at him at once, a runaway serving cart sailed down
the ramp and crashed into a shelf of salads and dressing and people
slipped and fell with curses and the occasional ominous snapping
sound.

A couple of waiters huddled in a corner.
Wolf strolled over and joined them.

"Are you with us?" said the waiters.

"Yeh. Got called in last minute. What's
going on?"

"Just waiting for our orders."

A chef with a kitchen knife chased an
unfortunate helper. Grease sizzled and bells rang. A plate crashed
against the wall.

"Is it always like this?" said Wolf.

"Nah. Sometimes worse. I'm Johann. This is
Tomas. If you put in an order for food don't expect it anytime
soon. They're obsessed with the nine o'clock buffet."

"So you know this guy Jack, who's having the
party?"

"Oh yes, we've catered a few events here.
He's Queen Elisabet's nephew, from Cornwall in the British Isles.
Her sister's kid. They sent him here to learn magic. Find work.
Make something of himself."

"How's he doing?"

"Who ordered the stuffed quail? Pick up!" A
bell rang repeatedly.

Tomas excused himself.

"Lazy and shiftless, apparently. Lucky for
him he'd not my kid. Twenty one and never even had a job. I'd give
him a few swift kicks, that's for sure."

"Living off the family money?"

"Yeh. Must be nice."

"Assorted hors d'ouevres," came a strident
yell. "Pick up." Ding ding ding! said the bell.

"That's me," said Johann. "Good luck, uh,
what's your name?"

"Wolf," said Wolf. It was the easiest one to
remember.

Johann stepped quickly to get his order, and
took it into the Great Hall. A piper played a jig and dancing girls
swirled around the stage. A few people got up to follow their
moves.

At one of the tables near the dance floor,
the cowboy tucked a napkin into his collar and rubbed his hands
with glee. "That grub looks mighty good."

"It's a stuffed quail," said Reiker.

"Grub means food," said Crispin.

"Cowboys don't eat stuffed quail," said
Reiker. "They gnaw on rawhide and suck water from the rocks."

Crispin gasped. "They do not!"

The quail trembled.

Crispin pointed and stared.

Reiker leaned forward. "Maybe you got a
wormy one."

"EEEEWW!" Crispin pushed his plate away.

The skin of the quail stretched and broke.
Smeared with stuffing, Orbit rose into the air, and flickered and
bounced and jabbered.

Desdemona said, "You were kidnapped?"

Yolanda nodded. "You escaped and came up
through the Swan pond. Good for you."

Dez said, "Took the wrong door and ended up
in the kitchen. Fell into a bowl and got stuffed in a quail."

"Poor Orbit," said Lora. She picked up a
napkin and cleaned the splotches of stuffing away.

"Well I'm not about to eat that," said the
Prince, gesturing to the quail. "Next it'll be an assassin with a
poison attempt."

"It was an accident," said Lora.

"Next time it could be on purpose."

Orbit sang and jingled.

"'Twas Jack who stole you?" cried Dez.

"From my spell bag?" cried Yolanda.

"And he fell in the Divination Pool, and the
Beast got him." said Lora. "So that's where he is. In the lair of
the Beast."

"Question is," said Reiker, "is he a victim
or an accomplice?"

Orbit gave a whistle of uncertainty.

"Jack helped us at first," said Lora. "He
seemed different today."

"He wanted the orb as a present," said Dez,
"and when we didn't accommodate him he stole Orbit from my velvet
bag."

"So, trustworthy he's not," said Reiker.

Orbit beeped agreement.

"Hide," said Lora, as she glimpsed
Elisabet's sparkling red curves coming toward them through the
crowd.

Crispin jumped up and crawled under the
table.

"Not you," said Reiker, pulling him back to
his seat. "The orb."

Orbit ducked into Yolanda's spell bag. She
held it nestled on her lap.

Elisabet paused, blinking. She was sure
she'd seen the orb at that table with the cowboy. And that woman in
the emerald dress, with the graceful form and lush elaborate auburn
hair – the nixie who escaped the tower. Elisabet's breath caught in
her throat. Why had she come back? Was she so scatterbrained? Was
it a plot? Was her life-mate with her?

The two women matched the Beast's
description of the witches who had retaken their bodies. Had to be
witches. Couldn't have done it otherwise. Not everyone can
reanimate a corpse.

Perhaps the sacrifice could go as planned,
after all. She smiled to herself. Even better than planned. She
pretended not to know them. The nixie wore sparking stage makeup
and tried to hide her face behind her fan, but it was too late.
Elisabet approached the table with a smile.

"Are you all enjoying yourselves?"

Nods and murmurs of assent.

"And who is this charming gentleman?" She
turned to the cowboy. He looked behind himself, but no one was
there. "A real cowboy from America? We're so honored."

Crispin stared at her. He opened his mouth
but no sound came out. This was why he needed a trumpeter. He so
disliked being taken by surprise.

Reiker elbowed him in the ribs.

"Ouch! Yep and howdy, Ma'am, it shore is
nice to be part of this here community jamboree. Yee haw!" He
raised a pistol in the air and everyone ducked, but it only
clicked.

"They're not loaded," said Reiker. "Cowboys
don't bring loaded weapons to the community jamboree."

"Ahem. Yes indeedy," said Crispin, and
holstered his gun with a little spin.

"The quail is not to your liking?" said
Elisabet. It appeared to have exploded outward.

"I'll say it's not," said Crispin
indignantly. "Your stuffers need to watch what they're stuffing. It
just about jumped out and bit me on the nose."

Elisabet arched an eyebrow. "Oh?"

Reiker jabbed Crispin in the ribs again. "It
was nothing. A nose hair."

Crispin kicked Reiker.

Reiker stepped on Crispin's foot.

They both grinned at Elisabet.

She took the plate and said, "I'll return it
to the kitchen. The buffet will start soon." She smiled at Crispin.
"A whole mess of grub."

"Well if it's a mess, I don't want it, do I?
You can't just serve messy food. What kind of impression does that
make?"

"Ignore him," Reiker said to Elisabet. "He
gets emotional after a few sarsaparillas."

She laughed lightly. "Oh, I almost forgot.
That charming little orb you have, what happened to it?"

"No idea," said Dez. "Orbit vanished a while
ago."

"I could have sworn it was here, just
now."

They shook their heads.

"There are a lot of flashing lights," said
Yolanda.

"Yes," said Elisabet. "One can easily fall
prey to illusion."

Her words hung in the air as she carried the
plate back to the kitchen. Many eyes followed her curvaceous
retreat. In Yolanda's spell bag, Orbit made a high-pitched growling
noise.

"Elisabet knows who we are," said Lora. "I
feel it from her."

Yolanda nodded.

A good-looking waiter in a tux came to wipe
the table and replace the drinks. He edged behind Lora and
whispered in her ear, "I want to tear that dress off with my
teeth."

Her eyes widened, then she laughed. "You
cur. I could have you sent to the dungeon just for thinking
that."

"I'll take my chances," he murmured.

"How's the spy game?"

"Not much yet.

"Methinks you're a bit distracted?"

"Methinks you're right. But it's your
fault."

She giggled. "We'll talk about it."

He nipped her neck. "Talk is redundant."

"Ahem, Waiter," said Dez, "please stop
nibbling the guests and wipe the table."

He grinned and obliged.

Reiker sighed. "You two are the worst
undercover operatives I've ever seen."

"With volunteers you have to take what you
get," said Lora.

"Good to see you alive and well, ladies,"
Wolf said to the witches.

"Thanks to you and Lora," said Dez, and
Yolanda nodded.

"We've discovered Jack's in the lair of the
Beast," she said.

"We don't know whose side he's on," said
Lora, "besides his own."

"Rescue him or leave him there?" said
Wolf.

"Some things are better left alone," said
Yolanda. "We're here to help the Swan Maidens." The others
nodded.

Onstage, the Town Musicians Near Bremen
warmed up. The Pied Piper led a long line of people like a snake
through the crowd, each person holding onto the one ahead. He piped
a cheerful party tune that made them sing and dance and kick up
their legs. The big mirror globe sparkled and shone, throwing light
throughout the room.

The buffet was laid out on broad wooden
tables, steaming pans of roast beef and potatoes, pork hocks and
sauerkraut, pasta with cream sauce, dumplings and Sauerbraten, with
coffee and Schnapps and Zwieback, pastries and tortes and a
table-sized birthday cake with blue frosting that read "Happy
Birthday Jack".

Elisabet grabbed Wolf by the arm. In her
other hand she raised a kitchen knife. "Aren't you doing
anything?"

He appraised her coolly. "What would you
like me to do?"

Her eyes narrowed. "Why do you seem
familiar?"

"I'm with the catering company," he said in
a smooth tone. "We've done a few events here."

"That must be it," she said, with a trace of
doubt in her voice. She handed him the knife. "Cut the cake, would
you? And make it look fancy."

"Isn't Jack - "

Her voice was ice. "We don't pay you to talk
back."

"Then," he said, "may I say how enchanting
Milady looks this evening. Were all the stars to come down from the
skies, they would not be as bright as the light in her eyes." With
a little bow, he stepped over to cut the cake. He felt her watching
him as he cut each piece with an artful flourish and put it on a
waiting plate. He looked up, and caught her eye and smiled.

Elisabet turned and fled through the
crowd.


 CHAPTER
THIRTEEN

 


Norbert der Narre looked for the Crown
Prince of Grünewaldt upstairs and downstairs, inside and out, and
opted for a rest on the edge of a burbling fountain in the front
gardens. Albrecht the Assassin sat beside him, and they watched
people pass by. The two men wore simple black masks to disguise
their identities, black shirts and trousers, and leather gloves.
With charcoal, Norbert had penciled on a thin mustache on his upper
lip.

"Suppose he's not here," said Albrecht.

"Suppose he's in disguise?" said
Norbert.

"No way he'd come up with a disguise that
would fool us," said Albrecht. "No way."

"True. We know his looks, mannerisms,
high-pitched shrieks."

"We know his style of dress – poofy pants
and striped tights."

"He also had a trumpeter," said Norbert.

"Wonder what happened to him? The
trumpeter."

"Probably quit."

"Should we look inside again?" said
Albrecht. "Suppose he's not here?"

"He's here, I'm sure of it," said Norbert.
"My instincts are usually right."

"That's how you've kept your head so long,"
said Albrecht.

Norbert nodded. If the the jester failed to
amuse the King with his live show, he might amuse the King with his
death throes. Fortunately for Norbert, Waldo was easily amused. He
could keep the King entertained for hours simply by juggling three
balls, while Waldo tried to count them.

 


The Town Musicians settled into an amiable
groove. Desdemona and Yolanda got up to dance. Crispin made complex
loops in his lariat, none of which were knots. Clocks turned closer
to midnight. In Elisabet's Spell Room, a weird fog crept up from
the pool and floor. Eldritch candles burned lower, casting flame
and heat energy. If one stood in the center of the room, one could
hear voices of the Undead.

To build up magical force the Spell Room had
to remain closed until the candles burned down completely. Elisabet
ran up thrice to ensure the doors were locked and solid. She
checked the back entrance. If only one curious guest peeked in, it
could ruin the whole rite.

On the dance floor, Yolanda and Dez swayed
and talked. They had to break the enchantment holding the Swan
Maidens to the Castle, otherwise no rescue could happen. Ideally
they would do it in Elisabet's Spell Room but it was locked up
now.

"It's a complicated spell," said Yolanda.
"If we try to undo it at the Swan Pond it'll attract all the wrong
attention."

"Is there another way to do it?" said Dez.
"Ingestion, maybe?" She nodded at the fresh loaves of bread on the
buffet table. "Or in water plants? That's their usual food."

"Yolanda," boomed a voice across the room.
"You're not dead!"

"Theodoric the Shaman," said Yolanda with a
smile, "from Witchton." She waved and made a trumpet with her hands
and called, "Be right there." To Dez she said, "Perhaps he can help
us free the Swan Maidens from the location enchantment. His magic
is highly compatible with theirs."

They wound through the crowd, which had
edged back to give Theodoric ample space. He was built like a brick
shack and a vulture with glaring eyes and hooked beak perched on
his arm. He wore a necklace of dragon teeth and a thick cloak of
hair combed from a wild brown bear. Skulls of fantastic creatures
adorned his shoulders.

Yolanda and Dez filled him in. "Wolf and
Lora Ley are innocent," said Dez. "And as you see, there was no
murder after all."

"'Twas the Beast stole our bodies and near
killed us," said Yolanda. "Elisabet would use our bodies for her
ritual tonight. Lucky for us the Nyx helped us escape."

"Hmm. Better remember to move to dissolve
the committee," said the Shaman, stroking his red gold beard.

At their table, Crispin took one look at the
vulture on Theodoric's arm, yelped and dove for cover.

Theodoric looked hurt. "She's perfectly
friendly."

"Cowboys have a thing about vultures," said
Reiker. He ducked his head under the table. "C'mon Crispin, she's
on our side."

A muffled voice said, "Your Highness is how
you address a Prince. And I don't want my eyes pecked out while I'm
still alive."

"Don't worry," said Theodoric, "She'll wait
till you're dead."

"Ah!"

"He's not serious," said Reiker, trying to
haul Crispin out from under the table.

"No, I'm not," said Theodoric. "She probably
won't wait til you're dead."

"Oh, you're a big help," said Reiker.

"Ow!"

"What?"

"She kicked me!"

"You tried to look under my dress," said
Lora.

"Not on purpose."

"Then I didn't kick you on purpose,
either."

Crispin crawled back to his seat and
straightened his hat. He looked at the vulture warily. "Howdy,
Ma'am."

The vulture stared with glinting eye.

Crispin switched places with Reiker.

 


"Listen, Herr Beast," said Jack, glancing
nervously at the encroaching razor walls around him, "I can help
you. I can get the nixies and the witches for you. How's that? Let
me go and I'll get them." He closed his eyes and crossed his
fingers and waited for the foreboding scrape of deadly sharp walls
moving closer, but it didn't come. Jack opened one eye, then the
other one.

He heard the labored breathing of the Beast
on the other side of the wall.

"There is a saying," said the Beast. "A bird
in the hand is worth two in the bush. So why should I let one bird
go for greed of more, and end up with none at all?"

"But I promise," said Jack.

The Beast snorted. "A promise from a
trickster holds no truth."

"You're not making this easy for me."

"Ha!"

The thorny walls constricted again and Jack
could hardly move without cutting himself. "Stop," he cried.

"Isn't torture fun, Jack?"

"What do you want? I'll get the Nyx and the
witches, I swear! I'll do anything."

"One amusing factor is the propensity of the
victim to bargain with the torturer. Money. Murder. Anything." The
cage compressed further and Jack screamed despite himself as thorny
blades tore his shirt and sank into his skin. The walls moved
slightly outward again. "The victim is in no position to strike a
deal, of course. He's helpless."

"Let me go." Jack began to cry.

"You're twenty-one today," said the Beast.
"Too old to cry." He picked up his violin, and played a poignant
song.

Jack looked up at the sky in despair. The
razor sharp walls were impossible to climb. His legs hurt and he
couldn't sit down without shredding parts of himself. He stood on
one leg, then the other.

The music trailed away and birdsong trilled
through the courtyard. The Beast gazed into the well, looking past
his reflection. He saw a hazy image of Elisabet's Spell Room.
Candle flames flickered and fog rolled over the floor. She prepared
the space for the ritual and wouldn't be back until the five
colored candles burned themselves out.

If only he could speak with her. Were two
Nyx and two witches worth more than a Jack? Dare he take the risk?
If his sense of timing was right, Jack was still under the spell of
the mind control powder. Perhaps he'd be more use free. Even if he
went back on his word, the seven Sonnentöchter were most important
of all. Their sacrifice would free him and Elisabet from the curse
of the sorcerer. So, he thought about it for a while, then waved a
hand and the cell walls skittered backward and sank into the
ground.

Jack fell in a heap with a groan of relief.
He rubbed his cramped legs.

"As you're yet beholden to Elisabet," said
the Beast, "I'll let you prove yourself. Do as you promised, and
we'll let you live." He picked Jack up and threw him over his
misshapen shoulder, then set him down by the well. "You can go
through here. Turn left just before you run out of air and you'll
come up in the pond of the Swan Maidens.

"What if someone sees me?"

"Can't be avoided." The Beast shrugged.
"It's a party. People jump in pools."

"Right," said Jack. "My party, my pools, my
rules."

"That's the spirit," said the Beast, and
shoved him into the well.

 


Lora, Dez and Yolanda brought Theodoric down
to the pond to meet the Swans. Theodoric greeted them and the Swans
were delighted.

"He speaks our language," said Melodie.

"He is rough but handsome," said Liebe.

"Are you a Prince?" asked Psyche.

He smiled at her. "I could be," he said,
"for the right lady."

Psyche felt suddenly flushed. She put her
head beneath her wing and pretended to preen.

"Their poor flight feathers are just stubs,"
said Lora, stroking Freude. "And they're bound by a location spell
to this place."

Desdemona looked around quickly. There were
six guards in three pairs of two, and each pair had four eyes, all
of which seemed focused on the visitors. In a low voice she said,
"If we try anything out of the ordinary, a spell maybe, they'll be
on us like flies on honey."

The pond burbled, and the Swans swam away in
alarm, and climbed out onto the grass. Light joined the water in a
crazy dance. For a moment came a glimpse of a beautiful palace,
then it was gone and a head and shoulders broke through the surface
with a loud gasp.

"Help," yelled Jack.

The guards sprang to the fore. Theodoric
reached over and grabbed Jack by the collar, pulled him out of the
pool and dropped him on the grassy shore.

Jack spit up a mouthful of water and grinned
weakly. "Thanks."

The guards stepped back to their
stations.

All stared mutely at Jack, if expecting him
to do something but not sure what. They kept a careful distance.
Lora said, "What happened?"

Jack sat up, wincing in pain. "The Beast,"
he said. "Worse than … " his tone grew hushed, "... the Butzemann."
He looked around, nervous. "Horrible and bleeding and all mangled
up." He shuddered and made a face. "He dragged me into his lair. I
barely got away. He put me in a deadly sharp cage."

Yolanda looked at the cuts on his skin,
consistent with being surrounded by razor steel or barbed wire.
"Seems true."

"He grabbed me through the Divination Pool.
I'm not supposed to go into Elisabet's Spell Room but I don't
listen well." He scratched an ear. "The Beast put me in the cage
and the walls closed in," said Jack. "I was terrified."

"How did you escape?" said Lora.

"Tell you later." Jack got to his feet and
his legs wobbled. He leaned over with a moan. "I hurt all over.
Help me walk."

Theodoric picked him up with one arm. The
vulture surveyed him with cunning interest.

"Put me down," Jack said. "I think I can
walk after all."

Theodoric shrugged and put him down. The
vulture muttered under her breath. "Don't worry, Gerda. They all
drop dead sooner or later."

"I have to show you something," said
Jack.

"Oh?" said Dez, "we don't trust you."

"But you don't understand. It wasn't my
fault. I was under the spell of Elisabet's mind control
potion."

"Maybe you still are."

"It wore off," said Jack. "I want to help
you. To prove it I'll give you a potent spell. Come with me."

They looked at each other.

"What spell?" said Yolanda.

"Elisabet keeps it locked up, but I know the
combination." He waved an arm. "Come on."

"Before you were affected by the mind
control spell, you fell in love with one of the Swans."

"I did? I did! Yes. Let's go."

"Which one, Jack?" said Lora.

He waved a hand vaguely. "Oh … that one.
Let's go."

Freude bent her head in sorrow and swam
away.

"You don't remember?" said Lora. "One day
madly in love, and the next you forget her name?"

Jack shrugged. "It happens."

"Did you lie to us? Are you still under
Elisabet's control?"

Theodoric grabbed his shirt collar. "Better
tell the truth, squirt."

"Enough." Jack raised a hand. "I'm tired of
bickering. You guards!" He pointed and the four guards he indicated
came forward. "You saw this person assault me. Take them all to the
dungeons. They are enemies of the kingdom."

"Will they be cruelly tortured?"

"Of course," said Jack with a wicked
grin.

Lora desolidified, and the huge hands of a
guard went right through her. Others captured Dez and Yolanda as
the women tried to run. The vulture perched on a nearby tree.
Theodoric picked up two guards up and smacked their heads together.
To those who held the women he roared, "Get your hands off
them!"

Jack seized a dagger from the guard who held
Yolanda. He stuck the tip against Yolanda's throat. Dez screamed.
Jack turned to Lora. "Nixie," he said in a threatening tone, "if
you don't re-solidify right now and call off your ape man, I'll
shove this blade right through her throat and I don't care if she
lives or dies."

Lora resolidified. "Best do what they say,
Theo."

"Aw." Theodoric set the guards down.

"Put those iron manacles on her," said Jack
to the guard. "Walk with your shields facing iron side in. Around
all of them. They're witches."

Jack led the way to a door behind the tower,
with darkening steps leading into the dungeons, the bowels of the
castle. Piteous wails and moans came through the dark. Farther on,
the faint flicker of firelight cast a dim glow.

Lora felt the crushing presence of iron:
cells, manacles, torture devices, chains, thick iron doors. Magic
couldn't work in a place like this. They could only hope their
absence would be investigated. She tried a thought message to Wolf,
and shook her head. Nothing. Connection down.

They came to a circular room with cells
around it, so the prisoners could watch the heights of pain and
suffering that could be endured when one's number was called. Blood
spattered floors and washed over walls. In the center was a fire
pit with red-hot stones and various shaped utensils heated to
glowing.

A few cells held prisoners. By the fire sat
a jailer with a whip. He was on suicide watch. For some reason, the
odd prisoner preferred self-imposed death to the forthcoming weeks
of slow relentless torture described in cheerful detail by the
jailer. If a person succeeded, the jailer had to take the
prisoner's place.

The guards pushed their captives into one of
the cleaner cells, without the blood splats. Iron bars surrounded
them. The fetid stench was sickening.

"Pretty girls," said the jailer. "I like
pretty girls." He licked his lips.

Theodoric growled. "You touch them, I'll
boil your head in oil!"

The jailer shook a finger. "No, no. I'm the
one who makes the threats."

Easy enough take, thought Jack, gazing with
satisfaction at his captives. One more to go.

He turned and headed up the stairs to the
main floors.

 


A cheer arose when Jack showed up in the
Great Hall. He grinned and bowed and dramatically ate a piece of
cake, and expressed delight at the wonderful presents adorning the
gilded table. The Town Musicians broke into a Happy Birthday song.
Jack put his hand over his heart and smiled at his guests, nodded
to the musicians, and disappeared backstage.

He almost ran right into Elisabet. Her mouth
dropped open.

"Happy to see me, Auntie?" he said.

"What are you doing here?" she said.

He spread his arms. "It's my party."

"But you were … he said … "

"I escaped the lair of the Beast. You want
to be careful with that guy, Aunt Elisabet. I say this as a friend
and nephew. He could be using you."

"Using me how?"

"To get through to this world. Then he'll
drop you like a hot potato." She stared. He smiled. "Or it's just
me talking. What do I know?"

"Stay out of my way. I'm warning you … "

"I've captured two witches and the nixie
woman," he said, "and a big guy, not sure what he does, seems to be
the heavy. You know where they are, Auntie? In the dungeon, that's
where." Elisabet pointed to the floor and Jack nodded. "It was I
who put them there."

"Good boy," she said with a smile.

"I just have to get the other Nyx. He's here
somewhere, I'm sure." He put his hands on his hips and looked
around. A minstrel tuned his strings. A waiter sliced lemons for
the bar. The stage manager was in heated debate with carpenters.
One side of the set was falling apart. Chatter and laughter came
from the Great Hall.

"All right," said Elisabet. "Stay out of my
Spell Room, you hear me?"

"Yes, Auntie," he said, and skipped away to
play.

"Excuse me, Milady." A waiter threaded by
with a steaming tray for the buffet. "Hot stuff coming through." He
passed a group by the door. With easy charm and utmost discretion,
she followed.

 


"Surprised they aren't back by now," said
Reiker, scanning the crowd for Lora and the witches.

"I'm bored," said Crispin. "The band is
playing the same songs they did an hour ago. I think they're
falling asleep on their instruments. What a bunch of geezers."

"Why don't you go lasso varmints or
something?"

"I tried but the boy kicked me in the shin
and ran away."

"You lassoed a boy?"

"I was aiming for a shrub."

"Wonder where Jack came from."

Crispin sighed. "Well, it's like this. When
a mommy and a daddy love each other very much - "

Reiker smacked him in the shoulder. "That's
not what I meant. He was in the lair of the Beast."

"I don't know," said Crispin, rubbing his
shoulder, "but you don't have to abuse me."

"Oh come on, it was just a little tap."

"I'm going to have a bruise."

"Because your skin's really sensitive?"

"No, because you hit me really hard."

"You want another sarsaparilla?"

"Just one more," said Crispin. "Too much
makes me giddy."

Reiker flagged down a passing waiter. "Get
the cowboy one, on me." To Crispin he said, "It's getting late.
You'll soon have to liberate the Swan Maidens. Where is
everyone?"

"I'm here," said Wolf, setting down
Crispin's drink. "Something's up. I can't get a fix on Lora's
amulet. And thought messages aren't getting through."

"They went down to the Swan pool," said
Reiker, "but I think they've been gone too long."

"And Jack's here," said Wolf and Reiker at
the same time.

"None of this bodes well," said Wolf.

"Does my hat look better tilted this way or
that?" said Crispin.

Reiker took a deep breath. "I'll look
outside," he said.

"Then I want to come," said Crispin. "I hate
sitting all alone."

"Go ask someone to dance."

Crispin stuck his nose in the air. "If the
royal personage wishes to dance, an attendant summons the attendant
of the potentially lucky partner who then relays the message to
another - "

Reiker leaned over the next table and said
to the three women. "Hey, that big handsome cowboy from America
wants to dance. Any of you interested?"

"America? How exciting!"

"A real cowboy?"

"Handsome, you say?" She snuck a look. "He
does have a noble chin."

"Is that a sheriff's star he wears?"

It wasn't long before a bevy of frills and
laces descended on the lonesome cowboy.

"Back before you miss me," said Reiker.

 


Norbert and Albrecht dove through the crowd
to the last empty table, a tiny flat top squished in a niche at the
back of the room. They practically had to sit atop each other, and
more than once some laughing nitwit almost landed in their laps.
Just on the other side of the divider, they heard a hearty voice
they vaguely recognized.

A slurp. "Did I all tell y'all ma'ams about
the time me and Pat Garrett caught the Jesse Saint James Band? That
was shore a shootout, li'l fillies. Them bad guys ran for the hills
and I charged after them with six-guns blazing and captured them
all. Pat got wounded and I carried him on my shoulders while
spinnin my six-guns and wranglin wild hosses and shooting it out
with the bad guys."

"Tell us, tell us more," came three pretty
voices.

"And then, me and Davy Jones, you know the
guy with the coon skin hat, we went to remember the Alamo and had
to shoot a bunch of people. They shot back, though. And when the
dust cleared I was the only one left."

"Sounds a bit like him," said Norbert. He
edged around the divider until he could see the tall cowboy who sat
in the booth with his back against the wall, and three luscious
ladies gathered around him.

"It's a cowboy," said Norbert, easing back
to his seat.

"A cowboy? I've only seen pictures of them,"
said Albrecht, and took a peek.

"Well it's like this, y'all ma'ams." The
cowboy twirled a revolver.

Albrecht hid a gasp and leapt back to his
table. "He has guns."

"… And there was the time I was down on my
luck and who should I meet but Wilhelm the Kid! He was riding like
the wind shooting at the posse behind him. I hopped aboard my
trusty hoss and came out with both guns blasting fireballs and
drove them off with my superior shooting skills. Then we robbed a
stagecoach and lived with wild Injuns."

Norbert and Albrecht both pressed their ears
to the divider and listened.

"Well I'll tell y'all ma'ams, mosey on down
closer padnuhs, yippeee-iii-ayyyy, that's the way. So we was riding
out on the lone prairie one day, and run out of vittles. So I
grabbed me a big old rattler and sucked his venom dry. Then I
grabbed me a coyote and twirled him by the tail til he howled. Then
Wilhelm said shut up there's a stagecoach comin. So I put down the
cow I was wranglin and we shot near everyone dead septin' the
women, children, horses, chickens, drivers and men. But we got
plenty of money. I said that's no good cuz we're in the middle of
the lone prairie and nowhere to spend it.

"So, we give 'em back the money in exchange
for a ride to the next town, where they take us to the marshal's
office and put us in jail. That's where I learned to play the
harmonica.

The girls squealed. Harmonicas were
originally made in Germany, and fast becoming popular, so they knew
the instrument. "A cowboy musician," they said, "how dreamy and
romantic."

"Then I figgered a plan to bust out, and we
got the jailer's gun and shot up a heap of dynamite just sittin in
the corner. The whole jail exploded and we got away, and I captured
the infamous Black Hat Gang single-handedly, and then we lived with
wild Injuns."

"Fascinating." The girls gazed at him.

"Barkeep," called the cowboy, lifting his
noble chin, "a round of green fizzy things for y'all Ma'ams
here."

"You're right," whispered Albrecht, "Sounds
a bit like him."

"And as before I'll sign for it," said the
cowboy.

"Sounds a lot like him," said Norbert.

 


Reiker buttoned his jacket to hide his
shoulder holster and got up to stretch his legs. Wolf saw his
signal and came to join him. They walked toward the main entrance.
"Better make it fast," said Wolf, "I'm not supposed to consort with
guests."

"Here," Reiker grabbed a wine bottle from a
vacant table. "Pretend you're telling me about this."

As they walked, Wolf smiled and went through
the motions of describing the wine, and Reiker went through the
motions of being interested.

"You can't feel Lora's energy at all?" said
Reiker.

"No," said Wolf, with a smile and nod. "I'm
worried."

"Suppose she went to the lair of the Beast.
Can you feel her then?"

"From here, I don't know. From Perchta's
demesne, yes." He frowned. "Her magic is severely suppressed. She
could be in a place of iron. That usually does it. It could be iron
ore in the ground. It be an iron cell." He grinned at Reiker. "You
know about that."

"Ha," said Reiker, "it still didn't hold
you."

"Nyx don't like to be caged."

"True. Who does?"

"If she's here in the dungeon or tower,"
said Wolf, "or surrounded by iron in the lair of the Beast, I
wouldn't feel her."

"What about Yolanda and Dez?"

"Tried sending thought messages to them,
too, and no answer. So they could all be in the same place. If they
can't use their magic, even with the might of the Shaman behind
them they could be in a lot of trouble."

"You and I are no strangers to trouble."

"And," said Wolf more loudly, "the bouquet
is full bodied, with a seductive hint of spice." Elisabet passed
by, and Reiker excused himself and went outside.

"Waiter," she said, "The wine sounds
exciting. I'd like to taste it."

"Pardon, Milady," he said as he turned the
bottle upside down. "I'll have to get another."

She laid a hand on his arm and gazed into
his face. He was handsome, with the kind of features loved by
sculptors, but that wasn't all. She saw how the guests flirted with
him, watched him and giggled behind their hands. It was hard to
take one's eyes off him. A charismatic mystique imbued his every
gesture. Elisabet felt the stirrings of desire. Touching him,
desire grew urgent.

She tossed her head and her lush black hair
shivered with blue light. "I wish to rest before the midnight
celebration," she said. "Bring a bottle to my chambers." She let
her hand linger. "And two glasses."

"'Twill be my pleasure, Milady."

And mine, she thought as she made her way
with sinuous grace through the festive crowd. She was suprised at
herself. Elisabet didn't often mix business and pleasure. Jack's
words pricked at her mind, opening her to suspicion. It's been so
long. Has the Beast tricked me with words and promises? Does he
really love me? Or does he turn against me, and use me for his own
purpose?

At first she refused to believe it, but as
time ticked she mulled it over. She was free. She could do as she
pleased, go where she wanted. He was stuck in his self-cleaning
fantasy prison. She was beautiful, so that minstrels sang of the
many charms of lady fair. He was hideous, misshapen, bound to his
realm, alone. He would do anything to escape his prison. She
wouldn't be the first to throw her heart away on promises never
meant to be kept. And really, she thought, what's wrong with one
more freedom before the big event? One for fling at fun? My heart I
commit to the Beast, or to the Prince he once was.

She opened the door to her front chambers
and dismissed the sentries. The room was cold and musty. She lit a
fire in the hearth with spruce and birch, and welcome warmth chased
away the damp. She brushed her hair and sprinkled rosewater on her
cleavage. She dusted mica on her cheeks for a sensual glitter.
Before long a knock came on the door. She arranged herself on the
settee.

"Come."

He entered with professional courtesy, tall
and polite and mouthwatering. "Milady." He bowed and showed her the
wine. "Has Milady something private to celebrate?"

She stretched out her long legs, a shoe
dangling from her toe. He blinked. She smiled.

"You don't think I invited you up here to
discuss wine bouquets, do you?"

"It would be wrong of me to make
presumptions, Milady."

"Would you presume to unlace my dress at the
back?" she said. "I want to get into something more comfortable.
And these shoes are killing me."

"But they do draw the eye to Milady's lovely
leg line, if one may be so bold. Taste?" He held out a glass. She
took it and watched him as she leisurely sipped. She flicked her
tongue along the rim to catch the droplets. "Is it to Milady's
liking?"

Her red lips curved. "What I see is much to
my liking. Take off your shirt."

He smiled, as if he had not heard. "More
wine, then?" He topped up her glass.

"The other for you," she said. She leaned
back and her bosom rose as she took a deep breath. Her voice was
husky. "Why don't you ... " her hand slunk along the seat of the
couch, long red fingernails gently stroking the velvet, "sit down,
and make yourself comfortable.

He hesitated. "It's strictly against company
policy to consort with guests."

"I'm not a guest," she had. "I'm the
hostess. I'm the Queen of the Ball. And if your company has any
complaints about policy, they can talk to me." She sipped her wine
and nodded at the empty glass. "Go ahead, have one." She stood up
and slipped her sparkling red dress off her shoulders and it
shimmied down her legs. Beneath, she wore a slender black chemise
of silk and black corset.

He poured himself a glass of wine as slowly
as possible. It was obvious from the start what she wanted.
Earlier, he smelled her desire across the room. Now she was ripe
for the plucking, swelling out of her corset, eagerness she could
not disguise ablaze in her eyes. It was information he wanted, but
if she kept showing him all those delectable parts of herself, he
feared to get swept up in the moment. Willpower wasn't a strong
point for Nyx.

He knelt down and took off one of her shoes.
He stroked her foot, and his fingers loosened tense and tired
muscles. She moaned and tipped back her head.

Casually he said, "We want you in shape for
the ritual tonight."

"Mmmm," she said. "That's good. And the
other too. Oh, lover, you have magic hands. Come here." Elisabet
pulled him up beside her.

She nestled up close to him and began to
unbutton his shirt.

With her tongue.

A swift rapping came on the door. Elisabet
rolled her eyes and groaned. "It better be important."

Trailing her long scarf, she went to the
door while he slipped into the shadows. Her voice was low but his
hearing acute, and he heard every word.

"We have them in the dungeons, Milady. A
nixie and two - "

"Jack told me," she snapped. She slammed the
door and made sure to turn the bolt.

She came back to the settee, and flounced
onto the seat. She sat, and he refilled her wine. She felt his warm
hands on her shoulders, strong, gentle, breaking up the tension in
her body.

"Mmmm," she said, leaning her head back.

"A nixie?" he said.

"And two witches and another person. Enemies
of the kingdom. Locked up in the dungeons." Elisabet turned
sinuously and moved in close to kiss him. He moved smoothly to
avoid her.

"What did they do?" he asked.

"Tried to sabotage my plans," she said in a
voice like steel. "They'll be killed at midnight, along with the
swans. Now come. No more questions. Take me in your arms."

He kept his voice steady. "Perhaps you can
find something comfortable for me to wear," he murmured in her ear.
"A robe? Whatever you like."

"Hmm." She gave him a coy look. "A little
shy?"

He smiled, and loosened his bowtie.

Elisabet said, "I'm sure I have something to
suit you." She went through a double door to her bedchamber.

As soon as she was inside, he leapt to the
bedroom doors, wrapped the bowtie around the double handles and
knotted it. She probably had another way out, but this would buy
some time. With the doors secured, he took a long drink out of the
wine bottle. The wine really was good. He put down the bottle and
was pleased to see only the bolt was locked on the front entrance.
He turned it and walked silently into the corridor. As he closed
the entrance behind him he heard her curse in several languages
while she rattled the bedroom doors, but she had dismissed the
guard and there was no one to hear her now.

She slid down against the door, head in her
hands. "I've made a total fool of myself." Tears tracked over her
cheeks. Anger and humiliation tore at her heart. He was so
uncaring. So rude. So ready to be thrown in the dungeon.

He won't get away with it, she thought, and
she became filled with vicious glee. I'll get my vengeance.

A narrow passage with a hidden latch went
down through the thick walls. She took a deep breath. She never
used it these days. It would be dusty, crawling with bugs and thick
with spiderwebs. Once she'd seen a spider as big as her hand in the
hallway, an escapee from the secret place between the walls. She
hadn't used the passage since. But she didn't want someone to find
her here, crestfallen and shame-faced. Her magic merely rattled the
doors.

She found a black lace gown with swaths of
crinoline to show off her long legs. Rubies glittered from her ears
and throat. She picked up an oil lamp and found the hidden latch to
the narrow passage. It stuck at first, then part of the wall opened
with a lethargic creak.

It was just as she thought. Elisabet
shuddered. Spiderwebs and nests adorned the interior of the
passage. Little feet scampered over stone. She found a long cloak
and pulled it tightly around her, tucking her hair into the cowl.
She covered her face to the eyes with her sparkling red scarf.

Curse him, she thought. A hundred thousand
curses. I'll see him in the dungeon before the night's out. I'll
hear him beg for his life. I'll have my revenge.

As she started down the stairway, macabre
shadows leapt upon the walls with the trembling flame of the oil
lamp. A bug the size of her finger scuttled through the light. She
felt spiders crawl on her shoulders and almost screamed before she
realized they were creations of her own panicked imagination.

"Curse you," she said aloud, and her voice
was small and scared in the close space.

She had never even asked his name.


 CHAPTER
FOURTEEN

 


"Don't bump my arm," said Albrecht. He and
Norbert had relocated to an equally cramped table with better sight
lines. He stood on a short stool. Albrecht peered down the length
of his poison dart blowgun. He'd made it himself, a superb piece of
craftsmanship, from fine-grained hardwood. His darts were needle
sharp and tipped with curare, a fatal poison from the jungles of
South America.

He tried for a clear shot over the heads of
the crowd. From here, they could quietly leave without arousing
suspicion while people clustered around the body.

Albrecht closed one eye, aimed and blew. At
the same time the cowboy leaned forward, and the dart thudded into
the back of the booth.

Everyone at the table jumped. There was a
high-pitched scream.

Albrecht crouched down.

"What was that?" cried one of the
damsels.

"Assassins," cried the cowboy, and leapt
underneath the table.

"Yep," said Norbert, "it's him, all
right."

"Now I can't get him," Albrecht complained.
"Darn table's in the way. Wouldn't it be easier just to poison his
drink or something?"

"He'd taste it."

"He has no taste."

"True."

"Hey, what's that?" came a voice from
below.

The assassin looked down into the faces of
two boys. They were about ten years old.

"Is it a blowgun?" said one, reaching for
it.

Albrecht lifted it out of his reach. "Not
for kids."

The boy burst into tears.

"Oh, all right, just look at it."

The tears disappeared, and the boys were all
smiles and awe as they examined the deadly tool. They ran their
hands over the smooth surface and peered inside.

"What's it shoot?" said one of the boys.

"Poison darts," said Albrecht, and
immediately kicked himself.

"Aw, wow! Poison darts! Let's see. Are these
them?" The boys rummaged in the assassin's case. "This is it,
right? How do you put it in?" He fiddled with the dart and inserted
it into the blowgun. He blew and the dart hit the cushion next to
Norbert's knee. The Fool edged backward. "What else you got? What's
that? Throwing stars? Are you like a ninja?"

"Get out of there. Hands off!" Every time
Albrecht pulled one arm away from his case, another came back to
take its place. The boys giggled. "Norbert, help me," said
Albrecht.

"Help him, Norbert," chortled the boys. They
ran away with the dart gun.

"You nasty children," yelled Albrecht. "Come
back with that!"

"Waaaah," hollered the boys, pointing. "We
were playing and he called us names and yelled at us!"

Several people turned around with stern
looks. Abashed, the Assassin sat down again. The boys ran off to
play with their new toy.

 


Lora paced back and forth in the cell. The
stench was thick in the air. Flies buzzed. Screams of anguish came
from everywhere and nowhere. Two castle guards in another cell
looked glum. The jailer had already regaled them with graphic
descriptions of the horrible tortures they soon would endure.

They glanced with hope at the newcomers.
Perhaps they would take precedence in the pecking order of torture
victims.

"Sit down, Lora," said Desdemona. "You'll
wear yourself out and make a rut in the floor."

"Nothing we can do right now," said
Yolanda.

The Shaman muttered and glared at the
jailer, who pointedly ignored him. He grasped the cell bars in his
massive hands and they began to bend.

The jailer jumped up and cracked his whip at
the cell. It was clumsy but he made his point. "Get away from the
bars, animal man, or we'll cut off your fingers."

The Shaman raised his upper lip and growled.
His canine teeth gleamed. "Maim me, kill me if you want, you sorry
villain, "My creatures will harass you to your dying day. Which may
be closer than you think."

"What's that supposed to mean?" said the
jailer.

"Never mind," said Theo. He turned and sat
on the floor with his back against the wall.

"Hey," said the jailer, "you can't just say
something ominous like that without an explanation. I demand an
explanation."

"You're in no position to make demands,"
said Desdemona.

"What are you talking about?"

She shrugged and looked at the ceiling.

"D'you know something I don't?" He frowned
and scratched his head. It was easy enough to end up on the wrong
side of those bars.

"Yes," said Yolanda.

"What?"

She shrugged and examined her
fingernails.

"I know what you're doing," said the jailer.
"You're playing mind games." He turned his back and poked the fire.
These prisoners gave him the creeps. He wished his partner Franz
would arrive. Maybe they could at last get round to torturing
someone.

He felt the hair rise on his neck and turned
around. They were all lined up at the cell bars, staring at him.
"Stop that," he said. He raised his whip. As one, they all stepped
back a pace. "That's better. Now pray to your gods and get ready
for the bloody scene about to unfold. You will experience pain and
horror beyond your worst fears. You will scream. You will beg. You
will offer to sacrifice others of your group."

"We'd never do that," cried Lora.

"You'll beg for your lives." He stuck his
thumb towards his chest. "I am an expert. An artist. Rest assured,
you won't leave here in good health." He sat down by the fire to
examine the red-hot pokers.

Lora tried again to contact Wolf through her
amulet. The stone was dark and cold. No reception here. Did he know
where they were? At least, she thought, if he's caught he'd be here
with us. We yet have hope.

 


In his realm, the Beast stood at the top of
the tallest tower in the palace. He sniffed the air, and his broken
body trembled. The hour of magic was ripe. He felt the change in
the wind, and the birds and beasts of his enchanted realm were
unnaturally quiet.

If the spell broke and freed the Beast,
would the Enchanted Palace carry on? Not for the first time, he
wondered about the fate of his domain. The place ran itself.
Elisabet's father the sorcerer had created these illusions of
splendor, perhaps to remind the Beast of the life left behind, and
heighten the pain of loneliness and longing.

With the curse gone, the Palace would vanish
too. He didn't care. It was all an illusion anyway, a lonely prison
of luxury.

Freedom, he said to himself, will be mine
tonight. He thought of holding Elisabet in his arms, walking with
her through wildflower meadows and cultivated gardens, as once they
had done. She was his only hope to return to the world from which
he was banished.

At one time, he swore to her their love
would never die. Now, he asked himself whether love was true, or a
twisted representation of need, desperate desire. He saw her only
through the Divination Pool in her Spell Room. She had the freedom
to wander and do what she liked. She was a beautiful woman, and as
her magic increased she seemed more enchanting by the day.

Yet something was wrong. The tone of her
voice, the tilt of her head, the gleam in her eye seemed to
appraise him now with untold secrets. She was not honest with him.
He felt it. Did she compare him to others? Was she so petty and
mean? Had she a lover? He grit his crooked teeth. "What is she
hiding?" he growled.

Probably imagining things, he thought. Yet
he couldn't shake the feeling.

 


"Look," said Norbert der Narre, "The Prince
has gone out to water the bushes. All those sarsaparillas catching
up with him." The three girls were alone at the table. The Fool and
the Assassin grinned at each other.

"You thinking what I'm thinking?" said
Norbert.

"Don't know," said Albrecht. "You so rarely
think."

"I suggest," said Norbert, "that we save the
insults for the Prince, or I'm going home."

"Aw, it was just a joke."

"Nothing funny about a person's inability to
think."

"Well, what's the plan?"

Norbert rubbed his hands. "Follow my lead.
D'you have a dagger?"

"What kind of assassin would be if I didn't
… " he rummaged through his case, then hit himself in the forehead.
"Left it in someone's back."

"If only we had a gun," said Norbert.

"Do you know how to use one?" said
Albrecht.

"Never even heard of one before today," said
Norbert. He adjusted his mask and drew his dagger.

The tables were set higher than the dance
floor, and they came down steps and into the throng of damp
chattering people. On stage, the Town Musicians picked up the pace
with a swinging dance number.

Outside, a sinister storm picked up strength
and winds howled. Norbert der Narr felt a chill and pulled his
cloak closer. He and Albrecht wove and dodged through the crowd,
and soon emerged on the other side. They saw the cowboy's bevy of
damsels, chattering over drinks and blissfully unaware of the fate
soon to overtake them.

"Hello, ladies," said Albrecht in a voice
like silk.

Over the noise of the crowd and music, they
failed to hear him.

"Hello, ladies," said Albrecht in a voice
like burlap.

The damsels turned and surveyed the two
masked men. They tittered.

"Sorry," they said, "we're with
someone."

"That sorry excuse for a cowboy?"

The girls looked indignant. "He's very
brave."

"Brave?" said Norbert. "Him?"

"Oh yes. He's from America."

"America?"

The two bad guys looked at each other. Maybe
this was the wrong target after all. They glanced around. He'd soon
be back.

"What's his name?" said Albrecht.

"Crispin the Cowboy."

Norbert nodded, relieved. "Oh yes. I've
heard of his adventures."

The ladies clapped their hands. "Isn't it
exciting? Riding the lone prairie with nothing but a hoss and his
six-shooters, pursued by villains and posses."

"He has an active imagination," said
Albrecht.

"Perhaps you should join us," said Norbert.
He elbowed Albrecht and pointed to a table just vacated. "We're at
that table, there in the corner, on the other side of the dance
floor." He whispered to Albrecht, "Go get that table before some
other fool does."

"Let me remind you, Norbert, that you're the
Fool. You want me to get the table bring it here?"

"I mean," said Norbert, "go sit there and
reserve it for us and the beauties."

Albrecht nodded, and scooted through the
throng and over to the empty table. He sat and glowered at anyone
who came near. Meanwhile he stacked the dishes neatly at the end of
the table. Before he became an Assassin, he was a dishwasher.

"What are your names?" said Norbert.

The girls looked at each other and
smiled.

"I'm Laurel," sang out the brunette.

"I'm Lila," cried the redhead.

"I'm Linden," chimed the blonde, and they
hummed together and said, "We're the Singing Swan Sisters." They
clapped for themselves. "A touring act. We were on our way to
audition for Buffalo Bill's Wild West traveling road show in
Frankfurt," said Lila.

"At least, we hope to get an audition," said
Linden.

"It's a steady paying gig," said Laurel.

"Never heard of it. What brought you ladies
here?"

"We were at a hotel when a fancy looking
card came for us," said Laurel. "An invitation to a ball at the
Enchanted Castle."

"At first we thought it a prank," said
Linden, "or at best a singing audition."

"Then just as we were dressed up and about
to go out on the town, came a whirlwind from clear sky," said
Linden, "and threw us out here. After the initial shock we decided
to stay awhile. A party's always a great place to meet agents and
producers and make contacts."

"How fortunate for us," smiled Norbert. The
Swan Sisters. Could these be the Maidens of the enchantment? "Come
and join us at yon table."

"Oh, no," said Laurel. "We want to hear more
stories of the Wild West."

"We can tell you plenty of stories," said
Norbert, and grasped the arm of Linden and pulled her up close to
him. He jabbed the dagger into her ribs.

"Help," she gasped.

"Let her go," cried the other maidens,
jumping to their feet.

"Just act calm and natural," said Norbert.
"You girls go first." He poked Linden with the dagger and she
cried, "Do as he says! He's crazy!"

"Heh heh heh," said Norbert.

Lila and Laurel edged out of the booth.

"Now over to the table, and if you call for
help or cause any trouble, your sister act trio will be cut down to
two." He pushed Linden forward. "Move it."

 


Wolf raced across the front lawns. His hair
escaped the bonds of the leather strap and flew wild about his
face. His gaze flashed through the people walking, talking, alone
or in groups. No sign of Reiker.

No time to lose.

People shied away. He ran through the
gardens, then out to the rear of the castle. Candles in glass jars
hung from trees. Strings of colorful pennants few. The outside
patio bar was busy, the air bright with laughter and small talk.
Solar spirits glowed in the foliage and among the flowers.

No sign of Reiker. The place was huge and
full of guests. They could have passed each other and not known it.
"Hi there," said a pretty girl at the bar. "What cage did you
escape from?"

He smiled, took another quick look around,
and fled.

Short of getting arrested he he didn't know
how to get to the dungeon, but the place was full of iron and his
magic wouldn't work either. He turned back toward the pond of the
Swan Maidens and slowed to a walk. The guards around the pool had
doubled in number and ugly weaponry. Now he couldn't even get close
enough to speak with the Swans. Elisabet was taking no chances.

They paddled near the center of the pool,
talking to each other. He sensed the fear in their voices.

"Just looking at the birds," he said to a
pair of large guards. Large seemed to be the only size they came
in.

"No one near the pool," said one, hand on
his sword pommel. "Orders of Her Majesty Queen Elisabet."

"Okay," he said, and swerved away. Better
not make waves.

As he turned aside he heard a small noise
from beneath a bush. The sound came from a black velvet bag. The
bag wobbled. "There you are," he said. He reached down and a long
spear blocked the way. "No picking the flowers."

Wolf closed his hand on the velvet bag. He
held it up for the guards to see. "Finally! Found it. See? My wife
lost her bag when she was here feeding the swans earlier."

"Oh, yeh," said one of the guards. "My wife
is always losing hers, too."

Wolf waved to the guards, tucked the bag
under his arm and was soon out of sight. In an alcove of the Castle
keep, he loosed the drawstrings and Orbit popped out. The orb
jiggled and squeaked and burbled. Wolf took off his tux jacket and
cummerbund, tore open the shirt buttons at his throat and chest so
he could breathe easily, and let his hair down all the way.

With eyes ablaze, he no longer looked like a
waiter. He looked like a wild man. From the tone and gestures of
the little globe Wolf could see it was sore vexed.

"It's all right," he murmured. "We're going
to help them."

He rubbed his chin. If he took Orbit into
the dungeons, its magic would fade. It would be just a glass
ball.

"Find Reiker," he told the orb. He held it
in his hand for a moment, then Orbit whistled, flew up into the air
and moved slowly away, waiting for him to follow. The violet flame
within glowed bright. With all the lights and activity and magic in
the air, no one noticed a small guidance orb followed by a
wild-eyed man.

Wolf saw Reiker with a group of people.
"Hey, you're good," he said to Orbit, and it gave a satisfied beep.
"Better get back in the bag," said Wolf. He opened it up. Orbit
drifted inside, and made a sound of consternation.

"Don't worry, I won't lose you." Wolf closed
the bag and strolled over to the group. "Hey, Reiker, what's
up?"

If Reiker was startled by Wolf's change in
appearance he gave no sign. He excused himself and walked away
until they were out of earshot.

"They're in the dungeon," said Wolf.

Reiker nodded. "Some talk of nixies and
witches going round. What's in the bag?"

"Orbit," said Wolf. "It's Yolanda's spell
bag. She must have thrown it under a bush when they were
arrested."

"Any helpful spells?"

By the light of Orbit, they looked through
the bag. It contained some roots, a tiny blue bottle half full, a
vial of red liquid, a notebook of symbols and writing, a container
of lip rouge, healing oinment, runes, dried berries.

Wolf shrugged. "To me these things mean
little."

"Even more little to me," said Reiker.

Wolf inclined his head to the small group.
"What did they say?"

Reiker shook his head. "Gossip, mainly, like
everyone else. Did you know the Comte de Frou-Frou wears his
underwear inside out?"

Wolf laughed, then grew serious again. "We
have to get to the dungeons. I know you're good at locking people
up, how are you at breaking them out?"

"You'll just have to trust me."

"Get down."

They crouched in the shadows as a whistling
figure strolled by. They looked at each other. Jack. What's he up
to? Silently, they followed.

Jack came to a small iron door in the wall
and unlocked it. He went through and disappeared into darkness. The
door clanged shut behind him.

After a moment, Reiker and Wolf slunk up to
the door. Locked.

"Can you pick it?" said Reiker.

"Probably," said Wolf. "You?"

"Almost certainly." He took a slim leather
case out of his jacket pocket, and opened it with a grin. "My own
lock pick set. Comes in handy if you don't want to shoot the lock
off."

Wolf peered closely at the lock and pointed
to one of the picks. "Try that one. I think it's a single-lock
door."

Reiker inserted the pick, moved and turned
it carefully, until he heard the faint click of success. He opened
the door. Wolf started into the darkness and Reiker put a hand on
his arm. "Not you."

"She's my life-mate. They're my
friends."

"You're half Nyx and your magic is no good
in the dungeons. You want to get caught too? Sure it would get you
into the dungeons but for what? Better let me handle it."

Wolf tried to argue, but Reiker had a point.
Getting locked up could destroy the whole rescue. He took Orbit out
of the spell bag and gave the bag to Reiker. "Maybe there's
something non-magical in here Yolanda can use."

Reiker tucked it under his jacket and went
through the door, and down into the darkness. Wolf caught a glimpse
of distant firelight inside. Moans and screams rent the air. The
door closed with an ominous clunk.

Wolf leaned against the wall and closed his
eyes briefly. Anxiety clutched at him. Reiker was a police
inspector but this was a different world. Wolf felt helpless and
hated the feeling.

A harsh croak from above caught his
attention.

The vulture sat on the branch of a nearby
tree. She launched and sailed toward them on a wingspan the length
of a tall man. Wolf held out his arm and she landed on his wrist,
then hopped up further. For the size of her, she was surprisingly
light.

"Hello, Gerda," he said. "You looking for
the Shaman?"

She made a raspy sound.

"You're right. He's in there."

Orbit backed away and gave a shrill
beep.

"Vultures don't eat magic orbs," said Wolf,
and didn't translate when she said, "There's always a first
time."

In the depths of the dungeon, Reiker crept
along the walls. Twice he came to a dead end and had to turn back.
Water dripped. Oil lamps lit the way, but they were low and so far
apart one traveled into darkness before the next appeared. Finally
he neared the source of flame, a fire pit in a large circular room
surrounded by cells, some occupied.

He saw Lora and the others right away. They
seemed unhurt. Moving with stealth, he kept to the shadows. A
jailer sat by the fire, and Jack sat with him.

"Soon as my partner Franz gets here," said
the jailer, "we can start."

"Good." Jack walked over the corner and
turned a switch. The groans and wails stopped.

"What is that, anyway?" said the jailer.

"A recording. A graphophone. See, it uses a
wax roll. This is the wind-up model. You can play it up to a
hundred times before the roll wears out."

"Fun little novelty," said the jailer.

"They have music too," said Jack. "But I
thought the shrieks and wails better suited the ambiance."

"Heh heh."

"We'll soon have real screams to replace the
recording," said Jack. "And real blood to replace the raspberry
preserves." He gestured at the red streaks and splotches.

"The flies like it," said Fritz. Several fat
ones buzzed around.

"Which of the prisoners should we do first,
Fritz?"

"That's up to you, young Master."

"Should we gouge out their eyes? Flay them
alive?"

"Whatever you like."

"The rack? Burning coals? The iron box with
spikes?"

The jailer shrugged. "Your call."

Jack rubbed his hands. "My aunt says we can
torture them all we want, long as we don't kill them. She needs
their still-twitching bodies."

"What's the matter with you, Jack," cried
Lora. "You've become a bloodthirsty murderer! You didn't even
recognize the Swan Maiden you so madly loved."

"Love?" said Jack. "There's no love in my
heart. Love is for fools and idle women. And a murderer I am not,
as I was just explaining to Fritz here. Bloodthirsty? Yeh, some
people revel in a hot bath or a good book. I prefer to revel in the
pain and suffering of others."

"But you weren't always like this,
Jack."

"True. In the past I've been far too
lenient. I'm going to make an examples of you. Your heads will
adorn pikes at the main entrance tonight, Elisabet will spill your
blood in sacrifice, and before that you get to watch me torture
your friends. Enemies of the kingdom. No mercy!"

Fritz applauded.

"Start with her." Jack pointed to Lora.

"Leave the women alone," cried the Shaman.
"I'll suffer your tortures and spit in your face!"

Jack pondered. "We can have him drawn and
quartered, but people usually die from that. Nah, I won't change my
mind. Gonna stick with the victim I picked."

Fritz's partner Franz arrived, and they
discussed the effectiveness of hot metal versus hot glass poured
down the throat. "Not too much at once," said Franz. "That's the
secret." Either way, however, it was likely to cause death.

Jack poked in the fire. "Let's brand them
with stars."

"Very creative, young Master," said
Fritz.

"The body is a canvas," said Jack. "Get that
troublesome nixie out here."

Fritz and Franz opened the cell door and
pulled Lora into the room, closing the door on any fingers in the
way as her friends tried to help her. They shackled her up to the
arms of a type of cross, and bound her feet to the post.

"Pretty pretty pretty," said Fritz, and he
and Franz snickered.

"Lookit that hair," said Jack, and began to
yank it out of shape, heedless of her struggles and threats.

"Stop pulling! Ow! Let us go, you filthy
little creep."

"Maybe we'll cut it off," said Jack with an
extra hard yank. Her auburn hair spilled over her shoulders,
disheveled, entwined with water flora. "What's this?" he tugged on
a water weed. "Is this attached?"

She bit her lip to stop a yelp of pain as he
pulled it out of her skin.

"Hurts, eh?" said Jack. He pulled out
another. "Nixie needs to be plucked."

"Fire's ready, young Master," said Fritz.
"Want to burn her hair off?"

"Great idea," said Jack. "First a little
art."

Franz handed Jack a red hot star-shaped
branding iron.

"On her face? Forehead?"

She turned her head this way and that as he
pushed back her hair. Fritz and Franz grabbed handfuls of hair to
hold her head steady. Jack hefted the branding iron. They paid no
heed to the clamor from the cells.

A commanding shape sailed into the room with
a great hissing cry. Strong talons gripped Jack's hand, and he
screeched and dropped the branding iron. It landed on his
sandal-clad foot and sizzled on his toes. Claws grasped his head,
scrabbling and piercing.

"Help me," he shrieked, but the jailers had
troubles of their own.

A shot rang out. A chunk of table
exploded.

"That's what it does," Reiker explained, as
Fritz and Franz raised their hands and backed up against a wall.
Reiker grabbed the keys from the table and threw them into the
cell, where Yolanda picked them up and began trying each one. It
was awkward, but she was limber. Finally the right keys clicked,
and they poured out of the cell. Desdemona took the keys and
liberated the only other prisoners, a couple of castle guards.

The vulture perched on Jack's head with a
crushing grip. She leaned over and looked him in the eye. Her huge
sharp beak neared and Jack screamed and squeezed his eyes shut. She
gave him a warning peck on the left eyelid, ruffled her feathers,
spread her massive wings and flew to the Shaman.

He petted her head and she nuzzled against
him. Yolanda and Desdemona searched for the keys to Lora's
manacles, and Dez spotted another ring on Franz's belt. They
unlocked her and untied her ankles. Yolanda stroked her hair.

"You're bleeding."

She nodded. "Where he pulled out the plants.
How badly?"

"Not too much." Dez dabbed the blood with a
handkerchief.

"They grow back quickly," said Lora.

"You're not hurt otherwise?"

"Just a scare."

"They were going to burn off your hair!"
said Yolanda.

Lora's lip curled. "Too bad we have no time.
I wonder what Jack would look like with a scorched head. And I'm
sure we could find bits to cut off, too." A nixie without her hair
was weak and fragile, and the thought of it almost snapped her
temper. An insult. An abomination.

Jack tried to sneak away, but the Shaman
picked him up and threw him into a cell. He turned to the jailers
and roared, "You two want to go in there with him?"

"Not especially," said Franz.

"Well then, we have a job for you."

 


When Crispin returned from the privy, a boy
was clearing the table. "Hold on there, dude," said Crispin. "Where
are the sultry wenches I was charming with my heroic tales?"

"The ladies who were sitting here?" The boy
shrugged. "They went off with a couple of masked men."

The boy began to crumple up a napkin.

"Wait," cried Crispin. He took the napkin.
One one side, in lip rouge, was written a single word: HELP.
Crispin stroked his noble chin. "What could this mean?"

The boy glanced at the napkin. "It means
'HELP'".

Crispin sat and pondered. Masked men. A cry
for help. It could be only one thing.

But what?

A group of noisy people clustered into his
booth, and he rose with affront, and moseyed on up to the bar.

 


Albrecht and Norbert had secured their table
in a sheltered alcove. They sat Linden between them and the other
two girls on the enclosed side of the table. Norbert kept his
dagger against Linden's ribs. "Smile, look cheerful, it's a party.
You a sister act? Then act."

Albrecht opened his assassin's case. The
girls gasped. He took out one of his throwing stars and turned it
this way and that to catch the light with a wicked gleam. He ran
his finger carefully along the edges. Deadly sharp. One strike
could cleave glass. It could rip a person's skull clean through
with barely a whisper.

He other weapons, of course. A crossbow once
owned by Attila the Hun. A mace for close contact work.

"There he is," said Norbert.

Albrecht looked. The bar was up a few steps.
Several people occupied tall stools. The cowboy leaned on the bar,
foot up on the brass rail, and drank sarsaparilla with extra foam.
He seemed deep in thought.

The assassin picked up his throwing star,
got casually to his feet and gauged the distance.

"No," cried Laurel, and jumped up to grab
his arm.

Linden squealed as the knife pierced her
gown. "Don't hurt me!"

"Sit down and shut up," Norbert said to
Laurel, and she saw the agony in her sister's eyes and had to
obey.

Albrecht threw the deadly star with deft
precision, just as Crispin moved back and took a hefty swig of his
drink. The star hurtled a hair's breadth past his throat and buried
itself in the forehead of the bartender with a self-satisfied
thunk.

The bartender's eyes rolled up into his
head. Blood streamed over his face. He crumpled into a heap.

Crispin leaned over the bar. "Are you okay?"
he said.

The bartender jumped up. "Fine. Couldn't be
better." Through a growing crack in his head his cranial matter
glistened. He pulled the throwing star out of his skull and tossed
it on the bar. He was Nachzehrer, and could not be killed by
ordinary means. Within moments his wounds healed and, with the
exception of a few drops of blood on his crisp white shirt, no sign
of injury remained.

Albrecht growled. "That should've killed
him."

"Who, the bartender? Nah, he's a vampire.
That's why he's got a night job."

"Makes sense."

"Anyway, it's the cowboy you're trying to
kill."

"I know who I'm trying to kill. Just let me
focus and I will." He waggled his fingers around his head. "The
pressure! Give me time to think."

"So," said one of the maidens brightly to
Norbert, "When you're not kidnapping women, what do you do? Rob
stagecoaches? Break into banks?"

"Actually," said Norbert, "I'm the Supreme
Fool of a very powerful Kingdom."

"Oh," said the women as one, looking bored.
Being kidnapped by a fool was nothing to boast about.

"But in reality," Norbert hastened to say,
"We're the infamous Black Hat Gang."

"Oh yeah? Where are your hats?"

"Checked them at the door. But we're wearing
masks, see?"

The girls nodded.

"So," said Lila, "how long have you been bad
guys?"

Albrecht took aim again with a throwing
star. At the bar, the cowboy shifted his feet and hunkered down
over his sarsaparilla. Perfect profile. He drew back an arm and
threw, just as the cowboy removed his hat to scratch his head. The
star thunked into the crown of the hat and gleamed there
wickedly.

Crispin looked at it without comprehension
for a moment.

The bartender said, "Someone trying to kill
you?"

"Assassins," Crispin breathed.


 CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 


Elisabet put her hands on her hips. "It's a
good thing I came looking for you." She unlocked the cell and let
Jack out.

"Sorry, Auntie," he said meekly.

She waved away buzzing flies. "I thought you
had them all locked up. Thought you just needed a Nyx."

He nodded. "Wolf. Her life-mate. The nixie I
mean."

"Her life-mate is a wolf?"

"That's his name. Tall, long dark blond
hair, good-looking guy. Talked to a couple of the waiters. They
said he was on staff tonight."

Elisabet put her hand against the wall, as
if she suddenly couldn't hold herself up. Jack put an arm around
her. "What's the matter, Auntie?"

She fanned her face with her hand. "Just …
just dizzy," she said. "Must be the stench in here."

He took her arm. "Probably just a
combination of rancid rasperries and the dead rats rotting in the
walls. Let's go."

"Dead rats?" she cried.

"Ever wonder where old rats go to die?"

"Sick little knave."

"Lately I've found a lot of pleasure in
that." He rubbed his hands.

Outside, she paused to calm her racing
thoughts. Wolf. It was he, she thought, the one who came to my
chamber. Who left me to suffer the humiliation of being abandoned
by an unwilling lover.

No one must know.

"So … this Wolf is Nyx?"

"Half Nyx," said Jack. "Half human."

Nyx. At least she could salvage some of her
pride, should anyone find out. Nyx were known to mesmerize
unsuspecting victims. They were irresistible.

And tricky.

"Let's walk a while, Jack. The time draws
near. I must have answers."

"What's on your mind, Auntie?"

She paused. "You said you thought the Beast
might be … using me?"

Jack shrugged.

"Did he say something to that effect?"

"Not much. Can I have more birthday
cake?"

She nodded. They made their way back toward
the Great Hall.

"What do you mean by not much?"

"Uh, we talked about a lot things. Guy talk.
You know."

She grabbed his shirt front. "Stop it. I
order you to tell me what the Beast said about me."

"He said he'd let his bird go to get better
ones. Wait. No. He wanted his bird and a bunch more. Or did he let
the others go so he could have his bird?"

"What are you talking about?"

Jack spread his hands. "Some saying about
birds."

"A bird in the hand is worth two in the
bush?"

He snapped his fingers. "That's it."

"He said that about me?"

"He said it."

"How did he say it?"

"What d'you mean, how did he say it?"

"In a joking way, a mean way, what?"

"I was in a cage with sharp walls. Forgot to
take notes, sorry."

"All right." She smiled and patted him on
the cheek. "Go have some more cake. I need to see to the
arrangements."

With a wave, Jack trotted back to the main
entrance of the castle.

 


Her Spell Room was fragrant with the magic
of ages. Elisabet paced, fidgeted with her gloves, To perform the
spell tonight she needed to be mentally at peace, let her
vibrations work through the eldritch ritual, let her magic flow
without interference of doubt or worry.

She considered calling the Beast, but what
would she say?

"Does he really love me?" she asked the
room, and the room sighed and did not reply.

"Would he forsake me?" she asked as she lit
the candles on the altar, and the flames danced and did not
reply.

"It's been so long," she said to no one in
particular, and no one replied.

She sat down at a treadle stone and laid out
her ritual knives for sharpening. They were chosen for this purpose
and had never before been used. Sparks flew from the blade of the
dwarf-made dagger, the sacred scythe, the kris to collect
sacrificial blood. And the ax, which would finally end the lives of
the Sonnentöchter.

She put the gleaming weapons on the altar
and spoke a spell so they would find their mark sure and true.
Stepping to her window, she looked down over the castle grounds and
watched the Swan Maidens float in their pool. Then, she gazed up at
the sky. Clouds rolled, sprinkling rain. Elisabet reached a hand to
the sky. Wind rose and snatched at her black hair and crinoline
gown. The wind blew chill breath down upon the castle, into the
gardens and the walkways, the nooks where lovers languished, the
stables where horses whinnied with alarm.

People began to move inside. Surprises at
Midnight, the invitation said. Lightning flashed across the sky and
the wind picked up. People ran across the lawns and gardens, some
bent double against the wind. Big raindrops lashed against faces
and clothes.

Elisabet came downstairs laughing and joking
as people shook rain from their hair and hung their cloaks by one
of the fireplaces. "Everyone into the hall," she called. "Drinks on
the house from now til midnight." She walked through the backstage
area and out to a side door, where seven cages waited, and signaled
one of the guards.

"Get the Swans inside," she called. "Bring
them to my Spell Room. Have the guards at the pond help you." She
clapped her hands. "Hurry up!"

The guard bowed, grabbed a couple of cages
and hastened to the pool, where the wind whipped water into a
frenzy. The Swans gabbled in alarm and tried to hide by the bushes
on shore. The guard relayed the message to the others, and before
long seven cages tumbled on the ground as seven guards tried to
catch seven swans. It wasn't easy. A swan wing could break an arm,
and the birds pecked fiercely enough to draw blood.

 


Assassins. Crispin furrowed his brow as he
crouched behind a large couch occupied by several happy people. Now
it all made sense. The sisters vanished. The mysterious message for
help. The odd propensity for blow darts and throwing stars to hit
things in his general vicinity.

Crispin felt a sudden rush of
self-righteousness. "I knew there would be assassins," he muttered.
"But does anyone listen? Does anyone care? As always, it's up to
the lone stranger to save the day."

Crispin waited for him to appear, but, like
St Nicolas, he didn't. If anyone was going to save the day, it had
to be Crispin. He peered through the people and the tables, edged
closer to the end of the couch and stuck his head out, scanned the
environment quickly and ducked back down.

"Curses," he said. "I mean, dang drat it."
Not a sign of them. But, it seemed to him some of the tables on the
other side of the dance floor had been moved in peculiar ways,
piquing his suspicions.

Again he scanned the crowd, the tables, the
dance floor so populated one could barely shimmy. Nobody looked
familiar.

He was up against ruthless masked men who
had kidnapped the sister act.

And not even a hoss for help.

 


Eventually the Sonnentöchter were cornered,
and the guards moved quickly to get them locked into the cages. A
tablecloth from the patio bar sailed across the lawn. Pennants
flapped a wild rhythm. Rain drummed on their faces as the guards
struggled to move the cages to the side door.

Once inside they breathed a collective sigh
of relief. Sometimes the weather could change without warning. A
bright sunny vacation morning might be a snow squall by evening. It
was one of the challenges of working at an enchanted castle, and
not by far the worst.

"Let's get these birds up to Her Majesty
before we're flayed alive," said one of the guards. The Swan
Maidens hissed and pecked through the bars. "Can't see why she
wants them, they're so bad-tempered."

"Maybe she'll make 'em into swan soufflé
."

Each guard took a cage and went up the back
stairs to her Spell Room. Elisabet heard them knock and pulled a
lever. Part of the bookcase turned. The guards came in with the
caged swans. When they saw Elisabet the swans began to wail and
keen, and their cries filled the room as they flapped helplessly
against the bars of their cages.

Elisabet dismissed the guards.

"So here we are, my pets," she said to the
Swans.

"She is Queen of Evil," called Psyche.

"She would slay us all," said Harmonie.

"Will we die tonight?" said Poesie in
fright.

"Will our mother forever grieve?" said
Anmut.

"Where is the Prince who would free us?"
said Liebe.

"Men cannot be trusted," said Freude with a
sniff.

"How will we escape," cried Melodie.

Elisabet walked back and forth. "Legend has
it that a swan sings its most beautiful song when it's about to
die. Soon we'll see if legend has truth to it."

Lightning blazed through the sky and thunder
cracked and rumbled. Winds howled around the turrets and walkways.
Solar spirits fled into crevices and hid under leaves as the gale
picked up force. The guests all gravitated to the Great Hall and no
one was out.

 


Laurel, Linden and Lila shuddered at the
sounds of the storm as it crashed outside. On stage, the Town
Musicians could not play loudly enough to be heard above the
tumult, but they kept on, and a few people boogied near the front
of the stage.

Laurel said, "If we weren't held prisoner by
a gang of masked thugs - "

"A small one," said Lila.

Linden said, "Ow! Can't you prick someone
else for a while?" She kicked him under the table.

"Stop that," said Norbert, "or I'll
perforate your innards."

"If we weren't held prisoner by a gang of
masked thugs," Laurel continued, "we could get up and do our act.
We're used to playing noisy crowded rooms." She trilled a note and
it carried over the general melee.

Lila and Linden harmonized, and true enough,
their notes ascended above the noise of the crowd. A stranger
seated at the bar glanced up with interest. His suit had pearlized
buttons and he wore a western tie.

Crispin looked toward the sound of their
voices. On the other side of the dance floor was a table in a half
hidden niche, where languished one or more masked men. He stood
up.

"There he is," hissed Albrecht. "Can't miss
that cowboy hat."

"So we've seen," said Norbert. He scowled at
the girls. "Stop waving."

Albrecht took out his last throwing star. He
peered at the tilt of the cowboy hat. It cast shade on the face
below. He raised his arm and measured the distance by eye. He had
to slice the jugular, otherwise the cowboy could live to get
away.

Norbert downed the rest of his beer and
raised his arm to signal a waiter just as Albrecht loosed his
throwing star. Their arms bumped and instead of flying across the
room the star whipped down hard on the floor, right through
Albrecht's shoe. By some miracle it lodged between his toes, and
drew no blood. He wriggled his toes and felt deadly sharp metal. He
yanked out the star and almost hit himself in the eye.

"Some assassin," said Norbert.

Albrecht hefted his mace and stood up.
"That's it. I'm just going to bash his brains out." He looked
around. "Where'd he go?" He sat down slowly.

 


Jack stood in the Great Hall, looking over
his presents. He counted them. Not too bad a haul. Probably all
full of socks and underwear. He picked up a box and shook it, and
heard a muffled clanking sound. He tore off the ribbons and
wrapping paper.

People watched him with smiling faces.

"Wow," said Jack, "a wind-up train set!" He
turned to the group at a nearby table. "Get out of here, you
moochers. I want to play with my trains."

The guests rose without comment and vacated
the table. Out of earshot, they paused and whispered and
gesticulated. Young Jack was definitely not himself today.

A couple of servants came to clear and wipe
the table. Guests wandered over to watch Jack set up the trains.
There was an oval track, a tunnel, a water tower and a ceramic
cactus. Jack wound the key to one of the trains, and put it on the
track. It chugged along along the track with a clackety clack clack
and went through the tunnel and stopped by the water tower.

"Doesn't it blow up?" said Jack. He shrugged
and peered into the box. It was the super deluxe model with three
trains, four exciting track combinations, and a manual for optional
add-ons. "Better if it blows up," he said, and turned his attention
to the other presents on his table.

 


Elisabet gazed into her Divination Pool. She
waved a hand through the water. Jack was supposed to help her
perform the ceremony. He knew it. Where was he? Never was there
such an irresponsible boy. She glanced at her tall floor clock.
There was time yet.

She didn't want to leave the Sonnentöchter
alone for one moment. She rang for a servant and bade the woman
send Jack to the Spell Room. He was probably still stuffing himself
with cake. Eating all the frosting off anyway.

Nyx or not, the plan was falling into place.
The storm raged. The Swans were captive in the cages. The altar was
ready. She lit incense and spoke an incantation. A little purple
orb appeared.

That wasn't supposed to happen.

The orb beeped and zipped away. Catch me if
you can. She shook her head. "Why, it's little Orbit. Where did you
come from?" Orbit danced closer, then away again. "I haven't time
for games now," she said. The orb floated close to her and exuded a
whistle that blew it across the room. Elisabet laughed. "Very cute.
Enough now. I'm busy."

Had she conjured the orb by mistake? It
wasn't that kind of incantation. Orbit must have slipped into the
room somehow. The gap under the main doors was too narrow.

She felt a draft, and saw the hidden
entrance, behind the book case, was still open just enough to admit
the orb. Elisabet rolled her eyes. My own fault. Should have
checked. She pushed the bookshelf back in place. Orbit hovered over
the Divination Pool and chattered at her.

"No," she cried, then caught herself and
slowly approached. If that thing dove into the water, it could ruin
all the preparations for the ritual. "Come on, little orb." Orbit
rose and swooped and giggled.

Elisabet kept a long net by the pool. She
picked it up, then jumped forward and scooped up the violet globe.
Orbit chattered and beeped and tried to break out of the net.
Elisabet reached for the birdcage hanging above. "Guess we'll need
this after all," she said. She put the orb in the cage and set it
on a table out of the way. Distractions, distractions.

She thew a cloth over the cage. Inside,
Orbit trilled a sad song.

"'Tis the violet orb of our mother,"
whispered Poesie. "Surely it can be no other."

"Is it a good sign?" said Liebe.

"It must be," said Freude.

"It shows us we must not lose hope," said
Anmut.

"But what could save us now?" whispered
Harmonie.

"What can we do?" said Melodie.

"We must have faith," said Psyche.

Jack came in the room. Elisabet jumped in
surprise. "Will you at least knock first?"

Jack went out of the room, knocked, and came
back in. "That better?"

Elisabet felt a headache coming on.

"I was just looking at some of my cheapo
presents," he said.

Freude gazed at him for a moment, then
turned her back. A tear trickled down beside her beak. Nearby,
Anmut stretched out her neck to comfort her sister. Elisabet opened
the swan cages.

"Give me your swan skins," said Elisabet.
"If you give me your swan cloaks you can all go free."

"Don't trust her," cried Psyche.

"It be a trick," said Anmut.

"If you don't give them to me," Elisabet
said, "I'll cut all your throats, and then I'll have the skins
anyway. It matters not to me if you live or die."

"It pains me," murmured Melodie, "but the
Sorcerer Queen is right."

"If she wants our swan skins, give them to
her, and let's go away from this place," said Freude.

"Look," said Elisabet. She put a pile of
linen garments in Jack's arms. "Hand them out, one to each girl.
You see," she told the Swans, "I've even had robes made for
you."

"Perhaps she speaks truth," said
Harmonie.

"Then we are foolish not to do as she says,"
whispered Liebe. "But if she has our skins, are we not still
captive?"

"She is a powerful Enchantress," said
Melodie. "We can leave this place without our skins if she sets us
free with her magic. We would be as mortal women, but 'tis a small
price to pay."

Jack draped a linen robe over each swan
cage, cold and robotic in gesture, then went back to stand with his
aunt. Outside the tempest stewed, the sky sizzled and the rain
spattered down in waves.

"Now or never," Elisabet said in a cold
voice. "Fine. Jack, hold the wings." She reached down and hauled
Anmut out of the cage.

The Swan Maidens all cried out. "No, no! You
can have our cloaks."

They came out of their cages and took off
their swan skins, and quickly put on the linen robes. The necklaces
around their necks became collars of gold. Jack laid the swan
cloaks out beside the altar. Each girl's name was written inside
her cloak, for only she could wear it. They felt the collars around
their necks. This had never happened before. Their eyes widened as
Elisabet brought forth seven golden chains and snapped one to each
collar.

"What are you doing?" cried Harmonie.

"You promised to let us go," said Poesie.
"How can you lie to us so?"

"We gave you our swan skins," said
Anmut.

"Set us free," said Psyche.

"No," said Elisabet. She locked the chains
to bronze rings secured along the front of the altar. In vain did
the Sonnentöchter cry and plead. She heard them not. Her mind was
abuzz. Finally, all was coming together. And it was better than she
had hoped.

A harsh sound came from above and Elisabet
looked up. A large bird sat on a ceiling beam. It spread its wings
to a magnificent two meter wingspan and sailed down to perch on the
back of a chair. It stared at her with glinting eyes.

"Shoo!" She waved a scarf at it. "Get out,
you awful thing. Out!"

The vulture flew up and perched above the
altar, out of reach.

Elisabet was livid. "How did it get in?"

When she looked at the hidden entrance she
saw the bookcase was once again agape. Had the bird pushed it
open?

Jack pointed at the vulture. "That thing
attacked me in the dungeon just as we were about to torture the
nixie. It's on their side."

"I'll take care of that." Elisabet took a
crossbow from among the weapons in the room, and nocked an arrow.
She peered up at the vulture, pulled the trigger and loosed the
arrow. Quick as a flash the vulture moved its head aside and the
arrow clattered against the wall.

The vulture gave a croak of disapproval.

She threw down the crossbow. "Never mind.
We'll get rid of it later. We have to start the ritual."

 


"Albrecht," said Norbert, "you can't just go
bashing someone's brains out in the middle of a birthday party.
Unless it's a party for Ziu the Sky Warrior. He likes that sort of
thing."

"Right," said Albrecht. "Move over. I need
to think."

Norbert rolled his eyes. "This'll take
awhile."

Albrecht sat down and put his chin in his
hands.

"So," said Laurel, "does either of you know
Buffalo Bill Cody?"

"The one with the Wild West Show from
America?"

"Yes," they said all together.

"Why?"

"Because we were hoping to audition for his
show," said Linden. "If you know him maybe you can arrange a
meeting." She smiled into his eyes and delicately removed the knife
tip from between her ribs. "We can be very grateful."

"Are you pretending to flirt with us so you
can get away?"

"Certainly not," said Lila. "Just because
we're in show business doesn't mean we pretend to flirt with every
cowboy who comes along. Even if you are from the infamous Black Hat
Gang."

"The Black Hat Gang, yes missy indeedy."
Norbert put a hand to his mouth. "Dang. Now I'm starting to talk
like him."

"Fabulous," said Albrecht glumly. "It's
contagious."

"Hands in the air, padnuhs!" came a
commanding voice from behind. Albrecht and Norbert gulped as the
cold muzzles of two six-shooters pressed against their backs.

"Hurray," said Laurel, "we're saved!"

"Yep and gosh darn y'all beautiful damsels
hit the trail back to my outlaw cabin in the woods. It's near the
Alamo. Or jest wait in the saloon til I come gitcha." He nodded up
toward the bar.

"Hold it." Once more, Norbert jabbed the
dagger into Linden's side.

She groaned. "You'll rip the dress. It's a
rental!"

"Do you even have bullets in those guns?"
said Albrecht. "I believe they don't function without bullets."

Crispin raised a revolver in the air and
fired. Click.

Norbert and Albrecht collapsed into
laughter. "You idiot," said Norbert. "Even I know guns are no use
without bullets."

Crispin turned the gun around and smacked
Norbert on the head. The Fool collapsed onto the bench with a
groan. Crispin looked at the revolver. "Yep. Seems to work."

Linden grabbed the knife and shoved Norbert
out of the booth, hastening his departure with her foot. She jumped
up. "Now, girls!"

Lila and Laurel took a deep breath and
hefted the table over, trapping Albrecht's legs to the bench as
drinks and napkins, assassin's tools and personal accessories,
purses and pitchers, smashed to pieces around him. The girls leapt
out of the booth, cheering amidst the screams of the crowd.

The cowboy blew on the tips of his
revolvers, twirled his guns and holstered them. He tossed his
lariat to Linden. "Tie 'em up, Ma'ams." He brushed his hands off,
hooked his thumb in his belt and gazed up over the dance floor at
the slowly turning globe, which twinkled like all the stars in the
sky above the lone prairie.

The damsels tore the masks off the bad guys.
"Do you know them?"

"Yes," said Crispin. He glowered. "A Supreme
Fool and an Assassin from my father's Kingdom." He gasped. "You
don't suppose … my own father?"

"What about your father?" said Lila.

"Would he try to assassinate me?" He
scratched his head.

"Who's your father?"

"The King of Grünewaldt."

"Is that in America?"

With a sudden cry, Albrecht broke free and
grabbed his mace. He swung it over his head as he advanced on the
cowboy. The damsels shrieked. People backed away to give them room.
"Die, you sorry excuse for a Prince," he cried. "We will kill you,
poison your father and rule your kingdom!"

"Okay," said Crispin, "so probably it's not
my father trying to assassinate me."

The mace swung close and he ducked.

A shot rang out.

The mace flew out of Albrecht's grasp.
People screamed and swooned and ran, and it landed half stuck in
the wooden dance floor.

Reiker blew on the smoking end of his
revolver. "Forgot about the deputy, huh?"

Albrecht wanted to cry.

 


Elisabet mounted the stairs to the side of
the altar, where the trough would take the sacrificial blood into
the bronze vessels. Raising her hands, she held her palms to the
sky and spoke in a firm commanding tone.

Lightning sizzled from her hands and flashed
across the sky. Thunder crashed as her voice grew stronger. Blue
bolts shot through her body. "Light the candles, Jack," she cried.
"Seven candles placed around the pool." A wind coursed through the
room, and the Sonnentöchter huddled together in terror. Elisabet
rose into the air as the last candle was lit, hovering a hand span
above the altar. The water in the pool bubbled. A fog spilled into
the room, over the floor and out the doors, and spread throughout
the rooms, and roiled down into the Great Hall.

Guests looked at the floor, which they could
no longer see. "Well, that's odd."

Fog drifted round their ankles and crept
through their shoes.

"I'm dizzy," said one of the guests. "Have
to sit down." She fell heavily into a chair, and the fog crept up
her legs and whispered into her lap. One by one the party guests
succumbed, to a mystic fog that robbed them of their senses. They
fell across tables, chairs and couches, and collapsed on the
floor.

"Wow, man," said one of the Town Musicians,
"that's powerful stuff." He toppled over and passed out.

Silence fell over the Great Hall. Then came
a clank of spurs, and a cowboy hat came through the fog, beneath
which was a cowboy with a bandanna wrapped over his nose and mouth.
He tripped over sleeping bodies and errant furniture as he made his
way toward the backstage area. His guns drawn, the cowboy stumbled
into an unfamiliar corridor and, keeping low, started up the
stairs.

 



 CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 


In the hidden back passage to the Spell
Room, the walls rumbled and shook. Fog tried to crawl under the
sliding bookshelf that functioned as a secret door. Lora took a
breath and fog seared her lungs. She gagged and coughed. Wolf
grabbed her and took her further back in the passage, and held her
until she could breathe easily again.

"Sorry," she said. "It burns."

"No worries," he said. "You're still
building up tolerance to toxins. It doesn't happen overnight."

Then, the fog drew back under the door.
Elisabet's spell called it to return to the arcane depths whence it
sprung. Her voice rang throughout the room. The water seemed to
boil, and the head and shoulders of the Beast broke the surface.
Still she spoke, as if in a trance, as winds swept around her and
her hair flew wild, and lightning flared from her eyes.

In the pool the Beast turned and twisted as
the onset of transformation took control of his muscles and
nerves.

The vulture looked at him with interest.

His terrible roars echoed through the room.
The pool ran red.

"Sacrificial blood," Elisabet intoned in a
singsong voice. "Now is the time. Bless us with blood." Her feet
returned to solid ground as lightning blazed through and around
her. The Beast tried to climb out of the pool, and slipped back,
twisted in agony.

Downstairs, the guests slept on. Some might
never awake. Elisabet thrilled to the abundant energy of sleeping
bodies as weird lights flashed around them and drained away their
lives. In her mind's eye she saw them, helpless as babes, flowing
with energy.

In her demesnes, Sonne felt a vast
disturbance in the eddies of time and space. Despair clenched her
heart.

In Elisabet's Spell Room, under a blanket in
a birdcage, Orbit began to sing. Through the cracking thunder and
screaming winds its little voice soared aloft in a melodic trill.
The sound carried through the room, into the back passage where the
Nyx and witches huddled, down the stairs and over the sleeping
guests.

"Jack," said Elisabet in a hoarse voice,
"get one of the Sonnentöchter. Any one." She tossed him a ring of
gold keys and lit a candle and spoke the words long lost to
time.

Jack caught the keys and approached the
altar. The Swan Maidens pulled against their chains, cried and
begged. The orb in the cage raised its tuneful voice.

"Shut that thing up," said Elisabet. "Get it
out of here."

Jack reversed direction and found the violet
orb. He picked up the birdcage and tossed it out the door. Yet the
song carried on.

"Focus, Elisabet," cried the Beast as his
body contorted, wracked with torment. "The spell. Complete the
spell."

She lifted her arms. Her voice rose in
strength. She called to the storm, the elements, the growing energy
that raced around the castle, drawing the force of multiple lives
into itself. Elisabet felt a rush of power. She couldn't look at
the Beast in the pool. Hideous as he was he became even more so as
he turned and twisted and howled. On his face and body, strange
shapes grew and subsided and burgeoned once more.

"The Swan Maidens," she gasped. "Hurry up,
Jack."

Jack unchained the first maiden. It was
Freude. She screamed as Jack and Elisabet lifted her onto the altar
and strapped her wrists and ankles to the altar. A channel ran
under her neck, where her blood would soon flow. Her sisters begged
for her release, but neither Jack nor Elisabet deigned to hear
them.

 


On the stairs, a flying birdcage bounced off
the cowboy's shoulder and fell to the ground. Crispin opened the
cage, and the orb zipped back upstairs and hovered before a door.
Lightning slashed through the stairway. Twirling his revolvers, the
cowboy moved up the stairs.

Voices carried through the closed door. He
heard a woman's tone, firm and commanding, a harsh angry male
voice, the terrified cries of damsels in distress. Winds howled.
The violet orb sang.

 


"Listen," said Lora. "Can you hear it?"

Wolf nodded. His senses were sharp. Even
through the commotion in the Spell Room, he heard the song.
"Orbit."

He pushed the back passage door open a small
way, and looked into the room. Blue light flashed and sparked. The
others came closer and peered through the crack. The Shaman saw
Gerda perched above the altar, and smiled. Wolf let the door open a
little more.

The Sonnentöchter were chained to the altar.
Atop it a frightened girl writhed and sobbed, bound at her wrists
and ankles. Elisabet stood above her, holding her ritual kris. The
sharp wavy blade flickered with firelight and lightning. The Beast
moaned. The pain was terrible, wracking his body in waves. "Kill
her," he called to Elisabet. "Give me her blood."

She raised the rippled dagger.

"No," cried Freude. "You can have our skins.
Don't kill me. We'll do anything you want."

"It's interesting," said Jack, "how the
victim tries to bargain for her life, when her life is already
forfeit."

Tears ran down the Maiden's face. "Take me
then," she said, "and let my sisters go."

"You will all die," said Elisabet. "And so
will your mother the Sun. Rejoice, for you are the heralds of a new
world. Life as we know it will wither away and a new kingdom will
rise."

With a rasping cry the vulture leapt from
her perch and gripped Elisabet's arm with sharp talons. She dropped
the knife and hit the bird with her fist. "Get it off me!" The
vulture flapped her wings. Elisabeth shrieked in panic and pain.
Blood trickled from the piercing wounds on her arm and dripped on
the stone altar.

Jack picked up a broom and tried to push the
vulture away, but the bird clung tight and ripped mouthfuls of
straw from the broom. Jack backed off. Memories of his earlier
encounter with the bird weakened his resolve. In the pool, blue and
rose and yellow lightning created a spectacular show around the
tormented body of the Beast. He tried to climb out of the pool but
fell back wracked with pain.

"Complete the spell," he shouted.

A bookshelf gave way and swung inward.
Theodoric the Shaman seemed to walk through the wall. The vulture
flew to his arm. Several people followed, spilling into the room
like a bad accident. Elisabet stared. The nixie. The witches. And
with them, the man she had invited to her chambers.

Her eyes narrowed. Hatred filled her
heart.

"Never mind them," howled the Beast. "Do it,
you foolish cow! Kill the Swan Maiden. Kill them all! Give me their
blood. I taste it now."

Elisabet gestured and the bookshelf slammed
shut, trapping the newcomers in the Spell Room. "More guests for
our party of blood," she said, and her red lips curved. "Nixies are
water spirits. Why not jump in the pool and let the Beast tear you
limb from limb?" She stood at the altar, regal despite the blood
dripping down her arm.

"You're too late," she continued. "Once the
Spell is begun, it will follow through to its conclusion. You have
no power here."

Under his breath Jack muttered, "Now they're
going to say something stupid … "

"Let the Sonnentöchter go," said
Desdemona.

"Don't be stupid," said Elisabet. "They must
die tonight. And you and your friends will join them. She pulled a
hidden lever and a row of iron bars sprang up from floor to
ceiling. No doubt the place was full of traps. Wolf said something
nasty. Lora and the Shaman pushed at the bars but they were solid.
"You think to interrupt my ritual?" said Elisabet. "You only make
me stronger."

"The iron not only weakens our magic," said
Lora, "but yours as well."

"My power is many times greater than a few
iron bars can affect. You puny people have nothing. Want to cast a
spell? Try it. You fail. The Sonnentöchter will die as
planned."

Great wailing arose from the chained
women.

"Oh, shut up," said Elisabet.

"Hurry," said the Beast. "The pain defeats
me."

"You." Elisabet pointed to Wolf. "You die
last. I have special tortures designed for you."

"Then I die gladly, rather than live in a
world of evil and betrayal."

"Is that so?" she smirked.

"Elisabet," he said, "the Beast is
desperate. 'Tis not you he loves, but freedom."

"You're lying," she said, but the prickle of
doubt grew in her mind.

Lora stared at him. "Wolf?"

Thunder rumbled and the Beast roared, "He
tries to turn your head, Elisabet. Finish the spell. Do the ritual.
Kill them all."

Elisabet gasped. Her strength faltered.
Ripples of unrest upset the flow of magic.

"Let me out," said Wolf. "I can help
you."

"It's a trick!" cried Jack.

"Probably," said Elisabet.

"I thought we had a connection," said Wolf.
"You felt it, Elisabet."

"You shut me in my bedchamber," she hissed.
"I had to go through cobwebs and snakes and spiders and … " She
stumbled over her words.

"I shouldn't have done it."

"But you did. You! You humiliated me. You
hurt me."

"What are you babbling about," cried the
Beast. "Come on, woman! Do the ritual and get me out of this cursed
place. What's the matter with you? Hysterical over seductive lies
from a prisoner sentenced to death? He's playing you, you brainless
trollop."

She whirled. "And what are you doing?"

His breath was ragged. "Elisabet." He
reached out his hand. Skin sloughed from the bones and his claws
gleamed like ragged steel. "I love you. I have loved you these many
countless years. We've waited so long for this moment. I beg you,
finish the ritual."

"Elisabet," said Wolf. "Don't do it."

"It's too late," she snapped. "You had your
chance."

"What's this about," said Lora.

Elisabet sneered. "He was in my chambers,
nixie. Perhaps he's finished with you."

"Sure," said Wolf. "She's nothing to me."
From the corner of his mouth he said to Lora, "Slap me."

"What?"

"Slap me."

Lora slapped him hard.

"She's just a girl," said Wolf. "A plaything
to bide my time."

She smacked him again.

"Oww," he whispered. "Not that hard."

He pushed her away and she stumbled back
against the wall. He leaned into the bars and gazed at Elisabet.
"Get rid of that parasitic loser." He gestured the Divination Pool.
"You waste all your power on one who would use you and cast you
aside?"

The Beast bellowed. "He speaks false words.
Don't be swayed. Give me blood." He took a rasping breath. "Kill
him, Elisabet. Slay him now before he destroys all we have worked
for."

She hesitated.

"We must finish the ritual," cried the
Beast.

"Yes." Elisabet recovered herself. "Then the
Maidens get a short reprieve. Jack, unshackle her and chain her to
the altar with her sisters. Get that Nyx on the altar. I'll flay
him alive."

Lora whispered to Theodoric, "Is this part
of the plan?"

Theo said, "What plan?"

Jack removed the straps from Freude's wrists
and ankles. He pulled her by the hair down to the front of the
altar, and reached for the chain to lock onto her collar.

With sudden impulse Freude threw her arms
around his neck. "Wake up, Jack," she cried in desperation. She
held him close and kissed him with all the love in her heart.

For a long passionate moment neither of them
spoke.

Elisabet noticed not, for she focused on
building up her power. Too many distractions, too many people, too
many doubts.

Jack joined her. "Shall I get the Nyx,
Auntie?"

"Call the guard," she said coldly. "We'll
need more help."

Jack pulled the cord for security and went
to the main entrance. Opening the door, he looked up and down and
right and left. He tensed when he noticed movement in the staircase
shadows, and sighed when Orbit emerged and chattered at him.

"Hey," Jack called, and his voice bounced
around the stone corridors. No answer came. They were all asleep.
He returned to the Spell Room.

The bookshelf slid aside once more, and two
guardsmen came into the room. Jack knew them from the dungeons.
"Fritz! Franz!"

"Someone call security?" said Fritz.

"Good to see you guys," said Jack. "Everyone
else is sleeping."

"Yes," said Franz, "they're often lethargic
at their duties."

"They should be tortured more," said
Fritz.

"Enough talk," said Elisabet. The body of
the Beast slumped over the edge of the Divination Pool. Through a
jagged rent in bone and flesh she saw his heart, still beating.
"You two - " she gestured to Franz and Fritz, "get that Nyx
strapped to the altar. My patience is finished. Move it!"

They sprang into action. One of the bars
slid down. They went into the cell, grabbed Wolf and pushed him
into the room. The cell closed again. Lora and the others pressed
against the bars.

A guard on either side took Wolf to the
stone altar.

"Wait." Elisabet walked over and looked up
into his face. "I believe she really meant that second one," she
said, gazing at the red marks Lora's fingers had left. "It could
have been so good," she said. She whirled. "Put him on the stone.
His blood will christen our drinking cups."

Franz and Fritz, with some resistance from
Wolf, got him onto the altar, and strapped up his wrists and
ankles. Elisabet sat beside and smoothed the hair from his face.
She opened his shirt and put her hand beneath, feeling the strong
beat of his heart. "One must die to save the other," she murmured.
"Give him your strength.

Wolf said nothing, for there was nothing
more to say.

She stood above him with her ritual dagger
pointed to the skies. Lightning sparked and danced down its length,
and over her hands and arms.

"Let this knife strike true," she called to
the elements, and thunder crashed and rumbled.

"No!" cried Lora. "Let him go. I don't care
if he loves you more. You can have him. The rest of us will leave
this place and never come back. Just don't kill him."

Elisabet hesitated.

"What are you waiting for?" groaned the
Beast.

"If you will take my life then let it be,
but know this – I die with your name on my lips. Elisabet." He
turned his face away and closed his eyes.

The Beast coughed. Red rain spattered the
floor. "Don't listen to him, you weak woman. He's Nyx. They're
irresistible. Fight it. This body dies in its very transformation.
Kill him that I may drink of his blood. Kill him, you brainless
fool! Kill him that I may grow stronger."

The Beast insults and belittles me, she
thought. Will he do so when we're together? Yet the call of the
spell demanded the ritual be done. She looked at Wolf once more,
raised the dagger over her head and brought it with all her might
down on his chest.

It clanged against stone and broke in her
hands, shooting slivers of pain where it cut. Elisabet cried out in
dismay as Wolf sat up, leaving the leather shackles still bound. He
swung his legs over the altar and grinned at her. She reached for
him, and her hand passed through his body. She drew a sharp
breath.

In the cell, Lora sagged against the bars
with relief. Human-made iron and steel could suppress Nyx magic,
but it could also be checked by a stronger eldritch force. A curse,
perhaps, or the work of a powerful magician. One could never be
sure what would happen when one's beloved is stabbed in the
heart.

"Say," said Wolf, "what's this?" He went
over to the rack of test tubes on a nearby table.

"Don't touch those," said Elisabet. "They're
experimental."

Wolf couldn't pick anything up when he
desolidified, but she didn't know that. He wasn't ready to solidify
again yet. He glanced around. Where was Jack? And one of the Swan
Maidens was missing. Had anyone else noticed? He counted again just
to be sure. Six.

"You security guards," she called to Fritz
and Franz. "Put those potions up out of reach." She gave Wolf a
hard look. "Or can you fly?"

"Not without jimson weed," he said.

"Up there," she said to Franz, indicating a
row of high shelves with a wood ladder nearby. Fritz carried the
test tubes with care. Unknown substances had a tendency to explode
without warning.

"I'll hold the ladder," said Franz. "You
climb up."

"I have a better idea," said Fritz.
"Seniority rules. You climb up."

"I'll climb up," said Wolf, and they
snorted. He shrugged. "Just trying to be helpful."

Holding the potions as far from his face as
possible, Franz went up the ladder. He put them on the top shelf
and went back down, breathing a sigh of relief as his feet hit the
ground. "See?" he said. "No problem."

The shelf crashed to the floor. Multicolored
potions trickled over stones and into rugs.

Elisabet shrieked.

Two potions mixed and the explosion rocked
the chamber. Fritz and Franz ran for cover. Bouquets of flowers
popped up from the floor. Lights of all hues sparkled and crackled
and bounced from the walls. Chattering false teeth ran around on
little feet. A mini explosion ripped away a rug and opened a rift.
Steam and smoke rose from beneath the floor, creating yellow clouds
above. A stream of butterflies danced throughout the air. Elisabet
chased them with a broom.

"You can't stop me," she shrieked. "The
ritual will complete and you will all die. Give up now. Give up and
I will spare you."

Wolf leapt forward, grabbed her by the waist
and flung her on the ground. Her head hit stone and for a moment
she lay dazed. He pulled her roughly to her feet and wrenched an
arm behind her back. "Call them off," he growled.

"You're too late," she cried. "I cannot stop
the enchantment once it begins." She gestured with her free hand
and sudden flash blinded him. Elisabet squirmed out of his grasp.
"And you cannot stop me. Oh, what you could have had."

 


"Wow," said Jack, "the earth moved."

Freude giggled. They hid behind a screen of
boxes and draperies.

"Do you like it?" she whispered.

"Yes. Kiss me again." Before she could react
he leaned over her and his mouth met hers. She closed her eyes,
lost to delight.

"You were under a spell," she murmured.

"Was I? I don't remember."

"'Tis common enough with spells of this
type."

"What type?" he said.

"Those which can be broken only by true
love's kiss," she said.

"Is that how it goes?"

"Of course."

"And you … "

She smiled. "I could not stop loving you.
Yes, I tried. But my love is true."

"Oh, Freude," he said, "you believe in
me."

"My mind had worries aplenty, but my heart
did not doubt. Not for a moment."

He kissed her gently. "I love you too."

Lightning flashed around the room.

Jack peeked over a wooden crate. The Spell
Room was in chaos with strange smells and flying furniture, smoke
and bursts of flame, and the safest place seemed to be the cell,
where Lora and the others still had to step lively to avoid the odd
flying lightning flare.

Elisabet stood amid the winds she created.
They whipped with hurricane strength around her altar and the
Divination Pool. They snatched up the moans of the Beast and the
cries of the Sonnentöchter.

"I must help my sisters," Freude said with
urgence.

Jack nodded. "Stay here."

He still had the golden keys his aunt had
given him. He put his finger to his lips as he freed each of the
Swan Maidens from the altar and directed them to Freude, where they
reunited with joy.

"The Swan Maidens," mumbled the Beast, and
again tried to climb out of the pool. Jack grabbed a hammer and hit
him on the hand, crushing bone. The Beast howled. Jack found the
lever for the cell and pushed it up, and the bars disappeared into
the ceiling.

With the iron gone, Lora desolidified.
Shrapnel flew through her body. Dez and Yolanda picked up shields
from the weapon stash by the far wall.

"My dagger," cried Lora. She re-solidified
and picked it out of the weapons pile.

Theodoric slammed a meaty fist into the palm
of his other, and gave a toothy grin. He stepped into the center of
the maelstrom and leaned over the Divination Pool. The Beast clung
to the stone rim. His eyes were glazed. Theo pulled him further out
of the Pool and he convulsed in pain.

"One of those holding spells, hm? Like the
Queen used on the Swan Maidens?"

The Beast nodded. "'Twas placed by her
father the sorcerer."

"You know how to break it?" said Lora.

"Blood sacrifice. I must have blood."

"That idea might have complications," said
Theo. "Got another?"

"I know not. Weakness overcomes me. It's in
Elisabet's spell book."

"I see." The Shaman nodded genially. He
beckoned to Wolf and relayed the information. "Now you tell me
where that book is, and maybe I can help you."

"Get away from him," cried Elisabet. She was
terrible to behold. Her hair whipped around her. Her eyes were like
holes of black in the farthest reaches of space. Lightning sizzled
through her body. She hurled a blast. Lora ducked behind the pool.
Theo deflected it easily with his shield. On his arm, the vulture
preened and looked bored.

"Guards," Elisabet shrieked, "why are you
standing there like fools with your mouths hanging open? Get those
Nyx, get those witches, get that animal – " she pointed at Theo

" – and get my Swan Maidens back!"

Fritz and Franz looked at each other.

"Stop them, you layabouts, or I'll have you
tortured one day for each who gets away."

Franz raised a finger. "That won't work," he
said, "because we are the torturers. We could torture each other, I
suppose, but it lacks finesse. It's a fine art, Milady."

She grabbed a glass chalice and hurled it at
them. They ducked, and it shattered against the wall.

"Here it is." Lora saw the spell book on a
stand near the back. Despite the gale, the leather-bound book had
no damage beyond a few rumpled pages. She sheathed her dagger,
hefted up the heavy tome, and dashed over to Theo and the Beast.
The Beast was almost comatose with pain. Rancid slime oozed from
his nostrils.

"Put it down," shrilled Elisabet, and she
started toward them. Two bolts of bright light crossed in front of
her. Desdemona and Yolanda were on opposite sides of the room,
speaking a spell in tandem. From their hands blazed ropes of
energy, creating a woven net that Elisabet could not cross. "No!"
she screamed. "You'll ruin it all!"

"Found it," said Wolf, pointing at the
page.

"Show it to Gerda," said the Shaman. They
gave him questioning looks. "I don't see too well. Gerda's my
eyes."

The vulture looked over the spells.

The Beast shivered and rasped for
breath.

"We need the witches," Lora said.


 CHAPTER
SEVENTEEN

 


Atop her altar, Elisabet fought against two
streams of energy. Her magic was stronger than either one, but
together the witches were a challenge. She felt herself weaken and
falter. She raised her voice, invoking ancient magic.

Yolanda cried, "She's calling demons! Stop
her or we're doomed. We can't fight demons."

Elisabet laughed, gaining strength. "I'm a
thousand times more powerful than you. She held her hands out. They
dripped with blood from the cuts of the dagger.

Blood dripped onto the altar.

Blood dripped into the sacrificial
trough.

Phantom shapes shimmered around her.
Lightning pierced them, crackling with energy. Glowing eyes
appeared, then snouts and bristling hair and bared canine teeth.
Voices whispered around her.

What do you want?

What will you give us?

The voices felt like shards of ice in her
veins. Now she had opened a bottomless pit and there was no going
back. She spoke the names of the demons, once, twice and thrice.
Eldritch fingers caressed her shoulders, her face.

Though the fog and lightning streaks, a
rumpled figure stumbled into view, a white bandanna over his nose
and mouth. He leaned on the back of the altar. He pointed his gun
at Elisabet.

"Reiker," cried Lora. "Where'd you come
from?" She stared. "And what's that?"

He remembered he was still wearing the
kerchief over his nose and mouth. It was the lace edged
handkerchief of the Prince, which he'd picked up from Wolf and
Lora's demesnes. He found it still in his pocket as the toxic fog
began to rise. "What'd I miss?"

"She's summoning demons," said Wolf. "She
wants to kill us. That's where we stand."

Elisabet whirled and opened her mouth and
Reiker said, "Lady, it's been a rough day and you are giving me one
massive headache."

"Got it," said Theo, and closed the spell
book. He beckoned to Dez and Yolanda.

"And we need a Prince," said Dez. "He has
only one line, but it's the most important."

"He's a Prince." Theo pointed at the
Beast.

In desperation Elisabet cried, "Demons, foul
creatures, from the fetid wastes of the Dead, from the blazing
toxic seas, horrors of might and dread, come now to me. To me!"

The phantom shapes began to take solid form.
The Tatzelwurm, a lizard creature with the face of a cat and
sinuous body; and a spindly insect monster with a sting of deadly
venom. Beside it hunched a haggard old woman with eyes in the back
of her head and a huge pair of shears. And the Butzemann, a
sinister faceless figure in a cloak, stood in morbid silence behind
them.

"Cut it out!" Reiker yelled at Elisabet, and
fired a shot. It pierced a leg of the insect creature and green
ichor dribbled from the wound. The giant insect stalked toward him.
"Oops." Reiker dove for cover.

Lora slunk alongside the walls. She picked a
broad light sword, surely dwarf made, for it was sure in her hands.
She took cover near the altar and crouched down. She watched the
lightning crackle and flash around Elisabet and her creatures of
darkness, hoping for an opening.

"There's another one," cried Yolanda. "There
by yon window."

A huge insect with enormous pincers and
fully operational mouth parts clung to the window sill with hooked
claws. It began to crawl in through the window. Elisabet stared at
it in horror. "I hate bugs," she said between clenched teeth.

"It's Lukan," cried Wolf. He went to the
window. "Hi, buddy."

The stag beetle clicked his mandibles. "I
thought you ought to be back by now. It's past midnight, you
know."

Wolf helped the beetle into the room.

"Look out," cried Lukan, and Wolf
desolidified as a toxic barb from the other giant insect creature
shot through him. Lukan raised up on his hind legs and launched
himself with vigor at the spindly insect. He was strong, but it was
nimble and the two gargantuan insects fought back and forth,
overturning shelves and tables.

Lukan picked the other up in his pincers and
shook it back and forth. The other insect screeched. Ichor burst
from its abdomen.

It flailed, trying to get its stinger under
Lukan's shell. It climbed atop Lukan and for a moment the stag
beetle was disoriented. Wolf picked up a broom and whacked at the
other insect, scattering its senses. It fell from Lukan's shell and
spun in a circle.

"So," said Theo. He stood by a lab table on
the other end of the room, and tied on an apron. The witches had
gone on a mad hunt for ingredients. Elisabet's Spell Room was well
stocked, and they knew what they looked for.

"Quickly," said Yolanda.

"Hope Reiker has a lot of bullets," said
Dez. "Can't slay the demons but he and the Nyx have to keep them
distracted while we brew up this spell." She squashed several
ingredients in a stone mortar with a pestle, while Desdemona heated
a viscous bubbly fluid over a burner with one hand and jotted down
runic symbols with the other.

The Tatzelwurm slithered its hunched sinuous
body toward Reiker, and the jaws of the cat face opened in a snarl,
long white needle sharp teeth clashing. He fired at the monster,
and the shot sounded like a little pop in the midst of the howling
winds and screeching netherworld voices. Elisabet barely faltered
in her incantation.

"Darn," said Yolanda. "We need three drops
of her blood. Then we have the ingredients to free the Swan Maidens
and the Beast from the holding spells."

Dez nodded. "She carries the sorcerer's
blood. It will work for both." She gazed toward the unearthly
maelstrom at the altar and Divination Pool. "But how do we get her
blood?"

A hand came up over the table and grasped
one of the empty test tubes. "I'll get it," said Jack. Keeping low
to the ground, he crept toward the altar and the eye of the
storm.

Yolanda whispered, "Is he on our side
now?"

Dez and Theo shrugged.

Jack scooted around the Divination Pool to
the altar trough. Elisabet's blood ran freely, for in her frenzy
she noticed not how the wounds on her hands tore open. Jack held
the test tube up to the trough in the altar where her blood
spilled. Seven drops flowed into it. More than enough.

Elisabet saw him. "Look, Jack," she cried.
"You've been a bad boy. The Butzemann will get you!"

The cloaked figure advanced on Jack. He
imagined those horrible hooked claw hands dragging him into
infernal darkness. He smelled the musty breath of the Butzemann as
he drifted closer.

"The Butzemann can't get me," cried Jack.
"I'm in the eye of the storm. And he scares only children!" Jack
struck out blindly and the Butzemann staggered. The specter reached
forth a clawlike hand. "You're not real!" Jack grabbed his hand and
the fingers broke off like dry branches. With a sigh that reached
beyond the grave, the Butzemann slowly faded away.

Jack turned, and as he started toward the
makeshift lab the demon hag came at him wielding her shears, and he
leapt to avoid her. Wolf jumped between them with a snarl. She
stumbled, and before she could regain herself Lora burst from her
hiding place and pushed her into the Divination Pool. Three bright
red drops fell from the test tube upon the cheek of the Beast.

With a roar the Beast transformed from a
weakened shell to a raging force. He howled at the sky. He pulled
the monstrous hag down into the water and climbed on her body,
rending her tough skin with this claws. Her shears fell from her
hands and spun down through the water. Her blood reddened the pool
yet more. Flesh began to grow upon the naked wounds of the
Beast.

He crawled further out of the pool. He
stretched out a hand to catch more of the blood as it dripped from
the altar trough. Droplets trickled down his claws to his twisted
fingers. He stuck them into the hole of his mouth, somehow sucking
off the drops of her blood, and he writhed and squalled with greed
for more.

Wolf and Lora backed away. "You're not
hurt?" they said to each other at once. A rising shape caught her
eye. "Behind you!" She pushed him aside and lunged at the foul
creature with a shout and a strong sideways slash of her sword. Her
eyes widened when the thing straightened, and smiled at her. It was
the bartender from the Great Hall. Even as she drew a breath the
wound healed. He smiled at her. "Come, little nixie. Let me
introduce you the dark side. Methinks you'll enjoy it greatly."
Lora shook her head as a fog of confusion drifted over her and for
a moment she forgot what she was doing.

She raised her sword. He caught her gaze.
She couldn't look away. His eyes mesmerized her. "I will feed," he
said, but you'll live, for a while. Elisabet's ritual has yet to
complete. He stepped toward her and smiled. Slowly she lowered her
sword. She read the hunger in his stare. Intense. Compelling.

He stood before her now, and held out his
hand. "Come to me, Lora Ley."

From the side came movement and he began to
raise an arm and turn, and a bronze shield with spikes slammed into
him, knocking him to the ground.

"Lora!" Wolf ran to her. "He's Nachzehrer.
Don't look in his eyes."

"Why," said the vampire, rising to his feet,
"'Tis she who seduces me."

Wolf paused. That was possible, but unlikely
under the circumstances. Lora slowly circled the vampire, sword
loose and light in her hand.

"There are many ways," said Lora, "to kill a
Nachzehrer." The vampire glanced from Lora to Wolf. In one smooth
motion she lifted her sword, spun around and cleft the Nachzeher's
head from his neck. "This is only one of them," she said. The head
whirled away smacked against the wall and fell back by the body.
She grabbed a widemouthed oil lamp and threw it onto the monster's
remains. Head and body burst aflame. Skin and clothes shriveled to
black. then turned to acrid smoke. Wolf hugged her.

Jack made it back to the table, where the
witches worked the spell. Gasping for breath, he handed over the
test tube. "Fresh today," he said.

"Perfect." Winds blew with dangerous force
as Yolanda measured three drops into the mortar with deft
precision, and Dez worked it into the creamy mix. "Dried leaves of
the dragon tree," said Yolanda, raising her voice over the tempest.
She scraped the mixture onto the leaves, and twisted the leaves
into knots. "Set afire, join hands and say the spell."

Yolanda set the bundle on a metal rack and
struck a match. The flame caught, bobbed and sparked in the gale.
She, Dez and Theo joined hands. Three, a powerful number. The
bundle burst afire with a pop and screech.

Reiker backed along the wall as the
Tatzelwurm rose to its full height before him. The monster's small
arms clawed in search of a hold. The fetid breath seared his
nostrils. Two shots already and the creature barely faltered. He
wasn't used to battling eldritch spirits. Were bullets even
effective?

It lowered its cat face and glared at him
with yellow eyes, hissing. It seemed to follow the motion of the
gun as Reiker took aim. A glint caught his eye and he fired past
the Tatzelwurm. The monster swiveled its head, and while it was
distracted Reiker rushed past and leapt onto the altar.

Elisabet came at him, hands like claws.
Shoving his gun in his belt, Reiker grabbed the shining sacrificial
ax, hefted it and whirled it around his head. Surprisingly easy
once the momentum started. Elisabet fell back, arms up to shield
her face.

Reiker stood on the altar and yelled at the
Tatzelwurm, "Come on, you big stinky mess, let's see what you're
made of!" The Tatzelwurm struck at him, and lost part of its head
to the swinging ax. It hesitated, blood dribbling down its face.
This human could be more dangerous than it looked. It backed
away.

Elisabet turned her attention away from the
center of the storm and shielded her eyes. "What are those witches
doing there?" cried Elisabet. "Am I the only one who sees? You
guards, arrest those people! Now! Move it!"

Fritz and Franz jogged over to the lab
table.

"You're under arrest," said Fritz.

"We resist," said Dez, and Yolanda and Theo
continued to intone the spell.

Fritz and Franz jogged back to the altar.
"They resist," said Franz.

"How stupid can you be?" cried Elisabet.

"We can be pretty stupid," said Fritz.
"There was one time - "

"Shut up," Elisabet screamed. "Demons, tear
these men apart!"

"What do you give us?" whispered the voice.
"If we serve you, what is our reward?"

She pointed to the Beast.

"Him," she said. "Take him."

"Traitorous cow," he bellowed.

Elisabet stared around the room. The bug
insect lay crushed. The Butzemann had no power. The vampire was
vanquished; the body of the hag torn to pieces. Only the Tatzelwurm
remained. It slithered up around Elisabet's body as she stood
frozen in fear. Several bullet holes marked its skin. Blood ran
down the side of its cat face. It grinned at her. "No deal," it
said, and despite her protests unwrapped itself from her and crept
into the darkness whence it came.

At the lab table, the bundle burnt down and
three voices prepared to speak the last few syllables of the spell,
which happened to be

"How-dee do!" The door burst open and in
strode a cowboy, nose and mouth covered by his bandana, spurs
jangling and guns drawn. Orbit zipped along beside him.

The witches stared. With cries of delight
the Sonnentöchter rose up from where they hid, as the golden
collars fell from their necks. The words had been spoken. The spell
was broken. They were free.

"Free!" The Beast leapt from the pool onto
the stone rim. Tatters of flesh hung from his ribs. His eyes were
fiercely alight, focused on Elisabet.

She backed away. "I must finish the spell.
You are yet a Beast."

"Yes," he hissed, "so hideous to behold you
would throw me alive to your demons?"

"No," she cried. "I didn't mean it. You know
I didn't."

"What's said is said." In one mighty leap he
was on the altar.

"Stop!" She turned to run. He grabbed her
dress as she fled, and yanked her back to him, enfolding her in his
arms. She struggled and shrieked. Gore smeared her face. He grasped
her hair and pulled her head back and sank his fangs into her
throat. Fresh blood spurted. Her scream died to a gurgle.

"Am I interrupting anything?" said the
cowboy.

"No, Crispin," said Yolanda. "Your timing is
remarkable."

"Hm," said the Prince. "Whether or not the
royal personage is a cowbody, he is referred to as 'Your Highness'.
Unless he is a King or Queen, in which case it's 'Your Majesty.' So
you're just going to let that woman bleed to death over there?"

Elisabet's body lay in a heap. Blood ran
into the sacrificial trough and dribbled to the floor. Stains
spread. Some small essence of life seemed to remain in her.

Nearby, Lukan stood over the mangled body of
his erstwhile opponent.

Wolf patted his shell. "You killed a demon!
I'm impressed."

"Yes," said Lukan. "Stag beetles are
ferocious warriors."

Wolf tipped an imaginary hat. "I'll never
doubt you."

Lora came up and grabbed his arm. "Look."
She indicated the altar.

The Beast stood above the body of the woman.
Her chest rose and fell with shallow breaths. He knelt down beside
her. His rage abated, he regarded her with sorrow. He took her in
his arms. His face began to change. The bestial features grew
gentle and handsome. Flesh and sinew grew anew. His glimmering
green eyes filled with tears. Thick dark hair grew from his head,
and his claws shriveled away, his hands now those of a man. His
tattered body became whole.

"Look at me, Elisabet," he said.

Her eyes flickered. "You are … " She reached
up to him. "My love."

Her hand was old and wrinkled, fingers
deformed, nails overgrown and yellow. She stared in disbelief. She
felt her face sag, her bones weaken and grow crooked. Her eyes
bleared. Her teeth rotted. She tried to scream but could make only
a gagging sound as her windpipe collapsed and her flesh moldered to
dust.

The Beast too, was changing. For only a
moment was he a handsome young man, as once he had been. Now his
hair fell out, his skin shriveled. The weight of ages seemed upon
him. His hands trembled. Veins and blotches appeared. The stench of
the crypt surrounded them. He raised his head and said to those who
watched in stunned silence, "We are over three hundred years
old."

His jaw dropped off, his eyes sank into
their sockets and dust and decay crept in to reclaim his body. He
crumbled into a heap beside her, and so they lay together in
death.

 


In the Great Hall, people began to wake up.
They had no memory of falling asleep. One too many of those fizzy
green things, perhaps. Late night. Must be getting old. Most of the
presents still haven't been opened. Anyone seen Jack?

It wasn't long before he appeared. On his
arm was a beautiful young woman with hair of gold done up in a
braided crown. Her neck was long and graceful as that of a swan.
She wore a simple linen shift, and could not have sparkled brighter
had she worn garments of jewels.

Jack stepped up on stage and waved his hands
for silence. People noticed something different about him. Was he
taller? His clothes were too small. When he spoke, his voice
carried the ring of confidence.

"Attention, everyone," he called. "First,
thank you for coming to my birthday party. You all had enough cake?
No such thing as too much. Second helpings have no calories."

Everyone laughed.

"Moving on," said Jack, "Sadly, my Aunt
Elisabet has left this realm. We don't expect her back, and wish
her all the best."

The throng applauded.

Now, happy news. Let me introduce this
lovely lady." He took her hand and brought her forward. "Her name
is Freude, and she's consented to be my wife."

Cheers and applause rose from the crowd.
With a shy smile, Freude curtsied to them.

"Open your presents, Jack," someone called.
"We got you a storybook."

"We got you tin soldiers!"

"We got you a stick pony!"

"We got you a toy trumpet!"

Jack said, "I really appreciate the trouble
you took. The presents are great. It's not you. It's me."

A voice called, "You're the boy who never
grew up."

"But I have," said Jack, smiling down at
Freude. "I have grown up. So take the presents home to your
kids."

Someone called, "If Elisabet's gone, what
will you do? Will you rule in her place?"

"Are you kidding?" said Jack. "It's an
Enchanted Castle. There are no rules!"

Cheering and applause arose from the
gathered.

"Seriously," said Jack, "I don't want to
rule anything. It's just a headache. And besides … " he gazed at
Freude again, and she winked. He grabbed her hands. "I still want
to play with my trains." They hurried up to the train set on the
table, and Jack taught Freude how to wind up the trains so they
clacked and whistled. She was thrilled.

"Guess there's a lot we can learn from each
other," he said, and they sank into a sweet embrace.

"Hey now," someone called out. "Where those
little ladies that were with the cowboy?"

"That's us," they cried, and ran over.

"I'm Laurel."

"I'm Lila."

"I'm Linden."

"And together we're … " they spread their
arms and intoned together, "the Singing Swan Sisters!"

The man chuckled. "Well, I
heard y'all pretty gals over the crowd earlier. Good pipes." He
gave them a card. "I'm a talent scout. Just by chance took a wrong
turn and ended up here at this castle. Want a job, come audition
for Buffalo Bill's Wild West Show
in Frankfurt tomorrow mornin'. We're lookin for
lady singers."

"But that's perfect! Our hotel's in
Frankfut. We were hoping to get an audition." They cheered and
jumped up and down with glee. "We'll be there."

"Never woulda noticed you gals if it wasn't
for the cowboy and the Black Hat Gang. Who is that cowboy,
anyway?"

He could say nothing further, for he was
suddenly covered in a bevy frills and laces, his face and collar
smeared with lip rouge. Eventually, laughing, he extracted
himself.

"You gals want a ride back to Frankfurt?
Buggy's big enough." With thanks and kisses and waves to all, the
Singing Swan Sisters went down to his ride and piled in. The talent
scout instructed the driver to reverse course.

It just a wrong turn, after all.

In the Great Hall, the band broke into a
lively tune. Towards the back of the stage, if one looked twice,
one might see a small, rotund, translucent figure tooting a trumpet
with swinging style.

 


"I don't get it," said Crispin. "Tell me
again, how did I free the Swan Maidens?" They were in a side room
richly furnished. Lora and Wolf stretched out together on a couch.
Reiker dozed in a chair.

"You said the right words at the right
time," said Yolanda.

"What did I say?"

Dez showed him the spell book. "Hau di dooh.
We didn't even know how to pronounce it. You arrived just in time
to say the Prince's part."

"And coincidentally," said Crispin, holding
up a finger. "I'm a Prince!"

"That you are," said Wolf.

"And that was my quest!" Crispin cried. "Ha
ha! Success!" Then he frowned. "I have yet to fall in love with one
of those girls, marry her and take her to my kingdom."

"Who says?"

"Um." Crispin scratched his head. "That's
the way it's always done?"

"Be a rebel," said Lora.

"But how will my father the King know I've
completed the quest? Sometimes I just go hide for a few days."

"I know." Dez rolled her eyes. "I've been on
so many non-quests with you I've lost count."

"Thirty-seven," said Crispin.

"Really? That many? Well, congratulations,
Cowboy. Finally a keeper."

"Yes. Quite a relief. Are you coming back to
Grünewaldt?"

"I don't think so." She patted his arm. "But
it's been fun."

"So just me? By myself?"

"And the lone cowboy rides into the sunset
at the end of another adventure-filled day."

"Yes," said Crispin. "That has a nice sound
to it."

"The sun can't set unless she rises," said
Lora. "Tomorrow we'll see her again."

"We await with happiness overflowing," said
Anmut. "Surely her solar spirits will quickly bring her word, and
she knows even now we're safe." The Sonnentöchter sat together,
their swan cloaks nearby.

"Our flight feathers will grow back
quickly," said Liebe, "so we can fly to greet our mother on her
travels o'er the sky."

"Will we stay here with Freude?" said
Psyche.

"I will stay," said Poesie, "now that evil
is away.

"As will we all," said Melodie, and the
others murmured agreement.

Desdemona and Yolanda cleansed the Spell
Room with herbs and incense and incantations, and sealed it off.
When they did, they noticed the crumbled dust on the altar was no
longer there, perhaps swept out the window by an errant wind, or
become so fine it simply floated away.

The last traces of Elisabet and the Beast
were gone.

 


In the Kingdom of Grünewaldt, celebration
filled the air. Waldo listened to the trumpets and joyful voices
and gazed into the Magic Mirror. He knew Chief Advisor Erhart had a
magic mirror in his chambers. He got a good deal from Ernst the
Entrepreneur in Witchton. But Erhart didn't know that Waldo knew
about the mirror, and such it was that the Chief Advisor was
surprised speechless when a couple of guards dragged him off to the
dungeon. Now, Waldo waved at the image of Crispin the Cowboy.

"Hi, Dad," said Crispin.

"Glad you're not dead, Son."

"Me too," said Crispin. "You know, Dad, we
have to make some changes in Grünewaldt. First, striped tights will
no longer be mandatory."

"They aren't," said Waldo. "Everyone wears
them because you do."

"We must change with the times. I have
discovered a type of comfortable trousers, which fit well at work
or play. Everyone in the realm shall have a pair of these wondrous
blue jeans."

Waldo clapped his hands. "Excellent!"

"Oh, and Dad … "

"Yes, Son."

"I didn't meet the love of my life. But I
did save a bunch of womenfolk and other people and fulfilled my
quest to free the Swan Maidens. And the Fool and Assassin are in
the dungeon here. What shall we do with them?"

"Good work," said the King. "I'll send some
of our guard to pick them up in due time. Oh, and Son … "

"Yes, Dad."

"For your coming home party, do you want
green or blue banners?"

"Perhaps a bit of both," said Crispin. "And
Dad?"

"Yes, Son."

"I love you, Dad."

"Love you too, Son. See you soon."

Waldo cut the connection and smiled.

 


In her demesnes, far from the mortal realm,
Sonne hugged the wolf Windreiter to her, and he licked her face.
"They are safe," she said. Hot tears of joy ran down her cheeks,
and fell upon the moon, who shone brighter than ever before. Her
daughters ran outside and blew kisses to the light. They cried with
ecstasy, and where their tears came to earth grew drop-shaped
wildflowers.

"It's almost dawn," said Lora. She shook
Wolf. "Are you sleeping?"

"How can I sleep with you shaking me?"

She grinned. "Come on. Looks like we've
partied til sunrise."

"I was having the best dream," he said.
"Something about you in a little frilly apron."

She kissed him. "I could make your dreams
come true, Liebling."

Orbit whistled, and they laughed.

Nearby, Reiker snorted in his sleep and woke
himself up. "Aw, the Chief Inspector will roast my nuts for this,"
he said. "What time is it?"

"Almost dawn," said Wolf.

"What day?"

Lora told him.

"Hey," he said, "if that beetle monster can
fly us back to Mittelstadt I can still give Mitz a run and make it
to work on time. Where'd it go?"

Lukan, at his regular size, flew from Wolf's
head to the front of Reiker's jacket.

"Oh," said Reiker. "Hi, Lukan."

The stag beetle crawled onto his shoulder
and up the side of his head.

"He's been through the gardens drinking
nectar," said Lora. "Bit of a sugar rush, but he's starting to calm
down."

Lukan tried to investigate Reiker's ear.
Reiker plucked him off and set him down on the chair arm. "Easy,
big fella."

Jack stuck his head in the room. "Coming to
see the dawn?" he said. "I hear it'll be spectacular. The Swan
Maidens are already outside."

"Wouldn't miss it for the world," said Lora.
Wolf took her hand, and they went out to watch the sun rise.

 


FIN



AFTERWORD – AUTHOR'S NOTES

 


Fairy tales are in integral part of German
culture and mythology. Many were told as morality stories, in which
the qualities of good prevailed over the forces of evil, and could
be cruel and bloody. The fate of the villain was torture or slow
death, such as being dragged behind horses, eyes plucked out or
hands cut off. The stories were published several times, each time
making them more appealing to parents of small children.

While some tales have various European
origins and influences, the story of Frau Holle is a German
classic. Even today the punishment of burning pitch poured over the
lazy girl's head is told, since this tale was less subject to
content rewrites than romantic stories such as Sleeping Beauty or
Beauty and the Beast.

The character of Jack has parallels in many
cultures. He appears in stories such as Jack the Giant Killer, Jack
and the Beanstalk, and children's rhymes such as Jack and Jill.
He's equated to Hans in the German fairy tale Hans in Luck, and his
Russian equivalent is Ivan the Fool.

Stories of Swan Maidens abound in folklore
and culture throughout Europe. Swan Maidens are beautiful women,
either born shape-shifters, or under an enchantment. Either way the
woman have to remove their swan skins to bathe. If a person takes
her swan skin, the Swan Maiden is beholden to him. If she finds her
skin however, she turns into a swan again and escapes.

Similar stories appear throughout the world.
The shapeshifter is usually a woman and not always a swan. Among
native people of North America, the tale of Bear Woman is popular.
In Scotland and the Canadian north, the woman may be a seal, her
skin stolen by a hunter. In the East, she may be a dove.

In animal spirituality, swans are birds of
the Sun. They represent the arts, poetry, romance, music and song.
They also relate to death, change, inner strength and unrequited
love. With connections to sky, water, earth and fire, they are
strong totems or spirit animals in the ancient tradition of
shamanism.

Early Germanic people had strong connections
to the earth and animals with whom they shared it. Spirits lived in
every leaf or shimmer of water. They could be human sized, as the
tree spirits, small enough to dance on a pinhead. The people of
Germania built no temples, using natural rock formations or tree
groves. Stories passed down by word of mouth, and much
pre-Christian history is lost to time. Yet, cults of nature worship
still prevail. Celebrations include dressing as animals, wearing
skins or skulls, shamanistic rituals and dance.

In Germanic lore the Sun is female. She
drives a golden chariot across the sky, pulled by horses and chased
by a wolf. In the Northern Germanic regions she's called Sól. The
Norse influence includes her in the story of Ragnarök,in which
she's eaten by the wolf. In Germanic myth she is Sunna, whose name
gave us Sunday; or Sonne, which simply means Sun.

The Enchanted Castle, the magic of true
love's kiss, the evil Enchantress and the handsome prince are
common motifs in fairy tales. Heroes overcome challenges to get the
reward, as in video games today.

The Butzemann is a German character known in
nursery rhymes. A faceless creature in a cloak, he hides in shadows
and snatches children who aren't in bed on time. He's similar to
the English Bogeyman, except through the ages Butzemann becomes
less harmful and even gives apples to good children.

Frau Holle and Perchta can be seen as
aspects of the same pre-Christian deity, one of the few who survive
to present day. An ancient Mother goddess, she predates most of the
Norse pantheon, and deities such as Odin and Loki. Stories tell of
Frau Holle or Perchta rewarding hard workers and punishing the
lazy. They're Goddesses of spinning and weaving, who taught humans
how to spin linen from flax. Frau Holle is best known in the north
of Germany, and Perchta in the south.

The Buschgroßmutter or Bush Grandmother is
an ancient figure in German folklore. She lives in the forest
depths, appearing to humans only once every hundred years. She's
gnarled and ugly, with messy dirty hair. She wears an apron tied as
if she carries something in it. If one encounters her, she may ask
for help to comb her hair, which is a terrible job as it's full of
lice, dirty, and her head is cold as ice. In some stories her head
is metal, a demonic association. If a person can comb her hair she
gives valuable gifts in exchange.

The Tatzelwurm is predominantly known in the
south central regions of Europe. It's a lizard-like monster with
the face of a cat, the sinuous body of a snake, and may have two or
four small legs. According to legend it can kill with its poisonous
breath, or it may be venemous..

Its colleague the hag with shears is a type
of Drude, a malevolent nocturnal spirit who eventually became
equated with a wicked witch. If fingernails aren't kept clean, this
type of Drude will cut off a person's fingers with her shears.

A type of vampire, the Nachzehrer consumes
the flesh and blood of its victims, draining them of life. Nachzehr
are thought to be the restless spirits of those who died from
suicide, or by accident. If a person finds a Nachzehrer sleeping,
on way the vampire can be slain is by placing a coin in its mouth
and cutting off its head.

 


The Lora Ley stories are set in Germany at
the end of the nineteenth century, during the second industrial
revolution. Due to innovations such as trains and steam power,
people moved faster than ever before. Cities grew as many abandoned
the land and went to work in factories. In the late 1800s, women's
rights in Germany became more progressive, as did socialist-backed
programs such as pensions and accident insurance.

Travel and emigration flourished. In the
nineteenth century the Germans brought their culture and folklore
overseas to the new lands of the United States and Canada, and sent
back stories, descriptions and photographs.

Photography gained popularity. Fascination
arose with the Wild West, and celebrities like Wild Bill Hickok,
Jesse James, Billy the Kid and Pat Garrett. Some of whom, like
Wyatt Earp, were still active at the time. Dime store style novels
about the West were popular; and, due to the development of
printing technology and transport, found eager readers in the Old
World too. In the 1880's, Buffalo Bill Cody brought his Wild West
show to Europe, touring Great Britain and the continent.

 


Freshwater spirits, Nyx are known for their
beauty, singing and musical ability. These water spirits can be
dangerous, such as a siren who attracts sailors to doom on the
rocks; or helpful, rescuing swimmers in peril, or indifferent. They
can fall in love with humans, marry and even have children, but the
Nyx partner usually must return to her river or lake. Like many
magical entities their powers can be nullified by iron. It was once
customary to toss silver or iron into waters thought to be
inhabited by Nyx – iron to keep evil magic away; silver to ask the
spirits for luck, or a wish come true.

 



* * * * * * *

 Hans in Luck

(German: Hans im Glück)

est. 1812

 


Hans has worked hard for seven years, and
wants to return home to visit his elderly mother. He asks for his
wages, and his employer gives Hans a chunk of gold as big as his
head. Hans wraps the gold in a cloth and starts out to see his
mother.

As he walks, the gold becomes heavy and his
steps falter, and his back hurts. He sees a man upon a fine
horse.

"If I had such a horse," Hans says to
himself, "I could ride instead of walk, and save my aching
bones."

The man consents to trade the horse for the
lump of gold. Feeling lighter already, Hans mounts the horse and
goes on his way. Before long the roguish horse bucks and Hans falls
off.

Along comes a woman with a cow. "With this
cow," she told Hans, "you can get milk, butter and cheese, and it's
a more amiable companion."

Hans happily trades his horse for the cow.
Before long, he realizes he's been tricked, as the cow gives no
milk. As he sits pondering, a butcher comes along with a pig. He
sees Hans looking dejected and offers to trade the pig for the
cow.

Hans brightens. A pig would be a good travel
companion. He makes the trade. Soon, a farm wife comes along with a
goose. She tells him the pig belongs to the lord of these lands and
he could be arrested.

She offers to trade the goose for the pig,
and Hans happily gives her the pig, and takes the goose under his
arm. As Hans approaches the next village, he meets a
scissors-grinder who sits by his grinding stone.

"With this stone you can make a good
living," he tells Hans, and offers to trade the stone for the
goose. Hans agrees. As he trudges along the stone seems heavier
with every step. He kneels by a river to take a refreshing drink,
and the grindstone falls into deep water and is lost.

Hans is overjoyed to be rid of the heavy
grindstone and free of all his troubles. He walks on to his
mother's house with a light heart, and relates his lucky tale.

 


* * * * * * *
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