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BALDRIK WAS A BRAVE young man who rarely shied away from a challenge. He was an ordinary farmer’s son, yet even on the farm there was more than enough that called for extra courage and decisiveness. He climbed the highest, lifted the heaviest, and calmed animals gone wild. He was handsome too: tall and blond, with a full mane of long hair, a ruddy beard, and bright blue eyes. There was only one thing that didn’t come easily to him, and that was dealing with girls. Despite his boldness in every other respect, he was painfully shy around the fairer sex. More than once a lovely girl had spoken to him, only for him to blush bright red and start stuttering. Most girls in the village, therefore, saw nothing in him.

On this sunny midsummer day, late in the afternoon, Baldrik was on his way home from the market. He pulled his empty handcart behind him. He had sold well today, and now he had an easy walk back to the farm. The farm lay quite a distance from the market town, yet the weather was lovely, and he enjoyed walking through the forest. He strode along briskly and sang a cheerful song. Funny, he thought, when I sing, I never stutter.

Suddenly he thought he heard something. A woman’s voice, singing along with him. He froze, listened intently, and fell silent. Yes, there it was again, somewhere deeper in the woods. The voice continued for a few more bars before falling quiet too. He started a song in two parts. When his verse ended, he waited anxiously, only a heartbeat, because there the beautiful voice returned. Now that she sang alone, he could determine the direction. He left his handcart on the path and walked into the woods toward the voice.

Singing and listening in turn, he moved deeper among the trees. The further he went, the fewer signs there were of people gathering wood or hunting. After forcing his way through a thick cluster of bushes, he thought he heard the sound of falling and rippling water too, a sparkling accompaniment to their duet. A brook ran near their farm; this was likely the same one, though he had never followed it back to its source.

The sound of the woman’s voice and the water grew louder until, in the distance, he saw golden evening light spill through the trees. He stepped onto a small clearing and found a tiny forest pool, where a spring bubbled up and a stream flowed out.

In the warm light of dusk, a breathtakingly beautiful woman sat on a stone, her feet in the water. Baldrik felt butterflies erupt in his stomach.

She had lifted her skirt and let her bare feet play in the water. Baldrik froze where he stood and blushed fiercely. He had seen women’s legs before, of course, all the farm girls hitched up their skirts while working the fields, but they wore stockings and clogs. Here he saw a woman’s legs, utterly bare. The dress she wore he could hardly describe. It resembled none of the clothes the girls in his village wore. Even the gowns on statues of goddesses looked dull in comparison. The fabric seemed as fluid as the water, clinging so closely to her skin in places that he could tell she wore no shift beneath.

He had no idea where to look.

She began the next verse of the song, and his gaze met her eyes. Their eyes locked. He stood rooted to the spot, watching her as she sang. Her voice faded, and it was his turn. Oh Gods, please let me not stutter now... He drew a deep breath and began a new song, a love song.

As he sang, she reached out a hand to him. Did she truly want him to come closer?

He took a few steps toward her, and the strange woman smiled and nodded encouragingly. When he stood before her, he hesitantly reached out his own hand. She didn’t pull away. Her fingers entwined with his, the moment they touched. The butterflies in his belly erupted into a wild flock. Her skin felt impossibly soft, and up close she was even more beautiful than from afar. Her eyes were as deep as the water, blue and green and a touch of brown. Her skin seemed to have the slightest greenish tint... or was that simply the reflection of the
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