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Many tales are told of the Nibelung treasure.

This is one of them.

A casual trip to the circus uncovers arcane secrets, and takes Lora, Wolf and friends out of the nineteenth century and into the Dark Ages. Entertaining and fast-paced, Nibelung is based on real events during the era of Late Antiquity, and the mythology of the German epic hero Siegfried.

The Roman Empire is split in two and crumbling from attacks by various barbarian tribes, including the terrible Huns from the east. The Huns are led by Attila, known as Etzel in German.

While the official language of Germania is a vernacular form of Latin, it differs among tribes and regions, who speak their own languages and dialects.

At the beginning of the fifth century, the Burgundians led by King Gunther migrate to the west shore of the mighty River Rhine. Gunther establishes his capital at Borbetomagus - modern day Worms, Germany - and wreaks havoc on Roman settlements.

In these perilous times, tales of heroes and dragons unfurl. As the enchantment of Midsummer's Eve draws near, we slip into the depths of mythology, magic, mysterious creatures and feats of legend.
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CHAPTER ONE
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"I'm so excited!" Skoldt pranced for joy.

"What's she like?" Wolf shook water out of his tawny hair and leaned on a sunny rock, halfway out of the pool. They were in Skoldt's demesnes. Waterfalls gurgled and sparkled in the afternoon light and the breeze flirted with the poplar leaves. Graceful reeds swayed and fragrant flowers opened their colorful petals to the sun.

"You'll love her," said Skoldt. "Haven't seen her since I moved here from Norway." His silky white mane rippled as he dipped his head to his favorite drinking pool. Narcissus reflections danced, bright blossoms bent over the water.

Wolf put his hands behind his head and lay back in the pool. His long hair floated around him. A flick of his fishtail caught a shimmer of light. "Does she look like you?"

Skoldt nodded. "Not much variation among brook horses." He blinked his big brown eyes. "Naturally, she's beautiful."

"Naturally," agreed Wolf. In mortal or mer form, most water spirits were enchanting. He swam to shore. "When are you expecting her?"

Skoldt fussed over his algae patch. "The day after tonight. I shouldn't have let her make the journey by herself. She has to take the waterways and it's easy to get lost."

"I could go meet her," said Wolf.

Skoldt snorted. "Nixies are not irresistible to brook horses."

"Then they haven't met the right Nyx." Wolf pulled himself up on the rocks surrounding the pool, chest glistening. Golden light glimmered beneath the surface, and he emerged from the water in human form. He put on the dry clothes he'd left on shore, a simple tunic and trousers, and wiggled his toes in the soft grass.

"Just behave yourself," said Skoldt. "She's sensitive."

"A trait shared by many brook horses, I think." He laughed. "Just kidding, Skoldt, I wouldn't hit on your sister. Besides the inter-special thing, my heart belongs to another."

"Lora."

His eyes flashed blue and green, reflections of forest and waterfall ponds.

Skoldt snickered. "Has she forgiven you yet for running off with a fake nixie when you had a fight?"

Wolf flushed. "Don't remind me."

"You know I will."

"Anyway, I was under a spell." He sat languid on a warm stone, and picked up his guitar.

"Sure you where," snorted Skoldt. "The spell that sends all the blood out of your brain into your loins? That's a popular one."

Wolf strummed a few chords. "And soon cause for regret." He hummed a melody.

Skoldt looked nervous. "What's this song now?"

"About the beauty of love."

"Maybe you shouldn't play it." Skoldt looked around. "What if it attracts females? You've done it before."

He plucked the strings. "Yes. But we vanished your demesne from mortal eyes."

Skoldt gave a sigh of contentment. "It's been ever so peaceful."

A bump appeared beneath the moss and traveled toward them. The bump paused, quivered, and a magnificent stag beetle broke through the crumbly earth. His shell and mandibles shivered with rainbow light.

Wolf played an intro riff. "Hey, Lukan." Lukan's aura shielded the area from harmful magic. Although Skoldt's demesne was close to the human town of Mittelstadt, it was virtually impossible to find, either by magic or ordinary means.

"When did you last talk to your sister? What did you say her name is?"

"Volke," said Skoldt. "Few days ago. She was near Vienna. We keep in touch through various channels. Minnow messenger, frog news and - "

"Air mail," came a great squawk, and a shadow leapt over them. Skoldt neighed and kicked in alarm. "Personal delivery no extra charge," called the magpie.

"Thanks, Mag!" Wolf caught the paper-wrapped cylinder.

Skoldt stamped a hoof. "She does it on purpose," he muttered, "sneaks up to spook me."

"Probably," said Wolf with a grin. He read the smudged words on the parcel. “It's addressed to me and Lora.” He unwrapped the package to find an envelope therein, rolled up in a wide golden band. He slipped out the envelope and turned the bauble over in his hands. Ruddy gold. It warmed to his touch. An armband, he realized, the kind that graced the limbs of courtly ladies in bygone days. Maybe a modern copy.

He  opened the envelope and arched an eyebrow. "It's from Worms."

Skoldt crinkled his velvet soft nose. "What kind of worms?"

Lukan glinted. "Not coming here, are they? They'll eat my rotting wood. It's for future larvae."

"Worms the town, you clowns. It's not even pronounced the same. On the Rhine, a day's ride south." He scanned the letter. "Something about a treasure."

"Oh, one of those," said Skoldt. He flicked his tail. "It's a mail-in lottery. Don't send them any money."

"It's not a lottery," said Wolf. "And I have no money."

"Who's it from?" said Skoldt.

Wolf turned it one way, then the other, and shrugged. "Dunno. The letter says the armband's for Lora, refers to the Nibelung treasure." Reaching into the envelope, he found several paper bills. He clicked his tongue, folded the money and put it in his pocket. "There's a timely win. People shouldn't send cash through the mail. Easy to lose."

Skoldt and Lukan looked at each other. They had no need of money, but the Nyx liked to indulge in human pleasures. A little dinner, some dancing, midnight romancing. Wolf had intended to go to market this evening and raise cash playing guitar. Now he could take Lora out in style.

Skoldt said, "So you're going to Worms?"

"Nah. That treasure's been lost for centuries. It's probably not even in the Rhine any more. The river's changed course since then." 

"So why are you keeping the money?"

"A gift from the sky? Why not?"

"From what I know of human commercial values," said Skoldt, "there's no such thing as money for nothing."

"But there is such a thing as pure dumb luck."

"Granted."

"Besides, if we do go to Worms, we'll take the river systems and waterways. It's a free ride."

"We?"

"It's addressed to both of us. They want Lora. She's not going alone."

Skoldt shook his head. "The last time someone wanted you and Lora Ley, it was to feed on your lifeblood. Best be careful." 

Wolf felt a warm familiar hum and touched the amulet hanging from a thong around his neck. The purple stone flickered in its setting of dwarf-crafted silver. Technically it was half an amulet. Lora had the other half. He heard her thought.

Wolf smiled. "She finished her river run." Every once in a while Lora took her river maiden fishtail form and swam like a flash through the Mittelstadt River as it flowed around town. She helped keep the river clean and healthy, like a vast water garden, tending its needs. She housed filter feeders like clams in strategic places, brought fertile soil to an abundance of water lilies, untangled the fronds of graceful river flora, cleaned away any spillage or factory waste and left a touch of her own unique magic wherever she went.

Mittelstadt was fortunate, as industrial revolutions blazed through Germany in waves during the 19th century. Just south of Frankfurt, the town was largely bypassed by the factories, chemical plants and coal refineries ubiquitous in the north.

Now, in 1893, when pollution and population caused many water spirits to flee their demesnes, the Mittelstadt River was almost pristine. Among the townsfolk, rumors circulated of nixies, and some even swore they saw an enchanting woman with long auburn hair glinting copper in the sunlight, in the water or among the river reeds; the shimmering flick of a fish tail; or heard a mysterious song in the darkening eve. 

And others said they'd seen a mer-man on the rocky riverbank, so comely as to beguile maids and married women alike, or heard a mystic melody rising with the morning fog. And some tossed silver coins in the water to ask a boon of the spirits, and others threw iron to keep evil magic at bay.

"Is she coming here?" Skoldt looked around. "I should clean."

Wolf laughed. "It's Lora, not the home inspector. Don't mention the letter yet, okay?"

"What letter?"

"Your demesne looks beautiful. I see your crystal garden's growing."

"Oh yes," said Skoldt with a little jump. "Isn't it pretty? The rose quartz is new."

As if on cue, light flashed from a pink crystal.

Wolf looked up through the trees. "Wait. She says she'll be swinging by - duck!"

"Wheeee!" From the canopy burst forth a lithe figure, clinging to a vine rope. She released the rope, dove into the pool and surfaced, laughing. Her eyes sparkled. She came to shore and threw her arms around Wolf. "Did you miss me, Liebling?"

He kissed her mouth. "Always. But maybe my aim was off."

"You cad." She poked him in the ribs.

Skoldt and Lukan looked at each other and snickered.

She waved and called to them. "What's new?"

"Wolf got a letter," said Skoldt. 

Wolf growled at him. "I said, don't mention the letter."

"What letter?" said Skoldt. He pranced away to play beneath his waterfalls. Lukan got back to work aerating wild chives.

"What letter?" said Lora. Her wet tunic clung to her body in many delightful ways. Whorls of water leaves flourished in her hair. Never had a nymph looked so ravishable.

Wolf sighed and showed her the missive. "Sent to both of us, with a gift for you." he said.

She frowned. "Who do we know in Worms?"

"Probably just treasure hunters." He held up the arm band.

Lora gasped. "It's gorgeous!" She took it in her hands and ran her fingers over the silk smooth surface. "Is it really gold?"

Wolf nodded. "Red gold." Elements of copper gave the band its ruddy hue.

"And it's for me?" Delighted, she slipped her arm into it, watching the graceful band flash and glint in the sun."

"You have a secret admirer?" said Wolf.

"Hmm." She fluttered her lashes. "Could be." She took it off again and peered more closely. On the inside, a series of letters or symbols was engraved along one curve. "What does this mean?"

Wolf looked at it, frowning. The shapes were small and crammed together. He shook his head. "Some strange form of old German or Latin. I bet the Wyrm would know."

She glanced back at the letter. "It says there's money enclosed."

Wolf produced the cash with a flourish. "Just keeping it safe."

She thought for a moment, then, "I opine we send it back. Next they'll expect us to jump in the Rhine."

Wolf nodded. "Even the resident spirits left for fresher waters. And you're especially sensitive."

"Am not!"

He grinned. "I mean your skin."

"Oh. Yes. Even the slightest change in pollution levels." She picked up a wide-toothed golden comb and ran it through her lush auburn hair. The water weeds passed easily between the teeth. They were part of her now. "Anyway, the only time we need money is at the Mittelstadt market or the occasional night out." Sunlight danced in her eyes. "It was surely a human who sent it."

"This money would buy a lot of chocolate creme pastries."

"Oh my darling, you know where lieth my heart." She licked her lips. Nyx were especially fond of sweets.

"It would buy us a great night out. We could see a show. Or go dancing. Champagne." He took the comb and smoothed her rippling tresses, all the way down to mid-thigh, as she reclined on the soft grass. "You like champagne, Liebling."

"Perhaps a bit too much. Such gluttons, aren't we?"

"Tis why we take human form - so we can partake of the pleasures all around us. How about it, Lora?"

"Maybe a few chocolate cremes," she said.

He nipped her neck. "We should go to our demesnes."

She rolled over and he kissed her, and she stretched her arms out in the grass. "Everything," she said. "I want everything."

Ever since she embraced her true nature, Lora had discovered an unbridled lust for life. Her fine-tuned senses were aware of changes in the wind and water, fragrance of wildflowers, sounds of little creatures in the leaves, birdsong near and far, whispers in the night, the warmth of sunny rocks.

Her human body delighted in the pleasures of life, but was not immune to injury, hunger or fatigue. Wolf and Lora were both half Nyx, and their human aspects needed a lot of maintenance.

He had taught her secrets of the Nyx, how to change to a mer maiden with scintillating fish tail, or pure water, indistinguishable from the surrounding river. He introduced her to worlds within worlds, fabulous creatures like the wise old Wyrm who lived in her watery demesne far beyond the ken of men.

Was it only last August she learned the truth? Now flowers blossomed throughout the land, and June brought bright breezes and nurturing sunlight. She and Wolf had overlapping demesnes by the river, with craggy rocks and moss covered logs, fragrant water lilies and flashy little sunfish who liked to play chase.

Lora learned the power of her voice, and how to control it. Her songs enchanted those who heard her. She sang of love and longing, sin and seduction, creation and destruction. Her voice could move the water, caress the ears of passersby or call others to her.

She and Wolf had a special connection. The purple amulets given them by the Wyrm would always bring them together. Her love for him was deeper than she ever thought possible, and he loved her just as fiercely. Although Nyx were polyamorous by nature, they wanted only each other. It didn't stop them flirting once in a while, though. They were both irresistible.

Inspector Reiker walked three paces past the birch grove, then backward two, turned around once and said, "Okay, can I go in now?"

A windy sweet voice whispered, "What's the magic word, Inspector?"

He sighed. "Please."

"Not that one."

Reiker rolled his eyes. "Abracadabra."

A light shimmered in the birch grove, and a path appeared. "Enjoy your visit, Inspector Reiker."

"Yeah, thanks." Reiker passed through the arch of boughs into the birch grove. Under his breath he muttered, "If you know who I am why do I have to go through all this idiocy with paces and backward and weird words and jumping through hoops ... "

Reiker was one of the few humans who knew how to find the invisible path leading to Lora and Wolf's demesnes. Perhaps the only one. In fact, over the last few months Reiker seemed to become even more human. At one time he would have led them off in shackles. Now he came to visit and brought a six-pack. Bottled beer was still a new concept but catching on in a hurry.

Reiker breathed the fresh air and felt the calm of the place. Already the sun was near the horizon, casting golden orange light as purple dusk advanced. Wavelets lapped on shore. A small fire flickered.

For a moment Reiker hesitated to disturb them. They sat on a log, wrapped in each other's arms and whispered conversation, a laugh, a giggle. Spruce sap hissed among the flames, and the song of nightingales floated among the trees.

"Ahem," said Reiker.

"We know you're there, Reiker," said Lora, eyes flashing at him over her shoulder. She smiled. "Come sit down. We have chocolate cremes."

He held up the beer. "In the mood for a couple?"

"Always," said Wolf. 

"Beer and chocolate," said Lora, licking the sweet cream from her fingers. "You have remarkable tastes, my love."

"Remarkable tastes in love, too." He moved in as for for a kiss, and murmured, "Should we show Reiker the letter?"

She kissed him. "Yes. Maybe he can help us find whoever wrote it."

Wolf explained about the missive, and handed it to Reiker.

"And this." Lora took off the armlet.

"Whoa," said Reiker. "Is that real?"

Lora nodded. "Ruddy gold."

"Gold of kings and heroes," said Reiker. "Wonder if it's old." He squinted at the writing inside, but it meant nothing to him. Maker's mark? Personal inscription? The gold was a good weight in his hand. "Suits you," he said, handing it back to her. Lora put it on. The band embraced her arm gentle and sure.

"We have to send it back," said Lora, gazing at the armlet with regret.

Reiker held up the letter. It was almost too dark to read, now. "We have a graphologist on call at the station." Lora and Wolf looked puzzled. "Handwriting analyst," he clarified. "He can identify characteristics in a person just by a writing sample."

Lora clapped her hands. Handwriting analysis was a popular amusement. "Had mine done at a traveling show once." She gave him the letter.

"Reminds me why I came by," said Reiker, "There's a circus in town for the weekend. Set up a tent and contraptions in old man Hauer's field. It's their last night and I'm on peace patrol." The fire sparked, and Lora moved the embers around with her fire stick. "Thought you might want to check it out."

Lora brightened. "Let's, Liebling. I've never seen one."

He shrugged. "Sure. We planned to go out tonight anyway."

"What do they have?" asked Lora.

"Permission," said Reiker. "Some of the townspeople would rather have them run out of town. But it's a good sized outfit. Animal acts, trapeze, jugglers, fire-eaters, maybe a fortune teller, jiggly dancers, rigged games for prizes, clowns, a freak show. Guy who runs it comes from America."

"America," Lora whispered. It was such a distant foreign land.

"Well ... " Reiker pulled a pair of hand-lettered tickets from his pocket. "Here's a couple of passes. Perks of the job." He leaned forward. "Just a word of warning - stick to the clowns and high wire acts and avoid the freak show. It just breaks your heart."

Lora grinned. "Didn't know you had one to break."

He laughed. "Don't let it get around." He rose and brushed off his trousers. "Gotta go, the Chief Inspector's got me working a split shift. Keep the rest of the beverages." Lora offered him a chocolate creme pastry. He bit into it with gusto, waved and departed.

"You must slay him," said Regin. "Tis the only way."

Siegfried nodded. "Vengeance will be yours, as he killed your father and stole the gold you were to share. Fear not, noble Regin. On the morrow the beast dies writhing on my blade. And what worth to risk my life? Half the treasure shall be mine."

"Agreed, fair prince," said Regin. "An you bathe in the dragon's blood, your skin will be impervious to injury, tougher than any armor."

"I'll need a good sword," said Siegfried.

Regin gestured to several hanging on the wall. Siegfried examined them carefully, chose one and with a great cry smashed it against the anvil. Hastily both men turned away, covering their faces as fragments of deadly steel flashed through the room.

"I'll forge one thrice as strong," said Regin.

"Meantime I'll get me to Gnita-Heath and prepare a trap for the beast."

Regin looked at the sun. "He be asleep now, deep in his lair. It's a good time." He clapped Siegfried on the shoulder. "Fare you well, friend. Be back by twilight ere the beast awakes. And I'll have a fine sword for you on your return."
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CHAPTER TWO
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Lora and Wolf dressed to go out on the town. Hidden in their demesnes, protected by spells of concealment, was a type of tree bough wardrobe, a natural enclosure where they could leave human clothes and accessories. It was the early 1890s and Lora no longer had to mess with a wire bustle. The fashion now was sleek sweeping lines, the silhouette trim. Wolf helped with her corset.

"You do clean up well," she smiled. Wolf bowed with a flourish. He was dashing in a homburg hat, tweed jacket, shoes ashine. Unlike the majority of men who wore their hair short and sported beards or sideburns of great variety, he was clean-shaven and tied his long tawny hair into a tail at the back of his neck, slightly damp at the ends.

"And you, my lady," he returned, "are the belle of any ball." He kissed her hand. She was stunning in forest green satin with pearl buttons. She pinned her long luxurious hair atop her head, held in place with a hat to hide the green water weeds. An auburn curl caressed the nape of her neck.

When Nyx went among humans they mingled easily in a crowd, but could always be identified by certain traits. Some had damp shirt or skirt hems, exotic features, even the suggestion of scales on the body. Lora had water weeds growing in with her tresses. Wolf's hair was perpetually damp at the ends.

"The air's still chill." He gave her a full length travel cloak with large cowl. "Will this cover your hat?"

"Easily." She slipped into the cloak and tucked the cowl around her face. In the shadow her eyes were dark and mysterious. She wriggled her toes, constricted by the green satin dancing shoes. They weren't made for traipsing through fields.

Wolf knew her thoughts. "Wear your forest slippers."

When she first embraced her Nyx nature, the slippers guided her feet through all manner of terrain, until she learned the skills herself. The stiff shoes of humans pinched ever more fiercely, while her slippers felt like nothing at all.

Holding hands, they followed the invisible path from their demesnes to the road leading to Mittelstadt. They hailed a hack to the other side of town, where the houses dwindled and fields of corn, sugar beets and potatoes flourished. The road was unusually busy with buggies and horses and even a couple of low wheeled bicycles, the new transportation craze.

They heard the circus before they saw it, a great hoopla of sound from horns and drums, horses, laughter and shrieks of delight, cries of barkers carrying above it all. A fire juggler stood near the entrance gate, swirling his blazing brands with dramatic flair, sparks flying into the night. Flags and bunting of all colors fluttered from tent poles and strings above the crowd. Scents of pretzels, roast peanuts and buttered popcorn, churned earth and fresh dried paint, perfume and stale beer filled the air.

Lora gazed in wonder as they presented their passes and went through the entrance. High above, a man with a long pole walked a tightrope. Below him a barker hollered, "Come to the big top! Next show in one hour. Amazing feats of daring and danger! Trapeze artists flirt with death! Pretty ladies and horses dance for your pleasure! Hilarious clowns! Cute trained dogs! And don't forget the side show, ladies and gents! A host of fearsome freaks to shock and amaze you! See the smallest man in the world wrestle the bearded lady!"

"Mama," cried a little boy, "can I see the freak show?"

His mother reached for his hand. "It's past your bedtime, Peter. We're going home."

"Madam," the barker intervened, "surely you would not deprive this dear child of the important education he can derive from our beloved freaks."

"Please, Mama?" He tugged her skirt.

"I don't -"

"Included in the admission price," said the barker, with a genial gesture to a nearby closed tent.

"Pleeeeease?"

She looked at her wrist watch. "If you have bad dreams, don't blame me."

"Yes, Mama," Peter said eagerly, and dragged her toward the sideshow tent. The flap opened, and they ducked inside.

Lora watched them, curious. "What do you suppose is in there?"

Wolf pointed to the posters on either side of the tent, some faded and curled at the edges. "Fat man. Wrestling midgets. Two headed cow."

Another barker called to them. "Creatures of fantasy and fear! Cursed monsters! From far and near we have collected these atrocities -"

"Can it," said Wolf. He held the tent flap open for Lora, and followed her inside. It was dark and smelled of moldy straw. Lights flickered ahead. They took the narrow passage.

"Mama, look!" Peter stood on the dividing rail and pointed. "D'you think it's real?"

A hand-lettered sign said "NEW TODAY! First Ever Water Horse in Captivity". Beside the sign was a clear glass tank filled with water and a lid that seemed well secured. A lady from another group wrinkled her nose. "It doesn't even do anything," she said.

"It can breathe under water," said her escort.

"It hasn't twitched a muscle. Bet it's stuffed," said the woman. "Let's go see the two-headed cow." They went down to passage to the next exhibit.

The tank was fortified with bars of iron, and an iron collar was affixed to the horse's neck. The horse was pure white, with feathery hair around its ankles, hooves like ivory and a rippled mane hanging almost to the ground. Its eyes were closed, long dark lashes soft on a pale cheek.

"Come, Peter," his mother said. "Get off the rail. There's nothing to see here." As she turned away a stream of air bubbles spurted from beneath the horse's tail. Peter almost fell off the railing.

"Mama," he squealed, "the horse farted!"

She turned back. "What have I told you about that kind of language?"

"But it did!"

"That lady was probably right. It's stuffed. Just some air escaping. Come on, Peter." She turned and started down the corridor.

Peter looked around quickly. No one was in sight. He climbed over the rail and approached the tank and the statuesque underwater horse. "Hey, horse," whispered, and tapped the glass.

"Peter!" his mother called.

"Coming, Mama," he said, then words failed.

Water churned as the animal whirled towards him. Its eyes blazed red, the red of raging fire, the red of fresh spurting blood. The mouth opened into a gaping maw with crooked yellow teeth sharp and gleaming, a great pulsing throat oozing bile, and hooves struck glass as if to smash right through it and melt the iron bars and suck the boy bones and all into its ravaging gullet.

Through the pounding in his ears he heard Mama call again. He scrambled away from the tank as the horse's mane became white snakes dripping venom, whipping around its head. In one motion Peter jumped up and fell over the railing, and ran from the place with a wail of horror trailing behind him. 

In the water tank, Volke the brook horse banished the illusion, closed her eyes and went back to sleep. Her magic was weak here, and she was tired.

Lora and Wolf heard the wail.

"What do you suppose frightened that child?" she said.

Wolf grinned. "Take your pick."

So far they had seen an angry midget swing from a lady's beard as he tried to bring her down, a woman deformed by the swellings of elephantiasis, an obese man in a loincloth. Even the angry midget looked tired and bored. Lora shuddered.

"Maybe it wasn't such a good idea, coming in here."

"Reiker warned us."

"Imagine earning a living as freaks on display."

He took her arm. "Come on, Lora. Let's forget it."

"Wait." She pointed to a framed sign, barely distinguishable in the gloom.

The sign read in curly script: "Next - Water Horse".

Wolf raised an eyebrow.

Lora said, "It's probably fake. Just a quick look, then we'll go. This place gives me the creeps."

"Agreed," said Wolf.

At the next exhibit, gas lights hung on posts. In a large tank of water, surrounded by  bars, was a brook horse with an iron collar around its neck. It stood motionless, head lowered, seemingly asleep.

After a moment Wolf said, "It's Volke. Skoldt's sister."

"What? How do you know?"

"She just told me. She greets you, but her magic is too weak to speak with both of us at once."

"But why is she here? Is she held prisoner? Can we help her?"

Wolf put an arm around her waist. "A moment, Liebling. Let me speak with her."

Their magic was also less potent in the presence of so much iron. Lora held his hand and energy sizzled between them. Perhaps it would help. 

For a while, it seemed nothing happened. The horse remained immobile, her eyes closed. Wolf was silent as he tried to hear her. Not only was she bound in iron, she had a strong Norse accent.

Wolf nodded, and the spell was broken. The brook horse opened her beautiful brown eyes and sent them both a mind message. Thank you.

Outside again, Wolf and Lora sat on a wooden bench. "She was taken by surprise while crossing overland to the Mittelstadt River. A horrible nimble gnome had her collared and hobbled in iron before she could run. The gnome travels with the circus and seems to have some knowledge of magic."

"Surely the owner of this charade is here somewhere," said Wolf. "We have to find him. Perhaps he'll release Volke." But there was doubt in his voice. A real brook horse could bring a fortune in receipts.

"What about Reiker? Maybe he could help."

"Must be somewhere keeping the peace. From the looks of it, the whole town is here enthusiastically waving money. Worst he has to worry about is a beer garden brawl."

"Let's find the owner. The American." She stood up and looked around, but visibility was limited as people milled around her and a crowd flowed toward the big top. An organ grinder's melody competed with laughter and the strident calls of vendors. In the tent, a band began to play.

They wound their way through the throng, and after asking the right questions of the right people, were directed to a row of wagons toward the back of the field. "At the end," said the clown. "The one with purple swag."

The wagon door was bright red wood. Wolf rapped firmly. They listened, senses alert. A movement inside. Wolf knocked again.

A chair scraped, and a moment later the door opened. A bearded man of great girth stood in the doorway and glowered at them. Light streamed around him. "Well?"

Wolf gave a little bow. "Apologies for disturbing you, mein Herr -"

"Then don't," said the man, and slammed the door.

Lora and Wolf looked at each other. This wasn't starting out well.

Lora stepped up and knocked again. "Just a moment of your time, mein Herr." Her voice was soft silk."

The door sprang open and the man loomed in the doorway. His gaze raked Lora up and down. "I have seven concubines," he said. "Why should I need one more?"

"Hey, buddy." Wolf stepped forward. "A little respect for the lady."

The man snorted. "I have little respect for either of you. Now go away."

"Don't you want to know what we want?" said Lora.

"No." The door slammed. 

"Verdammt!" Lora pounded on it with her fists. "Open this door, you hound!"

Again the door flung open, and the man stood, hands on his hips, laughing. "Well if you want me that badly, woman, I can cure your ills." He grasped her by the wrist. "I assure you I'm a lusty fellow." He pulled her into the wagon and Wolf hit the door hard with his shoulder as it tried once more to slam, and stumbled in behind Lora.

"Hey," he panted, "let her go."

The man threw her on a low shelf of pillows. "This little whippet's no good for you, girl," he sneered.

"That's it." Wolf reached into a trunk of colorful clothing for a long silk scarf. With swift precision he wound the scarf around the big man's ankle and heaved. The man's foot flew in one direction, and the man in another, and how they remained attached was anyone's guess. The man landed hard and hit his head and lay on the carpet, groaning. "Lora, you hurt?" Wolf held out a hand to help her up.

"Only that he abandoned me so easily," she said. She stood and brushed herself off.

"Right," said Wolf, as the man climbed to his feet. "Let's start this again. I'm Wolf. This is Lora." He held out a hand. "And you are ... ?"

"You don't know?"

"We know you run this outfit."

The man drew himself up to commanding height. "Have you not heard of the great and powerful P. T. Barnum?"

"Of course," cried Lora. "From America."

"Well," said the large man, "I'm not him. But I worked with him once. For him. My specialty was elephants."

"You trained elephants?" said Lora.

"Not exactly, but my work was very necessary."

Wolf grinned. "You cleaned up the - "

"Yes, yes." He waved a hand. "It's important to understand the business from the ground up, don't you think? My name is Jebediah James." He spread his arms, almost touching the wagon walls. "And these breathtaking spectacles you see, all come from me. Now what do you want? Please don't tell me you're looking for a privy."

Lora laughed, then sobered. "It's about one of your freak show exhibits."

"That lady's beard is as real as the hair on my face. Didn't you see the midget swing from it?"

"It's about the horse," said Wolf.

"We have a lot of horses here," said Jebediah James.

"I mean the horse in your side show, Herr James. The water horse."

"Call me Jeb," he said with an ingratiating smile. "I assure you, friends, she is an authentic brook horse. My assistant partner trapped her just this morning. Haven't even a poster yet."

"We've come to ask for her freedom."

Jebediah's bushy eyebrows rose. "You're having sport with me, I think," he said. "Do you know how rare these creatures are? She'll fill my coffers with riches."

Lora shook her head. "She won't survive in captivity. She'll fade to nothing. Your equivalent of death."

His interest piqued, he leaned forward again. "What know you of it, girl? What know you of water horses or as you put it 'your equivalent of death'? Your speech is strange, methinks."

"She's not from around here," Wolf said quickly. "I'm sure she meant 'our equivalent.' Didn't you, Lora?"

She nodded mutely. She'd already said too much. Jeb reached for her and she pulled back. His dark eyes pierced like hot needles.

"That arm band," he said. "Where did you get it?"

Instinctively she put up her hand to cover the band. "Never mind. We're here to talk about the horse."

He gave a mysterious smile. "The horse may die, but gold lives forever."

"That horse is the sister of a friend," said Wolf. "You have no right to keep her captive."

Strange light crept into Jebediah's eyes. "Sister? So there are more than one?"

Wolf waved his hands. "No. Forget it. We just want the brook horse."

The big man leaned back in the pillows and folded his massive arms. "Finders keepers. Convince me otherwise."

"If it's money you want," said Lora, "we can get it. And don't forget, a dying brook horse is a limited resource."

Jeb snorted. "A thousand marks." They gasped. It was exorbitant. "But," he continued, "I'm willing to make some concessions. That arm band, for example, could knock the price down."

"Can't," said Wolf. "We don't even know who sent it."

"Let me see it." A huge hand hand reached for her and Lora scrambled backward, too late. He gripped her upper arm and tugged the band.

It didn't budge.

He pulled again. It was as if fused to her flesh, and refused to move. "What sorcery is this?"

Wolf inserted himself between Lora and Jebediah and poked him in the chest. "Don't make me hurt you, buddy."

Lora kicked out and struck Jeb's shin hard with the heel of her foot. With a grunt the big man released her and staggered, tripped on a carpet corner and crashed to the floor amid a pile of brass and copper ware.

As the din died, Wolf said, "The horse. Release her now."

Jeb shook a fist. "Never! You will never have the brook horse. Security!"

Wolf reached down and grabbed him by the collar. "Come on. We'll get her now. Where are the keys?"

Lora spotted a heavy ring hanging from a discreet hook. Just as she reached for them, Jeb's searching hand closed upon a pistol, and he aimed it at her.

"Back away, girl," he said, and raised his voice again. "Security! You feeble minded curs, where are you when I need you?"

The door flung open and, startled, Jeb fired a shot. It knocked over a burning candle and lodged in the wagon wall. A curtain burst into flame. Jeb grabbed a blanket and beat the fire. Wolf ran to help him and Jeb snarled, "Haven't you done enough? Get out and take that devil woman with you!" He threw a bucket of murky water on the mess. Stinking steam rose as he subdued the last of the flames. 

The security officer came into the wagon and inquired as to the nature of the disturbance.

By the time Jebediah finished cursing, Wolf and Lora were long gone.

Krogg the Non-Malevolent reclined his bulbous body on a low step drenched in muck, and dripped happy slime. He was the only salamander goblin in the sewer, indeed the whole area, and he liked it that way. His padded fingers drummed a rhythm on the rock. The room was huge, an underground cavern surrounded by archways and secret passages.

A quivering nose poked out of the foul water, followed by an enormous hairy head with bristling whiskers. Krogg sat up and held out his soft squishy arms. "Ratzel!" He slid into the reeking liquid, leaving a slime trail, and swam to greet his friend. With globulous fingers he stroked the rat's face.

They paddled to the stone step and climbed out of the oozing stench. Ratzel sniffed Krogg and licked his mushy cheek, and the goblin salamander snickered. "What news you got, Ratzel?" Much as he disdained living in the Overworld, Krogg was always happy for the latest reports.

Ratzel told him about the circus. Krogg nodded and splashed water on his gooey self. He had seen the wet and crumpled pamphlets. A gang of sewer rats went down to investigate.

"You have fun, Ratzel?" Krogg scratched his friend's neck.

Ratzel wriggled a bit to the left and sighed happily.

"What they have?" said Krogg.

Ratzel licked his lips and told him about the popcorn and pretzels and mystery meat on a bun.

"What else they have?"

Ratzel described the acrobat shows and clowns to entertain the humans. Quite uninteresting, for a rat.

"What else they have?"

Ratzel caught on. He snorted gleefully and explained about the privies. Public and well used, large wonderful vats of effluvia, perfect for frolicking, where brimmed the most foul, most hideous, bilious pestilent waste imaginable.

Krogg's yellow eyes shone and he clapped his rubbery hands with delight. Slime dripped from his mouth as he pictured the paradise of the privies.

"Maybe I go," he said.

Ratzel shook his hairy head. Cleaners had chased the rats away with brooms. The circus was leaving town and wasted no time.

"Hmph," said Krogg and folded his arms, padded fingertips drumming. "Where circus go now?"

Ratzel heard they were traveling south to meet up with the Rhine. Tourist season had started in earnest.

"Aw. Too far, even for luxury vacation in overflowing cesspits."

Ratzel chittered.

Krogg gave a gaping toothless grin. "Next time for sure. You hungry, Ratzel? Someone threw out spoiled meat and fragrant sludgy waste in B wing."

Ratzel nodded, and the two friends splashed into the murky water and swam leisurely away.

Tired and hungry, Siegfried arrived back at the home of Regin as night fell. His foster father presented him with a mighty tempered steel sword which would cleave a feather or skull with equal ease. Siegfried raised it high above his head, where a common man would have trouble lifting it at all.

With an air-shattering cry Siegfried smashed the sword on the anvil, once, twice, and light flashed as the weapon broke into a thousand pieces, leaving Siegfried only the hilt.

Regin threw his hands up in despair. "A finer weapon I never did make nor see. And you know, as I am of the dwarf race, my work is powerful."

Siegfried patted him on the shoulder. "Blame not yourself, noble Regin. Truly you have great skill. Look, in the box over there lie the pieces of my father's sword Gram. Tis the very sword he pulled from the tree, when other warriors and even kings failed." He opened a wooden box, took out the pieces and gave them to Regin. "From this you can forge a sword to slay a dragon."

Regin held up the pieces and nodded. "It shall be done. Remember, only if you pierce him in the heart can you kill him."

Siegfried pulled a haunch of venison from the open pit fire and sliced meat off with his knife. "Your reasons are good, but tis a shame as Fafnir is your brother."

"Fafnir killed our father and stole the Nibelung treasure. Greed and selfish rue turned him to a dragon. All who tried to defeat him failed. Truly you avenge us well, my friend, not only my dear father but all those who lost their lives in pursuit of those riches."

Siegfried helped himself to a draught from a keg of beer by the wall. He took a long hearty drink. Regin pumped the bellows and set to work on the sword forthwith.

Tomorrow was a busy day.

"You have to help us!"

The two officers in the buggy looked at each other, then the unkempt young couple panting for breath in the street.

Wolf bent over, holding his side in pain. "Reiker. Where's Reiker?"

The officers drew back prudently. "He went home early," said one, an older man with a magnificent mustache. "Circus is closing up anyway. Hear the applause? That's the end of it. The contortionist just popped of of the box. When we see Reiker we'll tell him - "

"No," said Wolf. "There's no time. Our friend's been kidnapped and we need help now."

"Wait," said the younger one, "is this a joke?" He looked around. "Is Reiker having us on?"

"No," cried Wolf and Lora. She grabbed the footrest of the buggy and the horse danced to the side. "Please listen!"

The older one sighed. "Right." He took out a notebook and fountain pen. He shook a splotch of ink out of the nib and poised his pen to write. "Your friend was kidnapped."

"Yes," said Lora, "by the circus owner Jebediah James who put her in the sideshow."

"I see. So she has a malformity?"

"No, she's quite beautiful, actually ... big brown eyes."

"Brown eyes. All right then. Hair color?"

"White," said Lora. "Pure white."

The officer disguised a grimace. "You mean flaxen?"

"White," said Lora.

"Height?"

"About fifteen hands."

"What?"

"Uh ... about 1.7 meters."

"Weight?"

"550 kilos, give or take."

The officer threw down his pen. "Now I know you're having me on. Get out of here before I lock you up for public mischief."

Lora and Wolf talked at once. The officer held up his hands for silence. His mustache twitched. "You kids been taking narcotics?"

"Honest, Officer!" Lora pleaded. "She's a horse. He has her on display."

"So you're saying Jeb James stole your horse?"

"Not our horse," said Wolf. "Our friend's sister."

"Your friend's sister's horse?" The officer scratched his head.

Lora took a deep breath. "Our friend's sister is a horse."

The second officer's sideburns quivered as he stifled a giggle.

"Not just any horse," said Wolf. "A brook horse."

The first nudged his partner with his elbow. "So a magic horse, is what you're saying?" He tried to restrain a grin.

"He had her in a tank of water ..."

"So you went to the circus and saw a magic horse."

Both officers chuckled.

"Go home," said the one with the mustache. "Fun's fun, but we'll take you in if we have to."

Lora started to speak but Wolf took her hand, tugged gently and led her away before words could spill. Behind them, the police officers burst into hoots of hilarity.

"They won't believe us," said Wolf. "We better talk to Skoldt."

"He'll have a nervous breakdown."

They turned off toward Main Street. Wolf said, "Maybe we can sneak in later, after the marks - I mean the customers - are gone. Your voice can shatter that glass, Liebling. You can hit those notes with ease. We'll find a way to get around the iron. Crowbar's an option."

Lora nodded. "Our magic is weak near iron too. I don't know how well my song will work. We'll have to rely on good honest strength." Wolf flexed a bicep. "That's what I mean, sugar."

They turned onto a side street. From there, a wagon track rambled through the forest. Just off the track, Lora and Wolf slipped like lithe shadows onto an invisible trail. The shimmer of moonlight on water came through the trees.

Skoldt bounded up to meet them. "Did you go out? You're back early. Wasn't expecting you til the sun came up. Where did you go? How was it?" His long mane gleamed like silver in the night. Lora and Wolf sat on the rocks by the big pool.

"You'd best sit down, Skoldt," said Lora.

Skoldt sat, his brown eyes anxious. "What is it? Bad news? Oh, I know it's bad news. You don't tell someone to sit down if it's good news, do you?"

"Your sister's been captured by circus people. They've put her in a freak show."

"Are you sure she didn't want to be captured? Run off and join the circus, you never know with Volke."

"We spoke with her," said Lora. "She didn't want to be captured. We're going back in a while to see if we can break her out."

Skoldt jumped up. "I'm going with you, of course."

"Might be easier on our own," said Wolf.

"She's my sister!"

"What if they capture you too?" said Lora.

"Oh." Skoldt shuddered. "Maybe you're right."

In any case, it didn't matter. When Lora and Wolf arrived at the site of the circus, there was nothing to greet them but trampled grass and litter illuminated by the light of the moon. A couple of rats munched spilled popcorn, but faded into the shadows when Wolf and Lora came near.

Wolf put an arm around her shoulders. "Don't worry, Liebling. We'll follow the caravans. You know they always send out advance promotion. If we give Mag something shiny she'll help us too. Shouldn't be hard to track them down."

Lora nodded. "Let's get some rest for now. This human body is hungry too. We'll make a fresh start tomorrow."

They turned and headed back to Skoldt's demesne.

"You see?" said the gnome. "I told you they'd come for the horse."

Jeb looked up from the receipt books. He had borrowed from the treasury, just a bit at first, but it became a mighty flow. He was a business owner, creator of a circus of wonders begun with a couple of acrobats, a trained dog and a medicine show. Not bad at all for a kid from the wrong side of town.

He dressed in silks and satins, from flowing robes and turbans to the best custom three-piece suits. Two sturdy black Frisian horses pulled his wagon, harnessed in finest tooled leather. And from America, Jeb brought his skills of the card game poker, and if he won one big game he was set for life, but as his skills were mediocre he made a goodly amount of cash investments into the economic well-being of his playing partners.

So, he tried to creatively balance the books. Some of his performers threatened to walk off the job if they weren't paid this week. Fortunately, the circus had earned a massive profit in Mittelstadt. Unfortunately, Jeb's plans for the profits didn't include paying the performers. He owed a lot of money to people who weren't very nice.

He put down his quill.

"That horse is a dud," he snapped. "It stands there like a life-size child's toy. For all I know you rigged up some kind of hidden breathing apparatus."

"Give her time," said Erik. Lamplight shadows flickered over his face as the wagon trundled on. He joined the circus a few months ago, promising untold riches and power to Jebediah James. Jeb had yet to see any indication of that. "There are ways to convince a recalcitrant brook horse to dance for the crowd." He sniffed the air. It was fragrant with frankincense and medicinal herbs but Erik smelled something else. "The Nyx were here," he said. His golden eyes glittered accusation. "You let them go."

"How was I to know?" cried Jeb. "It's not like they were doing water ballet."

"I'm sure they'll follow us. That horse means something to them. Patience, my friend. We'll soon be rich beyond our wildest dreams. Imagine, you'll be only circus to offer a water horse and genuine nixies."

"I thought they were just fairy tales," mused Jeb. "And I'm not sure I believe you now, either."

"Trust me," said Erik with a crooked smile.

Famous last words, thought Jeb, and went back to balancing the books.

Dawn had not yet pierced the veils of night, and already the forest was vibrant with birdsong. At last, Siegfried had the sword he needed. Regin was a master smith. He forged the broken pieces of Gram into a weapon of magnificent might and surety. Once, twice, thrice Siegfried struck the anvil, and the sword rang out in song, and cleft the anvil in two. It was strong enough to slay the dragon.

The day before, Siegfried dug three great pits in the heath, one over which the dragon would crawl to drink of the river, the others to collect the overflow of blood when he killed the beast. He quickened his steps.
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