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CHAPTER ONE
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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.

––––––––
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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 very well in the dark of the night.

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

She did as he bade, and listened to him move about. A paper bag rustled 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. 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. “Darling, 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.

Lora leaned forward. “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 with a thud 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, Toots.” He rolled his eyes. “No wonder you're still an apprentice.” With his hands he shooed the trumpeter aside.

Toots 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 it,” Wolf said pleasantly. “Get out.”

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

“I'm Wolf. I'm mean. Go away.”

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 to 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. Courtiers gossip.”

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

“How rude,” 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 brainless twit.”

The Prince gasped. “Let me assure you, 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 idiot in six 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 down to the shore. Lora motioned to the Prince and trumpeter, and they followed her. She showed them to a fallen tree trunk near the flames. Crispin sat on his handkerchief, as Lora demonstrated the method of making the chocolate marshmallow biscuits.

While Prince and trumpeter 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, love.” 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, licking his fingers, “she mourns her daughters.”

“Why?” said Lora, turning. “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 gorgeous than the last. They are daughters of the Sun. With one of these beauties I'll find true love, and take her to my kingdom.” His gaze grew distant. He doffed his cap and put his hand over his heart. “When I am King she'll rule beside me as my Queen.”

“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 Grünewald. 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. She pushed her spectacles up on her freckled nose. “Finally. Took a while to find you.” Wolf and Lora helped her to her feet. “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?”

Tongue between her teeth, Desdemona made another brief note.

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. I just need to find the proper coordinates ... ” she thumbed through her notepads.

“Can we watch them bathing?” said Crispin abruptly.

“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 have no idea 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 done. 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,” Toots protested. “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. Or can I?”

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 jump on you and drag you under water.” Dez smiled. “Some Nyx are just 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 Grünewald ... 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.”

“What is a dork?”

Dez said, “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?”

“The wrong side of the tracks in Berlin,” said Dez.

“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 have the answer?”

“He'll find it,” said Lora.
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CHAPTER TWO
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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 aspens and willows next to it.”

“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 paddle downstream. You must have passed them on the way.”

“I was under water. You know them well?”

“Not really, but those pestilent birds 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 swiped 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 spread out 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 they just swam around 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. She's already eaten her brother.”

“I'm hungry,” whined the large fledgling.

“You don't want 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,” squawked the youngster.

“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 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. 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 mate 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,” demanded 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 old man 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.”

“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.

––––––––
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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. 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 silver 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.

Toots 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 pose 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 fluid income 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, darling,” she whispered.

“This is me being patient,” he muttered.

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 your 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 Toots. “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 Grünewald. 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.
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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. It might 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 luminous.

Elisabet drummed her fingers on the shining granite. 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 in human form, the Swan Maidens removed their feathered swan skins, and were vulnerable. The guards had to face front and weren't allowed to look at the enchanting women who moved with lissome grace, long golden hair draped over their bodies.

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, it all would change.

Elizabeth sat back in her favorite plush chair, 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 tea.

––––––––
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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 over-skirts, 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 teased, as she tried to pile it atop her head.

“Don't you dare,” said Wolf. “Is it heavy?”

“Surprisingly light.”

He came up behind her. Between them they tucked her hair, water weeds and all, into a fashionable hat, with a few coppery curls falling free.

She turned and kissed him. “You know I never would cut it. 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 seat 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 boy 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. She licked his fingers. Reiker looked up. “She knows there's more.” To Mitzi he said, “Isn't she smart? 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 and Lora ruffled her shaggy coat.

“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.”
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