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CHAPTER ONE
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When Heidi and Marcus Müller bought Brockenheim, an old manor house on the cliffs of the Rhine, they found their dream home. The historic building dated back to early Renaissance, with huge stone chimneys, diamond glass panes and flourishing gardens.

It wasn't long before unusual events began. At first they were easily explained. Sounds behind the walls, scratching or sudden sharp knocks. Doors slammed as if by a strong draft. Water taps turned on. Lamps would not stay lit.

A woman in 1893 had few scholastic choices. Heidi was an ecologist, having earned her degree in Switzerland. Marcus specializing in psychiatry, a new and growing discipline.

They were scientists, people of logic, and the odd occurrences could easily be explained. Old buildings made noise. Wood creaked, the house settled, rock shifted, branches of nearby trees scratched the windows, mice got into walls, and drafts emerged from unexpected places.

The house stood empty for over twenty years and needed extensive repair. Stonework crumbled. Plumbing worked if it wanted to. Inside, wallpaper peeled and plaster cracked. Birds' nests and debris blocked the chimneys. When Marcus first tried to clean one out, he was driven back coughing by clouds of soot.

When they bought the house, in the quiet town of Flussberg, they had no delusions. It was a fixer-upper. They talked themselves into it. Perfect for a big family. The colorful stained glass, rosette windows, the breathtaking view over the Rhine, the terraced garden in back with a natural pool and sparkling waterfall, bright spacious rooms, the romantic winding lane lined with linden trees, more than balanced out the cost and labor.

Heidi worked as head of a task force to study and curb pollution in the River Rhine. Coal, expanding cities, increased traffic and chemical waste brought toxic activity to hazardous levels. She worked at home when she could, and from here she could cycle to the office.

Marcus retained a suite in town for his psychiatric practice. He wrote for scientific journals. He and Heidi did well for themselves financially, and after living awhile in a cramped one-bedroom apartment in Flussberg, they saved enough for their dream house. Brockenheim was an investment in their future.

Now, amidst the dust and noise of renovations, Heidi sat in her upstairs office, the room with the rosette window. The sun turned the stained glass trim into pools of blue and flares of flame, dancing on the floor and walls. Absently she smoothed back her blonde hair as she leafed through papers on the wooden rolltop desk.

She heard a wooden creak, and heavy boots in the hall. The workmen weren't supposed to be up here. Perhaps he was looking for her. She threw on her shawl and went into the narrow hallway.

"Hello?" She glanced right and left but all seemed deserted. Shadows lurked at the end of the hallway. She called from the top of the stairs. "Hello?"

"Yes, Frau Müller." The foreman appeared below, waving a hat at the heat and the flies.

If it's so hot, she asked herself, why am I so cold? Even wearing her wool shawl she hugged her arms around herself. Catarrh? No time to get sick now.

"Were you up here?" she asked. "Just a moment ago."

The foreman spoke to a worker and shook his head. "No, we're the only two here. Just finishing the doors before we go."

"Thanks." Heidi went back to her den. With the guys banging and hauling wood down there, it could even be an echo. Standing by the rosette window, she gazed out over the terraced gardens to the edge of the cliff overlooking the Rhine. Marcus had roped it off for now, intending to build a solid fence later. The escarpment was steep, a long fall to a grisly death.

Heidi heard the workmen call goodnight. She went downstairs and watched them hitch their horses to the wagon, then set off down the winding lane to home and dinner.

As she looked at them, she felt someone watching her. The back of her neck crawled. She turned quickly. No one there. Ashamed of her fears she locked the front door and went upstairs for a bath. Hot and cold running water was a selling point, but lately the taps were acting up. Turned on full blast when no one was in the room. Even dripping sludge.

Hope the new plumbing will fix that, she thought. Those taps haven't been used in years. Who knows what they'll cough up? Or when?

Heidi lit candles around the tub. It was a big comfortable claw-foot. She stepped out of her peach satin dressing gown and slid into the water.

Marcus wouldn't be back until after dinner. He kept late hours on Thursdays. Now, alone in the big old creaking house, Heidi lay in the tub and let the hot water wash over her stomach, her chest, and she tipped back her head. Her golden hair floated around her, and warm water crept up her scalp. She closed her eyes and luxuriated. As she drifted, she was unaware of the red drop pooling at the edge of the tap. It dropped and became a crimson cloud in the bath water. Another followed, and another, and slowly the water turned blood red.

Lora Ley morphed into her river maiden fishtail form and with a sunny splash dove beneath the surface. She passed frogs and turtles and tiny newts, and freshwater anemones drifting on a lazy current. She found the sturgeon at the bottom on the bay, dark greenish like a sunken log, in his favorite resting place. He was over a hundred years old. Lora stroked his soft skin.

"Mmmm," said the sturgeon. "Sunfish tell me frogs have news of one who seeks you, Lora Ley."

"Me? Why?"

"You. Who knows? A stranger in town asks about nixies, specifically a river maiden with long coppery auburn hair and enchanting song. Assuming you're the only one of that description in Mittelstadt, 'tis you he seeks."

Lora thanked the sturgeon and swam on through a forest of graceful river flora. She checked on the flashy minnows and dragonfly nymphs, and brought nurturing soil for reeds and water lilies. A glint caught her eye and she dove down further. She picked it up and smiled. People often tossed silver coins in the water, to ask the Nyx for luck or granting of wishes. Not everyone believed in the Nyx, of course. It spurred some heated debate in pubs and coffee houses.

A water spirit, Lora was drawn the to sparkle and shine of precious metals, gems, crystals, glittery rocks. She had a stash back at their demesnes, and loved to watch them twinkle in the sun.

In the river, she cleaned the water where needed, from transplanting filter feeders like clams, to picking up someone's careless litter. People liked to say the Mittelstadt River had the cleanest water around. Many said they heard a sweet clear voice rising over the water, sometimes accompanied by a man's voice or guitar. Some claimed to have seen traces of merpeople, a glimpse in the distance, a sparkle of light.

Lora came up across from River Park. In the human world she once lived only a few blocks away. She often came to the river then, and sat on the bench closest to the edge of the park, where the shrubs and forest began. The bench where now sat a man.

She ducked down among the reeds, but he'd seen her. He walked to the shore and made a trumpet with his hands.

"Lora!"

He waved. She looked startled, and dove down into the water with a flick of her tail. Marcus groaned. I've frightened her, he thought. He returned to the bench and gazed out over the river. Was she gone?

A few paces away, her head broke the surface of the water, only her eyes showing. Eyes that reflected the blue sky and green grass, fathomless, flashing.

"Don't be afraid," he said. "We need your help."

She sank down and vanished into the water.

"Lora!" Frustrated, he paced. Was that it? Was she coming back? He looked around. It was the usual park crowd. Moms and kids playing at the sand beach. People talking and walking. The grass was lush and green. A pier extended on the water with a few boats for rent. Marcus put a hand up to shade his eyes and stared across the river, upstream, downstream. Solar spirits danced on the water to create dazzling light.

He heard a noise of rustling shrubbery and whirled, and his mouth fell open. She smiled. She was fully dressed in a modern forest green day ensemble with matching parasol and gloves. Her abundant hair, interlaced with river flora, was captured with a wide-brimmed hat and dry although it was fully soaked in the river. Marcus looked at the river and back at Lora and back to the river and spread his arms.

"How?"

She shrugged. "As half-human Nyx we keep stashes of dry clothes near the water. We can think ourselves clothed on leaving the water but the clothes will always be wet. On the other hand, the hair, being an integral part of us, can be thought dry, if we want. I hopped out of the river by the forest, did a quick change and here we are." She smiled. "Hello, Marcus."

Marcus took her hand, hesitant, and when she didn't dissuade him he kissed it. He fumbled for words. "Maybe I shouldn't have come. Maybe it's wrong."

Lora said, "I didn't get dressed up to stand here and watch you have angst." She put her hand on his arm. "Come on. Let's get coffee and you can tell me all about it."

"You still like chocolate cremes?" said Marcus.

"Adore them." Most Nyx loved sweets and she was no exception.

They made their way to the coffee shop and found a quiet table in a corner. Marcus got coffee and two chocolate cremes for her and one for him. Lora laughed.

"You make me feel like a glutton."

"You're far too charming."

He saw the look in her eyes.

"No." He waved a hand. "I'm not here to seduce you away from what's-is-name."

"Wolf," she said.

"It's about Heidi," said Marcus.

She sipped her coffee. "What about Heidi?"

"We got married, you know."

"Yes. We received the invitation. It just didn't feel right to attend."

He nodded. "Understood."

She nibbled around the edges of the chocolate crème pastry, saving the soft sweet filling for last. "Mmmm." She rolled her eyes skyward. "Bliss." She swallowed. "So why are you here, Marcus?"

He sighed, clasped his hands and leaned forward across the table. "We bought an old manor house recently, needs a lot of renovation but we moved in. Weird things have been going on ever since."

"Weird how?"

"What could be termed inexplicable, yet there's always an explanation. A draft. An echo. Small animals in the walls. Seismic activity causing vibrations. Or just creeping ourselves out. Talking about it now, sounds foolish and dramatic."

"Noises? Voices?"

"Scratching and knocking in the walls. Footsteps in the upstairs hall, no one to be seen. We've been losing objects only to have them reappear in unlikely places, like keys on top of a wardrobe no can reach without a foot ladder. Smells, like rancid meat or acrid smoke. It's been more annoying than anything else. But a couple days ago, it was different."

He continued, "I usually keep late hours on Thursdays but this time my last appointment had to cancel, and I came home early. Called Heidi, no answer. She likes to work at home and has an office upstairs. So maybe she was focused on a project. I went up. She wasn't in her office but light came from beneath the bath room door." He drained his coffee and waved for two more.

"When I opened the door I thought she was dead. It was horrifying. She was floating in a tub of blood surrounded by candles burnt almost out. When I felt her pulse she blinked and said she'd fallen asleep. Then she saw the blood and that was it, she was screaming and splashing and I had to haul her out of the tub. She was covered with blood but no injuries. Pulled the plug and took her to the kitchen to wash off." The server came with the coffee.

"Is she in the house now?" said Lora.

"No, I wouldn't let her stay there by herself. Even if it's just someone playing tricks, it's too dangerous. She's camping out at our old apartment. I've retained the place for an extra month."

"Good idea. So you think your new place is home to one or more restless spirits?"

"I don't know what to think. You know, the pipes are rusty, it's possible some rust got in there and in panic we mistook it for blood."

"What do you need me for?" she said.

Marcus sighed. After a moment he said, "I thought you were the only one who wouldn't laugh at me."

"It's nothing to laugh about." She licked her fingers.

"You're telling me. Can you come for a visit? And, uh, Wolf is welcome too."

"I'm sure he'd love to come."

––––––––
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"No way," said Wolf. "Maybe not a big deal for you, darling, but I stole you away from him."

"He married Heidi Engel. The ecologist from the museum." She smiled. "And you didn't steal me away. I came willingly. Worked out best for all of us, in the end."

"I know that, and you know that. but do you have any idea how long a guy can hold a grudge? He might not even be aware of it. Comes out in his tone, his manner, and suddenly oops! a long fall down a lonely flight of stairs for the hapless victim. Oh well."

"Wolf, you're being needlessly paranoid."

"Sometimes when one feels paranoid, there's a need."

"You don't have to come."

"You're going? Oh come on, Lora. The guy's been sniffing too many of his own science experiments."

"Heidi's really upset."

"She'll get over it. It's just an old creaky house."

"With a long and bloody past."

Lora and Wolf were in their overlapping demesnes near a beaver pond, a rocky shore, on the banks of Mittelstadt River. In the bay, fragrant water lilies opened their petals to the afternoon sun. Like many other nature spirits, Wolf and Lora hid and protected their demesnes with charms, spells, and clever manipulation of the environment.

"How do you know it's a bloody past?" said Wolf.

"It's over six hundred years old. That house has seen a lot. It was originally a hunting lodge. During the Black Plague in the fourteenth century it was a refuge for the wealthy, until one fateful night a courtier exhibited symptoms. The disease spread and within days, many people died."

Wolf grinned. "You went to the library?"

"I thirst for knowledge."

"What else did you find out?"

"After that it was empty a while, then had various owners. At one point the King of Bavaria bought it for one of his favored courtiers, a Count. From what I read, the Count and Countess were both cruel and bloodthirsty. Rumors say they held secret rites in the cellar.

"In his journals, one visitor mentioned staff being superstitious, addled or perhaps drunk. Servants reported strange sights and sounds such as floating lights or objects, loud knocking when no one was there, shadow figures, voices.

"At the turn of the eighteenth century, it became a health sanatorium, due to the natural environment and the mineral springs, which form the pool and waterfall and small stream behind the house. Residents and staff became increasingly emotional. Some reported objects moving, faces in the mirror, scratching behind the walls. Soon afterward the place closed down.

"Years later a businessman named Jakobson bought it with plans for a public spa resort. But peace and solace didn't last. Renovations backfired, as work done the previous day was often mysteriously undone, tools and pieces scattered. The resort lost money, the owner became moody and violent, and eventually murdered his wife by hanging her and setting her on fire, apparently under the belief she was possessed by demons. Part of the charred wall can be seen in the attic, where the murder took place."

"You're giving me goose bumps," said Wolf. "Did they catch the guy?"

"He hung himself from an oak tree near the front gate. Some say, if you go down that way at night, you'll see a ghostly hangman's noose dangling from the branch."

Wolf nodded. "Spirit residue from acts of violence. Anything in the attic?"

"Why? Are you interested?"

"Nope." Wolf began to shovel ashes from the fire pit. Delighted by the leaping flames and glowing embers, he and Lora made a fire almost every day. Being half Nyx, their human bodies loved the beauty and warmth.

Lora broke dry branches for kindling. "It's less than two hours by train," she said. "I'll leave tonight and stay a few days."

"Tonight?" Wolf took her gently by the shoulders. "darling, even if you do find spirit activity, what are you going to do? Return to the Realm of the Undead, find them and ask them to stop? You could search forever. Besides, you're half Nyx, not half necromancer."

She put her arms around him. "I just want to feel it out."

"What's a few days?"

"It's Friday. Be back Monday or Tuesday. I'd take the waterways but I've packed luggage, so I'm going as a regular traveler."

"What time?"

"Train leaves 19:15 from the Mittelstadt Station."

He picked up his silver pocket watch, tapped and shook it. "It's 22:10 now."

Lora laughed. "You have to stop getting them wet. Can't you bubble wrap it?" They could blow an air bubble around a small object to keep it dry.

"Yes but it breaks when I open the watch."

"Give it to me," she said. "Marcus is great at tinkering with clockworks."

His eyes darkened. "No." He tossed it into her stash of shiny things. "You take it for your treasures." He poked the fire. "Are you hungry? Should we get dinner?"

"There's a restaurant near the station. Marcus wants to meet us there. I hear they have good Schnitzel."

"Us? What you mean is, he wants to meet you for dinner." He poked the small fire with a stick.

"Oh Wolf, don't be like that. He has no interest in me except as a friend."

"Nyx are irresistible. And you were with him for several years."

"As a domestic servant for most of them."

"You were engaged."

"We didn't get married."

"And men don't have lady friends."

Lora sighed. "I'm doing it for Heidi, too. Even if just to set her mind at ease."

"She's staying at their old apartment in Flussberg?"

"Yes."

"You're staying at the manor house?"

"Brockenheim. Yes."

"With Marcus."

"... yes."

"Alone."

She stamped a foot. "Wolf, stop it. You're invited, you know. Don't you trust me?"

"I trust you. It's him I don't trust." He ran a hand through his long tawny hair. It was perpetually damp at the ends, for in human form Nyx always had some sign of their true natures. Some had wet clothing hems or even webbed fingers. Lora had water flora in her abundant auburn tresses.

She kissed him. "Don't worry. Anyway, if he did do something stupid like try to seduce me, do you think I'd say yes?"

"No, I don't."

"You think I couldn't take care of myself? If something so stupid were to happen?"

He hugged her. "Yes, I know you can take care of yourself."

"We shouldn't even be talking about it." She went to her hidden wardrobe, where she kept her town clothes. The fashions of the late 1890s were less cumbersome than earlier Victorian styles, and favored a sweeping silhouette for the ladies, without the wire bustle of previous years. Still, corset and petticoats and stockings took time and care. Lora had a few custom dresses with stays and underskirts sewn in for ease of changing.

She dressed quietly. Wolf gazed into the fire. A song sparrow shared its melodic voice. A bullfrog burped. Wood crackled and sparks flew. Lora glanced at the sun.

"You're sure you don't want to come?" she asked.

"Give my best to Marcus and Heidi."

––––––––
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The restaurant was aptly named The Train Stop. Marcus waved from a table by the window, and rose when she came in. He held her chair for her.

"Alone?" he said. Did she detect relief in his tone? A train had just arrived and the restaurant was full. Hacks for hire lined up by a horse rail. Buggies arrived to meet travelers. Many a buggy whip was flailed in the air by people trying to go up the down road and down the up road. Amid the shouts and neighs, the boys who swept the streets for coins did good business.

As Lora sat, Marcus caught the scent of wood smoke and water lilies. He took her wrap and hung it on a rack by the door, then sat across from her and leaned back in his chair. A frazzled waiter appeared with a pad and pencil.

"Sorry to keep you waiting, Sir, Milady. A train just came in."

"No problem," said Marcus. "Lora, you like Wiener Schnitzel? You haven't lived til you've had Schnitzel at the Train Stop."

"Fresh made to order," said the waiter.

"Sounds good," she said.

"And two beer." Marcus leaned back again as the waiter left.

"Is that all the luggage you have?" He indicated the suitcase beside her. "Some women need three steamer trunks to go away for a weekend."

She laughed. "I'm practical and it's heavier than it looks."

"Heidi won't mind you borrowing something if you need it. You two are about the same size."

The barkeep brought their drinks. Marcus lit his pipe. The familiar spicy scent with a hint of vanilla wafted through the room. He watched as she sipped her beer, her lips warm and sensual, the smallest flick of the tip of her tongue, her lowered eyes with an exotic sweep of lashes, the light winking from a purple jewel on a silver chain. The jewel seemed to flicker with its own light.

"You still have that necklace," he said.

She nodded. It was half an amulet, and Wolf had the other half. A protection charm from malevolent magic, and a point of contact between Wolf and Lora. Now it flickered and she felt its warmth. He was thinking of her. She could hear his thoughts, but not now, in a crowded restaurant with Marcus.

She tucked it beneath her bodice. To Marcus' questioning look she replied, "It really doesn't work with this outfit. So, how's the family?"

"Dad passed away last year."

"I'm sorry."

"Thanks. In the end we weren't very close. He lived in that big rambling house all alone with a couple of servants. Wouldn't see anyone. Not sure he ever forgave my brother for becoming a writer instead of following in his footsteps."

"How is David?"

"Doing well. His novels are popular. He's won a couple of prizes."

"Wonderful." She smiled.

The Schnitzel, steaming and succulent, arrived with sides of potatoes and red cabbage. As she took a mouthful the amulet under her bodice began to vibrate. The friction warmed her flesh. She chewed slowly and focused on the amulet.

You're shameless, she thought.

That's why you love me, he thought back.

Part of why, she admitted.

Is Marcus behaving himself?

A perfect gentleman. Are you going to buzz me every half an hour to check?

You can always turn off contact.

"Isn't it?" Marcus said, breaking her focus. "Best Schnitzel in town."

Lora swallowed. "Delicious."

Outside, it began to rain.

––––––––
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Heidi Müller rifled through an old magazine. The air was chill and grey, and she had built a cheerful fire in the wood stove. She curled up on the couch and sipped coffee, glancing over the magazine articles without much interest.

Marcus would be back in a couple of hours. The clock ticked. It was driving her crazy. She had to do something. She went into the bedroom and sat at her vanity. The bed was gone, the floor a lighter shade where it had been. It was at the new house. Tables and chairs sat askew, covered for the move like sculptures by a ghostly artist. Heidi wiped the thin film of dust from her vanity mirror. She powdered her face to lighten the dark circles under her eyes. The look in vogue for ladies was pale, not sickly.

The telephone buzzed and she jumped. Heidi took a deep breath. She set her powder tin and puff on the vanity table and went to answer the phone. An operator connected the line.

"Heidi?" It was Marcus.

"Glad you called," she said.

"What's happened?"

"Nothing," she said. "Just feeling nervous. And a little lonely."

"Lora and I are arriving on the 21:05 at the train station."

"Shall I pick you up?"

"It's raining here. You might have bad weather too. Why don't we get a hack, pick you up at the apartment and go out to the new house together?"

"Excellent plan. Love you, dear."

"Love you too," he said with a smile in his voice.

Heidi hung up with overwhelming relief. She was glad of the telephone, not completely cut off from the world. The new house had no telephones yet. A line had to be run up the drive and the telephone company was backed up with work. Who knew these contraptions would be so popular?

She went back into the bedroom to brush her hair, and stopped short. Her powder tin was on its side, spilling to the floor. The puff had been flung across the room, leaving a pale patch where it struck the wall, and lay on the ground.

Heidi backed out of the room. Stay calm. Probably knocked the tin over when I went to answer the phone. That doesn't explain the puff. Maybe I kicked it, and didn't notice.

Wouldn't I have heard something? she wondered. Maybe not. Fire's crackling.

Heidi put on water for tea She wiped the counter. Stacked the dishes. Wrapping them for the move would keep her busy until Marcus and Lora arrived. Before it was too dark, she took a breath and stepped into the bedroom. On her vanity, the powder tin and puff were back to normal. There was no sign of spilled powder.

She put her hands on her hips and looked around. "Who's messing with me? Come on, it's not funny."

Shadows swallowed her words. Did I imagine it all? Neighborhood kids playing pranks? The bedroom had no back door and the windows were closed and locked. She felt a presence behind her and whirled. The room was empty. Fighting a rising dread, Heidi went to the wall where the puff had been flung. It was back in the tin ... but about halfway up the wall was a pale, dusty spot. She touched it. Silky smooth powder adhered to her fingertips.

"So I didn't imagine it," she said aloud.

From the hallway next to the bedroom came heavy footsteps, and a dragging sound. She hardly dared look. When she did, the hallway was empty.

Heidi grabbed a pocketbook and umbrella, left a note for Marcus pinned to the door and went out for dinner.

––––––––
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"She's not here." Marcus came back to the hack, his collar turned up against the rain. "Around the corner," he told the driver. "The little place downstairs with the vine-covered rails."

"I know it." The driver clicked his tongue and the horse steered back into the street.

Marcus told Lora, "She left a note, said she didn't want to be alone. Right over here, driver, thank you." He helped Lora out of the covered buggy. He was already drenched. He held the umbrella over her. "Entrance downstairs," he said. "It's a pretty little place."

Piano music greeted them as they went inside. Marcus shook out the umbrella and left it to dry. The tables were cozy and private amid green foliage plants. Heidi sat at the bar, feet dangling from the tall bar stool. Her rouge was smudged and she looked more like a fallen woman than an eminent scientist.

Heidi threw her arms wide and almost fell off the bar stool. "Lora! You're beautiful! Marcus, darling, did you have a good trip?" She sagged against his arm.

Marcus grinned. "Celebrating early?"

"No, my dear. I've heard on good authority ... " she held up her wine glass and hiccuped, " ... this makes you forget. An' I need to forget ... " she looked around. "Where'sh my pocketbook?"

"Your inside jacket pocket. Never mind, I've got this. Lora, take Heidi out to the hack, will you?" He took out his wallet, and the bartender tallied up the cost.

Lora helped Heidi off the bar stool. A dead weight with jelly for bones. Heidi giggled. Bits of blonde hair stuck out from her hat. One of her gloves sagged around her wrist. Lora had to look around for her missing shoe. Heidi tried to put it on and fell against Lora who fell against the wall.

"Lora," said Heidi, raising her wine glass, "you are drunk."

Lora put the wine glass on the bar, took the umbrella and guided Heidi out to the waiting hack.

"Feel the rain," Heidi cried, lifting up her face.

With help from the hack driver, Lora got her into the buggy. Marcus came out and climbed in beside Heidi. She fell into his lap and smiled up at him. "Hello, lover."

Marcus and Lora managed to get her into a sitting position, and she promptly fell asleep. Marcus sighed. "Something happened at the apartment," he said. "I know it. A person doesn't go out and get completely hammered just because she's lonely. Well, perhaps, but not Heidi."

"She doesn't drink much," said Lora. "Goes right to her head."

"Her head will be hurting tomorrow." He called to the driver. "Take the next right, if you don't mind. It's a shortcut."

The driver nodded. "You're going to the old Brockenheim place by the cliff."

"How did you know?"

"It's the only place along this way. You the folks who bought it?"

"My wife and I," said Marcus. It was only in the previous decade married women were allowed to own property. "The drunk one," he added.

The hack driver chuckled. The horse swished its tail and loped along at a good pace. When they arrived at the main gate, Marcus got out to open the gates, and waved the hack through. The driver clicked his tongue and spoke to the horse but the animal refused to move anywhere but backward.

"He's usually not this balky," said the driver. "It's like he's spooked. He won't go through the gates." He clicked his tongue again, and the horse pranced where it stood, and would approach the house no further.

"Never mind," said Marcus. "Sometimes horses get weird at these gates. We can walk from here."

The house loomed ahead. No light burned. It was a stark silhouette against the starry sky. At least the rain had stopped. Marcus paid the driver, then picked Heidi up in his arms as she mumbled and lolled, and they walked toward the house.

On the road, the driver turned the horse around. As his gaze swept the front lawns, he looked up into the big oak tree by the gate. Tied to a branch, swinging gently back and forth, was a hangman's noose.

Horse and buggy made it back to town in record time.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Lora held the lamp while Marcus carried Heidi to the bedroom. Shadows sprang upon the walls. A face appeared and she gasped before realizing it was a small portrait of a woman with dark hair and green eyes, clad in clothes of the late 1700's.

A carved brass inset at the bottom said, 'Teresa Jakobson'.

"Could've sworn I took that down," said Marcus.

Their footsteps whispered over the old carpet like voices in the mind. Along the hallway were pale rectangles and ovals where other pictures had been. The end of the hall plunged into darkness.

"In here." Marcus stopped before double oak doors. They seemed recently installed. Lora opened the doors and they went into the master bedroom. "We started to renovate this room first," said Marcus. "Not quite done." Three old doors occupied the wall across from the king-sized bed. He laid Heidi down. "She has night clothes here somewhere." A trunk stood open nearby.

Lora found a cotton nightgown in the trunk and helped Marcus dress Heidi for bed. Heidi woke up briefly and mumbled.

"Yes, Liebchen," said Marcus, though he understood nothing she said. Her head fell against his chest.

"Will she be all right?" said Lora.

"Eventually." Marcus tucked Heidi in, beneath cotton sheets and a billow of soft feather ticking. "Gets cold up here sometimes," he said. "Chimney sweeps coming tomorrow, so we can start using the fireplaces. Can you stay with her a few minutes? I'll get a jug of water. She'll be thirsty when she wakes."

After he left, Lora gazed around the room. Moonlight poured through a big bay window. The lamp sat on the bedside table and cast light on Heidi's face as she slept. The aroma of fresh cut wood lingered and the gleaming oak floor, cushioned with several thick rugs, seemed new.

Due to her Nyx nature, Lora saw very well in the dark, and aided by moonlight her gaze penetrated the shadows. She felt a chill and rubbed her arms. Was a window open? She got up and checked for a draft.

To the south along the river, less than half a day's ride by horse, was the Lora Ley Rock, for which she was named. At one time, dwarfs lived behind the waterfall, but they were gone now.

Lora drew the heavy curtains. Plenty to explore tomorrow. She returned to Heidi's bedside. She smoothed the hair away from Heidi's face and felt her forehead. Just a little warm, flushed with the effects of booze. Lora laid her head on Heidi's chest and heard a strong heartbeat.

And a scratching noise.

Lora sat up. "Marcus?"

Scratch. Scratch. Scratch.

It came from behind one of the closed doors. Perhaps it was Marcus, coming up a back passageway. Hands full with the water jug, he couldn't knock properly.

The three doors were old, and narrow and would soon be replaced. She got to her feet.

The scratching came again. "Marcus?"

No answer.

A cat? Perhaps it was trapped. Lora took hold of the crystal doorknob and opened the first door, a green one with chipped paint and a titanic squeak. A steep set of stairs went up to the attic. "Here, kitty kitty," she called. A cold clammy feeling engulfed her, and she got a whiff of mold.

Scratch. Scratch. Scratch.

Not this door. Lora backed out, leaving the door open in case a hidden animal wanted to flee. The middle door was peeling mustard yellow, with a latch. She opened the door and a dark shape came at her, knocking her off balance. She staggered, stifling a scream. Then she saw what had frightened her, and laughed. Just a big clunky hat box.

She raised the lamp. A few old clothes drooped on hangers. Definitely nothing in here. For a moment she waited in silence, listening for the slightest sound. She heard Heidi turn over in the bed. She checked the doors for claw marks, any clue to the mysterious scratch noises, but found nothing unusual. Had the sounds stopped?

The third door was blue, faded and battered like the others. She tried the crystal knob. It wouldn't turn. She pulled. The knob came off in her hands. Oops. In any case, the scratching seemed to have ceased for now. Lora closed the other two doors and went back to Heidi's bedside.

When Marcus returned with the water, Lora asked him about the blue door. She gave him the crystal knob. "Can you fix it?"

He glanced at the closed door. "Probably, but the key's missing. Searched high and low. That door has a date with a crowbar."

She told him about the scratching noises. "A cat, or squirrels maybe?"

He nodded. "Got in between the walls, I suppose. When we moved in this spring there was a family of barn owls living under the roof. A house like this could be a zoological curiosity." He rolled his eyes. "Who knows what's taken up residence."

"We can look around in daylight tomorrow," she said.

"Are you tired, Lora? I'll show you to your room. The workers like to get an early start, so be warned their hammering might wake you up."

"We don't need as much sleep as full humans," said Lora, "but I know where I'd like to rest and refresh." Her eyes sparkled. She opened a velvet curtain and showed him the moonlit pool and waterfall."

"Of course," said Marcus. "Silly of me."

Lora smiled. "You're just not used to water spirits as house guests."

"True. D'you need a towel, or ... ?"

"All right. And my dressing gown is in my suitcase."

"I put your suitcase in the guest room two doors down, on your right. Couple of towels, too."

She nodded and got to her feet. "Thanks, Marcus."

"Lora." He grasped her hand. "Thank you."

She didn't know what to say. She smiled, patted his hand, and wished him good night.

––––––––
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Marcus stood by the dark window and watched Lora make her way to the pool, amid night-blooming jasmine, scarlet trumpet flowers and mossy rocks. The waterfall sparkled and sang. He heard her voice rise to the song of the water, the rhythm of the night. He stood as if entranced as she set the towel on the rocks and slid out of her dressing gown. Her hair hung almost to the ground, lush and gleaming. She walked into the pool, and it rose up around her. Just like the first day he'd seen her.

Beneath the water came a flash of light. As Lora dove, her fish tail glimmered in the rays of the moon, and with a sparkling splash she was gone. The pool was about three body-lengths across but Marcus knew not how deep. He once submerged as far as he could and had to come up for air before touching bottom. He smiled and lit his pipe. Maybe Lora could tell him, tomorrow.

He let the curtain fall. He poured himself a Bärenjäger and sat in the bedroom, watching the lamplight flicker on Heidi's troubled face. It's hard for her, he thought. She's in this house all alone. She's a scientist. A logical thinker. Things that go bump in the night confound her thought patterns. God knows they confound mine. With Lora here, at least she has someone to talk to. The way women talk. And Lora knows more about the unseen world than we possibly can.

Marcus finished his drink and tapped out his pipe. Then, from somewhere close by, he heard the scratch of claws. He jumped up, every nerve alert.

The sound became louder, urgent, then stopped. The clock ticked. He was sure the scratching came from behind the blue door.

When no further disturbance came, he changed to his night clothes and climbed into bed beside Heidi. She rolled over and flung an arm over him, and he held her hand as he closed his eyes but didn't sleep.

At least Lora heard scratching too, thought Marcus. I'll stay awake all night and see if it happens again.

Ten minutes later he was fast asleep.

––––––––
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Lora drifted down in the pool, thirsting for the flow of water over her skin. She spun slowly and her hair floated around her. Freshwater plants of all kinds lived on the craggy walls, with little fish and diving beetles and dragonfly nymphs. She felt a cool current and followed it to the wellspring in the rock. The water source was here. An underground spring, filled the pool, created the little waterfall and meandered downhill to meet a larger stream, a tributary of the Rhine.

She hovered over the pool bottom, water grass tickling her skin, cruising with lazy movements of her tail. The cool water refreshed her and sated her bodily thirst. In human form she could stay away from the water twelve to twenty-four hours before dehydration set in.

Down in the gentle depths, she held up her purple amulet. It was dark and cold. Not a flicker. Had Wolf cut the connection? She frowned. That wasn't like him, even if he was upset about Marcus. Not that he had reason to be. Sometimes, people followed their own lines of logic.

Perhaps they should have charged the amulets by fitting them together before she left. Maybe it just shut down to save energy. Lora tapped it, and shook it gently. She sent a thought message to Wolf, but it fizzled and went nowhere, and the amulet didn't even flicker.

Strange. A malfunction?

She noticed a shimmer by a crevice in the rocks. Almost every pond, lake or well had one or more portals, some leading to specific locales and some acting on the desire of the traveler. She wanted to go through and discover where it led, but if she were caught in a time-space warp or under fire by unknown forces, she'd be no help to Heidi and Marcus.

For a while she drifted, resting. She assumed her human form and desolidified, and let the water flow through her. It was long after midnight when she rose to the surface again.

––––––––
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In the dark night the sky was a miracle of light. Wolf floated among the lily pads with his hands under his head. Starlight reflections gleamed around him as he gazed at the splendor above. He saw a shooting star streak across the firmament and wished for luck.

Lora would love this, he thought. Maybe she was watching it too. A vast band of cosmic clouds and countless stars glimmered above. It was part of the Milky Way spiral galaxy discovered by Galileo in the early seventeenth century, which included planet Earth.

Absently, Wolf toyed with the amulet around his neck. After his thought message to Lora the purple gem became cold and lifeless. Had she cut the connection? The amulets helped protect against malevolent magic. Did they still work? Suppose he went charging up there only to find she wanted to do this alone?

He swam to shore, where the small fire cast flickering light. Soaking wet he climbed out of the water and shook himself, and sat by the fire to drip dry. Earlier he'd gone to the Mittelstadt Market, made some money playing guitar, and spent it on an entire Schwarzwälder Kirschtorte, a mouthwatering Black Forest cake, made with chocolate sponge, creamy filling, cherries, whipped creme, shaved chocolate and cherry Schnapps. It sat on a rock. A couple of forest imps, each about the size of a little finger, nibbled at the cream frosting. Like Nyx they loved sweets.

Imps had a lot of friends. Wolf gave them a generous piece and before long more arrived, sniffing hopefully, and cried out with delight when they saw the chunk of cake left for them.

Although temperamental, imps and other faerie folk could be friendly and helpful if treated well. Now they climbed up the piece of cake, eating as they went, and the air filled with their joyful laughter and chatter. Wolf smiled.

He stopped smiling when the amulet on his chest grew cold as ice. He took it off, holding it by the leather thong as it was too cold to touch. It had turned bright blue. He breathed on it, and his breath formed frost crystals. What the heck?

He held it over the fire, and the fire shrank away. He put it on the log next to him and the imps shrieked and pointed and jumped up and down until he took it away again. He dangled it into the water. A thin sheen of ice appeared around it.

Well, he said to himself, that's not supposed to happen.

He dove into the bay, morphed to fishtail and headed toward the demesne of the Mittelstadt River Wyrm. The Wyrm was old and wise, and had given the halves of the purple stone amulet to Wolf and Lora. They were set in dwarf-forged silver. They helped protect against malevolent magic, and Wolf and Lora could communicate or locate each other with them. Put together, the two halves helped revitalize them.

He sped over the bottom of the Mittelstadt River and sent a thought message to the Wyrm. Some days she wasn't in the mood for visitors. She lived in a cluster of underwater caverns two dimensions removed from the human realm, accessible through a portal in the river. A forest of water flora flourished near the entrance.

She rested her enormous coils on one of her favorite mossy rocks, where beams of sunlight from above glimmered on the gems and trinkets and stones adorning her walls. Her great golden eyes regarded him with a smile.

"Good to see you, Wolf," she said. Feathery whiskers around her mouth and chin fluttered with the movement of the water. "What do you want?"

"What makes you think I want anything? Maybe I'm just visiting a friend."

She chuckled, a rumbling sound. "That you are."

"And while I'm here ... " he held out the blue amulet, dangling by its leather thong. The water around it seemed viscous, not quite turning to ice.

The Wyrm stretched out her massive head to look at it more closely. Her nostrils flared. She snorted and recoiled on her rock. "It's gone to metamorphosis caused by elemental spirit activity. Don't touch it."

"What?" Wolf dropped the amulet and it sank down to the cavern floor.

"Well, don't leave it there," said the Wyrm. "Pick it up by the thong, as you had it. Can't hurt you like that."

Wolf swam down and retrieved the amulet, holding it as far away from himself as possible. "What spirit activity?"

"Could be demonic."

Wolf almost dropped it again.

"My, we're twitchy today," said the Wyrm. "Relax, Wolf. It won't come through the amulets, neither yours nor Lora's. Where is Lora, by the way?"

"Staying with her ex-fiance for the weekend."

The Wyrm raised a hoary eyebrow. "Is this a private matter?"

"I really hope not."

The Wyrm waited.

Agitated, Wolf swam back and forth. "He's married now. Invited her out to their new house in Flussberg, near the Rhine Gorge. New, well, it's six centuries old, with a nasty history. But what house that age doesn't have some dark secrets?"

The Wyrm nodded. "Depends on whether it disturbs the residents."

"According to Marcus her ex, strange things happen. Noises, candles going out, unpleasant smells. Easy to explain, right? Then a couple days ago his wife Heidi fell asleep in the bath and woke up in a tub full of blood.

"Now these two are scientists, they're skeptics, but at that point they gave up. Next morning Heidi went back to their old apartment, and Marcus showed up here in Mittelstadt. They know we're half Nyx. They understand there's more to the world than what's visible. Long and short, Marcus asked Lora to stay with them a few days, if only to make Heidi feel better."

"She's there now?" A school of silvery minnows played chase among the Wyrm's whiskers.

"Yes," said Wolf.

"You weren't invited?"

He muttered something.

"Hmm?" said the Wyrm.

"Didn't want to go."

"You might have to," said the Wyrm. To the minnows she said, "Someone nibble behind my left ear please, I have an itch." The school swam up to investigate. She returned her attention to Wolf.

She continued, "Your amulets did as they were intended and shielded you both from dangerous spirit energy, which now resides in your amulets instead of your bodies, and drives the metamorphic process."

Wolf felt a chill. "What do we do?"

"Put your half of the amulet in an iron box or container. Iron suppresses spirit magic, as you know." Wolf nodded. The Wyrm went on. "You'll need both halves of the amulet."

"This thing is affecting Lora too?"

––––––––
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Lora tore the amulet from around her neck and threw it into the waterfall. She stared down at herself, where the red marks of a burn pulsed with pain. Lora splashed cold water on her skin. In mer-form, she was combing her hair in a hidden nook when her amulet began to turn red, and within seconds was burning hot.

Now she morphed to her human form and put on her dressing gown. The amulet lay on a rock ledge beside the waterfall, and hissed and sputtered like a red-hot iron. She found a stick and hooked it under the silver chain, and pulled the amulet toward her. When she could almost touch it the end of the stick burst into flames. The silver chain was a heat conductor. Hastily, she laid it on a stone and plunged the stick into water to put out the fire. The amulet steamed and smoked where it lay.

She looked up at the house as it stood dark and majestic in the pre-dawn light. There was no sign of activity. She poked the amulet with the stick, and the red rock sputtered but released no flame. Yet it contained something alive, she was sure as she peered at it from one side, then the other. Was Wolf's malfunctioning too? Was it the effect of the house, hostile spirits, a glitch? Glitches could be mean, apparently.

She folded the towel and picked up the smoking amulet with the thickest part. What to do with it? What if it started a fire? She didn't want to let it out of her sight.

With quiet footsteps she went back inside and down the hall to her guest room. On the washstand was a pitcher of water and a basin. She poured the water into the ceramic basin and dropped in the amulet. It hissed.

"Put it back," said a male voice behind her, and she whirled with a gasp.

No one. She waited, eyes darting around the dark room. "Who's there?"

A spirit? A person? A joke?

Am I hearing things now?

In the water basin, steam started to rise.

"Oh, no." She ran around the room, grabbing anything she could made of iron. A  potpourri dish. Clothing hooks. Candle holders. She dumped them into the basin with a clatter. Slowly, the steam cleared and the water began to cool.

Lora sank into a chair, weak with relief. At least she could contain the thing. But what of the voice? So distinct. Put it back, he said. Put what back? The searing pain of the burn on her chest demanded attention. She opened her dressing gown and looked at it. Blisters were forming on her skin, edged with bright red. Perhaps there was an aloe in the kitchen. Juice of the plant had strong healing properties for burns.
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