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“For heaven's sake, Mother," cried Paul, "you can't get married again. You're eighty-eight years old!"

"You've already had four husbands." His half-sister Angela sat primly, hands folded upon her long satin skirts, foot tapping the floor like a machine. "It's a disgrace."

"It’s 1893," Edna Schaukoppel retorted. "Get with it."

"You're a great-great-grandmother," grumbled their half-brother Jan. He dumped more sugar into his coffee.

Edna patted his cheek. "And I'll make a great, great wife." She sipped mulled wine and smiled.

"How much have you had to drink?" With a critical squint, her fourth husband's daughter Leona twirled a strand of brown hair around her finger.

"Enough so I can still smile." She got to her feet with aid from her silver-handled cane. "If that's all, I'll take my leave."

Paul stood, head and shoulders taller than she. His spotted bow tie wobbled as he swallowed. "You can't leave."

She drew herself up in affront. "I certainly shall if I wish."

"Mother," explained Angela patiently, "this is your house."

"Well ... " Edna gestured with her cane. "I'm going for a walk. Be gone when I return, else I'll release the snakes."

Leona and Jan stared like startled rabbits. "Snakes?"

Paul heaved an exasperated sigh. "She doesn't have snakes."

Edna eased her tiny frame into her thick winter cloak, tucked her snow white hair up in a knit hat with long ear flaps, and raised her hood. Her blue eyes gleamed ice cold from the cozy depths. "Poison frogs, then. Just get out of my house. Darn kids."

"I'm sixty four," Paul protested.

"Don't care. You're still a snot-nosed brat."

Angela gasped. "Mother, how can you say such things?"

"You make it easy. Sometimes, I wonder if I'm really your mother."

"Often you don't recognize us," Jan reminded her.

"That would explain it, then." With a crooked smile she put her muff on one hand and made her way into the foyer. The bell tinkled and the door closed behind her.

The kids crowded to the big bay window, and watched as she walked unhurried along the narrow street, a small, bulky, dark figure meandering through the bright afternoon chill. A horse and buggy went by, wheels crunching on snow.

Her breath fogged out and her nose hairs froze. Last night, the first blizzard of the year rampaged through town. Now temperatures dropped and snow lay sparkling over rooftops, tree branches and fields.

The breeze nipped her cheeks apple red. She walked past the houses leading off the beaten path. Her cane gripped the ground well. Music came from far away. She went towards it.
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"Really." Jan grimaced as he helped Angela with her winter cloak. "Someone should go with her. What if she starts wandering again?"

"She doesn't want us," moaned Leona. "She wants us to go away. Her own children." Her gloved hand fluttered to her forehead. "It's just so hard."

"And she lives in this old house all alone." Paul took his bowler hat from the rack. "Not even a butler or cook. She can well afford servants."

"What if she takes a fall?" Angela fretted.

"Or forgets who she is?" Jan wrapped a wool scarf around his neck.

"Remember the time she barricaded herself in here?" Leona bit her lip. "She thought we were asylum workers coming to get her." Her shoulders sank. "It's just so hard."

"We ought to send her to an asylum." Paul pulled on his kid gloves and topped his bald pate with a bowler. "Imagine getting married at eighty-eight? Who's the lucky fellow? She didn't say."

"Probably some guy half her age who's using her for her money." Jan shrugged into his heavy wool coat. He and Paul went out to get the buggy, as the ladies finished arranging their warm ensembles.

"We should meet him," Paul declared. "Just to be sure he checks out. For all we know, Mother's already signed her estate over to him."

"Would she be that scatterbrained?" Jan wondered.

"Once she went to market and ended up on a slow boat to China in search of mythical spices."

"Yes. And remember when she thought the wood man was swindling her, and went after him with an ax."

Paul raised his eyebrows. "He was swindling her."

"Still. Surprised she could lift an ax."

"It was more of a hatchet."

They hitched up the stocky chestnut mare, and met Leona and Angela at the front. The women brought pillows and blankets warmed by the fire. Munching a mouthful of hay, the horse had her own svelte covering.

They climbed into the buggy and arranged themselves in the back, with Jan between the women and Paul in the windy driver's seat. He pulled his striped scarf over his nose and chin and clicked to the mare. She nodded, and moved out into the road.

"Do you think we should look for her?" Leona leaned forward.

Paul glanced over his shoulder and grinned. "She could be halfway to Everest by now."

"On her broom?" Angela snarked, and waved a hand. "Never mind, she doesn't want us here. We'll go back to my place in Mittelstadt and make a big pot of hot chocolate."
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In her mer-form, Lora Ley darted through the cold clear water of the Mittelstadt River. Streaming sunlight flashed from her fishtail as she swam through hidden grottoes, past schools of fish lazy with the chill.

Her long auburn hair flowed behind her, bright with water lilies and flashes of copper in the sun. Because of her inherent Nyx magic, the flowers in her hair grew even when ice rimmed the river.

She found a couple of silver coins, and smiled. People often tossed coins into the river in hopes of a blessing of luck, or granting of a wish, from the water spirits. Whether or not nixies lived in Mittelstadt River was an ongoing argument among the populace.

Some claimed to have seen beautiful figures in the sparkle of the river, or heard the thrall of music and siren song drift over the water. Others claimed it was a hoax, delusion or tourist attraction. Parents frightened their children away from treacherous shorelines or deep water with tales of nixies as voracious monsters, who fed on human flesh and snatched people to a watery grave.

While true Nyx often lived up to the flesh-hungry reputation, Lora and her life-mate Wolf were half-human, and preferred the food of mortals. She took the coins and said a quick charm.

During her river runs she also picked up the litter of humans, if she found any, and sent a sharp pain to the culprit. As long as Lora and Wolf kept their demesnes by the hidden water lily bay, the Mittelstadt river boasted the cleanest waters around.

In their mer manifestations, Lora and Wolf refreshed in the cold water temperatures. She flitted beneath the ice on the surface, fascinated with the shapes and colors formed by bubbles and currents. She turned and dove down again, feeling the rush of water like a vibrant caress. In human form, she would freeze to death.

She came to the surface where the river ran clear, and floated with only her eyes in view, flashing ice blue and silver, the colors of her environment. It flowed around the town. Here, the bank was overgrown with shrubs and thickets of trees. A few manufacturing buildings sat further back. Despite the industrial revolutions in Victorian Germany, Mittelstadt had escaped the most of the noise and pollution of factories, chemical plants and mines. If they came, the Nyx would have to leave.

Hey. Nixie.

Lora started as she heard the voice in her head. She slipped underwater again and looked around. She saw a form flash in a ray of sunlight, and vanish into a rock grotto.

Who are you? she thought at it.

Nyx like you, came the answer. A male tone.

Warily, she drifted. Let me see you.

Come to me.

Why don't you show yourself?

Come to me.

What do you want? Lora swam forward with hesitation. Was it Wolf, playing tricks? Didn't sound like him. She hovered mid-river, using her hands and tail to balance. I won't follow you in there.

Afraid?

I can take care of myself. Come into the light.

I prefer the shadows of the rocks and weeds.

Why? Are you ugly?

I'm Nyx. Extremely handsome. Come to me.

My life-mate and I are monogamous. Try a different trick.

What a shame. You and I could make beautiful music. I have a lyre. Will you sing?

With a rush of water, Lora propelled herself into the rock grotto. Soft sand and river grass rippled beneath her. Her eyes were keen and right away she saw the male Nyx. His long blond hair waved around him, and smile came to his lips.

Shadows and light danced over his strong chest and sweeping tail. Graceful and beautiful of feature was he, as lovely as the Roman Apollo. He plucked his lyre and the strings made joyful sounds.

I knew you would come, he thought at her.

Not for desire of love, she replied, but for lack of patience. If you're traveling through, keep going. If not, what do you want?

Why do you play so hard to get? He strummed his lyre. I am Tim. Let me read you poetry in the crystal depths of the river, beneath the light of the moon.

A poet? She shrugged. Why are you here? Seeking inspiration?

Seeking answers.

Ask.

He strummed. Let me tell you a tale, of heroes bold and hordes of gold, of long ago legends, love and heartbreak.

Lora threw up her hands. That's it. I'm out of here.

She dove down and through a stone archway, back to the middle of the river. Surfacing, she looked around quickly and saw no one nearby, and skimmed to the shore by a copse of beeches.

She thought her hair dry, as Nyx could do, and emerged from the river in human form, clad in the lush warmth of her tresses. She ducked among the trees, where she and Wolf kept a stash of clothes. In haste she donned winter underwear and stockings, skirts and bodice, a heavy cloak, hat and inconveniently stylish boots.

Cold fabric hung stiff and scratched her skin. She rubbed her arms and legs as she left the frosty thicket and headed up the shallow slope toward town.

From behind, she heard a call. "Lora, wait."

How did he know her name? She whirled. In human form he stood in the snow, wearing nothing but a smile. Shards of ice formed on his long hair. She clapped her hand to her mouth, then recovered her wits and raced back down to the river as fast as her wobbly high heels would take her.

His eyes lit up with pleasure and surprise, until she shoved him into the beech grove and began throwing Wolf’s human clothes at him. Gray flannel trousers, work shirt and a long black cloak flung from her hand and settled at his feet. "These should fit you. If not, make them fit. You can't walk around in the freezing cold with nothing on."

"Yes," Tim concurred. "The hypothermia's a worry. But I must talk to you."

"How do you know my name?"

"From one who knows you."

"Can't you give a straight answer?"

"There are various schools of thought on that." He pulled on the long winter cloak. Lora moved branches, said a few words and the wardrobe vanished from sight. The Nyx followed as she headed back up to town. "You see," he continued, "my river system goes through a village in Odenwald. The Forest of Odes."

She waited while he caught up. "That's appropriate."

"Yes. The perfect place for the English writer Mary Shelley, her husband Percy and friend Lord Byron, to conjure tales of horror. Which is what they did in the dismal dreary days they spent in the area, as the weather wasn't friendly."

Lora nodded. "Mary Shelley wrote her famous novel in 1818. Apparently she was inspired by Castle Frankenstein."

"Yes," Tim replied with zest. "Ever been there? To the Castle?"

Lora shook her head. "It's a big tourist attraction, I hear."

"First printing of the book was limited to five hundred copies. It really caught on."

They walked down the street at the edge of town, past the fences and rooftops bright with snow. Soon, houses hunkered closer together. A horse and buggy passed, then a couple of riders. Lora checked her waterproof pouch. She had enough money to take a hack. Her winter boots squeezed her feet in all the wrong places.

On a carved wooden bench, she sat and waited for one to pass by. "Can I drop you somewhere?"
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