
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Lora Ley - Book Five - The Corn Spirits

        

        
        
          Lora Ley Fantasy Fiction, Volume 5

        

        
        
          Sylvia Kay Rose

        

        
          Published by Sylvia Kay Rose, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      LORA LEY - BOOK FIVE - THE CORN SPIRITS

    

    
      First edition. December 2, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Sylvia Kay Rose.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8215409121

    

    
    
      Written by Sylvia Kay Rose.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER ONE
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Max Hartmann wiped sweat from his eyes as the setting sun turned the clouds gold and orange. He and his harvesters had been out since dawn, with a short break for lunch. His three teenage daughters helped with harvest in the fields. The winter wheat crop was sown, and this year's corn would soon be reaped. As he gazed over the stalks he thought he saw a shadow, a shape flit into the rows, a slight breath of movement when no wind blew. It was a Geist, or spirit.

Corn spirits connect to grains of all kinds including wheat, oats, barley and rye. This time of year they were plentiful. Farmers were in the final days of harvest, and the reaping, harvest wagons and activity drove the spirits into the last standing stalks.

Sometimes a portion of the harvest was left for the spirits. A swath of fruitful stalks was a sacrifice for the farmer, especially if he had a large family to feed, but it virtually guaranteed abundance for next year's harvest.

There were ways to kill, destroy or disarm certain Geister. If the spirit came as a whirlwind, one could throw a knife into its center and speak certain words, and the creature would vanish or leave harmlessly. To destroy the last stalks of the harvest was to kill the spirits within.

"Here, Dad." His daughter Anika ladled out a cup of water, and he gulped it down gratefully. Despite the brisk air, the work was hot and sweaty.

"You're a treasure," he said. At fifteen, she was his youngest. The other day he saw her blush when one of the Schmidt boys smiled at her. Which one? Either of those boys was trouble. "I smell fresh bread, he said. "Could be quitting time."

As dusk descended, long plank tables near the house were soon filled with harvesters. Max's wife Greta ladled out hearty stew. Anika and her sisters set down mugs and pitchers of home-brewed beer. Max had the best beer in town and so was never short of helpers for the harvest.

"Saw a Geist." He settled in with a group of farmers.

Heads turned.

"Where?" asked Albert Schmidt.

Max broke off a piece of warm bread and buttered it. "Went into the corn. Better keep the kids away. Don't know what kind it was."

Around a mouthful of stew Klaus Klemperer said, "What did it look like?"

Max shook his head. "Just a shadow, and the stalk tips waved."

"Could've been anything." Albert shook his head.

"Could be weather cats," Klaus suggested. "Wind's picked up."

"No rain in the air yet," Albert took a whiff.

"The light's tricky at dusk," Max said with a shrug.

As they ate, one of the neighbors played a rowdy tune on a squeezebox. People laughed, chatted, danced. It would be early bedtime for most, and the harvest would start at first light tomorrow.

Another day here, then on to the Klemperer farm. Sometimes farmers worked at night, especially if rain threatened. In Mittelstadt, most helped each other with the harvest on a rotating basis.

Local residents also came as seasonal workers. They received money or barter, food and drink, and spoke of the generosity or stinginess of the farmers. Max had a good reputation and progress was good.

Erntedankfest, the harvest festival of giving thanks, was less than a week away, falling on the first Sunday of October. The spirit of celebration seized the town for one of the greatest events of the year. Decorations made of harvest grain, corn dolls, seasonal altars and animal figures adorned homes and public places alike. Traditional cornucopias made of rams' horns occupied many a hearth or harvest altar, filled to overflowing with nuts, fruit and vegetables.

Already the town was lively with parades, costumes and animal masks, autumn activities and games for kids and plenty of food and drink. The annual Fair came to Mittelstadt in a couple of days and Max's wife Greta hoped to win first prize with her plum preserves. Their fruit trees had been especially productive and they left a portion of the gleanings for the spirits, such as the Harvest Bull who was said to fertilize the fruit trees at Christmas, or the field imps who lent their nurturing magic, or the wood spirits who dwelt within the trees and kept them healthy.

As night settled and people drifted away from the farm, Max and Greta took a stroll along the cornfield. Passing the rows, Max kept a wary eye open for grain spirits, but saw none. The cornfield backed onto the Mittelstadt River. They watched the river flow and sparkle in the light of the stars.

"Listen." Greta cocked her head.

From the distance over the river came the enchanting sound of a guitar, barely audible on the breeze. Voices rose in fluid song. Max put his arm around his wife.

"It's beautiful," she smiled.

"Could be the nixies." Max had brought a dozen corn ears in a sack. He set it in the field, by the river. They listened for a while, then the weariness of the day crept into their bones. They turned and went back to the house, where the girls tidied up.

"When are we going to the Schmidts, Dad?" said Anika.

"Couple of days. After the Klemperers."

"She just wants to bat her eyes at the Schmidt boys," teased Marlene, the oldest.

Anika stuck out her tongue and went back to drying silverware.

"You stay away from those boys," said Max with a stern look.

"Aw, Dad ... "

"Your father's right," said Greta. "They're immature and rude, and likely to get a girl in trouble."

Anika pouted. "You never let me do anything."

"Well, certainly not that," said Max, and sat back to read the newspaper.

––––––––
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In their demesnes, Lora Ley lit a fire as Wolf strummed the final fading notes. Flames caught dried grasses and birch bark, and soon cast a cheerful flickering glow. Wolf put his guitar in an air pocket.

"Back in a flash." He kissed her and dove into the water lily bay, morphing to fishtail form just before he hit the water. With barely a ripple he submerged and swam along the river, through the green forests of river weeds, over the rich silt river bottom, passing fish and snails and pearly clams.

Near Max's farm he drifted to the surface until just his eyes were above water. His long tawny hair flowed around him. He saw the sack. He morphed briefly to human form and took it. "Thanks, Max," he said under his breath as he disappeared into the river.

When he returned, Lora's eyes grew wide with delight.

"You like?" he said with a grin.

"Corn roast!" She threw her arms around him. "Darling, you know what I like."

He laughed. Lora turned her attention to the corn. She took the ears from the sack and pulled back a segment of husk, revealing the plump yellow kernels beneath. Ready to cook and eat.

Lora and Wolf arranged the cobs in their husks on the fire. Soon they would be dripping with melted butter, seasoned and delicious, creamy kernels bursting with every bite.

"Beautiful," said Lora. "I could eat a wheelbarrow full."

"Maybe you'll get it," said Wolf. "I'm going out to help with the harvest at Max Hartmann's farm tomorrow."

Lora almost dropped her cob. "What, you? Work? On purpose?"

He laughed. "Sure, the whole community's helping with the harvest and the upcoming festival. And I could earn some coin to spend on my sweetie."

"Anyone I know?" Lora said. He poked her in the ribs and she giggled. "What am I going to help with, then?"

"You, my darling, could be the Queen of the Harvest. We lay our sheaves at your feet and worship you."

She grinned. "Sure. When do I start?"

Wolf held up a finger. "You think I'm kidding?"

"Well, of course."

"You know there's a main parade every year?"

"Yes ... ?"

"They're looking for a Harvest Queen. She represents the abundance of the season and personifies the Oat Queen who lives in the grain. You ride on a handsome float drawn by heavy horses, surrounded by harvest delights, maybe a cow and some chickens, and maidens throw autumn flowers at your feet."

"I'm surprised no one's taken the job. Surely one of the local girls wants to do it."

Wolf shook his head.

"Why not?" said Lora.

"They did have a Queen of the Harvest."

"She's ineligible?"

"She's dead."

"What!"

"Fell from a sixth floor party room during her inaugural celebration at a local hotel. Opinion's divided on whether it was an accident."

"That's terrible," said Lora. "Yes, I remember reading about it. And the frogs sing the news every night. They appointed another girl, right?"

"The inaugural celebration dinner was yesterday evening. Her Almond Surprise was cyanide." He poked the fire with a stick, watching the flames curl and dance. "They're trying to keep it hushed up but even so can't get another victim – I mean candidate – willing to be Harvest Queen."

She folded her arms. "And what makes you think of me? Did you sign me up for life insurance?"

"I'm not serious, darling. It's my macabre sense of humor."

She grinned. "So you do have a sense of humor."

"Yes. It's just not always funny."

"Why do you suppose those girls died?" said Lora. "The first could have been accidental, but cyanide isn't. Murder?"

"Suspicious," said Wolf. "Have more corn while it's hot."

She buttered a steaming cob and licked her fingers. "Can't be coincidence."

"Here." Wolf showed her today's newspaper. "And while I was in the market, the event organizers came by, in a big flap about it."

Lora scanned the article outlining the tragic deaths of the Harvest Queens. "Who'd do this? Another contender for Queen of the Harvest?"

"Then she'd be first in line for the job, wouldn't she?"

"Maybe she's biding her time. Doesn't want to look too eager." She bit into the cob and chewed it over. "Queen of the Harvest is a small local tradition in many towns. She rides a parade float, presides at the Fair, cuts ribbons, presents prizes. Is it worth murder?"

"Who knows where the human mind goes?"

"Besides the temporary royalty do the victims have anything else in common?"

"They're residents of Mittelstadt area, of course. Both blonde. Both about twenty-one years old. Neither has family in town. Lora." He came up behind her and put his hands on her shoulders. "This isn't our problem."

"Mmm." His strong hands massaged the muscles of her neck and shoulders. "You have the magic touch." She took off her cloak and shook out her auburn hair. Her hair was long enough to curl around her feet, and draped over her body like a shimmering coppery garment entwined with water lilies.

Wolf kissed her. "Want to go for a swim?"

"You read my mind. Catch me if you can." She leapt into the water and turned to splash him. Laughing, she morphed into her mer-form, and dove into the deep with a glint of fishtail.

Wolf slipped into the river without a sound. He waded to his waist, then changed to fishtail and sped after her. His tawny hair streamed behind him. Round and round they raced, making bubbles and stirring up froth. Her eyes shone. She swam through the river forests of weeds, past rocks veined with silver, and schools of bass and perch flitted beside her.

She ducked into a hidden grotto and he followed. He pulled her close and kissed her. They sank down in the waving river grass, loving the feel of each other. A long time passed before they returned to their surface demesnes.

––––––––
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Schneider was typing up progress reports. "What about those Harvest Queens?" he called. "You think they're both homicide?"

Reiker sighed. "When I know what I think, you'll be the first to know."

Tap tap tap tap, said Schneider's typewriting machine. Ding, went the infernal bell. Then a businesslike smack of the carriage return. Tappety tappety tap.

Reiker paced in time to the tapping, which proved impossible because Schneider made a lot of sudden stops and starts. Finally he said, "I need a list of names. Who were the attendees at both functions? Everyone – guests, staff, security and caterers too."

"On your desk. Under the mail." Tappity tap tap tap. "You would have seen it right away if you came in on time."

"I'll have you know I was at an important function. The briefing of the next Harvest Queen. She has a lengthy agenda." He moved the mail and leafed through the neatly typed reports on his desk. Scanning the lists of attendees, he nodded. "Yep, everyone from the selection committee was present at both inaugurations. Plus a lot of other people."

"Which of them are on the committee?"

Reiker checked his notes. "The Burgermeister, last year's winner, head of the Ladies' Auxiliary, couple of local businessmen; head of the Farmer's Co-operative, a dairy farmer and a wheat farmer, or is it corn ... ?" A splotch of ink bled through several pages and he had to turn his notebook around to follow the scribbled writing. "Anyway, they found someone willing to volunteer. She's beautiful, blonde and twenty-one."

"Don't they come in other shapes and sizes?" said Schneider. "Seems like typecasting."

Tap tap tappity tap.

Reiker muttered something about casting Schneider's typing machine out a window. The big boxy telephone on the wall buzzed. The typing ceased as Schneider got up to answer. "It's for you," he said, and sat down again. Tap tap tap. Ding!

"Reiker," said Reiker, sticking a finger in one ear. He listened. "You couldn't tell us this earlier?" He rolled his eyes. "Okay. Sure." He hung up and started back to his office. Schneider gave him a questioning look. "We're off the case."

"What happened?"

"The young lady who fell, jumped or was thrown from the sixth floor balcony, according to witnesses, was officially pronounced dead at the scene. They tell me the fall broke her neck. But when the ambulance paused at an intersection she got out of the vehicle and left."

"Unusual behavior for a corpse," said Schneider. "Didn't they try to stop her?"

"By the time they recovered their wits and exited the buggy she was gone."

"Where'd she go?"

Reiker shrugged. "Who knows? It was near the old cemetery, the bush lots at the edge of town. She could have gone into the trees or further into Mittelstadt. Plenty of places to disappear. And the cyanide poisoning, also declared dead at the scene, opened her eyes on the way to morgue last night. This morning she had a big breakfast and a friendly chat with hospital staff. Then she checked herself out."

"They let her go?"

"Her memory's splotchy and they wanted to run more tests, but it's the option of the patient. Can't hold a perfectly healthy homicide victim in hospital against her will. Besides, they needed the bed."

"So where are they? The two Harvest Queens?"

"No idea. Neither came back to claim her crown. Put this one in the mystery files. They were both dead, possibly murdered, but is it really murder if the body's up walking around? The case goes to Missing Persons now." He leaned back in the chair, hands behind his head. "I'll run the files upstairs before lunch. What time is it?"

"Quarter to lunch."

"Right." Reiker picked up the files, grabbed his overcoat and hat, and went upstairs.

––––––––
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In his photography studio, Fritz Feldstein set up for portrait and publicity shots of the new Queen of the Harvest. Already he'd done this twice, but he got paid whether the Harvest Queens lived or died. Around her sumptuous throne of carved wood and velvet finery, he laid sheaves of wheat, corn stalks, variously shaped squash, orange maple leaves and blue cornflowers. A nervous rooster in a cage occupied the seat of the throne, talking to himself.

"Hello?" A young man with a winning smile stood in the doorway. "Feldstein Photography? Is this the Harvest Queen setup?"

"Private shoot," said the photographer.

"Kurt Kiefer, Mittelstadt News." With an easy grin, he came into the room held out his hand. The photographer ignored him. "Uh, hoping to launch the story in the late edition. Is she here yet?"

"No, and I hate people looking over my shoulder when I work."

"But you know the paper buys your work. We need to interview the Harvest Queen."

"She can't talk. She has to hold her pose."

"What are you doing, daguerreotypes?"

"Tintypes. Faster but she has to sit still twelve to twenty seconds. You going to mention my photography studio in your newspaper?"

"Of course."

The door bell tinkled. "Get that, will you?" Fritz gazed at his setup.

"Ta ta taaaaa," the reporter. called "The Harvest Queen cometh."

Her smile, wreathed in dimples, dazzled the room. She wore a low cut gown enhancing her natural abundance, and a rich velvet robe with white trim. She carried a gold-leaf scepter. Her eyes glowed as blue as the cornflowers by her throne. A glittering tiara perched atop her flaxen tresses.

After her came several persons of distinction, including the head of the Ladies' Auxiliary and a tall grim-looking man dressed in black. He leaned on a heavy walking stick.

"Isn't she lovely?" Fritz took her hand and led the Queen to her throne.

She twinkled. "Bet you say that to all the Harvest Queens."

"Yes," Fritz replied. "I do." He picked up the rooster cage and set it on the ground. The rooster made loud clucking sounds and scratched the metal bottom. Tania eased herself into the throne. Excitement danced in her blue eyes.

"Now," said Felix, "sit to the side a little, then turn facing me. Somebody lay her cloak down in a nice sweep. Yeh, more like this. Give her a wheat sheaf. Cradle it in your arms, honey, what's your name? Tania? Good, now bite your lips ... fluff your hair over your shoulder and show off the glow of your chest. Give us some attitude, Tania. Love the pout. Fantastic. Hold that. Twenty seconds."

Kurt stuck his pencil in the air. "Are you doing a group shot?"

Fritz muttered something rude and went into his sealed darkroom to develop the photograph.

"If there's a group shot I need your names," Kurt explained to the others. "It's for the Mittelstadt News." He collected the names of everyone but the police, who wouldn't be in the photograph.

"Are you here because of the two prior murders?" he asked the officers. The police looked in different directions. Murmurs circulated. Kurt glanced over the Selection Committee members. "Of course," said Kurt. "You were all present during the first two murders, weren't you?"

"Who is this jackass?" said the bony man in black.

"Kurt Kiefer," said the reporter, holding out his hand. "Mittelstadt News." The man in black snorted and turned away.

"What happened to the other one?" said Gertrud Kriegel, head of the Ladies' Auxiliary.

"One what? Reporter?"

"You aren't the same one."

"Got called away. I'm covering for him."

"Oh, yes," said Gertrud. "We've already given the information to the paper. Just change the girl's name."

"Tania ... ?"

"Ziffelmeyer." She spelled it out while he wrote. "She's from one of the farming settlements just outside town."

"What about this rooster?" said the photographer. "It just squawks and looks mean. When I asked for a chicken I meant hen. She's to hold it in her lap."

"Let me hold the rooster in my lap," said Tania. "He's colorful."

A few people chuckled.

Tania laid her wheat sheaf beside the throne. One of the Selection Committee farmers unhooked the latch of the rooster cage, and stepped back. In a flurry of feathers the rooster burst out of the cage and ran around the room. People chased it and tripped, and the rooster pecked and scratched. If they grabbed the bird they came away with a few feathers. His wings were clipped so he couldn't fly, but tried. He raced in a panic, flapping and yelling like a mad creature.

"My equipment!" Fritz was in a frenzy as he tried to protect his camera and setup from the rooster and the zealous pursuers. "You police, do something!"

One shook his head. "The police don't chase roosters. We're here to protect the Queen of the Harvest from potential assassins."

The rooster made for a window but it was closed, and the bird clutched at the curtains as if trying to climb away from the attackers. People spread out around the window. The rooster shrieked and pecked when anyone came near. He was absolutely certain they intended to cut off his head.

Tania watched for a moment, and sighed. She rose from her throne and passed through the semi-circle of rooster catchers. The bird hung on the curtains and panted, eyes glazed in fear. Speaking in gentle tones, she detangled the rooster's claws from the curtain fabric. She felt his heart beat in panic.

She carried the rooster back to her throne, arranged herself prettily and put the bird on her lap. The rooster made a throaty sound and settled down. She stroked him and spoke softly, marveling at his glossy feathers.

"Hold that pose," said Fritz, and vanished under his dark cloth to take a photo. Even the rooster kept still, with Tania's hand resting lightly on his back.

Kurt noticed Gertrud Kriegel, head of the Ladies' Auxiliary, standing beside him. He whispered, "Tania doesn't know about the Harvest Queen murders?"

"Hush," said Gertrud. "They weren't murders. Your newspaper printed erroneous information. The girls just decided they didn't want the enormous responsibility of being Queen of the Harvest."

"That's your story, is it?" said Kurt.

Gertrud nodded firmly. "The Queen is busy almost every day this week with harvest duties and has to be available throughout the year for necessary functions. And as you see, even posing with a rooster is a challenge."

"The other girls both look like her," said Kurt. "Are they related?"

"Just because they're all beautiful blue-eyed blondes? Perhaps you're interested in more than just a paltry coincidence. I might question your morals, Herr Kiefer."

"May I speak to the other two young ladies?"

"No, you may not."

"Why not?"

Gertrud raised a hand and trilled, "We're ready for our group shot, Herr Feldstein."

The Harvest Queen re-arranged herself in sparkling splendor. She held the rooster in her arms. The bird looked curious. His heartbeat had returned to normal. The Selection Committee stood behind Tania. Fritz changed the poses, stepping back critically each time. It was art.

Kurt raised his pencil. "Fräulein Ziffelmeyer? A couple of questions. How do you feel about becoming the Queen of the Harvest?"

She wiggled her shoulders. "It's such an honor. Our poor settlement will be so happy. Surely good tidings come our way this year."

"Hold still, please, Fräulein," said Fritz in a strained tone. "Everyone look at the camera. Don't even flinch."

"Should we get a goat?" someone asked.

"Goats don't hold still unless they're about to charge you," said someone else. "A sheep would be better. Just get it to lie down."

"Right. Maybe a lamb?"

"That's Easter."

Under his cloth, Fritz cursed. "I'd be very thankful if you all would just shut up, face the camera and not move until I say." A long moment passed. "Okay, you can breath now."

When Fritz went to the darkroom to develop the photograph, Kurt jumped on the platform next to the Harvest Queen. "Hi," he said with his most charming smile. "So glamorous, you must be a fashion model."

"Flatterer." She giggled. "But I like you. I'm Tania Ziffelmeyer," she said, extending her hand. "Just a small-town farm girl."

He kissed it. "Kurt Kiefer. Mittelstadt News. And who's this?" He tried to pet the rooster, and withdrew quickly as it pecked him.

"He's just nervous," said Tania. "Tis the season a rooster tends to lose his head."

"He likes you," said Kurt.

She stroked him, and the rooster huddled into the warmth of her skirt. "Guess he just needed some sympathy. Perhaps he's a manifestation of the Grain Rooster. The ritual sacrifice."

"He's supposed to be a hen," called Fritz from his dark room.

Kurt nodded. "So, Tania, how did you come to be Harvest Queen this year?"

She put a finger on her chin. "Well, I was helping people set up in the market, to earn a little money or food. We didn't have much, because of the drought."

"Drought?"

"Yes, surely caused by the horrific plague of corn spirits descended on our lands. No rain has fallen, and dust whirlwinds arise on sunny days to churn through the fields, tearing our harvest to pieces. We saw the Roggenmuhme stride through the rows and eat all our tall crops. Some of the children have disappeared."

"But there hasn't been a drought here for ... " Kurt shrugged.

"And other spirits have come and laid waste to our lands, urged by Roggenmuhme. We heard her windy voice shout for them. For some reason she is sore displeased. So when a woman in the market came to ask if I cared to be Queen of the Harvest, I of course agreed. Perhaps we will prosper once more."

"Where are you from, Fräulein Ziffelmeyer?"

"A farming settlement just south and east of here. Elbendorf."

Fritz the photographer re-appeared. "We need belladonna drops in your eyes to enlarge your pupils. They're too small and sharp." He handed her a little bottle.

"Belladonna?" she said. "But it's poison."

"All the ladies do it," he said. "Gives that wide-eyed sultry yet innocent look." He went back to his camera.

"I don't want to put this in my eyes," whispered Tania.

"This stuff is dangerous," said Kurt. "It can destroy your vision permanently. I'll get rid of it if you want."

"Would you? I'd be ever so grateful."

He took a quick look around to be sure no one noticed, and slid the bottle into his pocket.

"Will you come to my inauguration as Harvest Queen?"

"Tonight? I hear it's private."

She smiled. "Silly. I can sneak you in."

"Right," called Fritz, approaching the platform, "we need a couple more photographs. We're losing the light." He clapped his hands. "Did you use the drops?"

Tania smiled at him. Her pupils slowly widened. She blinked. "It's bright."

"How'd you do that?" Kurt whispered. He checked to be sure the bottle was still in his pocket.

"Let's make it snappy." Fritz batted Kurt's leg. "Get out of here, you."

"Huh," said Kurt, rising to his feet. "I'm a highly respected writer, you know."

"Then why are you working for a newspaper? Get off the set, we need the light."

Kurt put away his notebook and stepped down from the stage. She lifted her skirts to shake off the straw and he noticed the long smooth line of her leg extend below her petticoats. A hot flush crept up from his neck. He strove to maintain an aura of calm. "It's been a pleasure," he said to Tania.

A dimple appeared at her cheek. "Until tonight, Herr Kiefer."

He strolled out of the room and down the stairs, whistling. When he was out of range he dropped the act of nonchalance. His brow furrowed. He paced along the sidewalk with purpose.

So, it appeared Tania knew nothing about the alleged murders. If she kept her word about sneaking him in, he'd find out more tonight at the party. Looks like the committee tried to cover up the deaths, which in itself wasn't surprising, but it troubled him. They'd chosen lookalike women. Was it some bizarre murder cult? Tania had no idea she might be in danger.

Not only that, but he'd never heard of her settlement. He knew all the villages up past Düsseldorf, whence he came, and down to Frankfurt, the Black Forest and the Bavarian Alps. No Elbendorf. Maybe a local name?

And a drought? Disappearing children? He needed to see this place for himself. When Kurt agreed to cover for his colleague at the newspaper, he expected a boring encounter with a bubble-headed beauty spouting trite phrases.

But, he thought, this one is special.

He stopped to visit the barber. Inaugurations are always a nice time for a shave and a haircut. Real nice.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The harvesters were back in the fields. With plenty of hands, they made swift progress. An early finish allowed time for celebration. Max Hartmann looked at the afternoon sun. The final fields were over half done. He shouted encouragement to the reapers and gatherers.

"Thanks for coming, Wolf," he said. "A strong back's always welcome."

"Glad to help," said Wolf. He wiped his arm over his forehead and took a drink from his flask. "Thanks for the corn ears yesterday. We roasted them on embers in the husks. Delicious."

Max grinned. "Take more today. Make sure it's the eating corn, not the feed corn. And a jar of Greta's plum preserves. She'd have my hide if I didn't give you any. How's Lora?"

"Taking the day to relax in the sunshine, I hope. But she's probably on a river run." Lora liked to swim through the river as it circled around town. She kept the water filtered naturally with pearly clams, helped the beavers with their dams, picked up sparkly things like silver coins or lost trinkets, nurtured the water lilies and bulrushes. She cleaned up litter too, if a human were so crass ... but she always spoke a little spell and the miscreant would feel a sudden sharp pain. "She sends her compliments." He looked up and saw a shadow move by, and the cornstalks waved as if in a gentle breeze. "There's your Geist."

"Excellent," said Max. "I knew if anyone could find it, it'd be you. I see the corn stalks move." He craned his neck and poised to take action. "What is it? Can you tell?"

"Wait here." Wolf handed Max his scythe. With a quick look to be sure no one noticed, he desolidified and walked into the corn rows.

His senses were sharp. He heard the whispers of the sickles, the crack of corn ears taken from the stalks, and the swish and murmur of the reapers. Blackbirds sang by the river. The air was fresh and crisp. Unhurried, he followed the slight movement of corn stalks.

The Geist would stay in this field, for there was no other close by. With proper care it would flee into the last cornstalks. The stalks were harvested separately and made into figures, or hung in a place of honor in the house, or destroyed to kill the spirit. Destruction was usually discouraged because it brought a curse, sickness or hostile magic.

Some spirits or demonic entities were often found together, like the corn cats, demon goat spirits, the Roggenmuhme and Roggenwolf and others. Destruction of one could bring a reign of vengeance from those angered. Some could unleash terrible magic or storms to punish the farmers. Misfortune and even death could befall one who carelessly cut down the last stalks and left them to wither in the ice cold and snow.

Wolf paused. Between the rows ahead a small child played in the earth. The boy wore a peasant's cotton shirt and trousers torn at the knee. He was barefoot. His hair was like corn silk. He was translucent. Wolf could see the stalks through him. Blue asters grew at his feet.

"Hi," said Wolf. "Whatcha doing?"

The boy put his hand in his mouth and stared at Wolf with big eyes.

"Can I sit by you?" said Wolf.

The boy nodded.

"My name's Wolf. What's yours?"

The child laughed. "Woof?"

"Woof. Sure." He grinned.

"Jonas," said the boy, pointing to himself. Although the boy looked small and delicate,  some spirits used vulnerability to gain trust. Wolf kept a distance from the Geist.

"How old are you, Jonas?"

The boy held up a hand with spread fingers. He counted. "One two three four."

"Four. Good for you. Do you live here?"

The child nodded, with a shy smile. "I like it."

"Did you come from a different place?"

"Over there." He pointed toward the harvested fields.

Wolf nodded. This was a Kornkind, a grain child, one of the many corn spirits who followed the harvest. The Kornkind was unique. He was demonic in nature, but wanted to play in the fields and meant no harm. Nonetheless he could cause sickness if touched, especially swelling ailments, and bad weather if unhappy. If he felt threatened, he could unleash deadly protection magic.

"They're reaping this field today," Wolf told the Geist.

Jonas looked alarmed. "They will hurt me? They will kill me?"

"Of course not. They'll help you. Winter's coming," said Wolf. "It's cold, and the land goes to sleep. You can't live out here in winter. In spring the Sun warms the earth and the land awakens."

"When the land goes to sleep, will I die?"

"Not if you do as I say. When you hear the reapers come, go quickly and hide in the farthest corn stalk. Then you'll be safe, for the people will take you inside where it's warm. They'll be kind to you as you rest and sleep. When the winter is over, the corn kernels on your stalk will start the spring planting. Then you'll awake and go back out to play in the fields."

The Kornkind looked doubtful. "That sounds too easy."

"You have an ancient soul, Jonas." He heard distant talk and the swish of scythes. "They're coming now. C'mon, let's run over to the last stalk together."

Jonas jumped up and raced through the rows, laughing. A pause went through the people reaping, a murmuring ripple.

"Any kids in here?" someone called. "Thought I heard laughing."

"Quick," said Wolf. "Just like hide and seek."

"What's hide and - "

"Never mind. Show you another time."

The boy smiled. "Bye, Woof." He waved. "I got sleep in my eyes." The harvest work resumed. The Kornkind stifled a yawn and disappeared into the cornstalk.

Wolf resolidified and put stones around the stalk to mark it off. He went back to talk to Max. "That's a relief," said Max, when Wolf told him the story, "I'll make sure they know. We'll put him in the kitchen where it's cheerful and warm. Kornkind is a good sign."

Wolf resumed his place in the reaping line, and followed the rhythmic pace. Harvest was done in different ways depending on the size and needs of the farmstead. Many farmers let the corn stalks lie in the fields to help enrich the earth, and cut off the ears by hand or by sickle.

It wasn't long before the harvest at Max's farm neared completion, with plenty of time left to celebrate. Beer was an essential for the harvesters, and Max made the best. His wife Greta was certain they had a kitchen Kobold, who helped sweep the floor and brought success in their culinary endeavors. No one ever saw the Kobold directly for the little creatures were shy, but it drank the sweet milk they left out, and a person might glimpse a shadow from the corner of the eye, or hear sweeping sounds. Happy kitchen Kobolds brought good fortune. Miserable Kobolds showed their displeasure by spoiling food, making a mess in the kitchen or throwing objects, before they left in a huff for better demesnes.

––––––––
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Lora finished her river run, and added some silver she'd found to her collection. She morphed to human form and built a little fire. They enjoyed one almost every night, for flames and flickering embers warmed their human bodies and brought them delight. Clad only in her long hair, she let the gentle heat suffuse her skin. She wondered how Wolf was doing. He lent some muscle and speed to the reaping, and she was sure they'd finish in good time.

Lora knew he hadn't told her the whole truth. When Wolf was hedgy like that, he was usually up to something with potential dangers, and worried she'd get hurt.

"A person can get hurt crossing the road," she told him, but it didn't help.

Maybe I should swim out to Max Hartmann's, she thought, then dismissed the idea. She didn't want Wolf to think she was checking up on him. Whatever it was, she was sure she'd know soon enough.

Time passed. Frogs cleared their throats. Day birds quieted, and the calls of night birds came with the setting sun. As dusk gathered Lora heard soft footsteps, and Wolf came down the invisible path. He carried a bundle of corn.

She licked her lips. "Fire's perfect for a corn roast."

Wolf set down the corn. "And a jar of Greta's prize-winning plum preserves."

Lora smiled. "Sounds great. So how was the harvest?"

"Corn field's all stubble now, except the final stalks."

"Did you find any spirits?"

"One for sure, there may be others."

"Ha," she said, "so that's what you were doing."

He sighed. "Yes, and just as a favor. We didn't know what it was. There may be more. We left a few standing stalks. Max will put them in the barn or house later."

"Which spirit did you find?"

"Kornkind."

"That's a fortunate sign."

"It appeared as a little boy. Got safely into the last stalk."

"And that's why you didn't want me to come? Corn spirits?"

"Just wanted you to relax and have a nice peaceful day."

"I did." She kissed him. "Next time, I'll come with you."

"See?" He threw up his hands. "I knew it. This time it was the Kornkind. Lucky but still dangerous. Young spirits like that can kill or sicken you with perfect innocence. What if next time, it's something big and angry? You don't want to tangle with the Bilwis or Roggenmuhme."

"Then you shouldn't go either."

"And that's why I didn't tell you."

"I could so slap you."

"Go ahead."

She tried, and he laughed and ducked. Again she tried, and he caught her hand and stole a kiss. "That does it." She jumped up, took him by surprise and threw him on his back in the grass. "Now I've got you."

"Yes you do," he said. He put an arm around her neck, pulled her down and stole another kiss before he twisted away and leapt to his feet. Lora lay laughing, and he helped her up. "C'mon, corn's burning."

They rescued the corn just in time. Soon, nothing was heard but buttery munching.

––––––––
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Kurt Kiefer glanced at himself in the oval mirror and tipped his homburg hat. With shave and a haircut, a borrowed suit with bow tie, walking stick and an extra jaunty curl to his mustache, he felt he was ready to call on the Queen of the Harvest in style.

The inauguration was a cocktail party in a suite at one of the better hotels. It was a long walk but Kurt was almost broke til payday. He strolled in the direction of the hotel. Cheerful harvest decorations adorned the streets and lamp posts. He picked a red chrysanthemum, smelled the sweet fragrance and put it in his buttonhole. He nodded to people he passed, swung his walking stick with flair and wished them good evening.

The hotel had the look of a hunting resort, dark stained wood with low rafter beams, and deer antlers mounted on the walls. The front desk clerk gave him a suspicious look when he passed through the lobby to the curving oak stairway. Kurt looked back at him and clerk pretended to wind his pocket watch.

When he arrived at the suite the door man said, "You're not on the list."

"You didn't even check," said Kurt.

"I memorized the list." The door man gave him a stern stare. "No Baron Kurt von Kiefer."

"I may have exaggerated the Baron part. And the von."

The doorman's shook his finger at Kurt. "Begone with you, roguish party crasher. How do we know you're not here to ... " he lowered his voice ... "murder the Queen?"

"Well, Sir." Kurt shook his head. "You broke my cover. In fact I'm here to protect her from potential assassins. Don't tell anyone."

The doorman stuck his nose in the air. "Whatever your intentions, you're not on the list. When this event began, you were not on this list. And now - " The doorman glanced at the list and his eyes widened for a moment, then he recovered his cool. After the final typed name was hand-written in curly script: Herr Kurt Kiefer.

"Take my hat, my good man," said Kurt. He put it in the doorman's hand, smoothed back his hair and joined the party.

A small group of people surrounded the Harvest Queen. She nodded and answered questions with a dimpled smile. Servers moved among the guests with wine and hors d'oeuvres. A friendly fire crackled in the fireplace. A string quartet played gentle chamber music.

"I'm so excited," said Tania. "This morning I was just a little country girl and now, Queen of the Harvest." She dabbed a tear with her handkerchief. "The folks back home don't even know yet. They'll be so proud."

"You're perfect as our Harvest Queen," said Gertrud Kriegel. "You have the look, the attitude, the humility."

"I'm terribly nervous."

One of the Selection Committee, the tall man in black, patted her shoulder. His touch gave her shivers. "You'll be fine," he rumbled. "We chose you for a reason, you know." She looked up at him, feeling an ominous familiarity she should not place.

"Herr Schwarz is right," said Herr Jorgen, head of the Farmer's Co-op.  "You're the perfect personality. Cut a few ribbons, have cake, ride in the parade, present prizes at the County Fair. Just smile and look pretty."

"Do you have any formal attire?" said Gertrud.

She shook her head. "Only my church clothes, but they are old and worn. We don't attend fancy events." In fact, she couldn't recall the last time they had attended church.

"You'll need a couple of ensembles besides this one," said Frau Jorgen. "Tomorrow morning we'll take you shopping." The girl blanched. Frau Jorgen patted her hand. "The Committee of the Harvest Queen will pay for it." Tania smiled with relief.

"Also," said Gertrud, "we'll need you for the Mittelstadt Fair this week, the parade and events leading up to Erntedankfest. We've booked you a personal room at one of the downtown hotels, if you don't mind."

Her hand fluttered to her chest. "My head is awhirl," said Tania. "Perhaps I'll step out on the balcony a moment."

"No," cried several voices.

She looked surprised, then shrugged. She waved her fan beside her face, seeking a cool breeze. "With all the excitement," she said, "I feel quite weak."

The group accompanied her to one of the couches. As she sank onto the soft cushions, Kurt saw his chance and slipped in beside her.

"Oh!" She put a gloved hand to her mouth. Then, she smiled. "Why, Herr Kiefer. How lovely to see you."

"Having fun?"

"It's like a dream. Any moment I'll wake up."

"I wish you wouldn't."

"Why?"

"Because then I'd have to disappear."

Behind him he heard, "It's that nosy reporter. We can't do it here."

"Complications, complications. My life is a series of complications. Find a way, you fool."

For a moment, Kurt wasn't sure he heard what he heard. When he looked, he saw no one but the mingling guests. Could have been anyone. Beside him, the Harvest Queen bestowed her graces on the people gathered around her.

"Yes," she said, "of course I'll be at the Fair. I'm so looking forward to it. No, I'm not on the judging panel for the pig show. I just present the ribbon and kiss the winner." Laughter arose. She blushed. People liked her. She was sweet and unassuming. Her smile embraced the assembled. She had all the right curves all in the right places. Men vied to look over her shoulder.

Kurt was losing ground, as Tania turned to talk to the Burgermeister, the mayor of Mittelstadt. "Of course we'll tell your family," said he. "They also get a discount to the Fair and local hotels."

"C'mon, your Worship," said Kurt. "Family should get free passes."

Tania reached for an almond pastry from a passing tray.

"No," cried several people. Tania looked surprised. "They give you pimples," Frau Jorgen explained, and Tania smiled and nodded.

The Burgermeister rolled his eyes. "All right. Free for her family. Immediate family, not seventeen hillbilly cousins."

"Generous of you," said Kurt.

"Harvest is a time of generosity," said the Burgermeister, and went to join a group at the buffet table.

"Thank you, Herr Kiefer," said Tania. "Though I don't know if my family can make it."

"Nothing's too good for our Harvest Queen," said Kurt. "You sparkle like the sun. Your radiance eclipses the moon. By the way, I looked up that village you're from. Elbendorf?"

"Yes." A sad note entered her voice. "It used to be such a wonderful place."

"It's not on any maps."

"Nor does it have a proper village signpost. Just a few farm houses and fields."

"I'd love to see it," said Kurt.

"It's rather dejecting right now," she said with a troubled sigh. "People are afraid they'll starve over winter. The harvest is ruined, two years in a row. Some farmers have already sold their lands to a local businessman and gone north to the city. We might as well sell our lands too."

"You think the cause is a weather anomaly? Drought?"

"It could be. Besides that, no one can leave except me. The place is barren and soulless as far as the eye can see. And when I go to Elbendorf, I start to lose my recollection of Mittelstadt, though it's not far. If I stayed too long, perhaps I couldn't leave, either."

"What do the neighbors say? Surely - "

"We have no neighbors. Just our few families in a realm of endless dust."

"Visitors? Tourists coming through at all?"

She put a finger to her chin, thinking. "Yes, in a way. According to my father the local businessman came by twice, offering to buy the lands for a pittance. They're worthless, he said. The second time he grew angry and my father had to kick him out of the house."

"The same local businessman? Land developer?"

"Perhaps. He said he'd be back but didn't leave his name, which is odd. I wasn't there at the time." She leaned forward and clasped her hands. "But we don't want to leave. We've worked the lands for generations. Never has such a disaster occurred."

"That's bizarre," said Kurt. "I mean, if this drought is so devastating that your people have lost their livelihood, and starve in the midst of abundance, why is it no one's heard of it?"

She shrugged. "When I mention it, people just give me funny looks. So I don't."

"I believe you," said Kurt, though he wasn't sure he did. "Maybe I can help."

"Do you think so?" Her long lashes blinked.

Kurt smiled and kissed her hand. Unless the girl was barking mad, possibly the greatest news story ever had just been given to him on a silver plate. "What are you doing tomorrow?"

"I don't know. Gertrud Kriegel has the schedule. I believe I'll have time to myself after luncheon with the Burgermeister."

"At which hotel are you staying?"

"A cozy one downtown, they said." She laughed. "I forgot to ask the name. You must think I'm a silly goose."

"Three o'clock?"

"I'd have to ask - "

"Just be outside the hotel at 15:00, Fräulein Ziffelmeyer. There aren't many downtown. Your carriage will find you."

She looked at him slyly, as if they shared a secret. "It's a date," she said, as she was hurried off to greet the Chief of Police. Kurt wondered if he should stay. The previous two Harvest Queen murders happened at the inauguration party. The cryptic conversation he overheard continued to nag him.

At the same time, he didn't want to appear overly doting. The Chief of Police and a couple of officers were here. And he still had the article to write. Kurt hung around for a short time, then pestered the doorman for his hat. With a brief wave and wink at the Queen, he headed down to the street.
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In the dawning sun of the new day, Max and his family took down the last corn stalks with care, and placed them inside over the hearth. They thanked the spirits, and made them welcome.

They closed up the house and piled into the six-seat buggy, ready to go to the Klemperer farm. The girls brought lemonade. Greta brought a few jars of plum preserves.

"Don't give away all our prize-winning plum preserves," Max objected.

"They haven't won the prize – yet."

"With this family they have."

The three girls agreed.

Max clicked his tongue to Herman, the big horse, and he ambled out to the road. It was a short drive to the Klemperer farm. Work had already begun in the corn fields when they arrived. Max picked up a scythe, and the girls worked with twine and sickles to sheave stalks or cut corn ears.

Usually corn was the last grain to be harvested. Rye, wheat, oats and other grains came into season in late summer and those fields were golden with stubble and active with birds, mice and small creatures feeding on the loose seeds. Harvest was a time of abundance for all.

"Hear the news, Max?" Klaus Klemperer called across a row. "People from town say we have a new Queen of the Harvest. Pretty blonde girl with dimples."

"And this one survived her inaugural party," said his son Uwe.

"That's a reason to celebrate," said Max. He swung the scythe with a steady rhythm. "They find the other two?"

"No word. Vanished into thin air."

"Say," Klaus remarked, "is your friend the Geist-finder here? How'd you know him, anyway?"

"Wolf? Friend of a friend," Max told him. "No, he's not here today."

"I sowed this field with an outside square first." Klaus scratched his head. "It's supposed to guard against spirit invasions. But my wife says she's seen shadows. Heard voices."

Max glanced back at the farmhouse, where Lina Klemperer poured coffee, lemonade and ice water. She was pregnant again, due in a couple of months. Klaus had eleven children, the oldest nineteen, a situation which came in handy running the farm, planting and harvest. "Have the kids seen anything?"

"I forbade them to go into the corn. And a whirlwind of dust went through, between the house and the crop. Lina sees it as a bad omen."

"I'll ask him."
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CHAPTER THREE
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Wolf played guitar in the market. It was one way of his many ways to earn money. Full Nyx had little use for money, but half-human Nyx had material needs. The body had to be fed and kept warm. It had to sleep, though not as much as full humans do; and, for Faerie folk, sweets were always on the menu. Right now Wolf was out to earn enough for half a dozen cream pastries. He could smell fresh baking two doors away.

In fact he had more than enough money for the treats; but the sun was warm, the feeling laid back, the lively hum of the market filled the air. People bartered and haggled, gold and silver clinked, a polka band with tuba warmed up in the distance.
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